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Half-Breed
Marcia Colette


 
Prologue
Name: Melissa Cowan
Age: 28
Occupation: waitress, Gordon's Diner, Peoria, Illinois
Marital Status: single, but involved
Preternatural Status: pack werewolf (rogue)
Bounty: $50,000 for the pack (five wolves)
* * * *
Placing her index-card dossier on the table, I watched as she went back and forth in the diner, serving one customer after another. When not carrying a large tray or more than one drink in her hands, a spare hand guarded her impregnated belly as she skirted around the tables.
What maniac would have his mate work like this? Between the dark circles under her eyes, dark brown stragglers of hair sticking out from her limp ponytail, and her pale complexion, it was obvious that nobody gave a damn about her. A real wolf would have kept his wife like an expensive China doll, stashed away so that she could give birth to her cubs in comfort and secrecy.
Given that the humans knew nothing of our existence; that would be best for all. If she accidentally dropped her load on the floor or went into premature labor, our lives would be complicated on an unimaginable scale; think witch hunts and mobs with pitchforks.
That was why my leader, Wesley Dane, gave me the job of watching her while the rest of my group went after her pack. If she alerted her pack, she'd die faster than planned.
Two weeks ago our anonymous employer had put a bounty on her pack because they had turned one too many motorists to snacks. People would come to the diner for a meal and then go back to the pack's motel to rest up before getting back on the I-90 thruway. Things like that don't go unnoticed when one of the victims happens to be a councilman's sister.
An anonymous pack put out a bounty on Melissa and her rogue—rabid was better word—pack. The Hunting Club, as we called ourselves, answered the call.
I finished the last of my tea. If I had to stay here one more hour and suck down another cup of tea, I'd turn into a tea tree. Though Dane wouldn't say it, I think he gave me the crappy job because I was ... different. So to speak.
Had the rogues lived in the woods like most of their psychotic kind, I would have been out there with my companions holding down my sniper position. Sorry to say, these rogues didn't play by the book. They hid out in a half-star motel—the half star because they kept the passageways swept—while Melissa sent anyone looking for a place to stay into the jaws of her pack. Pregnant or not, she was a monster just like the rest of them.
So if I believed that, then why was I finding it so damn hard to finish her off once her shift ended? Those were Dane's orders. “When she gets to the parking lot, take her out. We can't afford for even one of those bastards to survive.” Dammit, he knew this woman was pregnant. Why didn't he do this himself? Why give this burden to me?
A crash narrowed my focus on Melissa. Between the shouting from the kitchen and a table of rowdy kids clapping at her distress, it was no wonder that her nerves hadn't cracked, turning her into a werewolf on the spot. As she bent over to pick up the broken dishes, a set of hands from one table rubbed her belly while a pair of fingers pinched her ass.
Anger licked through me. How dare those bastards touch her? They had no right. Where the hell was her mate? Had he cared enough to keep an eye on her, he probably would have shifted and torn everyone apart in the restaurant. Had it been Matt, my husband, who wouldn't even have me working in a dump like this in first place, he would have torn off arms and tossed them into a meat grinder without flinching.
"Quit it!” she shouted, slapping at the feasting hands. “You son of a bitch, keep your filthy hands to yourself."
Okay, maybe I could understand why she handed some of these cretins over to her pack. Still, that didn't make it right. But I have to honestly say, had I been in her place, I might have done the same.
"Cowan!” A spatula waved out of the rectangular cut-out that gave a glimpse into the kitchen. Your typical cook with the greasy tee and large belly leaned on the cut-out and shouted at Melissa. “That shit's coming out of your pay! Either keep your breeding ground stomach in line or take your swollen ankles out the door!"
Forget the customers. I would have given his bloated ass to my rogue pack.
"Go to hell, Gordon!” She threw the pieces of plate onto her tray and stomped behind the counter. “If you left your perverts at the door, one of them wouldn't have left their limp-ass leg for me to trip over."
Sniggers broke out among the patrons.
"Watch your mouth!” he shouted back. “Then again, if you could do that, then your ass wouldn't be waddling from one table to the other."
"Fuck you. I'm taking my break.” She chucked the broken shards into the trash and tossed the tray on the counter.
A quick jerk of her head and her eyes met mine. It was though her tense hazel eyes could see right down to the tripping of my heart. Well, knowing what I knew about werewolves, I couldn't let her intimidate me. Besides, she knew who and what I was the moment I walked through the door more than an hour ago. All werewolves identified me by my scent alone.
Continuing on her path, she lifted her attention to the door on my right. Sweeping a finger across my table, she whispered, “Follow me."
Here we go.
I tossed more than enough money on the table to take care of my tea and ham sandwich before following her out the door. When I got outside, my heart skipped to my throat because she had disappeared.
Calm down, Alexa. Use your nose, girl. That's how you find them.
And it worked like a charm. I lifted my nose to the air for a quick sniff, and located her trail just around to the side of the building. Unfortunately, that side of the building didn't have any windows for the patrons to see us talking—I hoped it wouldn't come to slicing. Nonetheless, I couldn't let her just walk away.
I reached under my black vest—tailor-made to carry things like arrows, knives, and anything else that could protect my butt—and pulled out a bowing knife about a foot long. If silver bullets worked on werewolves, I would have bought stock in a silver company by now. However, these werewolves weren't like the ones you read about or see in the big screen. They could die just like anyone else, silver not necessary. On that same note, a full moon is nothing more than a full moon. I'll admit that some werewolves get a little antsy, but two cups of coffee could do the same thing.
Easing around the edge of the building, I gripped the leather hilt of my knife. I would have preferred a crossbow, my weapon of choice, but it would look a little awkward to have one slung over my shoulder while I was ordering up a ham sandwich. Keeping the knife in front of me, I peeked around the corner.
Melissa stood with her back against the brick wall and her stomach looking about as large as a walrus belly. Seeing her with swelled ankles and a run-down look on her face pinched a hint of sorrow inside me. Unfortunately, my feelings toward her didn't mean jack if she kept sending unsuspecting travelers to her pack's motel.
"You have to get out of here,” she said, keeping her head turned up to the stars. “If my pack comes, they'll take you."
Did I hear her right? Was that a warning? I came here to do away with her because she was in league with a rogue pack and here it was she gave me forewarning about leaving town. What were the bad guys coming to?
"So you know who I am,” I said, making it a statement.
She lowered her gaze and met mine again. “I don't know anything. You smell like wolf, but ... something's not quite right."
"Human hybrid."
At least that's what the werewolf population calls my kind. Half werewolf and half human. With only a handful of us estimated to live throughout the world, we are a rare breed. Most werewolves wrinkle their noses at someone like me because I was an infestation in their gene pool. Even worse, we aren't equipped to live in the werewolf world because we can't change. Heightened senses, increased agility, and the ability to lift about 400 pounds are all we get. I've learned to live with my “lesser” self. Besides, a bowing knife and crossbow more than made up for my shortcomings.
She blinked, several times. Melissa peeled her back off the wall and took two steps toward me before she stopped. Her gaze went to the blade in my hand, then back to me.
"You came here looking for me,” she said, leaning against the wall with her hand smoothing across her rounded belly. “Why?"
"I think we both know why."
A nod, before she lowered her head. “You should go while you've still got a chance. You're no match for them. I should know. I wasn't."
"Excuse me?” That came out faster than I intended. Why in the world was I taking such an interest in her soon-to-be-shortened life?
She exhaled a huge sigh. “Kevin was my boyfriend. I didn't know what he was until I became pregnant. I loved him because of his bad-boy edge. Hell, I thought I'd help him and his friends out by sending some business their way. Then when I told him that I was pregnant, he bit me.” Her eyes pleaded with mine, begging with unspoken words that pulled at my heart. “I didn't know how on earth I'd survived, but I did. And so did the babies."
"Babies? You mean there's...?"
She nodded. “Twins. But that doesn't matter. What I need to do is get you out of here before he or one of his gang comes back. If they find you ... Well ... I think we both know what they'll do."
Rape me, then eat me. I've heard that tune more than once in my bounty hunting career.
But the fact that she wanted to save me more than she did her babies floored me. She was mixed up woman with so much on her mind that she couldn't see straight. I didn't live in her world and I didn't have time to probe her with any more questions. Her pack wouldn't be coming back. The Hunting Club would. And knowing Dane and the others, they wouldn't have an ounce of mercy for her. If they had, then I wouldn't have been sent to keep an eye on her at the diner.
Gravel cracked under my black hiking boots as I made my approach. I placed my knife against her stomach and deadpanned into her eyes. “Your pack won't be coming back, Melissa. My friends are making sure of that as we speak. But you've got a choice. Either you walk away with your babies or I do a C-section right here in the parking lot."
Unspoken questions creased her eyebrow. “What are you saying? Is Kevin—"
"Kevin is dead.” Though I didn't know this for sure, I could make a pretty good guess. “If you stay here, you'll join him. I don't give a damn where you go, but those babies are going to need a strong wolf to guide them. I'm hoping that wolf is you. If not, then I'll finish this right here."
Melissa kept her eyes on me. With my incredible eyesight, I could see the fear that dilated her pupils and the pulse drumming in her neck. She was scared and had every reason to be.
But that didn't stop her from backing away. “Can I get my purse?"
"You've got two minutes. After that, you had better make your peace with God. The clock's ticking."
Holding her stomach, she scampered around the corner and back inside the building. I followed her to the front of the building where I could peek in to make sure she wasn't making any last minute calls. Reaching under the counter, she grabbed her purse, tossed her apron on the counter, and hurried out the door with her boss screaming at her back, spatula shaking in his hand. When she came back out, she hopped into a beat up Monte Carlo and squealed out of the parking lot.
Twelve people died that night, seven of ours and all five of hers. Had I known that little fact before letting her go, I would have evened the score with her and her babies.


 
Chapter 1
Eight months later...
October nights in Atlanta were warm enough to sport a light jacket when standing next to a barbecue grill.
Matt had all the luck.
I stayed inside with the dubious duty of entertaining a houseful of guests for our cookout. We enjoyed entertaining people in our home because it proved that we could fit in with the rest of the community. We did our best not to be the neighborhood outsiders. Besides, the loneliness would kill us.
However, that wasn't the big picture. The neighbors would go ballistic if they knew a full-blooded werewolf and his half-wolf wife liked serving up steaks, green bean casserole, sweet potato pie, and buttered yeast rolls for dinner. Heck, they might accuse us of trying to fatten them up for the kill.
The phone rang.
I placed a large salad bowl on the dining room table and excused myself to answer it. Of course, several people wanted to stop me for a quick chat, as though they hadn't heard the shrilling phone.
"Hello?” I answered, putting on a delightful smile.
"Hello, Angel,” Dane said.
My heart caught in my throat and my smile faltered. I panned around the room, going from one talking mouth to another. Thank goodness these people didn't have werewolf hearing. I brought my attention back to the phone. “Hold on a sec."
Up until a month ago, Dane hardly kept in contact, so I hadn't expected him to call tonight. Excusing myself from the noisy room, I closed the door to our home office and parked my butt in the chair behind the rosewood desk.
After the tragedy of losing seven of our friends, Dane nearly fell off the face of the earth and let the Club go with it. We looked to him, president and founder, for guidance and support—well, the wolf members did. But losing seven of your closest friends could put anyone in a funk. Our members went from twenty to thirteen to four within the first month.
As much as I loved Dane like a big brother, even I had had enough of the blood, guts, and carnage. So I walked away without looking back. My focus went to my marriage and career with the hopes of a baby or two down the road.
Our Club was the best in the bounty hunting business. However, being the best meant we had to break a few rules along the way. Werewolf bounty hunters who worked side by side with humans would never sit well in the supernatural community. But at the same time, our trusted humans understood the need for our existence to remain a secret from the rest of the human race.
But that wasn't the only rule we broke. If we hunted rogue wolves, we sold the skins of our prey on the black market, sometimes doubling the amount of the bounty. If anyone ever traced our kills back to werewolves, we would become hunted by both humans and supernaturals alike.
Though I never participated in any of the black market deals, guilt by association would have been enough to send me to my grave. I didn't want my husband to become a widower. So when the Club disbanded, I took my leave too.
Matt knew nothing about me being a sniper, even though it had brought us together. No, I wasn't trying to kill him at the time. I was on the trail of someone else and we ran into each other accidentally. Though I managed to get away—I won't say unscathed because that's another story—he had latched on to my hybrid scent and couldn't get enough of it. He stalked me for days before I finally gave in and listened to what he had to say. Boy, did my reluctance pay off.
"You still there?” Dane asked, jarring me from my thoughts.
Behind the office door, I could hear noise and laughter spilling throughout the entire first floor and most likely onto the patio. Matt would keep them busy, but sooner or later, he'd come seeking me out as only a true mate would.
"I'm here,” I said, fighting back a sigh and losing. “I've got a party going on, Dane. What do you want?"
"You didn't invite me? Gee, Lex, I'm feeling rather slighted."
Rolling my eyes, I fought a losing battle with a smile edging my lips. “Is that sympathy I hear? Since when does a werewolf pout at being neglected?"
"You've got it all wrong. I'm pouting because I miss you. In fact, I miss the entire Club.” A long pause, as shuffling came over the earpiece. “I've been thinking about something. About trying to rekindle the group."
"Hold on,” I said, my voice just below a shout. I sat straight up and leaned into my elbows, which were resting on the desk. “I'm not ... I don't think I can...” Aw, hell ... I closed my eyes and swallowed the clot in my throat. “I can't do it, Dane. If that's what this call is about—"
"I know it won't be easy. But after fifty years of hunting ... I can't sit on my ass another day and hear about someone else raking up on kills that should be ours."
"Since when do you keep count?” That was my job. Or at least, I had kept track of what I killed in my leather-bound journal. Unfortunately, I left the book with Graham when I left the Club.
"I'm not keeping count,” he grumbled. “But I can't stop going to the movieinfo website and seeing the number of bounties that have tripled since we've been out of the game.” Another pause. “I've already placed some calls to see if the guys are still interested."
"And if they're not?"
"They're interested. Even Chris and Jocelyn want a piece of the action."
Now why did he have to go there? I adored Jocelyn because she was the only other female in the group. Both she and her husband were full-bloods who had as much passion for the hunt as they did each other. I envied that ... in my sniper days. Today was a brand new day.
"But there's something else eating you,” Dane probed.
Though I couldn't see him through the phone, I had a pretty good picture of him in my mind, leaning back in his leather chair, feet propped on his massive desk. Nothing short of seriousness most likely etched his tanned face. That man must have baked twenty-four hours in the sun to get a tan like that. Most of the time, he wore a relaxed look, brightened with a silly grin. Judging by the determination in his voice, I bet he had run his hand through his black wavy hair at least twenty times. Despite his bean-pole body, Dane lifted weighs for the sole purpose of filling out his clothes. Nonetheless, he looked like a muscled toothpick.
I sighed, knowing how hard it was to keep anything from him. “Dane ... I have a husband of four years now. These past few months have been the happiest of my life because I didn't have to lie about where I was going or how long I'd be gone. We've even talked about starting a family."
He chuckled over the earpiece. “If it's maternity leave you want, then all you have to do is ask."
I grumbled under my breath. That man was lucky that he wasn't in the room with me right now. I would have smacked him. “You're a jackass, you know that? For once in your life, can you be serious?"
"But that's the gist of it, Angel. You and your ... mate ... have settled into your lives and you want to have kids. As a former father, I understand that. But like I said, nothing is etched in stone yet. I want to make sure I've got a skilled team that can take care of themselves at all times. It could take another month before I pull this thing together, so that gives you plenty of time to think about it."
A knock at the door, jarred me from my seat. I bolted upright and tried to wrangle in my nerves. The last thing I needed was one of our houseguests coming here to harass me about joining the rest of the party.
Matt, my handsome husband, opened the door and poked his head inside. A huge smile pinched popcorn-size dimples into his cheeks. Oh, how I loved running my fingers through his black, goose-down hair. If it weren't for him being a lawyer and needing to look professional at all times, I'd ask him to grow it out. He pushed the door open, and in strolled six feet of chiseled physique. His hungry gaze locked onto mine. Every time he unclothed me with those dark eyes, I swore he could see all the way down to the tingle in my crotch. Of course, something about his animalistic pheromones probably had something to do with it. Regardless of his beauty, most females couldn't help being attracted to him. Too bad only female werewolves respected the fact that my husband was hands off.
Yanking me out of the chair, he sat down and pulled me onto his lap. If all sixty year olds acted like this, we women would be in trouble. Thank goodness werewolves aged two to three times slower than the average human.
"Who's on the phone?” Matt whispered.
I covered the mouthpiece. “It's Dane. Be quiet before he hears us—"
"Too late,” Dane sighed. “I take it your husband's harassing you."
Damn werewolf hearing. I pursed my lips to a smirk. “Well, of you must know, he's a bit horny right now.” I knew because I could feel the thickening bulge underneath my left buttock.
Matt tickled my sides, adding more truth to my statement. At least, I think he did. I squirmed and giggled in his lap.
"Too much information, Angel."
Matt plastered a smacking kiss to my cheek. Dozens more followed, lining the back of my neck and up to my earlobe. His tickling lips perpetuated a string of lust spasms all the way down to my groin. I loved it when he touched my cappuccino-colored skin—a quick thank you to my Navajo father and African-American mother for that. He lifted my black, wavy hair and continued his invasion of my senses. A slight tug and I knew he had one of my black locks spiraled around his finger. Thank goodness I kept it cut to three inches pass my shoulders. Matt always seemed to marvel at the length. He said it was my almond eyes and pert nose that got his attention. I say it was “human éclair with bitch-in-heat cream filling” scent. His words, not mine.
"I've got to go,” I breathed.
"Uh-huh. Sounds more like His Royal Horniness might be in need of a run. I'm sure your houseguests would love that kind of after-dinner entertainment."
Two Alpha males vying for my attention. What more could a girl ask for? Well ... Perhaps a little civility between the two would help. Matt knew how much of a role Dane played in my family's life. Still, I doubt Matt would apologize for “stealing” me right out from underneath his and my uncle's overprotective noses. Why should he when I went voluntarily?
Through some of the hardest times in our lives, my family had always relished Dane's company. He had been a part of our lives since my diaper days. In fact, he had changed a few. When Matt came along and stole his little ward's heart, Dane was less than pleased, though he'd never outright admit it. Then again, I knew both he and Uncle Graham would never see Matt the same way I saw him. I figured if Matt made it through my parents and my older sister, Genevieve, then he was as good as in with my family. Had it been left up to Dane and Graham, they would have stuffed and mounted my mate over a fireplace. At first I thought him being a werewolf had something to do with it, but that wasn't the case. They would have preferred it if I hadn't waited until my wedding day to introduce the three of them for the first time. Matt wasn't pleased about that faux pas either. Too bad. My husband knew nothing of my bounty hunting days and I wanted to keep it that way. Knowing those two idiots, Dane and Graham would have used it against me and told Matt every heinous aspect of my assassinations. Who in their right mind would want to marry a sniper? So ... I never told Matt or the rest of my family about my “second” job.
"The sooner you hang up that phone, the closer we come to having wet, passionate sex tonight,” Matt whispered, hot breath steaming up my ear. “I'm going to make you come until you're squealing my name, begging me to stop. And just when you think I will, I'll ground your sticky, sweet core all over again."
Aw hell. It was time to throw everyone out.
With talk like that, I clicked the off button without so much as a goodbye and let Matt drag me to the floor for a preview of our X-rated play. It wouldn't be the first time that we've slipped away for a quickie.
* * * *
Last night's barbecue and the sex that followed had worn me to the bone. Even telecommuting from home seemed like a hassle. Thank goodness being a software engineer allowed me that privilege, though I couldn't wait to finish my real estate course.
The phone rang, adding to my exhausted mood. Whoever it was, it had better be important.
"Thank god,” Matt said, sighing. “You're all right."
"Of course, I'm all right,” I said, a smile coming over in my voice. “Are you okay?” No answer. That couldn't be good. “Matt? Are you there?"
"Oh, sorry.” A deep sigh. “There's been a change in our vacation plans. No Amelia Island this Friday."
"What?"
"We've got problems."
I slumped in the chair and folded one arm under the other. A tension headache had wormed its way between my temples. “Like what? We had our hearts set on a nice weekend getaway for the past—"
"Werewolf problems, Lex. Okay?"
My heart couldn't decide between skipping or stopping, but the numbness was certainly there. Trembling lips gave way to a light, detached voice. I hardly recognized it. “Don't play games, Matt. This isn't funny."
"Does it sound like I'm laughing?” he snapped. Rustling came over the line as if he held the phone between his cheek and his shoulder while trying to do something else. “They left my office a few minutes ago. The Georgia Pack."
Georgia Pack? Please, Lord, tell me this isn't what I think it is. We spent all of our newlywed lives on the run from Matt's former pack—the Boston Pack sons of bitches—moving from state to state, staying one step ahead. Now this. Please God, don't tell me they found us. Not now, not after more than two years of peace and quiet and settling down to a normal life.
My fingers curled around the arm of the chair to knuckle whiteness. “Other than our heads mounted on their Alpha's wall, what do they want?"
"My help with a case."
"What did you tell them?"
"What could I tell them? If I said they're on their own, they would be waiting for me in the parking garage. When one of them picked up your picture on my desk ... They know things about us, Lex. They wouldn't say anything specific, but they sure as hell did enough hinting around."
Let's see ... only one pack in the world hates us enough to give us grief and all of a sudden the Georgia Pack shows up on Matt's office doorstep. Gee, I can't image who would fit that bill.
The phone cracked. Or rather, the plastic cracked under my viselike grip. I loosened up. “That Boston Alpha prick told them.” I paused long enough to smolder a bit. “Matt, I don't want to run anymore. We've made a life for ourselves here, dammit; we can work around this."
"Hon, I know how you feel. But face facts: I'm a freaking lawyer. That makes it easy to find me no matter where we live. And I'm not about to downgrade to a paralegal so that we can live in secrecy for the rest our lives. Not as long as we're planning to have kids."
I snorted. “Another plan up in smoke."
"Look, I'm on my way home. We'll talk about it when I get there. In the mean time, keep the doors and windows locked. Anyone comes near the house, you call the police. Werewolf or otherwise."
He hung up.
I slammed the phone on the base.
Anger tightened in my chest. Thank goodness I worked from home. But that didn't mean I could afford to have a tirade in a rented house filled with rented furniture. Had everything been paid for, I would've sent the chair through the window.


 
Chapter 2
Matt traipsed into the house with the details. Normally the attorney-client privilege thing would have clamped his mouth shut. But in a case like this, Pack By-laws superseded human laws.
As I had guessed, the pack got an anonymous tip that a couple of rogue werewolves had moved into the area. One posed as a lawyer to con people out of money, and the other worked as a computer hacker who liked breaking into people's bank accounts and stealing their life savings. With reputations like that, we would've raised an eye or two and had a stack of warrants out for our arrest. After staking a claim on a territory, the last thing any pack wants is a hooligan coming in and starting trouble. So, the Georgia Pack acted on the tip and investigated my husband.
Bottom line: the Georgia Pack needed help ... and fast. One of their brothers got slapped with a DUI charge even though he had passed the breathalyzer and the hand-eye coordination tests. While one cop administered the tests, a second one did a surface sweep of the car's interior and found an extinguished marijuana butt in the ashtray. To sum it up, their DUI brother was facing 30 days behind bars if convicted. Because werewolves change every couple of days, being locked away for more than a week would break his mind. One uncontrolled change ... and our race would be front page news.
Had they wanted Matt for anything less, they would have settled for rousting us out of town. To make matters worse, even Matt getting the charges dropped didn't guarantee our safety. Our butts were cooked regardless of the outcome.
* * * *
Days had passed, and not a word from Stephan Carlisle, Matt's contact in the Georgia Pack. A magnetic talking toilet held Carlisle's oatmeal-colored business card on the side of the refrigerator, covering most of the gold and black lettering and half of the ivy trim. For some bizarre reason, my husband thought a toilet that sang the “Hallelujah Chorus” made perfect sense stuck on a refrigerator. Go figure.
Every time I entered the kitchen, that business card caught my eye and flooded me with anxiety—not that I would tell Matt. We postulated, argued, and slept on the idea, agonizing and waiting for another intrusion into our lives.
It never came.
No matter. Each night we double-checked the bolts on the front and back doors and made sure the alarm system remained activated whether we were in the house or not. When we walked passed windows, we peeked through curtains and blinds. After everything we had gone through, we had a right to be paranoid. With the backyard being our most vulnerable spot, Matt walked it every night before going to bed. When he changed, he ventured to the edge of the woods behind our home, far less than his usual thirty acre roam. Though we rented the house, this was our territory and ours to protect. We didn't want to own any expansive amounts of property. We wanted the same things most people did. Stability above all. So we stuck to our normal routine and assured ourselves that everything would be okay.
Although we changed our mini vacation into a full-blown week and stayed home, it didn't stop us from tending to other matters. One of them being, I promised our neighbor, Kristen Stancil, that I'd go Halloween shopping with her to help decorate the community center.
Kristen was the epitome of a happy homemaker. She had two kids, ages seven and five, and her whole world revolved around them, making sure they had the best that money could buy. With bouncy blond curls, green eyes, and a figure that most likely paid for her plastic surgeon's Hummer, she loved turning heads but liked the one that belonged to her college-age landscaper the most. Matt and I joked about how her strawberry blond kids were a complete divergence from her dark hair, dark eyed husband. Not that I'd point any fingers, but with Kristen anything was possible. Only she would marry a nerd who went by the name Stan Stancil.
"You know, Alexa,” she said, stepping out of her Toyota Avalon, “you should think about quitting your job if you guys are planning to have kids. That way you'd have more time to devote to the children and the house. It's not like you guys need the money, with Matty being a lawyer and all. That's almost as good as my Stan being a cardiac surgeon, right?"
I rolled my eyes. Minuscule pebbles ground under my heels as I stepped onto the second level parking garage. “I like my job.” Sort of.
Kristen leaned across the top of the white car, twirling her keys on one finger. “But you're going to be the real estate agent, right? Why not put your heart and soul into that? Besides, that's like being your own boss. You make you own hours, see who you want to see."
"Because I believe in having a fallback in case things don't go as planned. Anyway, I telecommute. I get to sit around in pajamas all day and make a sweet bank roll on the side."
"Bank roll?"
I rolled my eyes. Every now and then, what little urban slang I have sometimes seeps out and leaves the middle-class neighbors scratching their heads. Thank goodness they didn't know I grew up in the projects or that could open a door to some real stupidity on their part.
Kristen shrugged. “I guess you're right. But I'm telling you you're going love being a mother. Sure, it gets a little crazy at times, but if you shed enough tears and pluck his guilt strings about not spending time with his kids, your job gets ten times easier. Just like that."
If I rolled my eyes any more at this chic, they'd get stuck at the top of my skull.
Had Kristen not been the grapevine queen, I would have chosen my friends more wisely. Still, we couldn't refute her knack for nosiness.
Without warning, her eyes went wide, staring over my shoulder.
Great.
Scuffling footfalls said it was too late to turn and defend myself. My personal space sensors crept up the back of my neck as the intruder made his approach. When the footsteps halted, the assailant slammed me against the car, covering my entire body with his putrid, sweaty one.
Kristen shrieked. Tears blurred the fear in her bulging eyes. She clutched her fists up to her mouth, sniffling and whimpering. Just what I needed, a woman who lacked a backbone. That's what I get for hanging around with a housewife who's been rumored to fluff more than her husband's pillow.
"Move, cunt, and you're as good as dead,” our assailant seethed. “The same goes for you, rich bitch. I want the purses and the keys. Now!"
Bullies ... I can't stand them.
I rammed my three inch heel on his foot, grinding until something popped underneath the top of his sneaker. His little-girl cry yelped throughout the empty garage. Sinking my elbow into my would-be mugger's ribs sent him staggering backwards. He met my eyes, fury steaming through the black ski mask. He held onto his bruised, if not broken, ribs, seething through clenched teeth.
Was that supposed to be intimidating? I've handled monsters that left me quaking in my shoes. With this guy, I had to stifle my laughter.
I slugged him with a right upper cut. He stumbled backwards, landing hard on the pavement. Not letting up, I took his denim collar in my fist and lifted him off the ground until his legs dangled. His eyes grew as large as half dollars.
"Life is full of surprises,” I said in a low voice, smiling daggers. “Here's another one for you."
I threw him over the hood of a nearby car. He rolled to the other side and flopped onto the ground. As I skirted the front bumper, thoughts of more damage crossed my mind. My would-be mugger got to his feet, swinging his fist. My spine bowed backwards, curving my upper body out of his line of fire.
A challenge. Now we were getting somewhere.
Assuming my kickboxing stance, I locked my glare on his. He swung a left hook, but my right arm blocked him. I delivered a proper left hook across his jaw. I followed up with a jump kick to the chest and a roundhouse kick to his cheek. My heel caught the mask, tearing a hole from the material and taking a slice of skin along with it. My assailant fell against another car. I clocked him with a right uppercut that lifted him up in the air and crashed him down on the front windshield. Cracked glass webbed under his weight.
Footsteps scrambled in my direction. Two mall security guards headed straight for us, shouting for the mugger to stop.
The bonehead regained his senses quick enough to roll off the hood and lope in the opposite direction.
A smile lifted my lips. Punk.
Turning, I went back to the car to collect my purse. The moment I leaned over to pick it up off the ground, the heel of my favorite pair of shoes snapped, pitching me forward. Of all the lousy luck.
That damn mugger. He'd better hope we never cross paths again. Unfortunately, if he worked for the Georgia Pack, then this attack wouldn't be the last.


 
Chapter 3
The police questioned me about the incident in the parking garage while Kirsten belted out threats of a lawsuit. Then she had to open her big mouth and tell everyone that my husband was a lawyer. It took an act of God to keep me from smacking that woman across the back of the head. I didn't want this kind of attention, and I certainly couldn't afford it.
Boy, did I need to pick my friends better.
When I got home, I spilled the news to Matt. I dreaded saying anything, but I couldn't keep something like this from either. For all I knew, someone could have sent the guy as a decoy to keep me occupied while they went after my husband. Needless to say, Matt ditched the driving range and flew home to cradle me in his loving arms.
We spent part of the night trying to figure out if the failed mugging attempt was coincidence or planned. Sending a human to do their dirty work was a first for any pack, since most werewolves kept their human contacts at a bare minimum, if they had any at all. Unless the Georgia Pack was curious about my half-werewolf abilities, why engage in a nonsensical attack? If this Stephan person wanted me dead, then why send a human to do a werewolf's job? Maybe they didn't want their hands getting dirty. Maybe all of this was really nothing more than a freak accident. Maybe it was a sign of things to come. Maybe, maybe, maybe. All we were doing at that point was feeding our paranoia. We did the best thing we could do: practice our escape plan that same night.
We had twenty minutes tops as we ran through the house grabbing as much as we could and packing it into the Land Rover. Our second car, a white Mitsubishi Mirage, would stay behind, which was why we bought it used. The most important bags went in first. Two backpacks, one stuffed with medical supplies we had collected over the years and the other stuffed with thousands of dollars in cash. The emergency suitcases contained clothes and other necessities that we could always buy back, but didn't want to waste the money on.
Matt handled our pre-filled suitcases in the bedroom while I filled a backpack with toiletries from the bathroom. Anything that mattered we kept in one drawer in the bathroom. That was the only one I emptied.
We practiced packing repeatedly just to make sure we had it down to ten minutes on each floor. Essentials only. I made a mental list of everything we needed and everything we could leave behind. If it wasn't pre-packed or on our list, then it stayed behind.
"Time!” Matt shouted from the bedroom.
Jiggling everything inside, I zipped up the backpack, kicked the drawer shut, and stepped into the bedroom. Just outside the door, Matt slid the suitcases down the stairs and hurried down to the first floor. Slinging my backpack on my shoulders, I followed after him and headed for the kitchen.
Two coolers fill with emergency rations waited in the pantry. In case we remained on the road for a while or broke into an empty cabin in the woods, we would need something to hold us over. Double-checking them would waste time because I already knew their contents: bottled juice and water, canned foods, snack items, anything nonperishable.
Retracing my footsteps out of the kitchen, I darted down the hall and into the garage where I put my charges in the leftover space in the trunk. We always made sure to get a house that had a garage. It prevented werewolves from slashing our tires and preventing our escape. After unloading everything into the Land Rover, I closed and locked the trunk, leaving the other doors open for the remainder of our stuff.
I retreated back inside the house and headed to the hall closet near the front of the house. My crossbow and the accessories sat inside a large duffle bag on the top shelf. Recalling past experiences, I unfolded the crossbow and mounted an arrow in the holster. Turning my attention to Matt, I watched as he wrestled with our laptops and computer bags.
"We've got less than a minute,” I announced, reaching for one of the handles.
Matt grabbed it before I could. “You sweep the house. I'll put these in the car and come back."
"Wait.” I put the duffle on the floor and reached inside for two more arrows. “Take this with you. It'll slow me down.” I zipped up the bag and handed it to him.
Matt eyeballed me before taking the duffle in silence.
Get over it, sweetheart; this extracurricular activity of mine has saved our lives more than once.
Like many werewolves, he detested the use of weapons. He knew the crossbow was my weapon of choice for hunting deer with my uncle—or so he thought. He also knew that I would never leave it behind. My thick-headed husband needed to drop his pride. Who cared if other wolves saw it as a sign that he wasn't man enough to protect his half-breed mate? Though he never said it, I read it in his eyes whenever he watched me target shoot in the backyard. If he had had his way about it, he would have whisked me away to some deserted island where I didn't have to worry about the evils of the world.
Too bad he didn't know that I had been at eye level with them for years and had thirty-six kills under my belt to prove it. But if he wanted to see me as a fairytale princess, who was I to complain? Better a princess than a cold-blooded sniper. Anyhow, those days were gone and buried with the rest of the skeletons in my closet.
I began my sweep from our bedroom. After checking under the bed, I stepped into the closet and glanced at the clothes left hanging on the rod. They weren't that important because we kept all the necessary clothes in the emergency suitcases. The same went for the dozen pairs of shoes lined neatly along the far wall.
The bathroom came next. My attention went to the large soaking tub where two people could fit easily. Matt and I spent many nights in there with candles lined along the side, a box of chocolates, and Marvin Gaye in the background. If we had to leave town, our next house didn't guarantee any of the luxuries we left behind in this one. Man, I hated that. Leaving the bedroom, I headed downstairs.
Matt was in the hall linen closet grabbing a few last minute linens and tossing them into a large trash bag. Walking passed him, I went into the living room and scoped out a few more things. The wall clock caught my attention, so I turned to Matt.
"Down!” I yelled, raising the crossbow in the air.
Matt ducked.
Good. He still remembered my commands and the reflexes were good, not that I assumed otherwise. His libido from last night's sex romp told me so.
Matt grabbed the last pile of linens and tossed them into the bag. After tying it off and throwing it over his shoulder, he grabbed me by the hand, turned me around, and nudged me towards the garage door. I grabbed my purse off the counter and we sprinted toward the garage.
Hopping into the driver's side, I placed the crossbow in the passenger's seat. Matt played spotter, standing behind and off to the right of the SUV while waiting for the overhead door to open. I started the engine. Practice or not, the retracting garage door always reminded me of a guillotine winding up for the fatal blow. I checked out my rearview mirror. Matt eased onto the driveway and signaled for me to back up. Putting the SUV in reverse, I pulled out before the door completely stopped. Matt triggered the door to close. After shifting the car to drive, I waited till he got inside and pulled the crossbow into his lap. Instead of pulling out, I jabbed the gear in park.
He tipped his wrist over and gazed at watch. “We're off by more than four minutes."
"I needed to make sure you remembered my commands,” I said.
"That's not important."
"Not important? Suppose someone gets in the house while we're escaping? It's happened before, Matt, I shouldn't have to remind you."
He sighed, rubbing the back of his head. “I know. Trust me, I know."
"I don't want to have to wake you up every hour on the hour for a concussion. More important, I don't want to go through the dead-body-disposal routine in the middle of the night."
"Then we have to up our game. There was a time when we had those four minutes to spare. That's more than enough for a second sweep of the house. We were lucky to get a house on two floors because that's what we're used to. God help us if we lived in a ranch-style home. Our time could have been a lot worse."
"Or better.” Irritated, I folded my arms.
Matt turned towards me. “Baby, all I'm saying is that we're used to no one interrupting our lives. Maybe meeting this Carlisle guy is the best thing that could've happen to us. Reminding us of our place in werewolf society. Unless you become pregnant, the chances for us keeping a familial pack in the Georgia Pack's territory are nil."
"Having a kid doesn't guarantee they'll let us stay."
"No, it doesn't. But the pack is too fond of kids to let us simply walk away either. They represent the future of our race and no one wants to see that disappear anytime soon, no matter what the circumstances."
"So what do we do now?"
"We call it a night. Tomorrow, we go over our escape plan, pick up any loose ends and try again."
I rolled my eyes. “I'd rather spend the day doing the other fun-filled things we had planned."
"We will. But in the mean time, we can't let this slip. We've already slipped four minutes off our target."
Thinking, I leaned on the door and asked, “I'd give anything to slit Parry's gelatinous belly for what he put us through."
Matt laughed disgustedly. “You and me both. It's hard to forget a guy who calls you a ‘malignant leech’ and doesn't want you ‘tainting our bloodlines with your human disease.’”
I snorted. “Don't forget my all-time favorite: ‘I don't want your multiracial, mutt-children infesting the pack.’”
Facing racial prejudice was a part of growing up. Because I was part African-American and Native American, kids called me names from Oreo to checkerboard to Orange-skinned. I should have gotten over it when I left my childhood behind. Subjecting ourselves to Parry, the proverbial “bully on the playground,” turned me against the idea of wanting to join a pack.
God knows I wanted to call that man a few names of my own. Matt said to keep quiet and let him do all the talking. As my mate, it was his place to speak for us when addressing his Alpha. I came from a line of strong-minded women, so the subservient wife role fit me like a flour sack. Matt understood, and for that, as for his lycanthropy—the scientific name for the werewolf virus—we made allowances.
Parry offered my husband an ultimatum. If Matt married me, then he could kiss his pack good-bye. To make matters worse, he promised to fix it so that no pack would ever take us in. He hoped the loneliness would kill us. Matt had been with his pack for more than half his life and me for four months. His Alpha made it sound as if he had to choose between his family and the town whore. Unlike that bastard, I loved Matt enough to honor his decision, even if it wasn't in my favor. Without a moment to reflect, my husband made his choice, and together we walked out.
Parry carried out his plan of blackballing us from werewolf society. Because of Matt's expulsion from the pack, we were intruders in the Boston area. The few friends we left behind warned us to leave before Parry could send trouble our way. Taking only what we could carry, we vacated the state and never looked back. The Alpha bastard took Missing Persons ads out for Matt, hoping to find his so-called “long lost cousin.” When someone reported him, Parry sent his terror squad to roust us out. If he was in good with the local pack, then he would report our intrusion to them.
Packs were extremely territorial by nature, so we couldn't count on them to take pity on our quandary. They would kill invading werewolves regardless of their motives. Since our exile, we've been on the move. By accident, we sometimes ended up in another pack's territory. Whenever we settled in a state where none existed, the territorial misers considered that too close to their borders. Numerous moves have taken their toll. We were better off on the move than waiting till someone found us. Twice they almost caught us, and the results weren't pretty. After two years of peace, we drew the line at Atlanta. This was our home and we weren't going anywhere.


 
Chapter 4
I finished shoving the last of our coolers into the pantry and closed the door. Matt and I hadn't said much as we unloaded the SUV. It didn't take a genius to know that we had a lot on our minds. Matt disappeared upstairs, his arms stocked with more supplies than the average human could carry.
I gazed at the stucco ceiling. He had been up there a while and the thumping had stopped. I should have gone up there and soothed his nerves but ... I needed some time alone too.
Turning away from the sink, I almost jumped out of my skin. “Dammit, Matt! You scared the hell out of me!"
Using his werewolf prowess, Matt must have sneaked into the open area that separated the dining room from the kitchen. Standing in his fully-naked glory, he leaned both arms on the L-shaped breakfast counter and stared at me. His darkened eyes held a hint of sadness mixed with a predatory drive.
His nonverbal cue said everything. I knew what he felt because I felt it too. The sex would come later, but right now we needed to burn off some frustration.
The anger dissipated, loosening up my tight face. “Give me a minute to change and I'll join you."
After putting on my workout clothes, I locked up the house and stepped onto the back porch. Nighttime swallowed up our backyard because I turned off our motion-sensor floodlights. A six foot wooden fence separated our backyard from the vast acreage of forestry and kept prying eyes out.
My acute eyesight and whiffing nose converged on Matt.
Grass snake muscles slithered under his skin, scattering till they disappeared from sight. Black hairs extended from their roots, thickening to a shiny coat as they blacked out his skin. Bones cracked and shifted, molding sweaty arms and legs into a Canis lupus form. Fingers and toes knitted together, becoming stumped hands and feet with blackened pads materializing on the bottom. More cracking. Spasms riddled his spine as a bump pushed out from his tailbone, protruding further and further till the black hairs sprouted along the tail-like whip. Labored breaths and dripping spittle worsened. Then, his gorgeous face snapped under the skin. His nose and jaw pulled away from his human face to form a muzzle with extra fanged teeth growing out of his moist blackened gums.
The whole process took about five to ten minutes as Matt's body pushed and pulled away from his bipedal form. Joints and bones breaking into place forced the tension to spasm between my shoulders. Matt said it wasn't any different than getting chiropractic adjustments, but I found that hard to believe. When his humanoid knee cracked and shifted into a canine haunch, I shuddered.
He says I'm lucky. I say he's wrong. We share our lives together, but changing he does alone. No matter how much it hurts, it hurts most not being able to change with him. Even if he had a pack to run with, it would have made a world of difference because it would bond him to his own kind. Every animal feels the need to be with its own kind. Werewolves are no exception.
As Matt finished, he lay on the ground in his wolf form, panting from the ordeal. Despite his enormous size and humanoid eyes being a dead giveaway that he was something else in the making, he resembled a timber wolf. He stood on all fours, about the size of an Irish wolfhound, his head came to my stomach. Strolling across the lawn, I knelt beside him and slid my fingers through his fur pelt. Unlike dog hairs, his satiny feather hide enticed my touch, drawing me to a level of werewolf understanding that humans could never comprehend. My lips pressed against the space between my husband's pointed ears, his soft coat soothing me like a natural, hot spring. I kissed him several times before letting go.
I glanced overhead, taking in the twinkling stars and crescent-moon sky. “Imagine that. No full moon,” I teased.
Mutt grumbled under his breath. As a werewolf, he turned into a real wolf with his human intelligence intact. Good thing too. When it came to my time of the month—erratic as it was—he had the ability to squelch his bloodlust. Heck, he knew my period was coming before I did. You have to figure out for yourself.
The rules were simple. Neglecting the urge to change had insurmountable consequences. High and low emotions, similar to bipolar disorder, took control by the second week. By the third week, wolves went rogue. If they didn't kill themselves, they gave in to their ravenous nature by adding humans to the menu. Though werewolves could change whenever they want, Matt made it a point to change every few days to quench his body's cravings.
I pulled my black cap over my head and pulled my hair through the back opening. Black camouflage made it so much easier to hide in the woods behind our rented home. Nobody should be back there this late a night anyway. Then again, try telling that to the teens living in our neighborhood.
"Ready for a run?” I asked.
Matt's head jerked up to attention. Reading his nonverbal cues came so easily that I could hold an entire conversation with him despite his canine form.
Once again, thanks to Dad for my half-werewolf genes.
I should be thanking my rogue grandfather more than anyone. He was one rogue I'd shoot between the eyes, then return home, kick up my legs up on the coffee table, and flip through a magazine. No remorse or second thoughts. Not after how that bastard destroyed our family. He was one reason why I had embraced the assassin's life. And you thought your family was dysfunctional.
"Well, Master of the House,” I quipped, “I suggest you lead on before I freeze my butt off out here."
Matt stood on four strong legs and took up the point, or dominant, position. He was ready to face any dangers that awaited us, human or otherwise. As my mate, he took his job of protecting me very serious. Male chauvinism was another inbred trait, so I had to stroke Matt's ego from time to time. More than four years of marriage has taught us both to give a little and not expect the impossible. He loped through our backyard to the dense forest behind it. I followed at the pace he set.
* * * *
The following morning, the phone rang just as our lovemaking session came to a climatic close. I flipped the blanket down exposing the extent of my A-cup breasts. Matt slid down the length of my body, cowering from the chill in the room. Sweat drenched sheets stuck to us like molten snakeskin. I couldn't wait for the next round.
Although the answering machine was all the way downstairs, we left the bedroom door open, making it easier for me to hear the messages. Mom called, doing her usual weekly check and asking the proverbial question: “Any kids yet?” After a bout of fantastic sex, I wouldn't be surprised if one of his wriggling seeds broke through my birth control defenses. Not that we would mind.
Matt nudged against my stomach, placing gentle kisses around my naval. The tip of his tongue flecked out, licking the orifice as though it were leftover batter. I didn't know about him, but I needed a few more minutes before we picked up where we left off. His ticklish tongue left me laughing and pushing away from him. Okay, maybe a few seconds. He rested his head on my stomach with his lower body lying between my legs.
"You gonna to call her back?” Matt asked from underneath the covers.
"Later. Otherwise she'll keep me on the phone for hours.” My fingers smoothed through his black-swan soft hair.
"Are we still going out to dinner and the play tonight?"
"Yeah. Unless you had something else in mind."
His hands hooked around the back of my thighs. “What do you think?"
I laughed. “Good Lord, man! You're wearing me out!"
The doorbell rang, shattering our moment of intimacy. Matt cursed underneath the blanket.
It couldn't be someone from the Georgia Pack, could it? They wouldn't attack in daylight, so my fears should be unfounded. Right? Right?
"I'll go.” I needed to prove to myself that it was all in my head.
A soft, yet firm, hand touched my stomach. “No, I'll go. You stay just like that. I want to pick up where I left off."
Matt kissed my stomach before slipping backwards underneath the sheets and blankets and stopping. His face came down, nuzzling my pubic area. Shrilling laughter broke from my lips and I nearly kneed him in the chest. A throaty chuckle before he continued sliding backwards and over the mattress edge. Matt stood, dark eyes grazing every exposed nook and cranny of my body. Dimples indented his cheeks as a huge wattage smile curved his thin lips. When he finished, he winked and turned for the bedroom door.
"Wait!” I shouted, almost bolting upright. “You can't answer the door like that. You want the neighbors thinking we're a bunch of perverts or something?"
Matt returned to the edge of the bed where he placed his hands on the blanket and leaned onto his extended, athletic arms. “You're right. Stupid me, I forgot.” One yank and he tore everything away from my body.
My mouth hung agape. The cold air slammed against my sweaty skin, inciting gooseflesh to ripple across my body and harden my nipples. I smirked without ever moving an inch.
"Damn honey, you moved. Look at your tits.” Matt gathered the blanket around his shoulders.
"Why you son of a—” I grabbed the pillow next to my head and flung it at him. Between the laughing and the heat rushing my cheeks, my composure fizzled.
Matt chortled as he turned, headed out the door, and thumped down the stairs.
Shifting on the mattress, I placed my hands behind my head and gazed at the ceiling without really seeing it.
Was normalcy a possibility or were we just kidding ourselves? With Matt being a werewolf and me being half, our lives stood a lousy chance of ever being normal. The same went for our children and our children's children. Given our genetic makeup, a pack would be the best place to raise a child, but I wanted something that represented a sense of community and family. Not the insane asylum that Parry bred in Boston. We knew nothing of the Georgia Pack, and with the way they'd rubbed us so far, I wanted no parts of them. If anything, they wouldn't want any part of us once they found out about the Parry situation.
Although Matt would never admit it, I shouldered some of the blame for him being ostracized from the world he loved so much. He put up an excellent front for my sake, but I knew him better. We stopped going to zoos because we always sought out the wolf display first. The longing in his eyes tore a hole in my heart. Wolves, whether in the wild or the zoo, represented the camaraderie and the comfort of a werewolf family he so desperately wanted but rarely discussed with me. A part of me wished he had taken up with Dane and gotten to know him like I did. Assuming they could leave their testosterone aside and make an attempt at peace. Then again, who was I kidding? Here it was I had walked away from the Club.
The wolves in the Hunting Club never considered themselves pack because their need for revenge created a superficial bond that could never measure up against the bond of a real pack. My instincts required something deeper, more concrete than getting together a weekend or two out of the month for hunting and drinking celebrations afterwards. They were my friends and nothing more. They let their human emotions get in the way of the purpose behind the hunt, whereas I had learned how to tap into my ingrained survival instincts. We worked at opposite ends of the street, trying to score the same basket. If the spirit of our hunts involved nurturing the nature of our beasts, then Dane would have a true pack on his hands. I'm not sure if Dane even knew what having a pack meant or how it could change the lives of the Hunting Club werewolves for the better. The mechanics behind forming one, and keeping it healthy, escaped him. Being the Club founder, the presidency suited him just fine.
Matt's muffled footsteps creaked up the stairs. Blocking his face as he entered the bedroom, a dozen red roses dotted with dancing baby's breath filled a crystalline vase. Not the typical threat you'd get from a pack that wanted you out of their territory.
"Where did that come from?” I asked.
"Kristen.” He placed them on the dresser along with a card. “She sent them to cheer you up."
I pursed my lips and shook my head. “More likely to get you on her good side so she can sue the pants off mall security."
"Enough about Kristen,” he said, crawling back into bed. His warm, naked body slithered against mine. Grinning, he kissed me. “I've got more important things on my mind."
I returned his grin. We pulled the blankets over our heads and continued where we left off. Our bodies vined up together while sultry kisses passed between our lips. Looping his arm around my waist, he turned me over so that I could ride him during the next round. His hands slipped down to my rear where fingers kneaded my oily skin. His heated cock erected itself right against inner thigh. Good lord, did he feel thick!
The phone rang again.
"Let the machine get it,” Matt said, sliding his lips across mine.
I flipped the blanket back so our heads stuck out. Breathing heavy, I replied, “At least let me hear the message."
The prerecorded female voice came on, suggesting the caller leave their name and a brief message, promising we'd return their call. People should have known by now that we acted on our own discretion. If we cared, we'd call. If not, you're out of luck. A voice resounded over the speaker.
"We need to talk,” the male voice said.
Matt froze, eyes flicking wide before narrowing tight. That look alone told me all I needed to know. It was Stephan Carlisle.
He continued, “I was hoping to meet your wife over a cup of coffee or lunch. Honestly. If we meant you any harm, I wouldn't be talking to this machine."
He hung up.
I looked down at Matt. “He found our unlisted phone number. How much do you want to bet his pack knows where we live?"
No answer.
Sighing, I lay my head on my husband's chest, listening to his jack-hammering heart, knowing my metabolism could never catch up to his. Matt tightened his grip on my waist, holding me for the longest time. Neither one of us was in the mood for much beyond that.


 
Chapter 5
Stephan had given us a reprieve. That was more civilized than either of us had expected. He could have sent his entire pack through our backyard and torn us from our foundation. By all rights, the Georgia Pack could do whatever they wanted because we didn't own the land. We weren't only tenants of a human landlord but tenants of the pack. All the dreams we had and money we saved didn't mean anything. In the wolf world, we shared in whatever the pack owned. Without a pack, we had nothing.
Despite our not having much of a choice, Matt abhorred the idea of them meeting me. Being asked to leave their territory felt better than being chased out. However, they still needed my husband for the court case. They would throw us out once it was over ... or worse.
To be on the safe side, Matt spent the next few hours mapping out a route to Clearwater, Florida—beyond that if necessary—while I rechecked our bags.
Matt did all the talking as he made arrangements for our meeting at the Botany Café. Afternoon coffee, tea, and civilized chitchat. Yeah, right. It crossed my mind so many times to tell Stephan that we weren't leaving unless he put contracts on our heads. Matt warned me if this meeting went sour because of something I said, he'd make me walk to Clearwater.
The moment my husband opened the café door, my eyes drifted over the human crowd and locked onto the werewolves sitting away from the general population. My nose should have picked them up first, but in this case, vision overshadowed my other senses. Matt moved into his protective point position, took my hand, and guided us across the black and white checkerboard floor. Waitresses wearing black spandex and white sweatshirts with the café logo on them hustled around us, carrying large trays of food to waiting customers. One waitress, carrying two plates of steaming vegetables for fajitas, stepped directly into our path. Matt remained so focused on the werewolves that even the smell of food couldn't waver his attention.
Approaching the table, I noticed a deep luster sparkling in Stephan's emerald irises. Overgrown strands of dark brown hair bowed to touch his eyelids, giving him a stylishly messy look. Thin lips parted for a set of perfectly white teeth and added a touch of fullness to his high cheekbones. Underneath his khaki polo shirt, he had the same chiseled muscles as Matt. Keeping his ever-present smile in place, he dislodged his arm from around the female sitting next to him and stood.
The rail-thin woman remained seated with a grin similar to that of her ... boyfriend? No ring, but they were obviously something to each other. Hmmm, a buttered-cinnamon complexion. She must have belonged to a minority group like me. Long black hair draped passed her shoulders, disappearing behind her back. A smile crawled up her perfectly rounded face the moment her dark eyes settled on me. Sitting down, I think I had her by an inch or two in height. She wore a pair of faded jeans and a cream-colored, button-front sweater with matching camisole underneath.
The men exchanged a cordial handshake, though it looked like the tension had stiffened Matt's shoulder despite Stephan's friendly demeanor. Reaching behind him, Matt slipped his arm around my shoulders and ushered me forward. I extended my hand to Stephan.
Oh my gosh! Talk about body heat. His baby-soft skin warmed my palm in a way that was so different from my husband's that it made my stomach clench. Normally, the beast sleeping inside me responded to only Matt's touch, but it had awoken with ears pointed high and head tilting in curiosity and amazement. How could a stranger's simple touch stir up so much amazement and fear inside me?
Stephan didn't let go. Sad to say, I didn't want him to. He turned my knuckles up and suckled a kiss on the back of my hand. Still not letting go, he guided my hand to that of his friend, Aiyana Reeves, and introduced us.
The same feeling rekindled itself, more intense than the first time. This time my visceral wolf rose on all fours in a moment of excitement, ready to play. It was a good thing that people were around to keep me grounded. Otherwise I'd have most likely darted around them on all fours, ducking my head in quick jerky movements, blurring the lines between curiosity and play.
When she released my hand, Matt stepped up to her and returned a similar kiss out of courtesy.
He bumped into me as he pulled away, his eyes meeting mine. “You okay?” A protective arm went around my waist.
I shook my head, realizing that I left my arm still bent at the elbow and hand extended. I recomposed myself. “Yeah. Sure. Fine."
It took me a moment to brush the lingering feelings away and get down to the business of food. Matt's careful gaze stayed on me until a smile perked my lips.
We ordered first. Matt ordered two club sandwiches for himself before turning the dumbfounded waitress over to me. She raised an eyebrow and cocked her head, pen pointing between the two of us. As with anyone who didn't know any better, she assumed I was eating one of those sandwiches. I ordered a Caesar salad and handed her my menu. Our companions stared at me and asked if that was all I wanted. I guess they didn't know that my being half werewolf meant I had half their appetites. Stephan shook his head in disbelief before ordering two roast beef sandwiches with all the trimmings. Aiyana settled for grilled chicken sandwiches. Good to know that the tension hadn't spoiled their hearty appetites.
Stephan kept the conversation light, inquiring about our backgrounds and leaving the courtroom stuff out of the exchange. Matt summarized our lives without any sugar coating or romanticizing, answering only the questions that were put forth. Since it looked as though we had invaded their territory, they had every right to know about us. We could have sat at the table talking about ourselves for the rest of day and they wouldn't have to divulge one piece of information in return. Both Stephan and Aiyana sat and listened, interrupting once or twice for clarification.
"So what about you?” Stephan asked with a slight ruggedness to his voice.
"Me?"
"Of course. It's not everyday that we meet a human hybrid.” He smirked, his eyes dazzling underneath his overhung bangs, and stared at Matt. “You didn't say she was part human and part werewolf."
Matt shrugged. “You didn't ask. You only wanted who she was. Not what."
Shaking his head, Stephan chuckled. “Touché. But I also understand why you'd keep her secret.” He turned his attention back to me. “So how about? What's the story behind those beautiful eyes?"
My jaw hung. Flattery was certainly this guy's strong suit. Sad to say, it was working. I lowered my face just in time to gain control of the heat spewing into it. “There's not that much to tell. We grew up poor in Albany, New York. A ton of student loans got me through four years of college. I met Matt in Boston where I worked. Both my parents are still alive and I'm close to my sister. On my mom's African-American side, I have two uncles who have a butt load of children between them. My dad is Navajo with a tad of Cherokee in him.” A picture of Uncle Graham flashed in my brain, but my lips remained sealed. Anything associated to the Hunting Club I shoved in the dark corners of my brain, never to be brought to light.
Stephan dropped his head in a sigh before lifting it and grinning at me. “I was referring to the deformity in your werewolf genes."
"Deformity? Do I look deformed to you? Ouch!” Matt pinched me under the table. I scowled at him.
Stephan held his hands up in defense. “I didn't mean it that way. I'm only saying that you're not one of us and yet you are. As irresistible as your scent is, we can't help seeing you as an anomaly. What we make of it depends on how well you present yourself."
Jerk. I hesitated long enough to reel in my temper. “My paternal grandfather is a werewolf. That makes my father a human hybrid. My mother's human."
"But you're more than a quarter werewolf,” Aiyanna replied. She wrinkled her nose at me. “More like half."
"That's because my grandfather bit me when I was five years old."
Stephan sat stunned on the bench and Aiyana's eyes went wide. Their shocked expressions said enough. A five year old doesn't survive a wolf attack. Coroners have to use DNA and dental records to identify the shredded remains. I'd witnessed it several times during my Hunting Club years.
Werewolves attack humans because they want food. Those who survive are only delaying their inevitable deaths. Werewolves will stalk, waiting as long as it takes to finish off their weakened prey.
"Is your rogue grandfather still alive?” Aiyana asked.
"Yes.” I didn't bother asking how she knew he was a rogue. The heinous act of biting a child told her as much. “He lives out west somewhere. Probably causing havoc wherever he goes. Last time I heard, he got himself thrown in a mental institution in Idaho. During one of his rages, he almost killed three men in human form. Grandfather broke out less than a week later and no one's seen him since."
"What about your sister?” Stephan asked, then eyes downcast. “Is she...?"
"Genevieve is a quarter, if that's what you mean.” I appreciated his reluctance to talk about such a delicate subject matter. Twenty-five years later or not, one doesn't overcome that kind of horrific betrayal.
"Who saved you from your grandfather?” Aiyana asked.
I sighed. This conversation was wearing on me. “I don't call it saved. Dad broke into our bedroom right before Grandfather could take a chunk out of Genevieve. A few months later, he left a note at the auto mechanic's shop where my father worked, explaining why he did it. He wanted full-blooded heirs."
"What did your parents do?"
"The neighbors called the police and reported the disturbance. The ambulance arrived and took me and my siblings to the hospital."
"Siblings?” Aiyana said. “I thought you only had a sister."
I couldn't say anymore. The tears that I fought so hard to control were about to well up the bottom of my eyelids. I didn't want to cry in front of these people. Hell, I knew nothing about them. The clot squeezing off my throat only enticed the unshed tears.
Matt smoothed a hand along my thigh. I struggled not to bat him away. These werewolves needed to see a united front, not a soured one. Matt tilted his head and darted his eyes in their direction. He wanted me to give them the grim details anyway. The pack had a right to know some things, but there had to be a limit.
The last of my indignation clutched my chest. Matt nodded again, motioning me to go on. Moving his hand from my thigh, he clutched the back of my hand, thumb smoothing my skin.
Staring at the table, I could fight back the tears, but I couldn't keep the tremble out of my bottom lip. I would have given anything to shove that terrifying night to the back of my brain, if not get rid of it entirely.
"My baby brother died from his bite,” I muttered.
Avery Jr. died two days after the attack while I was in a coma. All the homage went to my parents. To this day, I couldn't imagine what they went through. To lose one child while the other ones still needed them ... It wasn't right.
After I came out of the coma, I woke up screaming for someone to help Avery Jr. because I couldn't get to him. Months turned into years and all the nightmares ended in the same way, with him slipping through my fingers. While I hid in the safety of my coma, Genevieve suffered from post-traumatic shock. Mom and Dad clung to us, one practically living at the hospital while the other went to work. When Viva stopped sucking her thumb and rocking back and forth, my parents yanked her from the hospital. Dane, Uncle Graham, and Aunt June were there to take care of her while my parents stayed behind with me. Everyone feared that we might die just like Avery Jr. Genevieve came out of the hospital barely able to remember anything except that night. Years later, she had won a full scholarship to UCLA, but she refused to leave home. Genevieve worried that no one would be there to wake her from the nightmares.
"I'm sorry,” Stephan murmured, eyes downcast again.
Aloof, I continued. “Everyone thinks I survived my bite because I was a little older and stronger than my brother. The transmutation fever kept me in the hospital, but I never changed into a wolf pup.” I smiled to myself. “Can you imagine the look on the nurse's face if she found a puppy in my bed? Snarling, yipping, monitors and tubes sticking out of my butt. My blood wasn't the same anymore. It was never 100 percent normal, but the bite made it worse, I think. The doctors didn't know what to do, so they called in specialists. They thought they'd discovered a new rabies strain."
Aiyana leaned forward concentrating on a piece of napkin she rolled between her fingers. “So who helped you guys out of the whole hospital mess?"
"My uncle,” I lied. In actuality, it was both Graham and Dane who saved us from a second catastrophe of having our race revealed. I continued, “Graham had decades of experience in knowing how to work the system from within the system. He told my parents not to drop a dime towards the bills. So when my parents asked for a discharge, complaints and advice came from everywhere except the money-hungry billing department. We got our transfer, but my parents took us home to a new house. When the hospital started calling about their money, Graham paid every last cent. We should have been home free, but the doctors wanted us to come back for checkups and more tests."
Matt chuckled. “And needless to say, they're still waiting,"
Snickering fluttered around the table.
"Your family is quite remarkable,” Stephan said. “It would be interesting to meet your sister one of these days. To see if she's anything like you.” After signaling the waitress for refills, he took a bite of his second roast beef sandwich.
"If you mean in the personality sense, we have similar likes and dislikes. She's my closest friend, sometimes closer to me than our parents. Not that we have bad parents. She just understands me better."
"That's putting it mildly,” Matt muttered.
"What do you mean?” Aiyana asked.
I rolled my eyes. “He sometimes feels neglected because he's not a member of our sisterhood. As if my father treating him like a son isn't enough."
Matt snorted. “When you two get together I feel like I have to watch my own hide. It's like you two have your own unspoken language or something."
"Jealous.” I crossed my arms on the table. “You're just upset because Viva, a true quarter werewolf, sniffed you out the first time you two met."
"Who's Viva?” Stephan asked.
"It's our pet name for my sister. Just like everyone calls me Lex."
"So,” Matt said, folding his hands on the table, “now that you know some things about us, do you want us out of your territory or not?"
Stephan locked his gaze with Matt's, inviting a challenge if my husband wanted one. No one wanted a fight in public, so this was nothing more than a staring contest. I think. So why did a full minute feel more like a full hour?


 
Chapter 6
Stephan broke the staring contest with a smile and by batting his overgrown bangs out of his emerald eyes. “It's not my choice to decide that. I'm not the Pack Alpha."
"You're not? Then who the hell are you?” It came out of my mouth so fast that pack protocol never crossed my mind.
Matt pinched my thigh and threw his napkin on the table. “Aiyana, could you take my very human wife for a walk before she gets both of us lynched?” He grabbed my hand, dragging me across the plastic cushion.
I didn't say a word. Based on Matt's reaction, I knew I had messed up big time.
Stephan stood. Aiyana slung her long black hair out of the way and slid out of the booth. Leaving the men to discuss pack business, she wound her arm around mine and we exited the café like best girlfriends. We sauntered to the street corner in silence and waited for the light to change. By the time we were halfway across the intersection, Aiyana broke down in giggles. I shook my head and smiled. Good to know someone had a sense of humor.
Aiyana squealed as she spotted a shoe store not that far away. It was a novel place for two women to spend some quality time getting to know one another.
Two years ago, I left a pair of Tods behind in a mad dash from the Ottawa Pack. Since then, I never bought another pair. I damn well refused to leave another pair of swank shoes behind if this turned out badly. That goes to show where my priorities are.
"I hope Stephan doesn't take me up on my challenge,” I said. “I'd hate to see Matt with a bloody nose on my account.” A pair of thick-heeled black shoes caught my eye. They could replace the ones I ruined during the mugging. Correction: the ones my mugger helped me ruin.
"Oh, please,” Aiyana laughed, “I'm sure Stephan is all broken up inside. He won't take you seriously because he knows you didn't mean to challenge his authority. You've had a human upbringing, so we don't expect you to know everything about pack courtesy."
"How many are in your pack?"
"We had forty-two adult members, which is too high by werewolf standards. So the pack split in half. The others found new territory in Orlando. We have twenty-one now, not including four teens, three middle-schoolers, and a preschooler."
Aiyana picked up a navy blue sandal from the display and showed it to me. I shook my head, so she returned it.
"That anonymous tip...” I broached the subject carefully. “How did you find us? We've lived the perfect suburban life for two years and our paths never crossed until now."
Packs lacked organization because they keep to themselves. However, the Manhattan Pack ran a website that purported to provide movie information. Each pack had its own 9-digit pin for access that redirected to an RPG site. So if hackers ever broke in, it would look like a stupid computer game. In actuality, packs used it to communicate back and forth, including passing information about contracts. Any werewolf who signed up for it gained access. Those who didn't care were usually behind the times and lived in extreme seclusion.
Aiyana sat on a cushioned seat and began removing her shoes. “We didn't know someone had invaded our territory until we got the tip. So if you don't mind me asking, because Stephan is probably already doing this ... why are you here? What did you guys do to piss someone off so bad that they would sic our entire pack on you?"
I lifted the half-empty shoe box onto my lap and sat next to her as she slipped a caramel sandal onto her dainty foot. Keeping my voice low, I detailed everything from Matt's excommunication to the Georgia Pack visiting him at the law firm. Aiyana listened the whole time while she boxed up the shoes and continued perusing aisles.
When I got to the part about my mugging, Aiyana confessed to hearing about it from Stephan. During the lunch arrangements, Matt had asked point blank if his pack had had anything to do with it. Stephan denied any involvement but he asked around the den to make sure no one had arranged it. Nobody dared to take matters into their own hands behind their Alpha's back. When Seth Lockwood, their Pack Alpha, found out, he made sure we took the necessary precautions regarding police and hospital records. Aiyana shrugged when I asked her how he had managed that. Since no backlash incurred, they assumed we squelched the situation. Most rogues would have killed the mugger, given the police hell, and made a scene that would have landed them on the six o'clock news. Our nonviolent solution peaked their Alpha's interest even more than finding out that my husband was a lawyer.
"So other than legal advice, what do you guys want from us?” I asked. “You could have killed us at any time, and you didn't."
She smiled and shook her head. “Would you relax? We only need Matt's help on getting one of our pack brothers out of a mess he got himself into. Anything's possible, and that doesn't mean it's all bad. Plus, you guys are the first people who've invaded our territory and haven't caused any trouble. The minute a rogue comes to town, bodies usually turn up. You guys have lived under our noses for two years without an ounce of trouble."
I grinned. “I wouldn't say that. Matt and I are on our subdivision's Halloween decoration committee. The way Matt's looking at it, anything goes."
Aiyana chuckled and shook her head.
I returned to the serious side of our parley. “We're not out to stake a claim in Atlanta or in any other part of Georgia. We're simply tired of running. If we had known a pack lived here, we never would have come. Certainly we wouldn't have stayed this long. Matt said wolves will migrate from time to time, depending on job opportunities in the area. It's hard keeping track of who lives where."
"Believe it or not, you guys haven't given us a reason to kick you out of the state yet. Unlike some Alphas, Seth isn't power hungry or psychotic. He's a father when we need one and an executive when it comes to our survival. That's why we're a healthy pack. Power hungry rulers don't last very long at the top.” Aiyana placed her shoes on the counter.
I snorted. “Some needs to tell Parry that. He's been in power more than twenty years now."
"Really?"
I nodded, looking for a way to change the conversation. The more I got to know this woman, the more questions I had. Sooner or later, she'd stop my nosiness. So for the time being, I'd keep pressing until she said otherwise.
"If you don't mind me asking, were you born into the Georgia Pack?” I asked.
"Wait till we get outside."
Aiyana took out her wallet and paid for the shoes in cash. When the cashier finished with both our purchases, we walked out of the store with our bags swinging at our sides. This time, we slowed our pace. As long as the café remained standing on the corner, we knew the boys were doing fine on their own.
"My parents live on a Cherokee reservation in North Carolina,” she said. “My brothers live in Phoenix. I'm the middle in a set of triplets. So if nothing else, we have our Native American heritage and a love for shoe shopping in common."
I chuckled. “Then how did you wind up here?"
A half-smile. “I came for interior design school ... with Seth's permission, of course. I've been here ever since. Each year I visit my family, otherwise I'd never hear the end of it from my parents. Except for my parents and two others, everyone on the reservation is human."
"What about Stephan? What's his story?"
She paused, her visage turning somber as she lowered her head. “It happened a year after he graduated from Columbia University. His six-figure salary more than paid for his MBA degree. He also met his fiancé while living in Manhattan."
"I don't remember seeing a ring on his finger,” I said, thinking aloud.
Aiyana slowly turned and smirked. “I see you've noticed."
"Stop looking at me like that.” Heat rushed my frazzled cheeks. “I can't help it if I still notice certain things. Being married doesn't mean I'm dead."
She chuckled. “From the way you and Matt adore each other, I'd say you guys couldn't be more alive. Your husband looked as though he wanted to kill Stephan when he helped himself to your picture on Matt's desk."
"That's my man.” I giggled.
"And what a man he is.” Aiyana had a faraway look in her eye that probably matched mine. Shaking her head out of the clouds, she returned to the conversation. “Anyway, Stephan's fiancé was a werewolf and he didn't know it. Thieves broke into their condo at gun point and one of them forced his fiancé into the bedroom. Stephan tried to stop them, but he got knocked unconscious. What happened afterwards, no one knows. He woke up, blood covering his face, and his idiot fiancé licking his wounds."
"Oh, God. Please tell me you're kidding.” If that woman lived in the Georgia Pack, she would become my next assassination attempt.
"Stephan had the fever for a week, tipping the scales at 107 degrees. To make matters worse, he tried committing suicide three times, before the dumbass broke down and asked her Alpha for help. The Manhattan Pack took him in and made him comfortable. When the fever broke and his metabolism stabilized, he changed. The pack taught him everything he needed to know to prepare him for his new life."
"Matt took his usual shortcut home from Boston University,” I started. “He was out studying late at the library. Anyway, he turned down the same alley he'd used for years, carrying two bags of donuts. He tossed one bag up to a second story fire escape. Mr. Eucar, some old guy he befriended, lived there. Eucar wasn't out on the fire escape that night though. Matt didn't think much of it, so he kept going. He came upon four werewolves he thought were large mix-breed dogs. Three were trying to teach the newest member how to live in the city and scavenge from garbage cans. The newer one saw my husband as a better prize and attacked him. The werewolf scratched up his back and bit the muscle between his shoulder and neck."
"How the heck did he get away?"
"An older werewolf plowed into the newer one, slamming him into a brick wall. Matt jumped to his feet and got the hell out of there. He spent days on his back, going through the worse fever of his life. Every bone in his body ached and he was barely conscious most of the time. He said he couldn't stand clothes touching his skin, so he ripped them off and passed out naked on the bed. He thought about going to the hospital, but he couldn't even sit up to use the toilet. That's assuming he was coherent enough to know when his body needed to go."
Aiyana and I stopped at the curb, waiting for the cross signal. When the light changed, we crossed.
"That had to be hard,” Aiyana continued. “Having nobody to usher him through the change."
"Oh, he had help. Around one or two in the morning, on the third day, someone broke into his apartment. No fighting or asking where the money was. They simply looked around and took pity on him. One of the guys went to find a phone and the other started examining him."
"They tracked his scent.” She made it a statement.
"Yeah. They called some of their friends over to help with the nursing and stuff. They spent the next few days dunking him in ice baths whenever his temperature spiked. When the fever finished, he changed and the others changed with him. From that point on, the guys trained him."
"I'm surprised they didn't kill him.” Aiyana dropped her attention to the pavement and kicked a small stone off to the side. “Most werewolves don't bite with the intention to change someone. Biting a human to werewolf-hood is too unpredictable. Whoever sires you isn't necessarily the one who can control you. It's a dangerous game that even some rogues don't condone."
"My thoughts, too. But then they found out Matt was a year shy of finishing up his law degree and decided he was too valuable to toss aside. They brought him to meet their Alpha, pre-Parry, and he continued his training at their den. Matt also found out that Mr. Eucar was high in the ranks and made sure the werewolf who bit him had a fatal accident."
Aiyana smiled in surprise. “Now, is that sweet justice or what? Eucar had been watching out for him all that time."
"He was also the one who saved Matt in the alley.” I touched Aiyana's arm before she turned inside the café. “You never finished with Stephan. What happened to his stupid fiancé?"
"Oh. The Manhattan Pack Alpha sympathized, but he kicked her out anyway. She got off light. Like I said, most Alphas would have executed her for infecting a human without consent. Then again, she was his daughter. Stephan never bothered to track her down after that."
Relief washed through me.
Staring, Aiyana half-laughed. “What? You think we'd let that dumb bitch into our pack? Seth would have killed her for what she did just to make sure it never happened again. Child of his blood or not, if she was stupid enough to lick Stephan into the werewolf world, heaven only knows what else she'd do next.” Aiyana looped her arm around mine and we strolled inside the café.
Stephan made eye contact and dropped his head in his hands. Matt turned around, attention drawn to our bags. He smiled and stood to let me back inside the booth. Stephan did the same for Aiyana.
"Thirty minutes,” Stephan said, tapping his watch. “You two go shopping for shoes. Couldn't you guys find a cheaper way to bond?"
Aiyana slung her bag at him. “Mind your own business! At least I'm not spending your money."
"Careful, Matt. Aiyana's already a bad influence on your wife."
Aiyana slung the bag at him again. We laughed. He snaked his arms around her and delivered a smacking kiss on the cheek. Matt did the same to me.
I guess I wasn't the only one influenced.


 
Chapter 7
Saying goodbye to our ... acquaintances tugged at my heart. Never in my life had I felt that way about any werewolf. Matt was different because he was my husband. To have developed these feelings for complete strangers startled me. Something must have happened to them, too, because it was all hugs and hand kisses before we parted ways.
Matt filled me in on the way home. The pack's intentions were exactly as Aiyana stated. In their eyes, we were a normal couple who chose to live a solitary life. Thus, they treated us with patience and graciousness. Had we come across as carrying eager, overbearing attitudes, the pack would have raided our home as soon as they got the tip. Given the type of tip-off they received, their Alpha needed to know if we were going to be a threat to their way of life. They worked too hard in setting up their spa business and trying to pass for human.
To my surprise, Stephan didn't blame Matt for packing his bags and leaving the Boston Pack when Parry gave him the ultimatum. However, leaving on those terms presented a problem in pack loyalty. It could have been a test to see if Matt would put his pack's interests first. By saying good-bye to me, Matt would have passed his leader's test. Whether Parry meant it or not was another story. The problem existed in the way Parry administered the test. By throwing racial slurs into it, he convoluted the results. Had Parry raised questions about my human upbringing, then his concerns for my human mindset endangering the pack would have been valid. Slinging outright discriminatory remarks and calling me a “malignant leech” proved a lack of intelligence on Parry's part. That justified Matt's decision for leaving.
Matt turned off the main highway, two exits away from our house. He continued chattering away as though nothing had happened.
"Where are we going?” I asked, watching the scenery passing us by.
"The grocery store,” he said, keeping his beaming eyes on the road. “We need to pick up a few things."
"Don't tell me you're hungry. We just had lunch."
"No, I invited Stephan and Aiyana over for dinner tomorrow night while you guys were out running up my credit card bill buying shoes."
Smirking, I smacked him on the arm. “You ragweed. Aiyana didn't run up your credit card. As your wife, I took it as my sole responsibility."
Matt glimpsed at me, returning the smirk. “At least you're honest. I'll be more than happy to dish out punishment in the bedroom later."
I gushed at the idea.
"Anyway,” he said, “inviting them to dinner is a show of goodwill. It'll help loosen up tensions a little more."
"I thought they were already loose."
"They are.” Matt approached the signal and stopped. “It's customary to invite pack members into your territory. Granted, we rent the house, so technically it's not ours. But still, offering a place at our table says a lot about our trust."
The light changed, so Matt continued driving.
"Dinner sounds like a good idea. It'll be nice having different people around for a change.” I took my shoes off and propped my feet on the dashboard.
"Say it,” Matt said.
"Say what?"
"Whatever else you're thinking. I know you've got those Ferris wheel-sized gears turning around in your head."
I wasn't thinking anything in particular. But now that he mentioned it ... “It'll be cool to see different faces at the dinner table. But I never thought it would be a pack. This is all so ... new to me."
A huge smile gleamed across Matt's face, dimples digging into his cheeks. My husband was glowing.
Unbelievable.
Sure, he wanted to do a good job with the court case so that we could have permission to stay. But something about that spark in his eyes said he had other thoughts sifting through his head. Whatever he and Stephan had talked about, it certainly left him in high spirits. For both our sakes, I prayed it would last.
* * * *
As we were loading the bags into the SUV, four small beef roasts caught my eye. By the time we got to the checkout, our buggy was half-filled with things for tomorrow night and extras we had picked up. Thank goodness we had a deep freezer. Still, we'd never buy four beef roasts for the two of us because of my human appetite.
"Are you nervous about dinner tomorrow?” I asked, making room for more plastic bags in the back.
Matt lifted two more from the buggy and put them on the other side. “Not really. Are you?"
"Do you realize that this is the first time in our marriage that we're dining with ... your people?” Crap. I hated the way that came out. Too much racial overtone.
Matt stopped in mid-motion and smiled. “They're our people, Lex. Stephan made it clear that the pack considers you one of us."
"Uh-huh.” I rolled my eyes and continued stacking the bags. “I mean I think they're cool and all. But the last time I met some of your people, your Alpha had the pleasure of giving me a verbal bitch-slap."
Matt stopped and stared while his lips juggled a smile. He put his bags in the trunk and took my hand. “These people are not my pack. My loyalties aren't divided when it comes down to choosing you over them.” He locked his eyes with mine and kissed the back of my hand. “This is a perfect way to establish good relations. Don't forget ... we want to call Atlanta our home. So don't worry about saying the right things or doing something wrong. Our house is still our safe haven."
"In other words, I should feel comfortable in my own home.” There go those wheels turning inside my head again.
"Exactly."
"Then why can't I wear a pair of shorts and a T-shirt?"
"Okay, you know what? Let's pretend I am bringing home the boss over for dinner."
"But you just said—"
"I know what I said, but now you're getting ridiculous.” He dropped my hand and packed in the last grocery bag.
"So you're nervous?"
"Am not."
"Then why can't I wear a T-shirt?"
Matt signed and leaned on the opened rear door. “If you put on a T-shirt, I'm going naked."
"Really?” Some serious thoughts about that passed through my mind.
Chuckling, he said, “You win. I'm a little nervous. I've never had contact with what looks like a healthy pack. So yeah, I'm a little wary."
"Are you looking for a pack?"
"Not really. No matter how healthy this pack is, I wouldn't join unless they welcomed you too. You're a part of me. If I can't be loyal to my own mate, then there's no way in hell I can be loyal to a pack.” He closed the door and locked it. “So how does joining a pack sound to you?"
I sighed. “What does it matter? Besides, we're probably jumping the gun. We'll be lucky to keep our little spot of land."
"Then let's see how tomorrow goes first."
I avoided Matt's question. Either he knew that and didn't want to say anything or he didn't care. To be honest, I wasn't too sure about the whole pack-life thing. The thought of opening up my home to people we hardly knew bothered me. The life of a sniper was a lonely one and for good reason. We couldn't afford to have people trespassing into our lives. That's what the Georgia Pack was about to do.


 
Chapter 8
Matt spent most of the day in the kitchen preparing dinner. Though he made it clear that the dinner party had everything to do with forging a friendship and nothing to do with joining a pack, I knew he wanted everything to go smooth. Those damn shrimp spring rolls and crab cakes made from scratch said as much. Had it been left up to me, I would have thrown some steaks on the grill and kicked back on the couch.
Six o'clock arrived and so did our guests. Matt remained sequestered in the kitchen while I answered the door. Stephan wore jeans and a button-front light blue shirt hanging over the waistband. Aiyana wore jeans with a white, ribbed turtleneck.
Handing me a bottle of red wine, Stephan greeted me with a kiss on the cheek, his overgrown hairs tickling my face. Aiyana eased between us to give me a hug. Before I could think my nose turned into her long, black mane and whiffed her scent. It happened so fast that I didn't have time to think about it. Smooth as silk, I kept going as though nothing happened. Our guests didn't act like I did anything wrong, so why should I?
After taking their jackets and the wine, I showed them to the living room and requested they make themselves at home. Literally. It felt so natural having them in our home that I forgot to offer them anything. Whenever my family came to visit, they knew enough to help themselves without thinking twice. Matt leapt to my rescue by offering drinks from the kitchen. By the time I returned with glasses in tow, our guests had pulled out several DVDs from our collection and asked if we could watch them later.
Sipping my lemonade, I relaxed on our brown, leather recliner. Stephan and Aiyana sat on the matching leather couch, facing the entertainment center. Her shoes were off; one leg folded underneath her thigh and the other swinging back and forth, toes brushing the light beige carpet. She leaned into Stephan's side. He also had his shoes off and ankles crossed with an arm around her shoulders.
Stephan sipped his sweet tea while asking me how much I knew about their society. Talk about twenty questions. I couldn't help smirking. However, the amount of pride I had for my wonderful husband kept my rebelliousness from going beyond the look on my face. Whatever they wanted to know, I told them, keeping my information general and to the point unless they asked for more. Anyone can know the rules and regulations behind their world, but my intrinsic understanding intrigued our guests even more.
"The full moon,” Stephan said, about to sip his iced tea again. “What about it?"
"Well,” I responded, “during the Stone Age, the full moon governed werewolves’ cycles because they weren't mentally developed enough to control their temperament. But like humans, werewolves have evolved. At least, that's what I've heard. Anyway, you experience a little excitement like drinking two cups of coffee, but not enough to force a change."
"And silver?” Aiyana asked, sly smile splaying her face.
"All hype,” I replied. “Metal is metal when it comes down to using it as a weapon, otherwise the planet would've been overrun with our kind by now. Put the slug in the right place, and you die regardless of the metallurgic properties.” Okay, based on their uneasy looks, maybe I should have left my blasé, cold-blooded tone out of it. I nervously squeezed my folded fingers to knuckle whiteness. “Anyone for a refill?"
Stephan hesitated before going into a chuckle. “Matt's prepared you well. At least you know the facts and not just the folklore. But hybrids are an even bigger mystery. Most werewolves are so genetically conscious that they would kill anyone who harbored a half-and-half child."
"Now I know why our numbers are even more obscure than werewolves. Even our family tried to hide from my grandfather."
"But things are different now,” Aiyana said, resting her hand on Stephan's thigh. “You've got a werewolf husband who'll most likely die to protect you. That's going to make him think twice about coming back."
"Maybe. But I wouldn't put anything passed the murderous SOB."
"Enough of the grim talk.” Stephan sipped his tea again before placing it on the end table beside him. “All in all, if Matt was going to fall in love with a human, I'm glad it was you and not someone who would bolt at the first sign of trouble."
My werewolf side kept Matt grounded, lessening his need for bonding with a pack. Being part human, I could only fulfill some of his werewolf needs. A pack could take care of the rest. Take changing for example. It was an act of intimacy my husband and I would never share. Granted, we ran together, but asking me to hunt with him was like asking a child to cook a gourmet meal with all the trimmings. I hunted with a weapon, a style Matt would never accept. In that one sense alone, we lived in different worlds.
When dinner was ready, I made Matt take a seat at the head of his table while I went into the kitchen and prepared the dishes. Aiyana helped, though I reminded her of her guest status in our home. I guess sitting at a table discussing the upcoming court case didn't interest her, not that it would have interested me either. In a few trips, we carried out a salad, a bowl of wild rice, a basket of rolls, mixed vegetables, and the main pot roast dish. It didn't seem like much until you took into account the serving sizes. Boisterous conversation broke out immediately with all the praises going to my husband.
Stephan looked at Matt while swirling a glass of burgundy wine. “There's something else we'd like to run pass you before the hearing tomorrow afternoon. You think you can make it to our office by nine?"
"Does that mean we're in your good graces?” I asked, beating Matt to a response. He glared at me. “Why are you looking at me like that? I just thought I should ask before having dessert ... and other stuff.” Something else came to mind, but I could see it becoming misconstrued as being rude.
The corners of Stephan's mouth curled into a smirk. While holding his glass of wine, he pointed his index finger at me and said, “Your candidness is refreshing. It adds spark to your personality."
"Really? Some people say I speak my mind to the point of no return, but I'm nothing like my sister or my mother. They're like a knife twisting in someone's back.” I licked my tongue at Matt.
Laughter dribbled out of Stephan's mouth along with splatters of wine he hadn't finished swallowing. A few burgundy colored splotches trailed down the front of his light blue shirt. He took his napkin and dabbed at the spots. What a slob. Puckering my laughter, I looked away.
"I wouldn't say you're to that point yet,” Stephan mumbled. “Otherwise you would have ended with something more blatant than ‘other stuff.’”
"So you're not mad at me about messing up pack protocols?"
"No. You already know what's acceptable and what isn't. If I had never told you my real rank in the hierarchy, then you guys would have been walking on eggshells around us. Being yourself is better because we know exactly what to expect."
"Then answer my question.” Teasing, I shot him a sly look of my own. “Do you like us?"
He stopped dabbing at the stains and sighed. “Yes. I like both of you very much. For a person who relies solely on her husband's teachings and him not having access to a pack for so long, the two of you have done quite well for yourselves. It shows you're respectful, intelligent, resourceful, and fiercely dedicated to each other. Those kinds of qualities only exist in a healthy pack. Parry lost a strong mated pair when he let the two of you go. He's a jackass if I ever saw one."
I scraped my chair backwards on the carpeted floor and approached him. “In that case, you need to give me that shirt before the wine sets in.” I held my hand out, waiting for his response.
"What about dessert?” His sparkling green eyes teased me back.
"You'll get an extra helping. The shirt is a bonus."
Stephan's smile grew to an ear to ear grin as he plucked the buttons free. Inch by precious inch, the material peeled back, exposing perfectly smooth skin. Not a hair or a blemish in sight, not that it would have mattered. Saliva flooded my mouth, forcing me to swallow.
Giggling brought my brain back to reality. Matt sat holding his forehead in a pose of humiliation, laughing and twisting it from side to side. Aiyana sat across from Stephan, unable to eat as she chortled behind her napkin.
Smooth fabric touched my hand, forcing my attention back to Stephan. Move, legs, move. Don't look at his ... too late. His wonderfully shaped physique, bare chest and all, ensnared me. Toned muscles, similar to Matt's, rippled across his hairless upper chest, tantalizing me. Yeah, he was handsome, to say the least.
Here I was, gawking over a stranger's body in the presence of my husband. What was my world coming to? I couldn't—no, forget that—I wouldn't look at Matt. Words like ‘adulteress’ and ‘slut’ bounced around my brain. Matt never called me that, so why give him a reason to start?
Clenching the shirt to wrinkles, I flew down the hallway towards the laundry room. A few seconds later, Matt swooped up from behind me, burying his face into the back of my neck. Tiny nibbles and kisses adorned my skin, sending spasms to my knees and deepening my breaths. Matt had nipped his way into one of my erogenous zones.
"You keep that up and we'll have to send our guests home early,” I said, fumbling the stain remover.
"I love you so much,” he said, steaming up my neck. “They won't care if we disappear for a little while.” His hands slipped under my shirt, kneading my breasts. Warm lips sucked the other side of my neck.
"Oh boy.” Licking my lips and closing my eyes, I started again. “Um ... we ... can't..."
"They can smell sex on us anyway.” His hands came down, pressing my groin backwards so that my backside could rub the hard bulge in his pants. “Guess what's for dessert?"
My breathing deepened as Matt fondled the buckle on my pants. Whatever worries I had, they began slipping away the moment he popped the button on my pants. Slowly, he slipped his hand in my panties, finger burrowing past my pubic area and snuggling between my folds.
Good, lord, was it hot in here!
A gulp stifled any more words of dissent. His other hand moved towards my right breast, massaging the nipple to pebble hardness.
We couldn't do this here. Not this. Not with guests in the other room. But if we could make it upstairs, perhaps our guests could wait a few more minutes—
A throat cleared behind us.
We froze in shock. Matt got caught with his hands in my cookie jar. We regrouped by retracting our various appendages, zipping up my pants, and straightening out our shirts before saying anything. So much for first impressions.
"I didn't mean to interrupt,” Stephan said in a cheery voice, “but I was hoping you could lend me a shirt until mine's ready."
Don't look back.
No matter how calm his voice sounded, I wouldn't do it. The embarrassment did enough damage. Facing him would have killed me.
Matt cleared his throat and turned around. As though nothing had happened, his buddy voice directed Stephan away from the laundry room. Regaining my own self-control took a little longer.
"You two have been away from a pack too long,” Aiyana said, suddenly at my side.
Her voice rattled me to the point that my body trembled like a guitar string. I should have heard her footsteps or at least smelled her scent. If it weren't for us indulging in early foreplay I wouldn't have been in this mess right now. No words could dig me out of this ditch, so I kept my mouth shut.
Aiyana leaned her back against the dryer and folded her arms across her chest. I couldn't meet her eyes, so I continued applying the spot remover.
"The reason I say that is because you guys don't have to hide your sensuality from us. We can smell the heat and desire on you two as though it were blood."
"Maybe. But I'm not one for having sex in front of strangers. We should have been more discreet."
"Please,” Aiyana said, waving a dismissive hand. “Don't apologize when you guys have nothing to be sorry for. Sex is as natural as changing forms."
"That's not a good excuse. Neither is flirting with one of our guests in front of my husband."
"What's wrong with that? Flirting, open expressions of love; they're all acceptable practices among our kind. That's why there's no such thing as personal space with us. So you can flirt with Stephan all you want. Besides, it's interesting seeing your werewolf side come out like that."
"My what?"
She grinned. “Think about it. If Matt had been a human male, he would've strangled you by now. Instead he came in here with lust in his eyes."
"And other places,” I mumbled. I couldn't help the tiny smile that curled my lips.
Snickering, she continued. “Your flirting excited him. Our being here triggered the wolf in both of you. With Matt, that's expected. With you ... it's like watching a young girl blossom into a woman. It's a beautiful thing."
I appreciated her honesty, knowing that they didn't take offense at our behavior. Her feeling completely comfortable with my flirting and Matt arousing me a few steps away, astounded me. Had the shoe been on the other foot, I would have pushed Matt out the door and told him that his horny friends were off-limits.
Pack life wasn't just a lifestyle; it was a way of thinking and seeing the world through their eyes. My visceral wolf begged to have a piece of that world. I wanted to dig deeper into their reclusive society, to find out what we'd been missing. I had the drive of an explorer, desperate to know more about the world I stood on the cusp of, never allowed completely inside.
Aiyana bridged a gap for me. Even though only a day had passed since our initial meeting, I saw her as a sister. Outside of my husband, I'd never felt such a deep connection to another werewolf. This type of bonding went beyond friendship and words. I remained on the outside of a cohesive family unit and I wanted in. The glow in Matt's eyes made sense to me now. Even more, I could feel it.
"What are you looking at?” Aiyana said, smiling.
I blinked a couple of times, unaware of my staring at her. “It's nothing. Just a weird feeling is all.” Tossing Stephan's shirt in the washer, I put in the detergent, and set the dials.
"What sort of feeling?"
I met her eyes, despite not answering right away. “A longing. Not to the point where it's unbearable though. Just a weird need that needs fulfilling."
Aiyana's smile brightened. She cupped her cinnamon colored hand on my cheek. Soft strokes smoothed back and forth. Warmth similar to Matt's lingered in places on my skin. Had it been anyone else, I would have pulled back and cursed them out for touching me like that. Not in this case. If anything, I leaned into Aiyana's comforting touch even more. My eyes closed and my head tilted against my shoulder, sandwiching her hand. I wanted to lean all the way into her soothing body heat so I could soak up every last drop.
Now it made sense why I took a piece of her scent at the front door. Aiyana carried her own scent, but she also had the scent of the pack. She lived with them, dined with them, and spent a good portion of her life with them. Smelling their scent on her was my only gateway into the mysterious pack that had eluded me. For now, she and Stephan would have to do.
"You're feeling your own pull towards the pack,” she replied. “Your blood is calling our blood.” She brought her other hand up to the other side of my face, stroking my cheek while combing her fingers through my hair.
"But I've never felt the need to be around a pack before. Matt was all I needed, so that was enough."
"We always feel the need to be with our own kind. You're part human, so you can tame your desires. Full-bloods like us? It's hard. Very hard. We don't handle loneliness well. Matt gets some of his needs fulfilled through you. That's why he's been able to maintain balance in his life."
"But..."
Aiyana smiled, taking her hands away from me. My face almost followed until I stopped and opened my eyes.
She smiled. “You need a pack. Whether you're ready to admit it or not doesn't matter. I'll bet you spent all this time worrying about Matt's desires for a pack, so much that you didn't see your own."
"But you said everything depends on your Alpha. No offense, but I'm not jumping through hoops for him. If that's the case, then you guys can count me out. Blood call or not."
"That's that jackass you left back in Boston. Not all Alphas are like that. Seth demands obedience like any normal Alpha but nothing more. When he's ready to meet you guys, he'll say something. Asking Matt for help with the hearing tomorrow is the first step. Reintegrating Matt into a pack isn't a problem. But proving his worth will secure his position."
"So where does that leave me?"
"You're his wife and part human. The choice is yours. Being part werewolf doesn't mean you'll fit snugly into the big picture. You have to decide if this is for you or not. And Matt's not allowed to make that decision for you."
I reached towards the wall and turned out the lights. Taking it as a hint, Aiyana stepped into the hallway. I came out, closing the door behind me, and let Aiyana lead the way back to the dining room.
Both Stephan and Matt sat at the table, applauding us as we entered. Stephan wore one of Matt's faded Boston University sweat shirts. The men were finishing off the rest of their meals when Aiyana sat down. Taking both her plate and mine I stepped into the kitchen to nuke our food in the microwave. The scent of sweet-smelling apples took me by the nose, leading me to the oven. Looking inside, I saw the pie's fruity filling bubbling over the crust. Before heading back to the dining room, I put on the coffee for dessert and finished re-heating both plates. I handed Aiyana hers and took my seat at the other end of the table. I stuck my fork in the roast beef and was about to take a bite when I stopped. The utter silence in the room was bad enough, but the looks around the table ... all eyes were watching me, grins stuck to their faces.
"Okay,” I said, dropping the fork into my plate. “What gives?"
Matt threw his napkin down and scooted his chair away from the table. His eyes remained transfixed on me the whole time as he stalked toward me. What did I do now? He got down on his knees, turning my chair so that I could face him. A suspicious smile curved his lips before dropping his head into my lap, nuzzling my thighs. My poor husband had lost his mind. Not having a pack finally caught up to him.
I glanced around the table for answers. Our guests stared back at me, conveying nothing except extreme happiness: Aiyana with excited energy in her dark eyes and Stephan sitting on the edge of his seat.
"You felt it,” Matt whispered, face still nuzzling me. “You felt the call."
I lifted his head to so that I could see his eyes. “What call?"
"The call of the pack.” He pushed up on his knees, pulling my face to his. We kissed, tongue and all.
Never have we been so eye to eye on something. We both needed a pack, and we wanted this one. Other than marrying Matt, I'd never been so sure of anything in my entire life.


 
Chapter 9
When I woke, Aiyana's body was curled in front of mine. Matt spooned behind her. So that meant the strange arm around my waist was ... Stephan spooned behind me, radiating incredible warmth from his own body heat. The only things that kept this from looking like an orgy were our T-shirts and shorts. Stephan's hand tightened around my waist. His face nuzzled my hair, inhaling deeply, memorizing my scent in his sleep. I studied the dips and outlines underneath our nylon red sleeping bags; Matt's arm was around Aiyana's waist, mirroring Stephan's hold.
Most humans might have felt awkward like this, but I was at ease. Even though my husband had his arm draped around another woman, it didn't bother me in the least. If anything, I loved him even more because of the peaceful look on his face. Everyone's body heat comforting everyone else was the natural order of things.
Our sleepover started last night when we finished our meal and had our dessert while watching movies. I sat on the floor with Matt and our guests lounged on the couch. At one point, I fell asleep and woke up with the furniture pushed back and us on the floor inside a double wide sleeping bag. Stephan and Aiyana wanted to join in, so Matt found another sleeping bag in the basement. Just as we were about to start our second movie, Matt got up to take a phone call, leaving me to fend for myself. Stephan saw my body locked in the fetal position, took pity on me, and decided to zip both sleeping bags together for extra warmth. By the time Matt returned, the three of us had snuggled up with me in the middle. It felt strange at first, but the werewolves’ body heat helped me to surrender to complete tranquility, something I ordinarily felt with Matt. We made my poor husband bring us more snacks and drinks before allowing him inside. He crawled into the only natural position left, behind Aiyana. What can I say? Males feel the need to protect their females even in sleep. We stayed like that until well after midnight. At that point, it seemed useless for our dinner guests to go home. We didn't want them to leave anyway. But to keep their pack from worrying, Stephan called to let them know that he and Aiyana were spending the night. From what I heard, several people moaned their jealousy across the phone. When I asked why, Aiyana said it was because Matt represented something new and different to the pack. That already piqued their interests. On the other hand, I represented something new and exotic because of my human hybrid scent.
"You smell so good,” Stephan mumbled. He snuggled his head in the back of mine, pressing several small kisses in my hair. “Matt is extremely lucky."
"Thank you,” I said, enjoying the kisses that came with the compliment. “You guys are going to be hungry. I should start breakfast.” When I started to move, Stephan belted his hand around my waist.
"Don't. How about I make breakfast?"
Turning over, I faced him. He slipped his hand under my arm, pulling me a little closer, our legs entwining.
"I can't let you guys do that,” I said. “You're still our guests."
"We stopped being your guests last night. You guys shared your bed with us, so we're more like family now.” He kissed me on the lips.
My eyes went wide in shock, but my smile remained. Heat rushed my cheeks and prickled out to my ears. “No man has ever kissed me in the presence of my husband. Though it was sweet, it felt a little awkward."
Stephan chuckled. “Kissing and hugging are the usual greetings among pack wolves. Matt wouldn't think anything of you kissing another man because it's normal. You're so unaware and innocent to pack life that it's invigorating. Cute, too."
His sweet words relaxed me into silence.
"Are you okay with everything?” he asked. “This is your first time ever mingling with anyone except your husband's warmth. We're not worried about Matt.” He smiled, peeking over my shoulder. “He'll fit in just fine. But we want to make sure that you're comfortable with us before meeting any of the others."
"I'm fine so far. Everything's so ... intuitive."
He kissed me again. “Aiyana was right. You are blossoming. Next step ... mingling with us after a run."
The smile fell off my face. “Wait a minute. You guys are naked after a run."
"So?"
"I can't lie around with a bunch of naked people. Are you out of your mind? I may not be the most fervent churchgoer, but I still have enough morals to know that sleeping around—"
Stephan slipped a kiss in before I could finish. The tip of his tongue teased my lips, pushing into my mouth. My lips parted, tongue welcoming him inside. Okay. If the other males were as crafted kissers, I'd rethink my position. Stephan pulled out of the kiss first.
"I didn't mean the next time we meet,” he said, green eyes sparkling. “I'm talking about over time. Mingling after a run is sensual, not sexual. Civilized packs have strict by-laws against things like that. Besides, if you're already thinking that way, then it'll be a long time before you ever join us after a run."
Ducking my head, I kept him from seeing the heat rush over my face again. “Because this is my first time, you guys are introducing me to pack life in small doses."
"Yes,” he said, tilting my head up. “You're still somewhat human, so we have to take it slow. The last thing we want to do is scare you off."
Aiyana's hand went around my waist at the curve between hipbone and bottom ribcage. Her head snuggled into my back. She must have caught wind of my scent and embedded her face in my hair.
Stephan's hand slid down from my side and touched the top of hers. “Those two will be waking up soon, so I had better get started on that breakfast. You stay here and enjoy the warmth while you have it."
He flipped back the sleeping bag, careful not to let too much of the seasoned temperature out. Aiyana moaned and fidgeted in her sleep, pulling me closer to block out the chilled room air. I flipped back over so that I could face her. Matt was wide awake and staring at me. He mouthed a simple “I love you” over Aiyana's head. I smiled. The two of us snuggled into her warm body, intertwining our three sets of arms and legs, finding comfort in each other's touch.
* * * *
By the time everyone rose from bed, Stephan had a plethora of foods on the table. The conversation took on a business tone, discussing a project in Miami that might require Matt's legal expertise. They wanted his services but without the involvement of his firm. The human lawyer who worked for them at the present, Mr. Coto, was getting too close for comfort.
Whenever something needed either Seth or Stephan's attention, Mr. Coto didn't hesitate to drive to the den. There was a reason why the pack had put a huge stone wall around their enclave. They didn't like humans dropping by uninvited. Werewolves had a nonchalant attitude when it came down to nudity and their free-spirited living conditions. They spent a good amount of time in the buff because changing required it. Mr. Coto was oblivious to the fact that his evening visits were during the prime time werewolves like to change and go on a run. A few months back, he had noticed an unclad pack member sauntering across the lawn and going into the woods. He thought a perverted mental patient had sneaked onto the property. Seth made up a story about his “cousin” being deprived of oxygen as a baby and not being right in the head ever since. The pack never had reason enough for human visits because they had their own carpenter, plumber, and electrician on hand. If a human had to pay a house call, then everyone remained hidden, unable to freely roam their own territory. Werewolves didn't like it when someone encroached upon their habitat.
Stephan checked the clock on the far wall and sipped his coffee. “We should get going in case you have any questions for Jared before the hearing. Plus, I want to go over that Miami thing I was talking about."
"Sounds good,” Matt said. He touched the back of my hand and asked, “You think you can keep yourself out of trouble while I'm gone?"
I almost choked on a piece of toast. “Gone? I thought I was coming to court with you since we're both still on vacation."
Stephan cut his eyes at Matt before dropping his gaze. “It has nothing to do with you, Alexa. But we need to introduce you to the pack in small doses, to prepare them. They've never come across a human hybrid before."
"I don't understand what that has to do with—"
"Everything,” Matt interrupted. He twisted himself in the seat so that he could face me. “I've been meaning to say something before, but I forgot. Let's face it, hon, you're the living embodiment of a walking dessert to most werewolves. The last thing any of us wants is to have them swarming all over you at the trial. Some may want you there, but others might take offense if you're thrown in their faces like that. Small doses, remember?"
"But—"
"It doesn't matter,” Aiyana said, tossing her napkin on the table. “We've come up with the perfect solution."
"Great. Can't wait to hear it.” I couldn't have kept the sarcasm out of it if I tried.
Stephan leaned forward, grasping the handle on his mug. “Aiyana's going to keep you company at the spa. Most of the pack will be hanging around the den because we're all a little anxious about how this thing is going to turn out. Only our Alpha Pair and a few others are going to the trial. So since we're borrowing your husband, the least we can do is show you a little hospitality."
I folded my arms in smoldering silence. I didn't like my husband going off without me and hanging around a pack we knew nothing about. My trust in Stephan and Aiyana went without being said, but I couldn't say the same for the rest of the pack. I didn't know them like that. Sure, I may have set a double standard by giving them a special place in my heart, but moments like this made my warmth drop a few degrees. Me not watching my husband's back? That was all I did throughout our marriage. How could they expect me to sit around like Kristen Stancil and play the part of a rich lawyer's bitch?
Matt reached under the table and smoothed a hand along my thigh. “I'll be fine, Lex. Honest."
"There's nothing to worry about,” Stephan promised. He glanced at Aiyana and added, “We both swear your husband will come back safe and sound."
"You can't expect me to just hand over the kind of responsibility to you,” I sniped. “We've been guarding each other's backsides since we've been on the run."
"And we don't want to come between that,” Aiyana said. “But now is a good time to start trusting each other. Especially if you guys are still thinking about joining our pack. Nothing bad is going to happen to Matt. I'll stay with you until he comes home, if you want. Think of me as a prisoner exchange if that makes you feel better."
Heaven help me, I hoped it would never come to that.


 
Chapter 10
Renasci Spa sat just outside of the perimeter of northern Atlanta. The immaculate, full-service, European spa spanned a height of two stories and included a garden-style café, large fitness center, and pool. An oak staircase led to the second floor locker rooms and spa services. The Victorian decor alone must have cost the pack a fortune. Fabric couches and chairs in the waiting area, flower arrangements, cream-colored marble floors, eggshell wallpaper, and beautiful Renaissance-style paintings made me wonder about the price. They had to make their money back somehow.
After another bout of me spewing how much I detested this whole idea, the guys left me in Aiyana's capable hands. She checked us in at the front desk and walked me upstairs. We stripped down to our underwear and donned a pair of white terry cloth robes. Aiyanna handed me a brochure explaining the different massage treatments and told me to ignore the expensive price tags attached to each. Being Stephan's honored guests meant everything was on the house, including the tips. She suggested I try one of their expensive packages that included a little bit of everything. Wraps and facials didn't interest me. Being half black, I was particular about who did my hair, so the salon services were out. Allowing a stranger to touch me canceled out the hour long massage. By the time I finished butchering the list, the only thing left was the manicure and pedicure. So much for indulging myself. I let Aiyana talk me into having a half hour long massage involving my neck, shoulders, and back.
The spa attendant showed us to our warm, private massage room. It had white painted walls except for the back wall, which was covered with glass textured cubes. Light piano music breezed through wall-mounted speakers. The aroma of gardenias touched the air from the fresh flower arrangement in the corner. This place certainly had a heavenly feel about it.
I mounted the towel laden table, placing the thick terry cloth towel over my rear and my face into the donut opening. From my vantage point, the only thing I could see was the light gray industrial carpet. We engaged ourselves with idle chitchat until the door swung open.
A werewolf scent invaded my nose.
Panicking, I grabbed a hold of the towels and clutched them around me. I thought she had said the entire pack had took the day off. So much for trust.
A male werewolf stood at the door. He had brown eyes and a perfect smile almost too large for his face. A tuft of long, bread-crust brown hair draped halfway down his Herculean chest. His large white tank looked as though it had stretched out of shape around his arms and neck. His white, baggy sweat pants hid any signs of bulging thighs, but I knew they were there because my imagination wouldn't have it any other way. He stood a few inches taller than me, intimidating nonetheless.
"This is Evan,” Aiyana said, supporting herself on her elbows and looking between us. “He left six messages on Stephan's cell phone about getting a chance to meet you."
Closing the door behind him, Evan held his hand out to me and said, “It's a pleasure. Finally.” He eyeballed Aiyana on that last part. His enormous clown smile spread across his face, bunching up the skin on his cheeks.
Uncertain, I reached for his feverish hand. Granted, he was a pack wolf and Aiyana knew him, but my human side kept a skeptical seed planted in my head. Common sense and courtesy told me to take his hand, so I did.
"So you're the one that was deprived of oxygen,” I said, trying to bury my fears through humor.
"Excuse me?” Evan maintained his smile.
Aiyana folded her arms under her chin and said, “We told her about the time Coto came over and caught you peeping through the patio window without any—"
"Oh,” he laughed, cutting her off. “Let's leave that embarrassing moment in history, shall we?” Redness flushed his skin from cheeks to ears.
"Anyway,” Aiyana continued. “He would have harassed us all day if he didn't get a chance to meet you. He's the only werewolf on the premises, I swear."
"I couldn't pass up an opportunity like this. Not only do you smell like a rack of lamb, but meeting a human hybrid is like a UFO sighting. We know you are out there, but the chances of making contact are slim. There's, what? A handful of you guys strolling the planet?"
"You don't seem all that worried about your pack brother being on trial,” I said.
He snorted. “You got that right. Jared's a spoiled brat who thinks Mommy and Daddy have enough money to bail him out of anything. Hell, the only reason he has a job is because Seth doesn't allow loafing around the den. In fact, Seth told his parents to mind their own business. They live in Seattle, so they don't have any jurisdiction here. Anyway, maybe this will shake his ass up.” Evan turned to Aiyana. “And before you get too comfortable, Pocahontas, Isabella spent all this time on hold for you at the courtesy phone."
Aiyana sat up, letting her towels drop to the floor, giving us a peepshow. Discomfort made me turn away while Evan watched her with a raised eyebrow and a smirk curling his lips as she scampered across the room for her robe. I thought about slugging him for the sake of women's dignity everywhere.
"You idiot!” she shouted, cinching the robe at the waist. “You should have told me sooner!"
He grabbed her by the waist, pulling her into his muscular chest. “You're cute when you're angry.” He planted a huge smacking kiss on her cheek.
Aiyana pushed him away, wiping the spot off in disgust. She opened the door and stormed down the hallway.
I rolled my eyes.
Yeah, pack life would take a lot of getting used to.
Evan turned his attention to me, transferring a smile to his brown eyes. “I need to get some more towels, so I'll let you get set up again.” He took my hand in his and kissed it on the back. “You're as beautiful as Stephan said. And in case you're wondering ... you do smell like a human dessert.” He let go and left the room.
Unbelievable.
I barely got enough time to assume my position on the table before someone rapped on the door again.
"Come in,” I shouted.
The door opened and I could feel the space being filled with someone's presence. With the donut cutout tunneling my vision to the floor, I closed my eyes, inhaled, and relaxed.
Oh shit!
My eyelids flicked open. A familiar wolf scent invaded my nostrils and personal space. Lifting my head, I stared long enough to feel the air slip from my lungs.
Riley McTierney, ex-fellow bounty hunter, crossed his muscled arms on his chest and shook his smirking head. Long, black hair disappeared behind his thick shoulders while the bulge in his tight jeans thickened on sight. His blue eyes dazzled as they looked me up and down, and he slicked his tongue between his lips.
Lord help me, I hated that man. One of these days he'd grow up and recognize that my heart belonged to another man, who would gladly tear Riley's heart out and shove it down his right ear for even looking at me in a derogatory way.
Riley's grin was all teeth. “We've missed you, Angel."


 
Chapter 11
Two blinks later, I remembered to close my mouth. Shock, anger, and absolute disgust welled up inside me. What the hell was he doing here? He hadn't laid one finger on me, and yet I felt violated. He had no right being here.
I sat up, pulling the towel around me, unsure of what would come out of my mouth. Before I could say anything, Riley strolled forward reaching for my hands.
"Please. Don't cover up on my account,” he said, grin bowing his lips. “I've enjoyed gawking at your gorgeous body since you were eighteen. Boy, it's a delight to know things haven't changed."
I slapped his hands away from me. “You son of a bitch! What the hell are you doing here?” Oh how I itched to throw him through the textured glass blocks behind me.
"Now, honey, I only came here to talk."
"I'm not your fucking honey!” Turning my back on him, I readjusted my towel and tucked it in around my chest. “What the hell would possess you to come here now? Of all times! Last time I spoke to Dane the Club was dead."
"Would you settle down? I only came here to see how things were shaping up between you and your beau. Any babies yet?"
"That's none of your business! And if you're here, then it's Club business. Which means you followed me here and waited until I was alone."
"Well ... since you're right on every count, any chance you could hook me up with that cute little gingerbread chic?” Riley touched his tanned finger to my shoulder, sliding it across my shoulder blade. “Unless that would make you jealous."
I whacked his hand away from me. “Stay the away from her!"
"Oh well,” he sighed, shoulders deflating. Reaching into his back pocket, he pulled out a folded piece of paper, and held it up to my face. “Well, Dane's breathing life back into the Club and he's expecting you to be there."
Snatching it from him, I almost tore it open trying to unfold it. “And why the hell would do something like that? I told Dane that I wasn't—"
"Let me summarize it for you.” Closing the distance between us, he met my eyes. All jovial silliness gone from his blue eyes, a rare seriousness etched his face. “Alan, Chris, and Jocelyn went out on a recon mission. No one's heard from them in more than a week."
I couldn't do anything except muster a stunned stare. Seven friends gone and three more to add to the list. A person could only take so much.
"I can't do this,” I whispered, my body trembling. “Not again. I can't..."
"You have to."
I shot a glare at him. “Why? Why the fuck do I have to—"
"Because around the same time Jocelyn and others disappeared, someone put a bounty on your husband's head. They claim that he's the one responsible."
Snorted air escaped my lips. This couldn't be happening. I shook my head in disbelief. “It's a lie; I can vouch for Matt. I know for a fact that he has nothing to do wi—"
Riley shook his head and folded his arms across his chest. “Doesn't matter. You know as well as I do that the only thing an assassin is going to see when they look at him is a wad of dough. They're not going to care about alibis and setups. They'll shoot him first and sort out the mess later."
My eyes narrowed on him as my thinking processes started functioning again. “And you guys knew about this for a while, didn't you?"
He hesitated, gaze lowering to the floor.
Smack!
Before I realized it, my burning palm left an angry welt across his cheek.
* * * *
None of this made sense. But I couldn't keep that one person coming to mind as all of this unfolded before my eyes. Somehow Parry was involved. That bastard had found out about my “extracurricular activity” and planned on using it to destroy our lives. It was the only thing that made sense.
According to Riley, Dane thought the best way to proceed was to find out what had really happened to our comrades in order to clear Matt's name. I preferred going up to Boston and putting a bullet through the back of that Pack Alpha prick's skull and leaving the vultures to sort through the pickings. Unfortunately, I knew Dane was right. If we could prove that the bounty on Matt's head was false in any way, then nobody would bother with it.
So another question came to mind. If Dane knew about the contract, how long would it take before the Georgia Pack knew? Not long, I'd wager. They stood to lose a lot by not keeping track of the activities going on in the werewolf community.
Feigning a migraine, I asked Aiyana to drive me home. Of course, it wasn't that far from the truth. I begged her not to mention a word to Matt, thinking for once that he might actually be safer under the pack's watchful eye.
The moment I bounded through the front door, I dropped everything on the floor, leaving a path to our home office. I plopped myself into the chair and began clicking away on the computer, bringing up information on the Internet. Before Riley sneaked out of the spa, he gave me enough details to go on.
Over the last few months, a dozen animal-attack deaths had plagued the Raleigh-Durham area in North Carolina. Since humans didn't think in terms of werewolves, the police concluded that it was a pack of rabid dogs. Dane had found additional connections to a disappearance in Chapel Hill and two more in Knightdale. According to Dane's letter, an anonymous pack reported the disturbance and tried handling it themselves. Out of the five members they sent, only one made it back. The rest of the anonymous pack put a huge bounty on the rogues. Alan Cummings, the Club's second-in-command, had talked Chris and Jocelyn Brown into doing some reconnaissance while Dane worked on gathering enough resources for the first hunting venture in months. With the Club's membership down by three, Dane couldn't afford to have anything less than the best of the best. That included me.
When it came time to give Dane a call, I could hardly contain the anger swirling inside me.
"Angel,” he answered, full of cheer. “Riley must have touched base with you. You ready to head out—"
"Cut the bullshit, Dane!” Thank goodness Matt wasn't here. I had cursed more in the past few hours than I had in years. I calmed myself to the point that all I could muster was a growl. “You motherfuckers knew about the contract on Matt and not once did you give me the heads up. What the hell?"
He sighed. “Your life wasn't in danger."
Did I just hear what I thought I heard? “And that makes it okay? What kind of sinister jackass are you?"
"No, Angel. That doesn't make it okay."
"You're damn right!"
"Hold on.” A click came from his end of the phone. “Someone wants to say hello."
"Hello, honey.” Uncle Graham's voice came loud and clear over the speaker. That voice clenched at my gut, twisting it into undiscovered hatred. “I know we should have told you, but this is my fault. I asked Dane not to tell you because I knew you'd be upset. It's better to—"
"Upset?” I squealed. “Ya think? I love you, Uncle Graham, but don't you ever play god with my husband's life. I'll snatch your ass off the planet so fast, you'll wonder if your Native American roots ever had a place in it. And Dane, don't think for a minute I'll stop there."
I knew those two hated my husband for stealing my attention away from them. Good lord, I've joined the ranks of the married and now I have obligations. You would have thought they would be over it by now. Sure, I shouldn't have waited until my wedding day to get those three together, but I knew Matt would never have made the cut with them. In their eyes, no man—especially no werewolf—would ever be good enough for their darling little “Angel.” But that was no excuse to keep this kind of information from me in the hopes that some assassin would eliminate their problem. Though they didn't outright say it, I knew that was the reason they didn't tell me. How in the world could someone have that kind of hatred festering inside them? Did they ever think about what it'd do to me if my husband died? Obviously not!
"Innocent people have lost their lives to this rogue pack. Don't you forget that!” Graham took a breath before going on. “We take an eight month break to recoup after a tragic loss and you decide you want to play housewife instead. What's happened to you, child? Has your husband finally brainwashed you into being the proper werewolf wife? Teaching you your submissive role in his bed?"
"What goes on in my bed is none of your damn business. And in case your senility has kicked in, I didn't have a choice about this life. Grandfather chose for me."
"Who was it that taught you how to accept it? We did. It's not perfect, but it's the only way we know."
"And that's what got everyone killed."
I couldn't keep the tears from blurring my eyes or the lump from closing my throat. When tears spilled over, I swiped them off my cheeks.
Eight long-ass months and you would have thought I'd be over this by now. Adding three more to the list didn't help. I couldn't take the thought of one more person dying on our watch. And if it was my husband, though he was nothing more than an outsider to them, I'd lose my mind and take my own life. There was too much death and destruction in this business. I just didn't want to do it anymore. Why couldn't they understand that?
The silence didn't register until Dane spoke.
"Angel...” He paused a moment. “I had to bury my family because of rogue monsters. It didn't feel any better when I had to bury seven people who died within minutes of each other. Now I've got three more to contend with."
"You don't know—"
"I know."
Another long pause between us gave me time to let that sink in. Dane didn't consider this a rescue mission anymore. We would be lucky if it were a body-retrieval. Did he tell the others this? Highly doubtful. They needed a driving force—anything—to keep them focused on the job at hand. Dwelling on the past would only make our mission ten times harder.
I couldn't stop the mounting tears from falling even if I tried. All I could think about was Matt being number eleven on that list.
Dane had a right to know who was behind the bounty on my husband's head, but that would only open up another can of worms. No one in my family knew about what had happened to us in Boston. Matt and I agreed to keep it that way. At the rate this was going, just call me Ms. Skeletons-In-The-Closet.
"Lex,” Dane said, softly, “we can't do this without you. Either we're all going or no one's going. I expect there to be losses, but I'll be damned before ours outnumber the enemy's again."
This time I found it hard to speak, though I managed a whisper. “Count me in."


 
Chapter 12
I needed a good excuse for leaving town on such short notice. That alone bogged my mind down so much that when Matt burst through the door shouting victory, the most I could muster was a “That's nice, dear.” Matt thought I had lost my mind. So when he picked me up and danced me around the kitchen, it forced me to perk up right away. Five minutes later I went right back into my distant state, get-out-of-town plans surging through my brain.
Then it hit me.
A business trip on such short notice wouldn't be a first time. So that was the plan—lie—and I stuck to it.
Three days later, I still couldn't manage a descent night's sleep. A few hours at the most, and my eyes would snap open with beads of sweat gluing my tangled hair to my face and neck. Nightmares turned sleep into one of my least favorite parts of the day.
And that was just the beginning.
Whenever the phone rang, I jumped. When Matt broke a dish in the kitchen, I ran to the hall closet for my crossbow thinking someone was firing sniper bullets through the window. If one of our neighbors stopped by the house, I made use of the peephole, the curtains, and cracking the door with the chain lock in place. Me, paranoid?
The only reason I didn't leave when I found out about the contract was Matt. The Georgia Pack wanted his services so bad for their Miami Project that they had him booked on a flight the moment the hearing ended. I couldn't see any way of leaving my husband home alone; not knowing when the next knock on the door might come from some bounty hunter. After all, someone had to watch over my baby.
Too many times, I thought about telling Matt the truth. But each time I came close, I chickened out. I hated myself for many reasons, but lying to him sickened me the most.
We sat on the couch watching Terminator 3 for the millionth time. I lay between Matt's legs, lounging against his chest. In my mind, I had the point position in case someone came bursting through our front door. Hell, if they killed me first, I'd deserve it for keeping secrets from my husband. A harsh punishment, I know, but that was the way of things.
Matt kissed my head from time to time and stroked my cheek. His fingers came close to my eye and stopped.
"We should go to bed,” he said, smoothing his other hand along my back. “No sex. Just sleep. If your eye bags sag any more, we can use them to pack groceries."
"Very funny,” I said, smiling.
"I'm serious, hon, you haven't slept in nights. You get about two hours in before you start flipping out in your sleep. Then you get up and walk the house as though you're walking a perimeter."
I shrugged. “It's nothing."
"Three times in one night? What's got you that bothered?"
Think fast, girl, he's waiting for an answer. “My time of the month is throwing me off a little. That's all.” Stupid answer. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
He pushed me off his chest for a better view and stared through hooded eyes. “It's never been this bad. You go through two days at the most and that's it."
"Hon, I've always had some sort of precursor to my period. Just like millions of other women."
His perturbed state didn't surprise me. When Matt found out my period averaged two days out of every forty-five, he lost almost a week's worth of sleep fretting over it. Female werewolves experience their one day menstrual cycles once a year during the late fall or early winter. Matt thought my cycle should be the same as a human or like that of a werewolf. Far be it for me to run middle of the road like everything else in my human-hybrid life.
"I think you should see a doctor,” he declared.
A chuckle slipped from my lips. “Have you lost your mind? Werewolves don't walk into the local clinic and ask for a pelvic exam without someone running tests."
"I don't care. I'll worry about the repercussions later. Hell, I'll even go with you and kill the doctor once we get the results."
"Matt, you're crazy. They won't know what to look for because of my wolf blood."
"Maybe the pill screwed things up. How long have you been off those things?"
"About five months."
He sighed and shook his head, resting his fingers against his temple. I could tell he looked at the TV without really seeing it. Too many thoughts filled his brain behind those dark, empty eyes. Had I been in his position, I would be feeling pretty helpless right about now.
I cupped his cheek in my hands and kissed his forehead. “Honey, if it gets any worse, we'll figure something out. I promise."
"Maybe the pack knows someone who could give you—"
"Shhh.” My finger touched his lips. “We'll figure something out."
* * * *
The next day, I found out that I should have clarified my position better. Matt went behind my back and asked Aiyana if they had a trusted physician I could see. I couldn't believe that numbskull told the pack about my female problems. I wanted to shake the house off the foundations when I found out. Okay, granted this was partly my fault anyway, but still, he had no right. Aiyana called the house twice a day for the next two days, ruminating if I could be pregnant or if there was something else wrong. She even volunteered to buy me a home pregnancy test, for heaven's sake.
My being pregnant would mean instant acceptance into the pack. What better way to prove your worth than the ultimate advancement of the race? They would invade our house twenty-four hours a day seeing if we needed anything. Knowing Matt, he and the other pack members would have ushered me off to new living quarters at the den for safe keeping.
"I can't believe you went behind my back like that,” I seethed, slamming the pots and pans into the dishwasher. “Now the entire pack thinks I'm pregnant."
Matt brought the rest of the dishes into the kitchen and set them on the counter. “Forgive me for being concerned. Far be it from me as your husband to worry about you."
Sarcastic jerk.
I wasn't the mood to face him, so I watched Mr. Gunter outside our kitchen window as he took the trash out. Although his face sagged due to aging, I could see his bulging blue eyes scan his surroundings as though he expected someone to mug him. While dragging a large green trash can to the curb, he checked over his shoulder several times. His finger rested on the trigger of a black cylindrical object with keys dangling at the other end. Pepper spray, most likely.
Ever since we moved in, our fifty-something neighbors have kept a shifty eye on their surroundings. They asked us if we had heard wild dogs, howling in the forest out back. One time, Matt celebrated a winning court case with a client by getting wasted at a nearby bar. He returned home, changed to his wolf form, and howled for hours in the woods out back. The Gunters called animal control to check the area for rabid animals. It was good thing I got to him and dragged his sorry, naked ass back inside before someone called the police. If this fight ended in him storming out the backdoor and changing forms, they might end up calling the police on him again for howling out his frustrations.
"Don't sling your sarcasm at me,” I spat. “You're driving me insane with your worry. For once in your life, can't you just worry less?"
"Shit, Lex! Ever since you came back from that spa, you've been edgy, crashing around in your sleep, neglecting your job. Even when you say you're doing your online class, all you do is sit there and stare at the screen. What the hell am I supposed to think?"
"That everything is fine unless I say otherwise. That was the deal. We'd handle it! Not you on your own.” I put the last dish in the dishwasher and slammed the door shut.
"Like you'd tell me anything."
"Is that it? Are we going all the way back to why I introduced you to Graham for the first time at our wedding? Because it's time you chucked that four-year-old horse shit."
"This had nothing to do with that!"
"Then what's the problem?"
"It has to do with..."
He grabbed me around the waist, pulling me into his mouth. He kissed with the desperation of a madman, lips pressing hard, tongue wrestling mine for dominance. I kissed him back with the same ferocity, wanting to pull him inside me in other ways too. Missing one night of sex turned us into savages. Missing him from the rest of my life would tear me apart. Breathing hard, he pulled himself away, leaning his forehead against mine.
"I just wish you would let me in on things. We don't have any secrets but ... I can't help thinking you're keeping something more from me. No matter what it is, I can handle it."
My eyes closed. Could he open the door any further? Oh man, I wanted to tell him. Entrust my secrets to him. But I couldn't. Maybe when I returned from North Carolina. Maybe.
So once again, I yellow-bellied out. “Graham is an overbearing pain in the butt who loves to intrude on my life. I fell in love with you. Not the person he chose for me."
Matt picked me up and sat me on the counter. Keeping his eyes even with mine, his warm hands slipped under my shirt and bra, fingers kneading my breasts. I leaned into his tantalizing touch, a moan escaping my mouth. He pulled his hands out and slid my shirt over my head. We both knew where this was going, but did we care? When his hands went to my back, undoing my bra, I got my answer.
I leaned into him, taking his soft lips into mine. Luxurious kisses filled my mouth, riling the beast inside me.
The bra fell off at some point; I heard it drop on the tile. My skin pimpled straight up my bare arms and rippled to the tips of my breasts.
Matt had an answer to that. He leaned down, laying his head between my small breasts. His heated breath steamed my nipples to fine Hershey's Kisses. A flick of his tongue came first, followed by a deep suckling.
Oh god. The best I could do to keep the moan from turning into a howl was to clasp my lips together and luxuriate myself in the sensual ride. A hard suckle brought a screech out of me. My brain turned off and my body turned on. Eyes closed and my head thrown back caused a desperate moan to escape next. Only he could get me that hot and bothered. Drunken passion titillated every erogenous zone my body possessed. If I stood up now, lightheadedness would send me crashing to the floor.
A zipper unzipped. My eyelids flipped open. He stood naked from the waist down with his manhood perked and ready to go.
Shooooooot. It was time to get rid of that sweater. I would have done it myself, but it was a birthday present from my blue-collar parents that probably cost them a couple of days’ worth of wages. Plus, I knew for a fact Matt was quite fond of it. But if he didn't get that thing off, I'd tear it from his flesh and knit it back together later.
As if he read my thoughts—they probably translated to my slobbering tongue—Matt stepped back and slid it over his head. I hopped off the counter and started to undo my jeans.
"No,” he said, placing his hands on top of mine. “I want to do it."
He unbuckled my pants, taking the sides in his hands and sliding them down my legs, his dark eyes staying on mine the whole time. Lust coated my body, covering up the places my jeans once occupied. When he passed my knees, Matt lifted my legs and pulled the jeans from around my ankles.
Hurry up, man or I'll jump you on this floor myself!
Still on his knees, Matt rested his face against my stomach, another one of his favorite spots. Mine too, from the way he took special care in stroking it with long succulent kisses.
Damn. We were arguing about something. Whatever it was, we knew we had digressed. Pull-leeease. As if we cared.
Matt grabbed the sides of my underwear and slid them down to my ankles. A little bit of tongue flecked out over my stomach, sending a twinge of excitement down to my clitoris. Gasping, my smile jerked into place. Sticky cream flowed down the inside of my leg.
Reaching back, I grasped the edge of the counter for support as Matt's tender kisses worked their way towards my groin. My head fell backwards between my shoulders.
Ooooo, lord help me. Help me! I was going to die of ecstasy right there on the spot.
Matt stood up and rekindled the kiss again. His tongue explored every inch of my mouth to the point that he could have touched my tonsils.
Hands gripped my hips and lifted me back to the counter again. Matt worked his hips between my legs and grasped his thick erection. I bit my bottom lip as he slid it home, right inside my tight womanhood. I gasped, my hands clawing his shoulders. I knew he wouldn't get away now, but for some reason my body wanted to make sure. My legs wrapped around his waist, desperately clinging onto him like a koala bear. He started out so slow, backing his way out of me. My body did its damnedest to tighten around him. Pushing back inside, he took his time studying my reaction.
"Don't tease,” I breathed, a tad irritated. “My seventy-five year old uncle moves this slow."
Matt burst out laughing. “How would you know?"
"Call it a lucky guess."
Matt answered me in such way that it choked off my laughter and left me forgetting how to breathe. He thrust forward repeatedly as though he wanted to leave me something special to remember him by. Ah, the lovely sounds of flesh slapping against flesh. Talk about beautiful music. Hell, my body certainly thought so.
And what better time to have heightened senses. I could feel every inch of his swollen erection as it humped my vaginal canal. That sensation alone left my body throbbing and crying out for more. My teeth clamped down on my bottom lip, biting back the urge to yell in ecstasy.
"Honey,” he breathed. “The curtains are open behind you."
"Forget it,” I gasped. “Those uptight fifty-somethings are in need of a how-to-relax lesson anyway."
"Yeah, well ... you know how this neighborhood is. Next thing you we'll have a peepshow audience standing on the lawn."
Matt wrapped his arms around my waist and lifted me off the counter. He reconfigured himself, lying on his back, and putting me on top. Once we were settled, we picked up where we left off, on the kitchen floor behind the island.
Leaning forward, we clutched each other's hands as Matt plunged inside me. My sex tunnel sucked up every inch of his masculinity. Grinning, I gazed down at his beautiful face, pleasure plastering every pore. His black hair dripped with sweat and his chestnut-colored eyes burned with excitement. Fingers dug into the backs of my hands as we held on for dear life and rocked our way towards climax.
I came first. Matt watched, the smirk on his face implying he had delighted himself in my reaction. He came seconds later. I collapsed on top of him, his semi-erect thickness still inside me. His arms snaked around my back while we stayed on the floor, pleasuring ourselves in body heat. As was our custom, we thanked each other with tender kisses for a job well done.
* * * *
We finished two more rounds of sex just as incredible as the first. We lay in bed with the comforter pulled around us. I stayed nestled in the crook of Matt's arm while he spiraled several strands of my hair around his index finger.
If anything ever happened to him, I would lose my mind. When werewolves mated, they mated for life. And death. If someone made good on my husband's bounty, my mourning and psychotic break would have to wait. The murderer wouldn't live long enough to spend the money. I'd see to that ... personally.
Matt kissed my head. “I'm sorry about involving the pack. We're not in and already I'm acting like we are."
I tilted my head to see his face. “You don't have anything to be sorry about. You have every right to wor—"
A single finger pressed against my lips. “I worry about you because I love you. If anything ever happened to you ... Well ... I just can't be without you."
I half smiled. “Funny, I was just thinking the same thing."
Turning over on my stomach, I slid my leg between his and looked in his eyes. Should I tell him about being a sniper? If I did, then it would be out in the open and he would stand a better chance of protecting himself.
"Honey, I...” My mouth hung open. And that's all it did, hanging there sucking in air. I closed it and gulped. What did I want to do that for? Now I'd never get it out.
He gazed at me, eyebrows knitted. “What is it?"
My lips parted, but my teeth chattered. “I-I ... will miss you."
He kissed me, a smile brightening his handsome face. “I'll miss you too."
Aw, shit.


 
Chapter 13
Holding me close, Matt impaled me with a glare. “I'm calling you every day. Give me one reason to worry, and I'm scrapping Miami and coming after you."
That was all I had heard since waking up this morning tangled in sheets and limbs. Matt even went so far as to ask me to chuck my trip so that I could come with him and Stephan. As if we had the extra twelve hundred dollars laying around the house for a last-minute ticket like that. Of course, Aiyana volunteering to go to North Carolina to keep me company didn't help.
Though none of them would admit it, I knew they secretly thought I was pregnant and didn't want to let me out of their sight. When it came down to their pregnant females, werewolves practically held a vigil until the birth of the pup(s). Since I had refused a pregnancy test and held firm to my no-pregnancy claims, we were at a stalemate.
I kissed him. “You're going to be late for your flight."
"It's a small price to pay.” No smiles. Simply stating a fact. He pulled me close for another hug and inhaled my scent. “I'm going to miss you so much."
A tiny smile curled my lips. “Same here. But you should go before—” A throat cleared behind us.
Standing on my tiptoes, I peered over Matt's shoulder and winked at Stephan. He looked absolutely ravishing in his dark gray suit. Leaning against that black Suburban with all the shiny chrome didn't help. Grinning back, Aiyana reach outside the driver's side window and punched him in the back. Those two were a trip.
I shook my head and turned back to Matt. “Really, sweetheart ... You should get out of here before—"
"Yoo-hoooooo!” From a few houses down, Kristen fluttered a wave while hurrying toward us. “Where's that handsome man of yours going? And who's that cute friend he's got?"
"Oh, shit,” Matt cursed. He gave me one last peck on the lips before turning and running to the Suburban for cover.
Lucky stiff. At least he had an excuse to leave. I had to stand there on the porch and wave back with a fake smile plastered on my face. As much as I loved this neighborhood, if we ever got in good with the Georgia Pack, we'd have to move far from Ms. Grapevine.
* * * *
Six and half hours later, I marched into the lobby of the Garden Inn and Suites, rolling a suitcase behind me while carrying a duffel bag slung across my shoulder. Whenever we hunted, we stayed at a suite hotel because they had more room in case we needed to prep the corpses for travel. The lobby itself had the ambiance of country-style furnishings with careful attention to detail on the floral-patterned couches and chairs. On the other side of the lobby area was a small gallery with a bar to one side and restaurant across the hall. Though the dim gallery went deeper into the building, I couldn't see much past the bend. Since this wasn't a sightseeing trip, I didn't bother to investigate.
"Ms. York, your room has been taken care of,” the receptionist said. “When would you like to set up your in-room massage?"
"Massage? You give those away free?"
What made me so special? Dane never went out of his way for us. The most we ever got from him was a private room with an open bar so we could celebrate our victory in style. Or drunkenness, depending on your point of view. Until now, hunting trips were not all-expenses paid.
"No, ma'am,” the receptionist replied. “It's already been paid for."
"By who?"
"Me."
I clenched my teeth at the sound of that voice. Cutting my eyes to the side, I turned around and honed in on the observers.
Dane stood in front of the gallery wearing a pair of jeans and an oversized, dark gray sweater that needed the needlepoint tightened. The smile on his tanned face pulled back to expose a string of pearly white teeth. His six-one frame appeared to have put a few more muscles, but the beanpole look had yet to fade. Either he used hair gel to get his short-cut waves to gleam against the lighting or he had just washed his hair.
Riley's face beamed its ever-irritating charm. He wore a pair of black jeans, but had opted for a short-sleeved shirt painted on his muscular upper arms and chest. His long black hair stood out against his blood red shirt making it impossible to miss. Knowing him, that was his intention.
Strolling across the lobby, Dane reached me first and tried to place a kiss on my forehead as in days of old. I pulled away from him and turned back to the receptionist.
"You can cancel the massage appointment,” I seethed, shoving my wallet back in my purse. “I don't want it."
"Are you sure? You get a complimentary terry cloth robe with the package you've selected."
She was all smiles, clueless about the monsters standing in front of her. I fought the urge to drag her over the counter by her lapels and peel back her eyelids.
"Come on,” Riley pleaded, advancing on me. “I interrupted your last full body massage. I figured this was the least I could do to make up for it."
"Your going to hell would have been a better atonement.” I snatched the key card off the counter and shoved it in my back pocket.
Riley glanced at the wide-eyed receptionist. “Girlfriends. They don't appreciate anything you do for them."
"Girlfriend? You fucking—” My hand wound back to slap him, but Dane grabbed my wrist and stopped me.
"I think the young lady has seen enough of you guys’ dirty laundry,” he said in a calm voice. “Shall we take this argument to the bar?"
I yanked my hand away from him. “Take your dog with you. I'm going to my room."
"This can't wait.” He stepped closer, keeping his voice low. “Everyone's edgy, especially you. We have a table in the back corner and drinks all around. With this being our first hunt in months, we need to get our minds back on track.” He skewered me with glare; just enough to imply that it was an order.
If went to my room and ignored everyone for the rest of the trip, it could damage our trust. Going out on a hunt meant we had to rely on each other if we wanted to make it back alive. Though I knew everyone in the Club, so much could have changed during our eight month hiatus.
"I'm putting my things up first,” I seethed, meeting Dane's challenge. “Then I'm calling my husband to let him know I got in okay. When I finish, I'll come down. Will that suit Your Preciousness, or would you rather have me lug a duffel bag full of weaponry through the bar?"
I still couldn't get over the fact that they had known more than a week ago about the bounty on Matt's head. If that didn't give me the right to be pissed at them, then what did?
A half-smile peeled back Dane's lips. “Of course ... I'll give you five minutes."
"Fifteen."
He turned with his back to me, strolling toward the gallery. “Five minutes or I send Riley up to fetch you."
"Insolent prick,” I muttered.
Sad to say, I knew my place in the Club because the wolf inside me identified Dane as the leader. Our nature dictated strict obedience to anyone we regarded as higher in the ranks. I'd put aside my annoyance at him for the sake of my husband's life and let him run the show.
* * * *
Dane and I had so much history that I could barely keep track of it. I remembered sitting on his thigh as a child in front of the fireplace at his plantation home in Charleston, South Carolina. I was ten at the time, but old enough to know and understand the way of the werewolf life. So he made it a point to tell me anything I wanted to know without any sugarcoating.
I pointed at the picture on the wall. A beautiful woman sat in a chair with ringlets of red hair curling around her face. She held a tiny baby in her arms while two young boys, ages ten and six, stood behind her.
"Do you talk to them?” I asked in a small voice, interrupting Dane's reading of Peter Pan.
He placed the book on the floor and snuggled me against him so that my head fit perfectly under his chin. “No, I don't. It's hard keeping close contacts after you've been bitten by a werewolf. They wouldn't understand why I don't age and why..."
He hesitated. I knew it was hard for him, so I let him have a moment while his warm cheek rubbed the side of my head.
"That's not entirely true,” he confessed. “I don't talk to them because I'm afraid they'll see me as nothing more than an animal."
"Because you kept the monster for a pet?"
A tiny snort chilled the top of my head. Dane scooted me up on his thigh. “It wasn't a pet, Angel. That much I knew. But I didn't respect the power of the beast. Being the industrious business man that I was, I thought I could make a fortune by putting the wolf on display in a sideshow. Like I needed the money. As if owning the cannery wasn't enough."
"But I thought you—"
"You know the story, sweety. I caught the female wolf while out hunting with my friend, Halsten. She changed back to human form, but waited three weeks before changing again. What happens if a werewolf waits that long?"
"They go nuts!” Genevieve shouted as she scampered into the living room with her nightgown flapping around her ankles.
Full of energy for a thirteen year old, she flopped onto Dane's other thigh and plastered a huge kiss on his cheek. She wore her hair in a bob that bounced around her pierced ears, unlike my textured locks. We had the same olive skin and almond-shaped eyes. I always thought her nose was too small for her face and that one day it might stop growing all together. Like Daddy, she had bushy eyebrows and a huge smile that seemed to let everyone know that she was center stage.
Chuckling, Dane pulled her onto his other thigh and laughed. “That's right, pumpkin. They go crazy."
"So then that female wolf broke out of the cage you keep out back, right?” I asked, ignoring my sister's rambunctious self.
A heavy sigh escaped Dane's mouth. “Yeah, baby. The female got out and came up to the house."
I didn't want him to tell me the rest because the sadness in his voice made me sad too. Even Genevieve quieted down a bit. Both of us knew the story anyway.
The psychotic female wolf wanted revenge because Dane and his friend Halsten had hunted down and killed her entire pack. So she attacked the closest thing to Dane's heart. She killed both his wife and his baby girl. The boys escaped only because they hid in the attic. When Dane returned and found the carnage, he went insane and swore that he would spend the rest of his life destroying all werewolves until he wiped them off the face of the planet.
He never grasped the peril or enormity of his plan. When he hunted down a pack in the Oxbow Region, he had managed to kill everyone except for the Alpha and two of his beta wolves. So being what they were, and given their hunger for revenge, they hunted Dane without his realizing it. After he had drunken himself into a stupor and passed out with a whore in his bed, the three wolves had broken into the room, killed the prostitute, and framed him for the murder. But that wasn't enough. The leader had to leave one more thing to remind Dane of what he had done to his innocent pack. He bit him and left him for dead.
The cycle of revenge seemed to stop after that. Dane was too busy trying to keep himself from going rogue. When he finally got a grip on his sanity, he applied his skills in a more assiduous manner. He hunted rogue werewolves. Of course, that opened his world to more than just werewolves living among us. So in time, he learned how to cope with them too. A bullet to the brain was 100-percent effective every time.
"You should talk to your boys,” Genevieve suggested. “They need a daddy, just like we need ours."
He chuckled. “Well, how about you let me worry about that? And isn't it past your bedtime?"
"No,” I replied.
"You want to rephrase that?"
All of our heads turned towards the doorway. Our Navaho father stood there with an arched bushy eyebrow and a long ponytail slung over his shoulder. He had the bulk of a lumberjack, and wearing that plaid shirt didn't help.
Momma slipped her five-foot body underneath his arm and snuggled against his side. She was a beautiful shade of medium brown with a short black afro on her head. Standing next to him, she looked almost like a kid herself. Nonetheless, Momma mirrored Daddy's face, hers pretty much saying we needed to get our behinds to bed or else.
"All right,” I conceded and pushed off Dane's lap. I placed my hands on his shoulders for balance and kissed his cheek.
Dane's eyes met mine, an unasked question behind them. “You can read your mother, can't you?"
I blinked, unsure of what he was asking. “Huh?"
"Your mother. You read her gestures like a wolf, Angel."
I shrugged. “Anyone can look at her and know what she's thinking.” I looked at Genevieve. “Can't you?"
She shook her head, her eyes as quizzical as Dane's.
"I'm tired,” I said, yawning to prove my point. “But when I look at Mommy and Daddy the words just pop in my head."
A smile worked into Dane's tanned visage. He helped Genevieve to her feet and patted her on the back, edging her towards my parents. I started to go too, but he grabbed my hand and stopped me a moment, smile still stuck on his face.
"If you ever feel the need to ... I don't know. I guess ... if you ever feel like you need another wolf to talk to, Angel, you know where I am. All you have to do is call and I'll be there."
I returned his smile. “I know."
With that, I scampered off to bed behind my big sister.


 
Chapter 14
Our secret coalition had hunted rogues for decades, even though packs considered us to be the bottom feeders of the werewolf world. We preyed on our own kind, but not for territorial rights or to gain power; we preyed on them for their dollar value alone. More than three-quarters of the rogue population had bounties on them. Concentrating our hunts on rogues was the best use of our skills. Contracts involving pack politics and bumping Alphas out of power would only cause trouble for us. In the end, every pack knew that it was up to them to police their own territory. Those who didn't want to dirty their hands or couldn't handle the large jobs, such as a rogue pack, called on us. If an adequate number of zeros wasn't attached to the price, then we didn't bother at all. Sometimes our hunts went beyond rogues, crossing the line into other preternatural realms. Since we specialized in rabid werewolves—things like vampires, zombies, and ghouls were outside the specs—we doubled our fee.
Seeing the Club members for the first time in months made me ... Well, it pleased me. Their faces might be enough to get me through this trip. The werewolf members were my closest friends because they understood me better than the humans. That didn't mean I liked the humans less. Everyone here loved and sheltered me as only big brothers would, but we always butted heads when it came time for me to exert my will.
Anxiety filled my head and knotted my belly as I made my way down to the bar. If Dane had sent Riley up to my room, he would have left with an arrow in his head. Perhaps he sensed as much and decided against carrying out his threat. After all, I was still pissed at them for keeping Matt's contract from me.
It didn't take long to search the dimly lit bar and catch wind of werewolf scent hovering in the air. Working my nose through the miasma of alcohol- and tobacco-scented atmosphere was like swimming through a vat of cake frosting. People cluttered up the bar; laughter and jumbled conversations trickled above the noise of rock music and sports playing on sporadically mounted televisions. Following the scent brought me to a rounded booth in the back. Of the eight men, the two I didn't recognize were the only werewolves in the group. Uncle Graham sat on the end.
Before the Club dispersed, Graham had been a determined, seventy-five-year-old man. Between the animal carved cane he balled his waxen first around, twice the number of wrinkles on his saggy face, and longer white hair, he looked as though he had aged five years in eight months. His caramel-colored skin looked more tanned than usual, and a few extra pounds filled out in his stout chest.
Neither Dane nor Riley was present. I bet anything they were off gathering drinks at the bar. When it came to taking off the edge with a beer, even a stinky tavern wasn't enough to keep the werewolves away.
The two unknown werewolves stood at the same time as my uncle, followed by the rest of the humans. Apparently, Dane had kept my attendance a secret because he wanted to see the looks on their faces.
Graham tried embracing me, but I pulled away from him. He had nerve, thinking I wanted to see him. My animosity toward him still burned fresh. Ignoring our tense moment, my old comrades gave me warm greetings.
The werewolves introduced themselves. Gregorio was a rather tall lanky guy with medium length brown hair and a natural tan, similar to mine. He had bright blue eyes and an innocent youthful look. He couldn't have been more than twenty-five years old. Scott was a five-ten bulky blond who hadn't bothered shedding the pounds before packing on the muscle. He also had blue eyes and the beginnings of a blond beard.
Uncle Graham offered me a seat by him, but I sat on the opposite side, next to my best human friend, Fisk. He had strawberry blond hair and wore his trademark black Pittsburgh Steeler's cap. Much of his hair had thinned out in the last few years. He was in his mid to late forties and the laugh lines proved it. He, too, had bulk instead of muscle and stood the same height as Scott. He had a soft voice and demeanor; at least that was how he acted around me.
"Nice to see you, Angel,” Dane said as he approached the table with his hands looped through the handles of three glass pitchers filled to the top with foaming beer. Excited and thirsty, everyone looked straight at the pitchers as he sat them on the table.
"Here you go,” Riley said, handing me a chilled glass filled with lemon lime soda.
It was a miracle that he remembered how much I dislike alcohol, since he always tried to get me drunk. He said it would loosen me up, but we both knew he wanted more than my attitude loosened up. He passed several chilled glasses around the table before returning to the bar for more.
Dane pulled up a nearby chair and sat at the front of the table. Each man poured his share and passed the pitchers around.
Riley came back, handing out more glasses. When he finished, surprise surprise, he parked his ass next to mine, grinning from ear to ear. I should have followed Dane's example and pulled up a chair. Given the choice of sitting next to him or next to my uncle, I'd choose to sit on a glacier in the middle of the Antarctic, stripped naked and left to die by polar bears. Graham sat on the other side of the table, a large grin stuck to his drooping face, looking back and forth between the two of us. Blood relative or not, I wanted to smack him for thinking Riley and I could've ever hit it off. To make matters worse, he gave the overstuffed sack of testosterone his blessings when it came down to courting me.
"Why didn't you tell us about Angel?” Fisk asked, smiling at me with a beer mustache glistening above his lip. “How's that Chippendale's hunk you have for a husband? Too bad my boys haven't followed in your footsteps and brought home Playboy bunnies from college."
Shaking my head I said, “He's fine. You gonna stick around long enough to give me marriage advice?"
We kidded around all the time because we respected each other's boundaries. I couldn't say the same for the other guys. Being the youngest female in the Club, I had to stay on my guard because they always went too far. With Fisk, it wasn't an issue.
"Shoot,” he laughed. “I'll bet you could give me a run for my money in the marriage arena. You always had a good head on your shoulders."
"That's my girl,” Riley said, snaking his arm across my shoulders.
Fisk leaned across the table. “Her managing to stay away from you for eight months proves my point."
Everyone laughed. I shoved Riley away.
Decker leaned across the table. The Alabama native was the human version of Riley. His stringy blond hair and light gray eyes had women swooning at his feet on a few of our trips. However, when they caught sight of Riley, roles changed. Like his werewolf counterpart, he tried pushing his way into my life a couple of times. At least he had the sense enough to give up when he realized he didn't stand a chance. Don't get me wrong; he had the cutest smile and was gorgeous, but his constant boasting as the human who with the highest number of kills ruined everything he had going for him. Whenever I mentioned who had the highest ratio—my 36 out of 37—he went silent on me.
"When you get sick of him hanging off your back,” Decker said in a thick southern accent, “you know where I live, Angel.” He winked at me.
I smirked. “I'll bet your housewarming party went well. Not too many people are able to move up from the gutter to a cardboard box."
More laughter ensued. Decker smiled, shaking his head before taking a swig of his beer.
"Okay guys,” Dane said, raising a hand. “We need to get down to business.” He waited a moment for everyone to calm down before filling us in.
From last reports, the rogue pack had at least four members and might have had a den around the town of Cary. Tomorrow, we would scope out the area and scout for clues so we could get the lay of the land. Each human would team up with a werewolf tomorrow night and set out on the hunt.
Riley raised his hand, sinister grin teasing his lips.
Dane sighed. “What is it, Riley?"
"What side of the race pool is Angel on? I'll be more than happy to watch her from behind."
Fed up, I slammed my empty glass against the back of his hand and pushed him off the end of the bench. I snagged a chair from a nearby table and parked it next to Dane's.
Our fearless leader said nothing. He cocked an eyebrow and let it go. Not everyone else. Laughter circled around the table loud enough to rival the cheering at the bar over a touchdown on TV.
When things settled down, Dane said, “She's a werewolf as far as I'm concerned, and Fisk is teaming up with her."
A wave of relief drenched over me. I would've remained locked in my room had it been anyone else.
Papa-bear-proud, Graham slid my kill journal across the table as a welcome home gift. Knowing him, he saw it as a trophy and took pride in showing it around at the Club headquarters in Charleston. I documented the time, place, and number of kills in that book. I slid it back across the table and told him he could keep it because it was unnecessary for this hunt. On the drive here, I had already decided that this would be my last outing.
Dane jerked his head ever so slightly. He wanted to me to follow him as he made his way to the bar.
"Is there something you want to tell me?” he asked.
"No,” I replied, leaning on the bar with my back to the man sitting next to me. Every now and then, I swore he inched his stool closer.
Dane scrutinized me with a stare. “Fisk has his heart set on a kill tomorrow. Can I trust you to watch his back?"
"I'll do what I have to do, but I'm not going out of my way to find trouble. That's Riley and Decker's job. I hung up my crossbow, Dane, so don't expect me to live up to your standards.” My personal space defenses clicked on. The man sitting next to me reached across the counter for the bowl of mixed nuts. I knocked them in his direction so that he would move back to his side of the bar. He didn't.
"Nobody's expecting you to pick up where you left off. Hell, I'm praying we're as half as good as we were. But I have a right to know if you're a danger to Fisk. I've lost ten good people and I don't intend to lose anymore. Other than Decker, Fisk is one of the best human hunters this Club has. Can I leave him in your hands?"
The stranger brushed against my arm while reaching for a stack of napkins. Picking up the whole pile, I slammed them down in front of him.
"Fisk is my best friend,” I snarled. “I would never endanger him or anyone else in this Club and you know it. Don't you dare sit there and question my loyalty now."
"It's not your loyalty I'm not questioning. It's your hunter's instinct. Face it, Angel, we're all soft right now."
The man brushed me while trying to put the napkins back, and brushed me again retracting his arm.
That did it.
With lightning fast speed, I snatched his wrist before he could clamp it around his beer. He jumped. I began squeezing, applying pressure by the poundage as the man choked on a scream. Before the bones could snap, I stopped bluing his hand.
Keeping my voice low, I snarled, “Touch me one more time and you'll feel phantom pain for the rest of your pathetic life."
I pushed him so hard that his butt left the seat, knocking the stool to the floor. He flew through the air and slammed into a table across the way where two woman sat, spilling their drinks on the top of his head. My attention turned back to Dane.
"Any questions?"
He raised his hands in defeat and shook his smirking face. Our entire table looked on, cracking smiles and laughing at the guy on the floor. Fisk raised his beer to me.


 
Chapter 15
Matt weighed so heavily on my mind that I couldn't close my eyes without seeing his face. If anything happened to him, I was certain that someone would call. Stephan and Aiyana had my cell number. To be honest, I missed his voice, his hands, his body ... Everything that made me fall in love with him fed my desire to have him near to me. Waking up to find him gone from our bed, yet feeling the warm spot he left behind, curled a smile on my lips. Back home, he would have been in the kitchen cooking breakfast by now. Smells of omelets with green peppers, onions, and mushrooms would fill the air around me. Bacon and French toast would follow. If I didn't get up, Matt would come and get me up by crawling into bed and dropping kiss after kiss on my lips. The moment he heard me giggling, he'd put a strawberry up to his mouth and feed me the other end. With that kind of morning service, getting out of bed was a pleasure.
The hint of bleach, lemon cleaning solvent, and industry laundered sheets broke me out of my fantasy. Reality dealt me a startling blow the moment I recalled being in North Carolina. I rolled over in the fetal position and silently cried.
The room itself wasn't bad. I had a king size bed, large television, and decent bathroom. Muster yellow and navy blue tones decorated the room. A large picture of a man fishing on a lake hung over my bed. Beyond the bedroom, there was a merged living room and dining area. A large, lengthwise window stretched across one side of the room, giving me a view of the woods and the line of cars parked diagonally below. I had a blue couch and matching recliner with a fireplace sitting to the left of that.
Around nine in the morning, Graham called, asking me about breakfast. I declined his invitation and went back to bed. Five minutes later, Riley knocked at the door. Wearing nothing except for a large t-shirt and pair of underwear, I opened the door and pointed the crossbow in his face. He made his usual provocative comments concerning my attire. Since he didn't seem the least bit threatened by the crossbow, I shoved him out of the suite and slammed the door in his face. Dane knocked on my door less than a minute later, forcing his way inside. He gave Riley a warning about keeping his mind on the hunt, and me keeping my mind off his antics. After his fifteen-minute speech, I crawled into bed to pick up where I had left off with drowning in my misery. He crawled in next to me, laying his head inches from mine, harassing me till I joined everyone for breakfast. Angry, I pushed him on the floor and stomped into the bathroom to change.
Dane could talk a person into a coma with his vast amounts of knowledge. Everyone in the Club saw it as a means of slow torture whenever he wanted things done his way. Too bad it worked.
We drove to a nearby Cracker Barrel for a monumental breakfast. Fisk let me have the wall on the other side of him so I could keep my distance from Riley, Dane, and my uncle. What a way to start off a hunt. I couldn't stand a third of the people here. Picking up on the tension, Scott sat across from me. He took pleasure in getting to know me better, although I gave him general information.
"This isn't the first time I've hunted rogues,” he said, then sipped his coffee. “Being in a group is a little different. Even Pack LA doesn't do group hunts like this. But since Dane asked me to come on board, I sure as hell couldn't pass up an offer like that."
"Pack LA?” I asked, and sipped my orange juice.
From last night's conversation, Scott came across as a man who liked to talk. Good for him. But for me, that meant my mind blocked out every other word. I could be wrong, but he reminded me of a brown-nosing Project Manager that worked out of our office. And if he was the type who wanted to emulate Dane in every way, he would get jumped by the rest of us sooner or later. None of us needed another—nice as he seemed—ass wipe crawling under our skin. But to keep the peace, I closed my mouth and let Scott do all the talking, since he was so good at it.
He half-laughed. “It's what we call ourselves. Gotta be special, you know."
I sipped my orange juice, having nothing else to say. Unlike most people, I appreciate awkward moments of silence because they allow me time not to think.
Fisk shoved a wad of pancakes in his mouth. Then pointed his fork and me and said, “Did you know she's into bioinformatics and about to get her real estate license? Smart as hell, this one. Both on the field and off."
Stop making conversation, Fisk. I don't want to talk to him anymore. Can't I just get through this meal without having to indulge a stranger in conversation?
"Keeping busy,” Scott said, nodding. “That's good as long as you like what you're doing. Me? I'm a child psychologist working at a practice on the outskirts of LA. When I'm not doing that, I coach a little league team. Believe it or not, a group of wild screaming kids is music to my ears. Especially after I've had a bad session."
I stared, fighting back the giggles stirring around inside me. “You can relax, Scott, you've got the job. The interview process ended when Dane asked you to join."
He grinned, wiping his lips and revealing a smile behind his napkin. “Huh?"
I shook my head and smiled. “I didn't ask you for your life story. I only wanted you to pass the butter."
"Then how did the rogue thing come up?"
"I don't know. My mind bailed on that part of the conversation."
Snickers cracked around the table as a line of heads turned in our direction. Riley laughed so hard that he turned red and a piece of egg flew out of his mouth. When the waitress came around, Graham could only point at his empty glass of grapefruit juice because his laughing had turned into a coughing fit. Decker smoothed a hand through his blond stringy hair and slumped back in the chair, tickled to the point that he hadn't finished swallowing the moist biscuit curds in his mouth. The only person who seemed to keep his composure was Dane. Oh, he turned a nice shade of fuchsia, but at least he didn't drop his silverware or have anything trickling from his mouth.
"Just like the good old days,” he said, shaking his head and grinning.
After spending two hours devouring breakfast, running our waitress back and forth to the kitchen, we left a hefty tip and split up so that we could check out Cary.
For a small town, it was coming up in the world. Two-story red brick specialty stores, a railroad track cutting through town, trees, and carefully trimmed hedges made it look quaint. The chances were slim that we would find anything, but it never hurt to look. Fisk, Scott, and I chose the downtown area for our scouting expedition. The others split themselves between a nearby mall and a shopping plaza only a few minutes away. Although our senses should have been on alert, the guys spent more time window shopping and ogling passing women than on the task at hand. When Scott motioned Fisk into a model building shop—checking every corner, they called it—I knew this was a hopeless battle. Waving them away, I decided to take advantage of the situation, too, and call Matt.
"So how are things going in Miami?” I asked.
"We're thinking about pulling the contract,” Matt said. “A new hotel is going up right next door and they're offering a full service spa. The pack isn't in the mood for competing with the next door neighbors. We'll either back off or find another place to build. But I don't want to talk about me anymore. I want to know about your trip."
"It's going okay.” No, it's not. This is one of the most miserable trips I've ever taken in my entire life because you're not here. Between an overbearing leader, a pain in the neck beta werewolf, and a meddlesome uncle, things are going from worse to a bucket of pig shit.
"You don't sound like you're having fun. You feeling okay?"
"I'm fine, babe. Just a little tired is all."
"Don't tell me you're still not getting enough sleep.” A deep sigh. “That does it. No more excuses. When you get back to Atlanta, you're going to see Bryce."
"Who the heck is Bryce?” I shook my head as though he could see it. “Never mind. Look, would you stop worrying? Didn't Stephan say you needed to keep your mind on your work anyway? Besides, things will be back to normal once we're both home."
"You sound so sure about that. Anyway, Bryce is the pack's doctor. And from what I hear he's good even if he is a human. He takes that Hippocratic Oath thing serious enough to extend it to werewolves. Plus, it won't hurt you to get a check-up."
My gut corkscrewed. “You know how much I hate doctors.” A beep came over my phone. Glancing at the number, I recognized it as Dane's. “Look, I'll have to call you later. Don't worry about me and I'm not going to see Bryce. Love you. Bye.” I clicked over to Dane.
"Why didn't you pick up sooner?” he asked.
"Because I was talking to my husband. What do you want?"
"Have you guys found out anything yet?"
"No. We've been walking around for hours and the only scent we came across is fresh pastries from a local bakery. We're not going to find anything wandering around aimlessly like this."
"That's why we're coming to pick you guys up. Wait at the train station where we dropped you off."
"Does that mean we're calling it a day and going back to the hotel?” Please, say yes. Please, oh, please, oh, please...
"No. We're heading to the area where Alan last reported spotting one of the rogues."
My heart shuddered at the sound of his name. Not once during this trip had anyone mentioned their names or speculated on their demise. We knew the rogues had the biggest hand in our fellow wolves’ disappearance.
Alan had taught me a lot about what it meant to be a werewolf, even more about life itself and how important it was that I found my own way. He knew both worlds could be cruel, so whenever I caught him in passing either at Dane's house or on a trip, he never let me get away with saying anything less than five words if he asked me about my day. Dear God, I would miss him.
"Hello?” Dane said, taking me out of my thoughts. “You still there?"
"Yeah,” I muttered. “Just thinking."
A sigh. “Yeah, I know. This is a rough trip for everyone. That's why I want it done right. And in case I didn't say this before, I'm sorry about not telling you about Matt's contract. In fact—"
"Forget it,” I said. A notch of anger rose in my chest.
This was not the time or the place for exerting hostilities and clearing the air. We had a job to finish and that's what mattered. When this was over, I planned to go home, kiss my husband, and praise God that we still had each other.
A ray of sun broke through the clouds above, forcing me to shield my eyes. A thought came to mind. “You said we were going to find the place where the rogues were last spotted. Aren't you worried about attracting attention in broad daylight?"
"If we can scope out the area, then we came formulate a better plan of attack for tonight. I'll take my chances. If we come across nosy spectators, we'll just tell them we're hiking."
After I dragged the guys away from a model train set, Dane and one of the other human hunters picked us up. We drove to Umstead State Park, which lay directly on the Raleigh-Cary border. Instead of going the normal route, we parked on a side road and trekked through a thick wooded area until we crossed over onto the park property.
Those who had strong scenting abilities sniffed the air for any possible clues of the rogue pack traipsing the locale between meals. Every rock and tree we passed, we checked for blue chalk markings. Whenever we went out in our scouting parties, Dane made sure that at least one person knew how to read a compass and a map. It made backtracking easier. Though each of us had a good sense of direction and could use our noses, rain and high winds would make it harder to track a scent. That was when a visual aid came in handy.
A huge rock face came up on our path. With great reluctance, I assumed my role as a sniper and proceeded to scale it. Rock climbing was not my forte, but being a sniper kept me away from the chaotic gunfire, sharp claws, guttural growls, and foaming mouths. Unlike most of the G.I. Janes, I lived in reality where you kept your butt out of the way and not flapping in the breeze. That was one lesson that kept me alive all my bounty hunting years. Call me chicken-shit if you want, but at least I live to tell the tale.
I hauled myself over the edge and dusted off my clothes before getting a good look around. Not much to see other than trees and underbrush. Fisk and the other human scooped out the area surrounding the cliff while the others gazed at me, some shielding their eyes from the peek-a-boo sun that darted around behind the rustling foliage.
"How does it look up there?” Dane asked.
I glanced around, visually measuring the space to see if there was enough room to lay flat. Sitting would be the best option, but the rock face dipped down into a dense tangle of bushes and what looked like poison ivy. “It won't work,” I said, gazing about twenty feet below. “Not enough maneuvering room. Plus, I didn't come all this way to get mauled by poison ivy."
"Climb down so we can keep looking,” he said, reaching his hands up for me.
I waved him off; I didn't need his help. Dane ignored me anyway and gestured with hands that he'd catch me. Lowering myself over the edge, I kicked away from the rock face and landed, feet smacking the ground, right beside him. Impressed, he smirked and sized me up with his eyes, taking in my steadfast agility. Eight months out of practice hadn't exactly dulled my innate reflexes. I thought he knew that.
"I think I've got something here,” Scott shouted.
We converged in his direction. Sure enough, a faint werewolf scent lingered in the shrubbery. Dane unclipped his cell phone and called the others with orders to meet us back at the hotel. Since the majority of the werewolves were in our party, it didn't make sense for Riley and Gregorio to join us. We weren't hunting anything yet. Only reconnaissance. I thanked the heavens above for that small favor.
Everyone kept silent as we followed the scent. The human hunters always left the ferreting up to us because of our indigenous skills and knowing exactly what to look for.
The sounds of crackling underbrush and snapping twigs put my nerves on edge. Still, my nose continued whiffing the air for anything that might be tracking us while we tracked it. Rippling water, not enough to be a river but perhaps a stream, bubbled about a thousand feet away.
Dane, in the point position, threw his hand out to his side, signaling for us to stop. Apparently, the trail split up. He pointed to Scott and Fisk, and thumbed them in a different direction. The rest of us continued on the same path. Ten minutes later, we came in view of the other party. All of us converged on an opening at the edge of a rock face about fifty feet ahead. A southeasterly breeze cut across, blowing a strong rogue scent in our direction.
Fisk took a step nearer to the cave. I threw my arm out, clutching his jacket. With us this close to their den, the rogues could pick up our scent, which would set a bad stage for a late night hunt. If we went any further, they might think we raided their cave. Gut would make them stay away because of the imminent threat we posed to their boorish activities. Unless we rethought our strategy, we stood a good chance of making them run. Retracing our footsteps, we headed back to the car and began planning our strategy for that night.


 
Chapter 16
After dinner, everyone retired to their rooms either for a nap or to recheck their equipment. Come midnight, we would meet in the parking lot and head back to the rogue den. What we had encountered up to this point left my mind racing through the what-if's and trying to rework the different angles. Even when I tried sitting down at my laptop and working through a few programs, my thoughts wandered back to either the hunt or Matt. Oh, how I wished he was there. I missed him something awful.
After staring at the same block of code for more than twenty minutes, I shut off my laptop and grumbled my way to the bedroom. A headache had worked between my temples and underneath my right eye socket. With several nights of restless sleep and more aggravation than a blind man stumbling through a labyrinth has, my mind and body needed a catnap in order to be on the top of my game tonight.
I bolted from the bed. The alarm clock woke me up with help from the phone's shrilling digital ringer.
Good lord, when had I fallen asleep? I ran a hand through my black textured waves and thought, I set the alarm, laid down, and picked up the remote for the television. What happened after that? Man, was I that tired?
The shrilling ringer yanked me from my frazzled thoughts. I tore the phone from the cradle and yelled into it.
"Uh ... you okay?” Matt asked. “You sound a little crazed."
I slapped my forehead and slumped backwards on the mattress. Stupid, stupid, stupid. “I'm sorry. I was napping."
"Awww, shit. Let me let you go."
I bolted into a sitting position again. “No. Honey, please, I can sleep later. Right now, I want to hear your voice."
He chuckled. “How's the programming going?"
"Oh ... the usual.” I swallowed to keep the trembling out of my voice. “HQ's making sure we get the same software training as the Raleigh branch. That way there's no excuse for one office being able to do something and the other not. Politics. You know how it is. No mind-blowing excitement here.” God, how I wished that were true.
"That nap must have done you some good. You almost sound normal."
This hunt would come to a close tonight, so I had every reason in the world to be happy. The minute we finished taking care of business, I would be on my way back home. It didn't matter how late, how far, or how much it cost me to get there. I was going home.
Knuckles rapped on my door.
"Who's that?” Matt asked.
I cursed under my breath. Of all the times to have supersensitive hearing, why did it have to be now?
Not answering him right away, I left the bedroom with the cordless phone in hand and gazed through the peephole at the main door. Uncle Graham stood there watching me, smile etching his old withered face. I wanted to close the door on him, but my parents raised me well when it came down to respecting my elders. Undoing the locks, I opened the door and tried to think of a way to get Matt off the phone without him becoming suspicious.
"Hon, I need to go,” I said, anxiety creeping into my voice. “Some of the crew from the Atlanta office stopped by and they're inviting me out for drinks."
Uncle Graham cleared his voice. Miserable old goat. Matt and I exchanged our love and said our good-byes.
"That was him, wasn't it?” Uncle Graham said. He sat his tired body in one of the stools at the breakfast counter.
My jaw tightened. “I'm having some tea. Would you like some?"
I fought through the hostility that burrowed a hole in my chest. He should have been thanking me for not breaking him across my knee and throwing him out the door. I needed something to do, somewhere to channel this venomous anxiety. So, I followed through with my original plan, marched into the kitchen, and began filling the coffee pot from the tap.
"No, thank you, child,” Graham said. “I only came to wish you good luck."
"Thanks. Now good-bye."
"I also wanted to say how sorry I am.” Sighing, he shifted in his seat. “Lex, this is important to me. If there was another way to get your attention, don't you think I would have tried it?"
My mouth opened, about to rifle something in response, but I stopped myself. Several blinks later, I narrowed my eyes on him. “What are you talking about?"
A shaking hand wiped his moist brow. A deep sigh seemed to strengthen whatever resolve he had in him. “I'm the one responsible for the bounty on your husband."
I couldn't think. Hell, for that matter I could barely breathe. I gripped the counter, pain searing my whitening knuckles. Venomous rage seeped into my bloodstream. “What the hell are you talking about?” I growled.
He shrugged. “Dane said that you might not come back. Maybe I wasn't thinking straight at the time—I don't know. But I knew I had to do something."
I glared at him. “Simply asking never occurred to you?"
"And what would you have said? No?"
"Yes."
"Then you left me no other choice."
"So what do you think you left me with, you crazy bastard? At least the choice would have been mine!” I slammed the pot so hard against the sink that glass splattered across the kitchen. Cutting him with my eyes, I stalked toward him. It took every ounce of my strength not to reach across the breakfast counter and snap his wrinkly neck. “You set me up. Your own flesh and blood. What kind of sick bastard are you? And here I thought Grandfather was the psycho. At least he wasn't devious and lowdown when it came to what he wanted."
Graham didn't flinch. “You never collected a dime on all your kills because you didn't care about the hides. So I did it for you without any protest. Even Dane had a hard time believing that you had more than two hundred grand in your rainy-day fund for you and your children.” He leaned heavily on the counter, inhaling deep and letting it out slow and easy.
"What the hell does that have to do with anything?"
"It's a testament to your skill. The kind of skill the Club needs. If putting a bounty on your husband's head and lying to get you here keeps us one more step away from the grave, then so be it."
"So you used the money against me,” I seethed, locking my eyes with his. “If you ever question why I'd ever come after you ... think about this moment. You have no fucking right to screw around with my life."
With a deeper sigh, he shifted in the chair and leaned on his cane. “Lex, I'm an old man and I don't have much time. If I can't find the beast that bit my brother, then I want to make sure we can take enough of them out so that they won't destroy any more lives. Can't you understand that?"
"I understand it perfectly, Captain Ahab."
"Who do you think is out there getting rid of other rogues?” His voice had risen for the first time. “Do you realize how many families we've saved? So we had a huge upset eight months ago. But there isn't one bounty hunter who can hold a candle to our results. Could you live with yourself knowing you could wake up someday and hear that one of those beasts has attacked Viva? Your baby brother already paid the ultimate price. Suppose one of those bastards bites Viva, and you had a chance at preventing it."
Glowering at him, I shook my head. “Don't you dare,” I seethed. “You have no right using Viva and Avery, Jr. against me like that. You weren't there, you crazy bastard! You didn't see what I saw! You don't know what it's like to be five years old and have your own flesh and blood terrorize the hell out of you. Now you sit there like...” I fought through the blistering, unshed tears and forced the words out of my taut throat. “It's like it's happening all over again, only this time it's you instead of your nutty-ass brother. What the hell kind of family do I belong to?"
This was a man whose vengeance had turned him senile. He was on a save-the-world mission, one rogue at a time, and expected me to be a part of legacy. Sure, we did everyone a favor by keeping the rogue population in check. We did our part to ensure that human and werewolf worlds never collided. But we had to draw a line somewhere or lose our common sense along with them. How many more of our people had to die before these guys got it through their thick skulls that we were somewhat “human” too? I had every reason to kill the monster that sent my absentee grandfather over the edge, but I refused to lose my own sanity in the process. Too bad Graham hadn't realized that yet.
"I'm through when this is over,” I muttered. “If I ever see you again, Uncle, I hope for your sake a knife won't be in reach."
"Do you want to know why I feel nothing for your husband?” he asked, nonchalantly.
"What the hell do I care? You've made it obvious that what I think doesn't matter.” All the energy I had regained from my cat nap, this conversation had drained it out of me and then some.
"I don't know him. I'd rather see you married to Dane or Riley than to that man. If you were going to fall in love with a werewolf, I prayed it could have been one of them."
"That's not news to me."
"I trust them with my life. With your life. They've watched my back and I've watched theirs, both on and off the hunting grounds. We've gone fishing together. Camping. I've eaten at their table and they've eaten at mine. They're my family.” Graham shook his head in disbelief. “You invite me to meet this man for the first time at your wedding instead of letting me get to know him on my own terms. Do you know how that makes me feel? How small and insignificant? All my life I've tried to do right by you because I feared that you could become a maniac like your grandfather. And disrespect is the only way you know how to repay me. What did I do for you to hate me so?"
I closed my eyes, still smarting from his blowup while trying to work through my own. “I'm sorry if I hurt you. But whenever we spoke, the only thing you cared about was this Club. If a werewolf didn't belong, then he was worthless in your eyes. Matt wouldn't have stood a chance under that kind of scrutiny."
"This is the home I've built for you, and you turned your back on it. I knew someday you would marry and I worried about what would happen if you married a werewolf. Finding this Club helped me prepare for that. You have an abundance of wolves to choose from. Any one of them would become your lapdog if it meant being your mate. Scott is proof of that and he just met you. Even he would have been a good choice."
"I never asked you to play matchmaker for me. This isn't your life. It's mine! Mine to do with as I see fit. If you don't like that, then why are we having this conversation?"
Graham's quaking hands grasped the bulb at the tip of his cane. Leaning on it and the counter, he pushed himself off the stool. I should have helped, if only because it would mean getting him out of my sight faster. But I couldn't trust myself not to keep helping him across the room, out the door, and over the railing. He hobbled his slow body to the door, not bothering to turn around.
Then he stopped. “Good luck tonight.” Graham opened the door and left.
My Earl Grey tea had lost its appeal. Killing the rogues and going back to my husband were all that mattered now. Matt, our home, even the little-known facts concerning the Georgia Pack. That was what mattered to me. Missing Fisk and the others, avenging a coworker's death, putting the Club back together ... it meant nothing to me. So much rage burned inside me that I would gladly have gutted the entire rogue pack on my own if it could have brought me one step closer to my familiar surroundings. Tonight, I would go back to being the hunter. Tomorrow, I would go back to a normal life.
I spent the next hour dressing in black and polishing up my gear. I secured six arrows on the crossbow's underbelly and packed one of my least-used weapons, a pistol size crossbow, in a holster at the swell of my back. Extra arrows fit snugly into my fitted vest, and I sheathed a large bowie knife along my thigh. I wasn't taking any chances. Hell was coming for the rogues.


 
Chapter 17
For the first time in more than eight months, I waited in hiding. The only difference was that I chose the ground, a few bushes, and a large rock for my hiding place. No cliff this time. Stationing myself at eye level with the natural surroundings wasn't anything new, but given the choice, I'd rather be twenty or thirty feet above the ruckus. That practically guaranteed me walking out of the wood on my own two feet instead of being carted out in a plastic garbage bag.
Our plan was simple and one we had used on many occasions: the others would steer the rogues in the direction of our three perches, where we waited in ambush. Had we not found their den, we would have resorted to our original plan of going out two by two and looking for them. With the three of us—myself, Fisk, and a human who went by the name of Pulaski—fanned out, the others had a wider target area. Since I was the best shot out of the bunch and the queen of the perch, I waited at the center of our firing line.
Keeping the crossbow aimed in front of me, I opened up my ears to our surroundings, catching every wisp of wind, rustling leaf, and hooting owl. Dane brought technology to the Club by giving us sleek wireless communicators that hooked around our ears and had a small microphone arms that extended to our mouths. I could hear everyone loud and clear, so I spent the majority of the time fidgeting with the volume controls. Worthless piece of equipment. Graham sat in one of the SUVs following our conversation and tracking our positions on a map.
Feverish thumping drummed from my left. The updraft blew in a different direction, so I couldn't detect a scent on the wind. Since I was the only perched person who had heightened senses, I doubted anyone else would notice the foreboding in the shadows. My senses snapped to alert.
"Pulaski,” I whispered. “They're approaching from your direction."
"Ready and waiting,” he responded.
"Fisk, hold your position unless you think it's getting hot."
Good as his intentions were, I almost wished Dane hadn't invested in the communicators. They took the thrill out of the hunt and turned this into some sort of covert military operation. Next thing you know he'd have us donning army fatigues, combat boots, and helmets. I felt like a fool.
"Copy that, Angel,” he replied.
I rolled my eyes.
The thumping increased. Panting voices spilled over the earpiece, giving out the positions of and pertinent information about our adversaries. Three rogues barreled down on Pulaski's position, one dark blond and two brown, thinner than normal for a pack who feasted on so many humans and household pets. I'd bet anything they brought home the bacon while their Alpha feasted first, leaving the scraps for the others to fight over. Based on all the information we had gathered so far there were at least four wolves total. These three had returned from their outing first, so the team didn't have time to account for the extra one's whereabouts.
Shrilling screams blasted through the earpiece. I tore the communicator out of my ear before it blew my eardrum out. Even holding it about a foot from my face, the screams radiated through the speaker. But they were nothing compared to the actual horror that spilled through a densely packed thicket and a tangle of forestry. All coming from Pulaski's direction.
"Fisk,” I yelled into the mouth piece, “regroup in my direction."
I leapt to my feet, aiming the crossbow towards the shadows from which I expected him to emerge any second. The others would reach whatever was left of Pulaski, so that left me to cover Fisk. Tense minutes passed before leaves and bushes crunched in the distance. From the malignant shadows, Fisk's pine green hunting jacket darted in and out instead of running in a straight line, a tactic Dane had taught the humans for staying alive longer during a pursuit. And his pursuer was gaining fast.
"Down!” I yelled.
Fisk dove to the ground.
I pulled the trigger. The bow snapped and my arrow skimmed the air with perfect precision.
The beast yelped and twisted his body before tumbling to the ground beside Fisk. He scrambled to his knees, pulled the rifle up to his shoulder, and shot two bullets into the dazed wolf.
The pack had set up an ambush of their own ... just like the last pack that almost butchered our numbers in half.
Fisk gripped the nearest tree for balance as he hauled himself off the ground. The back of his wrist swiped the moist thinning hair that clung to his forehead.
Making my approach, I jerked the underbelly of the crossbow and chambered another arrow. Best be on my guard as long as we remained on someone else's turf.
"Dane said you were on your game,” he panted. “He sure as hell meant it. Thanks, Angel. Hell, you can have the claim on that one by yourself."
"We're not out of this yet,” I said. “I think Pulaski's dead."
"He is,” Decker, replied over the earpiece. “One of the bastards clawed him up."
I forgot that I had clipped the earpiece to my vest. Unclipping it, I held the communicator close to my mouth and said, “You're supposed to be with the hunting party. Where's everyone else?"
"The three we chased veered off in another direction at the last second. I stayed with Pulaski to make sure those bastards didn't circle back to finish him off."
I shivered at the thought of that. One more teammate down. How many more would we have to go through tonight? I shook again, this time to clear my thoughts. “You're out there by yourself?"
"Yeah."
"Stay put. Fisk and I are coming to you.” I re-clipped the communicator to my vest.
When we regrouped with Decker, we found him gazing at Pulaski's remains and tossing the rest of his cigarette onto the ground. Stringy blond hair curtained around his head, giving me a tunnel vision view into his empty gray eyes. I couldn't help following his gaze.
A hazel eye and the corner of Pulaski's forehead were all that remained of his face. The rest of his head was a red, hollowed-out bowl of meat, skin, and bones. My guess, the monster bit his face off and kept digging for more.
Pulaski spat to the side as he reloaded his rifle and cocked the first bullet into place. Fisk turned away and vomited.
Something was off. If this monster had attacked Pulaski from the front, why didn't he go for the jugular or the throat, as instinct dictated? It was the quickest kill point when a werewolf wanted to bring someone down. Young pack? Perhaps. A werewolf had to let either the animal mind control him or the human one. It could never be both if they hoped to survive in this world. A veteran wolf like Matt or Dane knew how to balance them in any situation.
"We're heading to the den,” Decker announced in his mouthpiece.
My head flew up. “Are you insane?” I yelled. “We've got enough dead bodies on our hands from the past year. We sure as hell don't need another."
I grabbed his shoulder to turn him about-face, but he shrugged me off so hard that my nails scrapped across the mesh design on his jacket. He mumbled something under his breath and proceeded toward in the den with purpose in his step. Fisk skirted me and followed behind the taller man, shoulders hunched and a knuckle-white grip on his gun.
I hadn't seen it before because I was too caught up in my own problems. Dane was right about the team still reeling from eight months ago, I thought, watching those two walk away from me. They should have known this outing would bring back bad memories. Now was not the time to start acting stupid and making dumb decisions.
So what did I do? After kicking some dirt and slamming my fist against a tree, I took up the rear and jogged after them. I stood a better chance watching my own ass than entrusting it to their one-track minds.
We came to the edge of the den and noticed a light flickering inside the cavernous walls. Instead of taking any precautions, Decker slung his rifle over his shoulder and stormed inside. As grandmother Lenox would say, “A dumb-ass white man can see animals running in the opposite direction and he would be stupid enough to want to find out why.” Fisk followed, another dumb-ass white man in the making. I shook my head and entered the cave too. At least I recognized what an idiotic idea this was.
Before I could finish rounding a small bend, the guys embarked on a rampage as they tore and smashed anything in their paths. Tattered rugs and blankets scoured the filthy ground along with smudged newspapers and books. Crushed and broken bones riddled one section of the floor, enough to fill a bathtub. A dozen or so skulls sat in a line on a waist-high ledge. More lay crushed in a bone pile. The news reported six bodies, although judging from the looks of things, many more bodies had gone unnoticed. I doubted that they had refused runaways and derelicts, with so many remains littering the ground.
Other than the large crackling fire at the center of the cave, the whole atmosphere of the place made me feel uneasy, similar to the way I'd felt while standing over Pulaski's body. I picked up a teen magazine, dusted off the cover, and noticed another one in Spanish lying on the dusty floor not too far away. On my right, a high school yearbook with a few of pages torn out, a page of photos hanging halfway over the edge with two girls’ pictures circled. Potato chip bags, beer cans, and snack cake wrappers littered the ground with the bones and dirt.
"They're kids,” I said, flipping through the yearbook and noticing all the circled faces. Both men stopped their rampage and turned to listen. Gee, that was a start. “Look around. Fast food wrappers, teenage paraphernalia. I'll bet anything these kids are runaways themselves.” A piece of paper slipped out of the book and floated to the floor. I picked it up and glanced over the short, but sweet, prose. “A love note. At least one of these guys planned on biting his high school sweetheart."
"Touching,” Decker mocked. Then he smashed his rifle into a boom box. “I don't give a damn who they are. As if killing Chris, Alan, and Josie weren't enough, the bastards took out Pulaski. You think I give a shit if one of them has a crush?"
Growling reverberated from the cave opening. We turned. A large salt and pepper wolf stood at the entrance to the cave, large brown eyes scanning the raided den. He looked like a hearty size werewolf: shoulders drawn, ears flat, and drool slipping from his peeled back lips. Based on the color of his fur, I'd bet he was much older than the wolves he sired. A drifter himself in search of a pack he could send out among the humans to scrounge for food and bring it back to their lair. He was the rogue Alpha. Cold eyes converged on me, an indication that he had recognized my exotic female scent.
Decker was the first to go for his gun, but his fumbling fingers couldn't get the weapon in position on time. The wolf turned his irate gaze on him and leapt through the air. Before Decker could get a shot off, the beast knocked him to the ground.
I got my crossbow up and Fisk had his gun. The rogue stood over Decker's terrified body, teeth snapping and a growl that dredged from the depth of his lungs emitting from his mouth. Right as the beast stepped forward, about to tear into Decker's cowing face, I pulled the trigger. An arrow sliced into his side. He yelped and skidded across the bone-littered floor, dust clouds smoking the air around his sickle claws. Fisk fired his rifle, nailing the wolf in the back. More yelps cut the air. The Alpha's eyes locked with mine and another guttural snarl rumbled deep in his throat. He wouldn't give up without a fight, so I didn't mind giving him one. I chambered another arrow in the holster, aiming for the head. The wolf leapt, and I shot him again. The arrow made a soft popping sound, skewering his eye and jetting out the back of his skull. He collapsed onto the dirt floor in a heap of salt and pepper fur. Big-talking Decker cowered a few feet from the rogue's body, his limbs pulled in tight around him, shaking to the point that it looked like convulsions.
Fisk kept the beast covered as I wandered to the other side of the cave to retrieve our “brave” comrade. Checking him for wounds was the farthest thing from my mind. Hooking my hand around his upper arm, I dragged his sorry behind away from the corpse in case the wolf decided to pull a B-movie trick and pop his head up.
Once I had him at a safe distance, Fisk radioed Graham, advising him of the situation in the cave. Over the communicator, I learned that the others had the three rogues backed into a corner. The humans put a bullet in each of them while our werewolves blocked their escape.
The whole idea of killing misguided teens abhorred me. Had I been there, I might have done something to stop it. But then again, the last time I stuck my neck out for a rogue, seven of our people died at the hands of her pack. Maybe I would have stepped away instead and let the bullets explode over my shoulder.
Since Decker had proved to have such lousy grace under pressure, I made him drag the leader's body out of the cave while Fisk and I accounted for all the other rogues.
I moved into a crawl position and swept my head from side to side, nose sniffing a few inches from the trash littered floor. Fisk raised an eyebrow and stared. Adopting a wolf persona sometimes helped me to block out my human instincts so I could dig deeper into my heightened ones.
Examining every inch of the cavern floor, I looked in on their daily lives through my mind's eye. I pictured someone sitting in the corner of the cave, possibly cleaning off after a fight. A male and female rolled around in the dirt having sex in front of the fire while others showed little if any interest. Sitting further in the back of the cave, two more wolves fattened themselves on a fresh deer kill. Another walked in carrying a limp raccoon between its teeth, surveying who was present and who wasn't. Perhaps that wolf didn't feel like sharing. Five werewolves in total. More images played out in my mind's eye as I crawled in the dirt, focusing on the scents in the cave and oblivious to my surroundings. Yeah, I was sure of it. Five wolves in total, including the original four.
Without warning, someone grabbed me from behind, cocooning his masculine body against mine. Riley pinned my arms to my sides and I fell face first onto the dusty ground. He became a human straight jacket, not budging an inch. His naked body soaked my clothes in sweat from a recent change. Not only was his body heated, he was in heat, period. His respiration slackened, growing deeper as he nuzzled his nose against the back of my neck. Slow thrusts worked his lower body, grinding into my rear. The horny bastard! If he hadn't grabbed me from behind, I would have neutered him on the spot.
"Get off me, you fucking pervert!” I kicked, but his werewolf strength kept my legs pinned to the ground.
"Come on, Angel,” he said, steaming up my ear, “I know you want it.” His slow thrusts worked their way into an erection, pressing against my favorite pair of black leggings. “You see what you do to me? I've waited eight long months for you to come back. All we need to do is get rid of those pants you're wearing.” He moved his hand to the back of my waistband, slipping his fingers underneath.
"Raping a werewolf's mate gets you a one-way ticket straight to hell. You do it, and this Club will be damned."
"Riley!” Dane shouted, voice crashing through the cave. “Get off her! Now!” Footsteps followed.
I felt heated sweat one second and a blast of cold air the next as Riley's body flew backwards. Goose bumps pimpled my neck and back from the sweeping chill. I turned over. A very naked Dane stood over his beta wolf in a dominant position, holding most of Riley's locks in one fist. Fury burned his dark eyes, the complete opposite of Riley's wide-eyed gape, as he gave his attention to his leader. Seeing that much fear banished any doubts in my mind about who the Alpha wolf was. All he needed to do was stake a claim on the title and become the Alpha.
"Did he hurt you?” Dane asked.
"No,” I seethed.
"Then throw those clothes away before you go home. If your husband smells—"
"If Matt smells another man on top of me, I'll give him the Club, Dane. Make no mistake about it."
I got to my feet and stormed out of the cave.
So much umbrage swarmed through my system that it wouldn't have surprised me if steam had blown out of my ears and my eyes had turned red. To think I drove hundreds of miles to help, and this was the shit I had to endure. Not only did my marriage mean nothing to Dane and Graham, but it meant nothing to the entire Club. How could I have called any of these people my friends?
I halted just outside of the cave. An eerie darkness enshrouded the huge forest before me. Rationality had set in. We were still on someone else's turf and had a wolf unaccounted for. Despite my fury, venturing out there was a foolish mistake and one that could cost me my life. Gulping in the cool night air and taking a few moments to calm my wildfire temper, I stepped several feet away from the entrance and leaned my back against a nearby tree. Tears welled in my eyes till they cascaded down my cheeks. I didn't bother wiping them away because I didn't care.
Footfalls scuffed the ground to my side, emanating from deep inside the cave. Fisk emerged from the opening, feet crunching the underbrush. His somber eyes fell on me right before he dropped his head, face hiding behind his Steelers cap.
"Between us,” he mumbled, “I sometimes wonder if getting back together was a good thing."
Facing him, I wiped the tears away. “I thought you liked the Club and all the shit it has to offer."
He lifted his head and stared at me dead on. “That's not fair. I like the challenge and camaraderie. Knowing what we do makes the whole thing worthwhile. But when I see shit like that go down ... I can't tell you how sick it makes me."
"Then why didn't you do anything to stop it?"
"Do you know how many times I've confronted Dane? Why do you think he keeps an eye on you as only a father would? Out of everyone in the Club, he can guarantee your safety better than any of us. Whenever I confronted Riley on my own, all he did was laugh. Thinks it's a big joke. Hell, he thinks everything is a big joke.” He took a tentative step closer, maintaining an unthreatening distance. “The only reason why I don't put a bullet in Riley is because he saved my life that night. Those rogues booby trapped the house to explode. Riley smelled the gas and tackled me straight out a side window. I was the only one in his reach at the time."
"And how does that make what he did to me right?"
"It doesn't."
A faint smell of human and werewolf blood blew in the crosswinds. The stillness of the woods opened up my hearing. Scanning the thick foliage, I visually tried peeling back trees and bushes, anything to make sense of the foreboding.
Then it hit me.
Decker had disappeared and so had the rogue leader's body. Shit. Why didn't I see it earlier? Well actually, I did, I just didn't put two and two together until now.
Fisk said something, but I never caught a word of it. Flinging my hand up, I shushed him to silence.
"Decker!” I yelled in the direction of the blood.
Nothing.
As much as I detested him, I couldn't wait on this. None of this felt right. Instead of calling out again or waiting for an answer, I set out following the blood-scented wind.
"Wait,” Fisk said. “You don't have your crossbow."
Good point. Unsheathing my bowie knife, I crept through the woods. My head swayed from side to side in the barest of movements as I surveyed the surroundings with my nose. Eyes, ears, all of my senses opened up to any potential ambushes. Underbrush crunched the soles of my hiking boots and wind whispered around my ears. My face wrinkled as the metallic smell of blood and carrion grew thicker.
Fisk jogged up from behind me in silence, stirring up as little noise as possible. More footfalls caught up to us, accompanied by two more noses whiffing in the air. Dane and Riley smelled the blood too. Their concentrated glares burned with anxiety. As we stalked through the foliage, Dane moved into the lead and Riley took up a place in front and off to the side of me. I stayed close to Fisk because he had no idea of what he was getting into and stood more of a chance at dying.
A large tree came into view. Glancing from the back at the base of the tree, a pair of shoulders with a beige mesh jacket stuck out on either side. They moved up and down as ragged breaths panted for precious oxygen. Decker sat on the ground, clutching his shredded bludgeoned forearm and rocking back and forth. The salt and pepper wolf lay next to him, blood still leaking from the wounds.
Dane got to him first and dropped to his knees right beside the tree. He clutched the lapel on Decker's jacket and began shredding it. Tying a noose and putting a stick through one end, he put Decker's arm through the other end and started twisting the tourniquet.
Thank goodness one of us was good with the first-aid stuff. Had it been left up to me, I would have chopped off Decker's arm and cauterized the wound.
Decker's face blanched and his trembling lips turned pale blue. Riley picked up a stick and began poking the carcass in the head.
"The wolf,” Decker babbled, staring straight ahead. “The wolf."
"What wolf?” Dane asked, touching his fingers to the pulse in his neck.
"Attack ... came from nowhere! Bit me!” Decker paled another shade as sweat dripped off his face and neck like a leaky faucet. Insane terror glazed over his gray eyes.
I looked around. “What the hell are you doing out here?"
"Move the body. T-t-to the truck."
"You cracked, brained numbskull! When did I say move the wolf out of the cave and take the body to the SUV? Did you forget where we are and who has the upper hand out here?” I clutched my fist to keep from slugging him. Could a person be any dumber?
Convulsions racked Decker's body. Frothing white foam spurted from his mouth and leaked down his chin. Dane and Riley jumped on top of him. Fisk stepped forward to help, but I yanked him backwards, almost jerking him off his feet. We already had one person infected, another would make things worse.
"I need something to shove in his mouth,” Dane shouted, fighting the flailing appendages and trying to keep him from hurting himself.
I handed him my bowing knife.
Dane stuck the hilt between Decker's teeth to keep him from biting off his tongue and swallowing it. The guys held him down for more than five minutes as his spasms subsided into less violent seizures. I unclipped my earpiece and apprised everyone of how the situation had gone from bad to drop-dead worse.
We had one more rogue to find, an infected person, removal of four carcasses, and one very dead human on our hands. Gee whiz, I couldn't imagine why someone would want to leave this awesomely incredible world behind. Give me a break.
First things first. Dane scooped up the newest, unconscious member of the werewolf family and carried him through the woods. Riley and Fisk tossed the leader's carcass back in the den because there was more room in there for preparing his hide.
I stood around and watched. Call me high and mighty, but they brought this mess upon themselves. I wasn't about to dirty my hands.
Speaking of which, everyone spoke over the communicators worrying about the stray rogue returning to the den and stealing the carcass. Oh well, thousands of dollars down the drain. It truly broke my heart. I went to help the others and left the money vultures brainstorming other plans for hiding their dead loot. Fisk and Riley got the hint and caught up. By the time we reached the rest of our group, they had turned back into their bare-skinned human forms. Each had a wolf slung across his shoulders for transport back to the cave. Two of the men volunteered to stay overnight, keeping watch over their treasure, but Dane refused them all and ordered us back to the vehicles. We found Pulaski's body along the way and carried it to the 4X4.
We arrived at the hotel—fully clothed, thank goodness. Through a side door, we sneaked Decker's limp body inside the suite he and Fisk shared. Assuming he survived the 107 degree temperature, as Club founder and unofficial Pack Alpha, Dane assumed the responsibility of ushering Decker through his change. Such the brave soul. I wished him all the luck in the world and told him not to call me unless he wanted a bullet in Decker's brain.
We left Pulaski's body encased in plastic in the back of the 4X4. Riley and Scott volunteered to get rid of the evidence and make it look as though he checked out of the hotel without a trace.
That was one of the drawbacks to joining the Club. When a person checked out of this world due to supernatural related causes the death went unnoticed.
The rest of us helped keep Decker's thrashing body from jumping out of his ice bath. When his fever went down a few degrees, we pulled him out and wrapped him up in towels and his bathrobe. He looked like a mummy lying in bed as moisture beaded around his neck and forehead.
We stayed in his room going over the details of tonight's hunt and where we went wrong. Dane kept us up for hours discussing our approach angles and how we needed to clean up our act for tomorrow night's hunt. There was one more beast out there, and he had to go down.


 
Chapter 18
Matt called around eight in the morning. He figured I'd be up and getting ready for work. After everything we had been through, I would have given anything for that to be true. He knew right away by the sound of my voice that I hadn't gotten any sleep. Three hours, tops. I went to bed after four-thirty and woke with a pounding headache, pinched nerves in my neck, and an aching back. It had nothing to do with overextension or not stretching properly before physical activities. I was part werewolf, so I didn't need to worry about those kinds of frivolities. This was the result of pure tension and stress from the previous night's events. I lied to Matt that some of my coworkers kept me out late playing pool at one of the popular locales. Trusting man that he was, he bought into every word and didn't keep me on the phone. After hanging up, I called Fisk's room.
Dane's voice startled me. “What are you doing there? Where's Fisk?"
"Good morning to you too, Angel.” His voice sounded cracked and tired, as if he hadn't gotten any sleep either. “I spent the night to keep an eye on Decker."
"He's still alive?"
"You sound surprised. Of course he's alive. His condition hasn't changed, though."
"So what are you going to do? Bring him back to your place in Charleston?"
He sighed. “What choice do I have? It looks like we're going to have to stay here at least another couple of days, until he's over the hump. Moving him could be dangerous right now."
I shook my head. “Well, don't let me keep you on the phone. I only called to see if we had another body on our hands.” I hung up.
Considering everything we had been through in the past year that sounded pretty callous on my part. Ask me if I care. Dane wanted to breathe new life into the Club, so he had better get used to there being more bodies on his hands. As for me, I chose to remain disconnected from the group. Why bother trying to rekindle something that I planned on leaving once this mission ended? I couldn't be around this much death and destruction anymore. I wanted no part of it.
I didn't crawl out of bed until noon. I spent the rest of the day either washing or trashing my clothes at the hotel's coin-op laundry. Taking Dane's advice, I tossed the leggings because they had too much of Riley's scent and perspiration on them. I didn't want to think about any other imprints he might have left behind. As for the rest of my clothes, I threw everything in, including my underwear and socks, and put in double the water and detergent. Matt would have a fit about the strong laundry soap once his keen nose honed in on it. That was why I had to be careful with everything I took on this trip. I checked in with Dane before going to the store for a new pair of black leggings and a long-sleeve shirt for tonight.
I needed that time alone. Though Dane would have preferred me taking someone along, the time by myself gave me plenty of time to think about everything that had happened.
As much as I hated to admit it, perhaps it wouldn't be a bad idea to put Scott's psychology skills to good use in a group setting. Then again, maybe that was partly the reason why Dane had asked him to join the group in the first place. Whether they wanted to admit it or not, what had happened eight months ago left a heavy shadow over the group. Recent events hadn't helped. Sooner or later, Dane would have a bunch of renegade hunters on his hands. He needed to do something about it ... fast.
So where did this leave me with the Club? I couldn't say. On one hand, I wanted to wash my hands of all the death that surrounded me. On the other hand, I felt like a deserter for leaving these guys at a time when they needed me the most. How could I turn my back on one family while trying desperately to gain acceptance with another? It could kill me if anything more happened to the Hunting Club. But I couldn't divide my loyalties between the Club and the Georgia Pack. Could I?
"Lex,” Graham shouted down the corridor.
Sighing, I rested my forehead against the door. Dammit, I couldn't even get to the safety of my room without that guy tracking me down first. I would have taken great pleasure in slamming the door in his face.
"Graham, I'm not in the mood.” I readjusted the bags in my hands and fumbled with the key card.
"We have to talk, child.” The way he marched down the hall, I knew he had something on his stout chest. Heck, that cane he carried barely touched the floor. “I need to say my peace. To make things better between us. I don't want to go through the rest of my short life with you hating me."
I cut my eyes to the side. “Well, I guess that's something you'll have to get used to."
Not saying another word, I pushed the door open and stormed inside. The heavy lock clicked into place behind me. Safe at last. A heavy sigh slumped my shoulders and my bags dropped to the floor.
A click from behind whirled me around. Graham stood holding the door open and staring at me, sadness and determination warring in his eyes. He had something to say and wasn't about to let me get off that easy.
But how did he get in when I was the only person who had the key?
"Now Lex, you have to listen to me. I just want—"
I shoved the old man out of the way and looked at the back of the door. The handle hung at a 45-degree angle and two of the screws that held the plate to the door were missing.
Someone was in here. A quick whiff around the handle proved it.
"Lex, what are you doing?” Graham sighed. “We have to talk about—"
"Be quiet!” I ordered in a loud whisper. “Either someone's been in here or they're still here."
A taste of sweat touched the air. Shit. That someone was still here all right.
I grabbed Graham by the arm and hustled him toward the door.
Confusion knitted his thick eyebrows. “What's going on? What are you—"
He never got to finish that statement because I shoved him out the door. Gripping the handle, I yanked it 180 degrees and prayed the catch would lock in place and keep the old man out. Graham would only get in the way and I needed to keep the wolf in here.
A heavy fist slammed on the other side of the door. “What's going on in there? Lex?"
Just as I turned to face the room, a knife skewered my shoulder. I choked off a scream as my back slammed against the door. If that wasn't a clue that I needed help, then Graham had better hope I didn't live through this or I'd kill his deft behind.
Growling, a tall and lanky teenager stood at the other end of the knife. Tangled red curls bounced around his savage face, adding to the wild glare in his green eyes. He wore a dirty T-shirt and a pair of baggy jeans cut from the kneecaps down.
He pressed his face within inches of mine, breath smelling like yesterday's garbage. “You killed my Alpha, you bitch."
Fighting through the biting pain in my shoulder, I replied, “Don't worry ... you'll join him in a few minutes."
My knee caught him in the groin. The wolf's eyes went wide as his reflexes scrunched him a bit lower. Gripping his wrists, I whirled us around and rolled backwards, throwing him over my shoulders.
I screamed.
If I had known that maneuver would have him ripping the knife out of my shoulder, I never would have done it. Now I knew what getting branded felt like.
He recovered first and was on top of me again. Grabbing my shirt, he lifted me off my feet and threw me towards the breakfast counter. The back of my head cracked against the overhung portion of the countertop and the rest of my body crumpled to the floor between the chairs. It didn't take a genius to know that I lacked the build of a full-blood. So, yeah, my ass was hurtin'. Pain sliced through my skull and a flurry of white stars filled my vision. Everything blurred before turning dark gray.
Hands wrapped around my neck, snapping me back to reality. As my throat squeezed off, tears blistered my eyes. A blink, and cold tears trailed back into my scalp.
Flipping through my repertoire of self-defense moves, one came to mind. I slammed the heel of my hand into the back of his elbow. Bones crunched as his arm bent so far inward that even a contortionist would cringe. Shrieking in pain, he fell backwards and clutched his arm to his side. At least mine wasn't the only red face in the room.
My hands went up to my throat as I gasped and coughed for the fresh air that my singed lungs craved.
The knife blade gleamed on the floor out of the corner of my eye. I scrambled to reach it, but the rogue beat me to it. I skittered backwards and climbed up the side of the breakfast counter, not once taking my eyes off him. The pain in my shoulder ignited once more, but I didn't have the time to think about it. My life was at stake at the moment.
He let his broken arm dangle at his side, lifting his head and fixing me with a glare. He took a step forward, his shoulders hunched over for another attack as he swayed the knife from side to side.
What a numbskull. If he had had any sense, he could have finished this long ago in one stroke by changing right after he'd broken into my room.
The teen came in full force, slashing the knife sideways. I managed to jump out of his way until he came around the second time and nicked me on the side. He smiled and swung the knife at me again, putting all his momentum into his swinging motion. This time, I caught his wrist on the backside and pushed him through his swing. For the split second he was off balance, I continued pushing on him until he fell to the floor. He choked a scream and his lower back remained humped, sticking his butt in the air. The smell of fresh blood wafted from his body.
I thought about running to the door and screaming for help, but my instincts fought against it. As much as I wanted someone to rescue me, I couldn't afford for any humans to intervene in werewolf matters. So suffice to say, I was on my own until the cavalry arrived.
I ran into the bedroom and found my crossbow, with several arrows next to it, lying on the bed. Picking it up, I folded the bow into position and wrapped my fingers around the wooden arrow shaft.
A presence pressed into the space behind me. Before I could get a chance to arm myself, I swung the crossbow around and caught the redhead on his side. I brought the arrow around less than a second later and rammed it into his neck. Throwing my entire body on top of his, I tackled him to the floor
Not dead yet, the teen growled, his face turning an angry red. Though the crossbow kept him partially pinned to the floor, he wriggled his hand free and planted his fingers dead center into my shoulder wound. He scavenged around inside my knife wound forcing me to yell out in pain. My blood oozed over his hand and tears wept down my cheeks.
Enough of this shit.
I grabbed hold of the arrow in his neck and stabbed it all the way through to the other side, snagging into the carpet underneath him. Madness and pure loathing for this monster opened up my primordial senses. There was no human reasoning or thought patterns left. This became a matter of survival. And the only one I cared about right now was mine.
Letting my last ounce of humanity dissipate, I clamped my teeth onto his fleshy wrist that dig into my shoulder ... and tore out a chunk of his skin. The warm, metallic taste watered my taste buds, so I spat the flap onto the floor next to his head. Yanking the arrow from his neck, I stabbed it through again, aiming straight for his Adam's apple and pushing through to the other side.
The redhead coughed and choked on the blood frothing from the side of his mouth. A single gust of air escaped his lungs. His eyes fixated on the ceiling and his face slackened.
This was the moment to beat my chest and let out a roar that burrowed to the depth of my lungs. But unfortunately, my stomach reminded me of how human I was.
I scurried backwards off his body and headed for the bathroom. My head barely got over the toilet seat before bile rose up in my throat and gushed out of my mouth. What the hell was I thinking? But that was essentially the problem. I hadn't been. Pure instinct, adrenaline, and hatred combined into one and turned me into rogue human hybrid.
"Oh, man.” This loud whisper came from the other room.
I snorted. Exhausted beyond thought, I muttered, “Some cavalry."
Throbbing between my temples kept me from saying anymore. For that matter, I stopped caring about the world outside the bathroom.
Footsteps scraped across the bedroom carpet and stopped in the bathroom doorway. My eyes followed the worn sneakers, tight jeans, and white tee up to Riley's face.
"What the hell?” He darted inside and leaned down to touch me.
I jerked away from him, smacking my already sore head against the wall. That hurt like a son of a bitch. Dane rushed into the bathroom behind him. His mouth opened but no words came out. Ignoring my attempts to squirm away, Riley roped his arms around my waist, kicked the top of the toilet down, and sat me on top. Dane wet a washcloth, got down on his knees, and began cleaning my face.
"Riley,” he said, scanning my injuries. “Wet another washcloth and hand me those towels."
Dane slid my jacket off my shoulders. Funny ... I hadn't noticed I still had it on until he mentioned my shoulder wound. When it slumped to the floor, he lifted my shirt over my head
Blood soaked the right side of my body, turning my green bra cup into a dark shade of plum, the trail stopping at the waistband on my pants. A small gash just above my right hip didn't seem like much compared to the rest. I had the feeling I'd hurt for a long time.
The phone rang. I jumped. That had to be Matt. Why not? The way my luck went, I just knew it couldn't be anyone else.
Riley jogged into the other room and answered it. Shit. Matt might think I had shared my room with another man. Panicked pounded my heart as I stood up. Dane grabbed my arm.
"Whoa, whoa, whoa,” he said. “You need to sit down."
"Matt,” I whispered. “It's Matt. He'll think...” Something.
Everything went black.


 
Chapter 19
My eyes opened. A textured ceiling came into view, but something about the scent of the room said that it wasn't mine. When I went to sit up, lighting bolts stabbed my head from every angle. A hand touched my stomach. My body tensed.
"Relax,” Scott cooed. He lay so close to me that I hardly had any room to move. Thank goodness he was on top of the comforter. “Dane wanted someone with you when you woke up. He's in the other room checking on Decker.” His hand went up to my forehead, caressing a finger across it. “How ya feeling?"
"Like crap,” I replied.
My throat felt a little sore, but considering the thunderous agony in my shoulder, it didn't matter. I moved my right arm. Pain coiled its way through the muscles, enough to grit my teeth and seal my eyes tight. Dane must have fashioned a sling out of some shredded sheets and tied it around my neck.
Cold air settled on my other arm. That sling wasn't the only thing he had done. It looked like he used the rest of the sheets to fashion a tube top for me, fastening it with safety pins. Heaven only knew how many of the guys saw more of my flesh than I cared to show.
A thick bandage underneath the sling and a smaller one on the gash above my hip adhered to my skin, tugging around the edges. Matt was going to love seeing his wife all stitched up, battered, bruised, and smelling like blood. You think I had some explaining to do before—wait until he saw this. Sad to say, going back home didn't seem so appealing anymore.
* * * *
Dane was good with the first aid stuff, but not for the reasons one would think. He hadn't attended medical school, nursing school, or even a CPR class. His reasons for learning how to fix wounds had more to do with inflicting them. He learned about anatomy and physiology in the hopes of becoming a more effective killer, which made sense ... to werewolves.
In the dawn of his lycanthrope life, he didn't have anyone to usher him through his lifelong changes, so he pushed himself to be the best killer around. Somehow he found the strength to keep himself grounded by hunting animals and experimenting on them between multiple glasses of sherry and scotch. Like Dr. Frankenstein; cats, dogs, raccoons, anything he could find, he used in his quest for knowledge. As time went on, he moved up to humans. The homeless became his guinea pigs. He invited them home, got them drunk, and waited until they passed out before experimenting on them. Dane broke bones and practiced resetting them. He tore skin and muscle to note the differences between internal and external suturing. I had a feeling there was more going on, but that was as far as he allowed anyone into his demented mind. After finding out he kept people alive for days before killing them, I had my fill of his thinking processes.
On one of my first outings, I sliced my knee while climbing up to my perch. When Dane came up after me to administer first aid, I threw rocks at him until he wrestled me to the ground. He threatened to reopen his illegal practice and start with me as his first patient if I didn't settle down. He had my full attention at that point.
The leader is responsible for the welfare of his pack in all aspects of life, including health. So if someone had an accident, the pack looked to him for help. Unless the Alpha found other means, he was their healer. That worked out fine after Dane got the Club up and running, assuming you were okay with his training methods. Anyway, he stopped his experimenting after several years into his werewolf life and took up another hobby: sociology. Go figure.
* * * *
"What happened to the ... uh...” Something happened to me to get these injuries. Bits and pieces came back in ways that didn't make sense. “Who ... or rather, someone..."
"Dane said you might have a concussion,” Scott said. “He found some blood in your hair and thought it belonged to the rogue. But he felt around and found a knot the size of an egg on the back of your skull."
"What did the hotel people say?” That wasn't the question I wanted to ask, but I forgot the more important one because this one slipped into place.
Scott started rubbing my bare arm, warming it up for me. “We told them someone broke into you room while you were away. Which wasn't far from the truth. Since they didn't take anything, we didn't bother pressing charges. The staff gave us their apologies and took the room off the bill. They even offered you an upgrade, but we declined it."
"But the body ... and the blood."
"Taken care of. The turned over furniture we left because we knew the hotel would want to report the incident to their insurance company, if not the police. It's bad business if you can't keep your hotel guests safe. Anyway, since we didn't make a big deal about it, neither did they. The room's not perfect, but you'd have to look pretty hard to know what to look for."
"Rogues.” I tried pulling the question out of my head. “Something ... How many? Any more?"
He shook his head. “Every scent inside the den has been accounted for. Some of us went out last night to take care of the hides after we finished cleaning up your room."
Bolting upright didn't come easy, but at least my good arm managed to support me. “Last night? What day is it? What time?"
"It's around nine in the morning."
"Nine?!” The covers felt like they weighed a ton, but I peeled them back and threw my feet over the edge of the mattress. More pain thundered through my head. “That means I missed at least two phone calls from Matt. Shit.” The cold room air held me in place. I took a few gulps, praying the room would stop swaying.
"Where do you think you're going?” Dane appeared in the doorway. He marched inside the room and eased me back under the covers. “You're staying right there. You can't even stand on your own two feet, let alone go anywhere."
"I need to call Matt. He'll worry if he isn't already.” I didn't have time for this. I tried pushing passed Dane again, but his strength was too much. “You don't understand. He already thinks I'm crazy because of this stupid hunt looming over my head. The last thing I need to do is give him proof."
Dane sighed. “How about I bring you your cell phone? Tell him something came up and that you'll be here for a few extra days. By then, you'll be as good as new."
Flabbergasted, my mouth opened twice, but the only thing that came out was air. I couldn't believe how easy he made that sound and how hard it was in reality. He has no idea what I've been going through. I wanted to choke the last strands of oxygen out of him. Taking a moment, I gathered my thoughts ... but more flabbergasted air exhaled instead.
Fisk waltzed into the room, smiling at me. “We ordered some breakfast, Angel. Hope you're up to it, seeing as you missed dinner last night."
Dropping my head, I closed my eyes. How could everyone be so nonchalant? No wonder I had been so reluctant about coming back to the Club. I had a dozen and half reasons for staying gone. The one about being surrounded by lunatics?—the proof was staring me in the face. I could only handle my own insanity, not the entire Club's.
"I'm not hungry, I need my phone, and more important"—I glanced at my body—"where are my clothes?” That last part came out by mistake when it dawned on me that I was sitting in panties and a makeshift tube top.
Dane pulled the comforter up to my waist. “After you've had something to eat, I'll bring you the phone. I promise."
That was his style, able to find loopholes in the simplest of requests. It was a miracle he didn't drive me crazy years ago.
One of the guys brought me a plate filled with pancakes, sausage, eggs, toast, a fruit bowl, and hash browns. It didn't take a genius to know that a human piled everything on. When I finished less than a third of it, Dane brought me prescription painkillers from his stash before allowing me to use the phone. I took my medicine like a good little girl and made my call to Matt. He didn't pick up, so I left a voice mail.
The effects of the Demerol began faster than I thought they would. I fought a losing battle trying to wait for Matt's phone call. As fate would have it, my phone rang loud enough to give me a slight boost in my motor skills. I looked at the illuminated green screen that had Matt's name and number etched in dark green letters on it.
"Where the hell have you been?” he asked. “Do you have any idea how many times I called you last night? Some idiot at the front desk said you moved to a different room with some friends, but he didn't know where.” He kept ranting and raving about something, his interjected shouts and curses bobbing me out of my sleepiness. I yawned a few times, but he obviously didn't care because he wanted himself above anything else. “Do you know how close I am to coming up there?"
I almost missed that. Shaking my head, I slurred, “Where are you?"
"I'm home."
Damn if I wasn't wide awake after that.


 
Chapter 20
I fell asleep sometime after talking to Matt. My mind was racing, but those damn pills dragged me under the sandman's castle. I woke up early evening, unable to recall some of the details of our phone conversation. However, the one about him being home registered loud and clear. Had it not been for the prescription painkillers dulling my motor skills and senses, I would have left the moment my eyes cracked open.
Graham assured me that he took the contract off Matt's head, though neither he or Dane promised to stay out of my life. My uncle spent a good part of the day apologizing for bringing me into this under false pretenses. I know he didn't mean for me to get hurt, but it never would have happened had he not played games with my husband's life. For that, I couldn't forgive him.
Against my better judgment, I stayed until the following morning. Dane didn't like the idea of me leaving before my wound healed enough for him to remove the stitches, but he understood when I told him that my husband would come after me if I didn't. Thank goodness he had that much insight. But before leaving, I looked him in the eye and promised him that we'd talk about the Club. He didn't say whether he knew what I meant. He simply nodded his head and kissed me on the cheek.
The only good thing that arose from this was Riley admitting his wrong and apologizing for the incident back at the rogue den. Who was he kidding? When our paths crossed again, he'd try a different provocative move. I suggested he seek psychiatric counseling from Scott.
The drive back to Atlanta gave me more than enough time to think. I thought about calling Matt and telling him I was on my way, but it was too soon to talk to him and I had no answers for the questions he'd most likely ask.
As for the Hunting Club, the werewolves were staying the next couple of days to help Decker get back on his feet. They claimed that they didn't have a problem if I stayed, too—like they needed another invalid on their hands. Graham gave me an open invitation to stay at his Charleston home and heal up before going back. Not! The guys came up with excuses that range from my training session going into overtime to me visiting family. Those excuses might have worked, but I wanted to see my husband. Not run away from him. Most important, I wanted normalcy again.
Lives changed at a moment's notice and no one was promised an unscathed return. Pulaski and Decker were proof of that.
I pulled into the driveway half expecting Matt to burst out of the house and gather me up in his arms. That didn't happen. The Mirage was gone and he didn't leave a note.
Pain burrowed into my shoulder ever since I took the sling off before leaving North Carolina. After a few stabs of agony and pulling more stitches than it was worth, I abandoned trying to look natural. I'd have a chance to play it off later.
One by one, I unpacked the bags from the Land Rover and put everything back in the house where it belonged. By the time I finished, the pain had expanded to my upper back, neck, and shoulders. Working through the aches, I washed my clothes—again—including the ones I wore. After wiping down my suitcase with disinfectant, I scrubbed my sneakers, hiking boots, and all my gear. With all the wilderness signs erased from my person, I dragged my tired, sweaty carcass upstairs and into a hot bubble bath.
Laying my head against the rim of the soaking tub, I found myself with more thinking time on my hands. Though we had suffered a loss, which was not all that abnormal considering our line of work, we came out on top. We had stopped the rogue pack with Decker and me still able to walk away on our own two feet. Well ... at least I walked away eventually. Dane couldn't have asked for better results, considering our eight month lull. Psychologically we were still on the mend, but we needed a good trip out to prove that we still had what it took to be on top of our game.
But Pulaski...
Sure we needed some work and fine-tuning to bring us back on top. But taking into account our enemy, we could train and learn every skill out there and we'd still have to face reality. We weren't invulnerable. Though I hated myself for admitting it ... perhaps our friends needed to die to prove that point.
Once again, tears blistered the bottom rims of my eyelids. However, when the tears slipped down my cheeks, I let them fall. I hadn't allowed myself to cry as much as I should have. This time I did.
When my bath ended, I took out our first-aid bag and cleaned my wounds before bandaging them back up. I thought about fashioning a sling, but the longer I could pretend like everything was okay, the better. I found some of my own prescription painkillers from when I had oral surgery more than a year ago. Unlike most werewolves, I had risked going to the dentist and walked out needing root extraction surgery. It'll be another eight years before I'll ever go back. After downing one of the pills, I dressed in sweats and stayed in bed the rest of the day.
My hand touched his side of the bed, smoothing across the comforter. His wonderful dimples would appear and his smile would entice me for a kiss. Our noses would rub together, before our lips would touch. He'd pull me into his warm body, making sure he covered every inch of mine. I couldn't wait to see Matt sleeping beside me tonight.
* * * *
My eyelids heaved open. The comforter covered part of me and a cool breeze brushed the edges of a partially buttoned shirt that replaced my sweat shirt.
A strange man stood by our dresser with his back to me. What the heck was he doing in my room? Anger flared inside me.
Quietly I sat up, threw back the blankets, and eased to the side of my bed. The cold air perked goose bumps along my bare legs.
Where did my pants go? I'd worry about rape later. Right now, I needed a weapon.
Taking one of the pillows off the bed, I crept across the floor, keeping the interloper's back in my sight. This intruder would learn a one hell of a lesson about sneaking into someone's house and having his way with one of the inhabitants. Though I wouldn't call a pair of jeans and wrinkled shirt burglar fashion. Still, he had no right desecrating our home by making himself comfy.
Staring at the back of his head, I clamped the pillow over his face in a smothering hold. He let out a muffled scream and began clawing at the pillow. Using all my strength, I shoved him against the dresser, rocking it on the legs and rattling the pictures on top. Yanking him around, I slammed him onto the floor. Finishing the job had crossed my mind, but my shoulder screamed in so much pain that I took off out of the bedroom.
My feet went part way down the stairs before I hopped over the banister and jetted to the hall closet. I yanked my crossbow kit off the shelf and unzipped the bag.
I couldn't think of anything other than protecting myself and our property. If Matt came home and found some maniac inside, he could've put a bullet through my husband's head. That guy had to be a leftover bounty hunter who never got the message that my husband was off limits.
Hands gripped my shoulders from behind just as I mounted an arrow into the carriage. My elbow slammed into a set of ribs. I spun, and wound up with the tip of my arrow about an inch away from a pair of green eyes.
"Can we talk about this?” Stephan said, shaken. He held one hand up in surrender while the other braced his ribs.
My heart skipped leaps and bounds. Stunned, I stood there in silence, feeling like a fool and trembling from head to toe. What the hell was wrong with me? I could have killed one of our best friends. My God, he must think my dear, sweet Matthieu married a madwoman.
I lowered the crossbow and pulled him into my arms so fast that when he stumbled into my injured shoulder, I hardly winced from the pain.
"I'm so sorry,” I whispered, fighting back a fresh set of unshed tears. “I am sooooo sorry."
Stephan's hands went around my waist. “It's okay,” he whispered.
That did it. The sobbing started and I couldn't stop.
Warm, tender hands touched the tops of mine. I pulled away from Stephan and found Matt half smiling at me.
My heart fell so hard that I could hear it thump on the floor. A lump clogged up my throat, keeping any heartfelt words at bay as more tears drenched my eyes. I left Stephan's arms and went straight to my husband's. I hardly noticed it when he lifted the crossbow out of my hand and handed it to Stephan. My body was too busy reveling in his delicious scent and the feverish warmth of this chest and arms.
How could I be so stupid? What did the Hunting Club do to me? I was a supernatural Soldier of Fortune. Not some blubbering housewife who cried on a moment's notice. Then again, I nearly killed our best friend and thwarted who knew what kind of reckoning from the Georgia Pack. If this was God's way of slowly driving me crazy, then He had succeeded. All the lies, the Hunting Club, my secrets, none of that mattered compared to the man in my arms.
"Honey,” Matt murmured, still holding me and petting my hair, “what's gotten into you?"
"I'm sorry,” I cried, keeping my voice low. “Sorry for everything."
"What's everything?"
Feeling his body again meant the world to me. I kept my face buried against his heated chest, doing my best to block out our surroundings.
Then the sounds of footsteps tapped into the corridor. I could sense the presence of more wolves converging around us.
Matt's large hands rubbed up and down my back, soothing my trembling body to calmness. He wanted to protect me from all the evils outside our doors, but he never expected me, of all people, to bring evil into our home. I didn't deserve him. How he got stuck with me, I couldn't say.
"I take it that thump upstairs was Bryce,” Matt chuckled, his chest bouncing against my face. “Someone should go check on him before he swears us off from house calls."
Snickers riddled the hallway. I half-smiled too. The pressing bodies shuffled across the hardwood floor as several people mumbled their relief. A hand touched the back of my head, petting it, then a kiss and a soft cheek resting along the side. Aiyana's scent crept inside my nostrils even with my entire face buried in Matt's shirt. Oh man, did I miss this!
Matt dipped his lips to my forehead and kissed me. “Would you rather we do this in public or private?"
"Private.” I knew what was coming, but that didn't make it any easier. The question was, did I prepare any answers? Obviously not.
He nodded, half-smiling at me.
I couldn't recall how we made it to the guest room upstairs, but somehow we did. Matt closed the door behind us and I sat on the queen size bed.
Peering around the room gave me time to gather my thoughts while recalling how much I loved this room in its simplicity. All the linens were white against a lavender wall and cherry wood furniture. Several vibrantly colored pictures adorned the wall, brightening the room without being tacky.
Puffing up the white comforter, Matt sat next to me, one leg bent into him and the other dangling over the side. He reached his hand to my face, the back of his fingers caressing my cheek. “What really happened in North Carolina? You sounded drunk the last time we spoke. You don't even like the smell of alcohol, let alone drink it."
I dropped my eyes and replied, “There was a family emergency up there."
I extended my arms behind me and leaned back. Lightening bolt pain jolted me back into a sitting position. So much for acting natural.
"Don't bother trying to hide it, Lex. I smelled the injury while tracking your scent to the bedroom. Why do you think Bryce is here?"
"You called him.” A statement, not a question.
"No. I called Stephan first and asked for their doctor's phone number. Bryce said you had a deep puncture wound in the middle of all that bruising. Like someone stabbed you first, then beat the shit out of you.” Though his half smile remained in place, something else slid behind his eyes. It was as though his anger poked around, looking for a weakness in my defenses. “Is that how you handle family emergencies when you don't have family up there?"
Shit. Yeah, he knew I was hiding something all right. Matt sat back, probably waiting before jumping on me about my fantastical excursion. If he called anyone in my family, then he knew from the get-go that I was lying.
"Did you talk to Genevieve or my parents?” I asked.
He met me eyes. “You've got this all wrong. I'm the one who's asking the questions. You attack a person in our house and nearly killed another. Do you want to tell me what's going on or do I have to keep asking until you've made a deathbed for us?"
Edginess seeped into my stomach, but I kept my voice steady. “What are you talking about? Did something happen while I was gone?” If he hadn't realized it already, I had run out of excuses.
"Didn't you just hear me? Or has that lump on the back of your skull deadened too many brain cells? You lied to me about North Carolina. You come back here all fucked up. Your crossbow is missing. You polish and clean any evidence of your trip. You beat up the pack doctor and almost put Stephan in an early grave.” His hand lashed out at me, grabbing my wrist. “What the hell is going on?” he seethed. “I've tried being patient and it isn't working anymore."
I glared at the hand holding mine. He took it as a hint and let go. I kept my voice calm, but I couldn't contain the chill. “There was a family emergency. I took care of it and that's all you need to know. You couldn't help even if you wanted to."
His eyes narrowed, tone matching mine. “Then if the emergency is over, maybe you can enlighten me."
"It's none of your damn business. How's that for enlightenment?” I got up and went for the door.
Matt jumped off the bed and blocked my path. “That's not good enough!"
He grabbed my shoulders and shoved me backwards towards the bed, his thumb digging my stitches in the process. I screamed in pain and slapped his hands away from me.
The son of a bitch brought physical violence in my house. He promised me it would never happen again, that he would never replay our first-time meeting.
Pissed, I began swinging closed fists at him. Matt's unbelievable reflexes caught both my hands. His face became emotionless. I pulled and yanked to get away from him, but his grip remained firm as I expended my energy. That didn't take long.
Who cares? I hated him for hurting me and breaking into my personal space when I didn't invite him. Who the hell did he think I was? That same woman he had manhandled in Boston more than four years ago? I wanted to hit him so bad that it made my blood sizzle. Pain be damned.
Not letting go, Matt shoved me backwards onto the bed and pinned my hands above my head. Sore shoulder muscles flexed, forcing a shriek from my lungs. Skin stretched underneath my shirt. Silk threads plucked away from the edges of my wound. When the blood seeped into the air, the struggling stopped and we stared at each other.
Matt let go and flew backwards off the bed in one smooth motion, standing with his back against the dresser. Worry marred his dark eyes.
Ask me if I gave a damn. His feelings could send him straight to hell for all I cared. Instead of coming back to this, maybe I should have taken Dane or Graham up on their offers of hiding out for a few more days.
Using the utmost care, I cradled my elbow, pulling it into my side and rolling up into a sitting position. There I sat, holding my tender arm, and disgusted at the man I called my husband. Simply looking at him, I thought about lashing out again. Matt made no attempt to stop me when I stood, though his eyes following my every move. I went to the door and opened it.
"It had to do with the contract, didn't it?” he asked in a low voice.
That was enough to keep me from leaving; however, I refused to look back. “Yes. And all you need to know is that I took care of it."
I stalked out of the room, slamming the door hard enough to crack the wood along the edges. Going to North Carolina to save his sorry ass was a waste of time. I should have let him taken his chances with a bounty hunter.


 
Chapter 21
Matt hadn't spoken to me for days. We spent a good amount of time avoiding each other in our own home because we were both too stubborn to go to a hotel or stay with a friend. Our mornings started off by waking up in separate bedrooms and our nights ended with bathing in separate baths before turning in. Instead of going to work, he worked from home behind the closed door of the study while I telecommuted from the dining room. Each of us had our own territory and we went out of our way to make sure we didn't venture far from it. Spending the next few days in a sling made working on the computer incredibly uncomfortable. My real estate classes fell to the back burner because I had to catch up on three projects that were strangling me with their deadlines. At night, Matt and I had dinner in the stone-cold silence of the dining room and the last one to finish, usually me, got stuck with cleanup. Things got so bad that I worked during dinner. We weren't talking, so it made sense to do something to keep my mind occupied. Matt would either retire to the couch or the guest room in those instances. Lucky me; I got to sleep in the master bedroom ... alone.
Monday morning came and so did a tap on the bedroom door. It whined open, Matt's head filling in the crack before stepping inside. I feigned sleep. The plush carpet muted his footfalls as he crept toward the walk-in closet. Hangers scrapped lightly across the rod and shoe boxes shuffled on the floor. When he stepped out, he had a pressed, dark gray suit, matching tie, white shirt, and polished black shoes in his hands. I turned over and stared at him.
He froze and made eye contact. “You're supposed to be wearing your sling."
"I can't sleep in it.” Throwing back the covers, I scooted to the edge of the bed. “Where are you going all dressed up?"
"I have a court date with one of my clients. Then I'm meeting Stephan for lunch to talk about a few things.” He marched to the dresser and dug out a pair of socks and underwear from his drawer. “Are you going to use the bathroom?"
"No."
He walked across the floor and closed the door.
Shaking my head, I clenched my teeth as though that would hold the tears at bay. I had cried enough over this and I refused to cry anymore.
Nevertheless, his cold demeanor dug into my chest more than that knife had. I deserved it because I kept secrets from him, but I didn't deserve his manhandling to get them out of me. Maybe I ruined our chances of joining the pack, but that gave him no right to hurt me the way he did. He knew about my shoulder.
Okay, some of my argument sounded more like a pity-me party, but still, I had a right to be mad at him. That jerk hurt me enough to dredge up memories I had left in the past. I hated him for that.
When the shower came on, I crept to the bathroom and placed my hand on the closed door. I wanted to go inside and rub my fingers across his wet skin, making sure I lathered every sinew on his toned body. My mouth watered at the thought of kissing his hairless chest and working my way up to his mouth. But what I really wanted was his arms around my waist and his cock snuggled inside me. I missed him when I was away, but I missed him more since we'd been home. Saddened, I tore myself away from the door and darted out of the bedroom.
* * * *
Sauntering from the kitchen, I glanced at the slow running query on my computer screen and noticed the clock in the lower right hand corner. Twenty after twelve. Lunchtime. Hours slipped by like seconds as I feverishly worked at the dining room table.
The doorbell rang.
Snorting to myself, I headed to the hall closet and found my equipment bag. With everything going on, I wasn't about to take any chances that some idiot thought the bounty still existed on my husband. Mounting an arrow in the cradle, I pulled the crossbow up to my healing shoulder and eased to the front door.
Peeking through the frosted glass on the side, I noticed a huge African-American man standing on my doorstep. When I say huge, I meant linebacker-sized with noticeable muscle tone filling out his clothes, and menacing without all the fuss. His chocolate skin looked smooth and perfect in every way and the bland facial expression that accompanied his dark eyes said he came on business. Well, the pressed slacks, high-collar sweater, and black leather jacket said the same thing too, but that wasn't what got my attention. I put my face to the crevice and inhaled his scent. Just as I thought. Werewolf.
"What do you want?” I shouted loud enough so that he could hear me on the other side.
"I need to speak to you, Ms. York,” he said.
Oh my g ... His deep, sultry voice blew my mind. I've always been a sucker for men with dimples but a deep, sensual voice ranked a close second. He could have done an Isaac Hayes voiceover with that tone.
"Who are you?” I pressed.
"Vaughn. May I come in?"
"It depends on your intentions. I don't know you, Vaughn, and if I have to, I will kill you."
"And I don't doubt that.” He placed an oatmeal-colored card up to the clear part of the frosted window.
Black and gold lettering with ivy trim around the edges, it was the same style as Stephan's business card. It read: Vaughn Du Bois, Security Specialist. The spa needed a security chief? Perhaps Stephan ran out of jobs for pack members and resorted to inventing them.
"You still haven't told me what you want,” I reiterated.
I didn't want this man in my house. His whole demeanor had me on edge and that had nothing to do with him being a tall, black man standing on a porch in a predominantly white neighborhood. If Kristen Stancil saw him, she'd talk. Giddy housewives would want answers or they'd brainstorm gossip on their own. Stories could range from my having an affair to him being one of Matt's unsavory clients.
"If you would open the door,” he said, “I'll explain."
"And if I refuse?"
"Would you feel more comfortable having this discussion when your husband comes home? Better yet, how about in front of my Alpha?"
He had me there. Although I didn't plan on telling him anything about the Hunting Club, whatever spewed from my mouth, I'd rather it not be in the company of Matt or anyone else for that matter.
I unlocked the door and opened it enough to let him know he had to do the rest himself. Stepping back, I raised the crossbow two-thirds of the way up and kept my eyes trained on the door. Slowly, it opened, and Vaughn stepped inside. His eyes focused on the tip of my arrow before meeting mine. I couldn't say what he saw in them, but for his sake, I hoped he knew that I meant business. He continued into the foyer and closed the door.
"Stay right there,” I said, stepping backwards into the living room until I bumped into the sofa table. Reaching blindly behind me, I picked up the cordless phone and tossed it over to him. “Call Stephan. You're not coming any farther into my house unless you have someone who can vouch for you."
A smirk twisted his lips. He punched the numbers on the keypad. The seconds of silence felt like minutes before someone picked up. When he started describing the situation, my heightened hearing caught pieces of Stephan's voice. Leaning back, I hit the speaker button on the phone base. Stephan's voice came in loud and clear.
"...she's like a little Amazon with that crossbow,” he said, “so I'd be careful if I were you."
"Who are you to call me names?” I asked. My cold-blooded stare crumpled as heat flushed into my cheeks. I fought the blush, but Vaughn half-smiled anyway. So much for being a ruthless killer.
"I hate speaker phones,” Stephan muttered. “Vaughn wanted to know if he could ask you some questions about the person that put the contract on Matt. I asked him to hold off on the questioning until you felt better."
"Who's this information getting back to?"
"It's between the two of you if that's the way you want it. But why all the secrets?"
I put the crossbow down and turned off the speaker. Frustrated, I waved Vaughn closer and took the phone from him. “Stephan, this has nothing to do with the pack. It's over. Why can't you just leave it at that?"
"If you had told us your intentions in the first place, we'd understand. But you chose to take matters into your own hands. How long did you think it would take before we found out about the contract? Why do you think I told Matt to ask you along on the Miami trip? You guys may not be pack yet, but we wanted to keep you safe nonetheless."
"So what's wrong with me doing the same for my husband? In case you haven't noticed, I've got more invested in him than I do in your pack. If I have to gut the entire human population to keep the man I love safe, then so be it.” I paused to gnaw my bottom lip. They want to know what made me tick. Fine. “Did it ever occur to you that his joining your pack means more to me than anything? You didn't have to live with him for four years, knowing how much he missed the few friends he had in the Boston Pack. They wanted to stand up to Parry, but Matt said no. My husband didn't want them tortured in some basement for days on end or having to spend their lives on the run like us. Every time Matt thinks back on the good old days, I see and hear his loneliness. Worse than that, I feel it. I'll never measure up to what you guys mean to him. Maybe he doesn't regret it, but I see how much he misses being around his own kind. You try living with something like that, and then tell me how much you'd risk for someone you love. He chose me over his family. Taking a little backlash is a small price to pay and I'd damn well do it again if I had to."
Silence stung my ear. Stephan said nothing for the longest time. Maybe he needed a moment to soak up what I said and put it into perspective. Either that or he was giving me some time to recollect my thoughts.
Vaughn walked passed me heading toward the kitchen. I turned my back on him. No one would see me cry if I could help it. I didn't want anyone's pity; I wanted my husband back.
"What would you do if you were in our shoes?” Stephan continued. “We've been passing as human for years because we don't bring controversy home. When you go off to silence the opposition and don't even let your husband in on the big secret, it sends up a big-ass red flag. We don't want trouble inside our borders. So tell me ... what would you do in our shoes?"
A wry laugh bubbled up and a tear rolled down my cheek. “You know what? I don't give a damn what you want to do. My husband hasn't spoken to me in days and I've created a rift in this house that would put the parting of the Red Sea to shame. I miss my husband even when he's sitting across from me at the dinner table. So whatever you have in mind couldn't possibly stack up to the torture I've been going through."
He paused again. “Are you crying?"
"Go to hell!” Tearing the phone away from my ear, I almost slammed it down when he shouted over the earpiece.
"I'm not making fun of you.” He chuckled a tad while trying to regain his composure. “I don't know what kind of secrets you have, and personally I don't want to know. I like you guys and don't want to see anything bad happen to either of you."
"You can take your sympathy and stick—"
"Trust me, Lex. Drop the tough girl act. Right now, you need all the sympathy you can get. No one blames you for wanting to protect your mate. What we do blame you for is taking matters into your own hands. If you're going to be a part of this pack, then you have to learn to trust us. That's how the pack system works. Your problems are our problems. So get rid of the mindset that you guys are on your own. There's a whole pack that's willing to back you."
"We're not pack."
"You can be. Just talk to Vaughn. He's not out to hurt you or anything. It's his job to sniff out trouble before it poses a threat."
I half-smiled. “So he's not only spa security, but pack security too."
"Something like that. Just promise me you won't worry and that you'll take care of that shoulder."
He hung up.
A cup of piping hot tea came over my shoulder. My eyes cut to Vaughn as I turned and gazed at him towering over me. Six-three, six-four? His visage remained expressionless. Taking the cup, I noticed he had his own tea with the string and label hanging over the edge. He seemed more like a coffee man, but to each his own. Vaughn sauntered to the breakfast counter and sat on one of the bar stools. I followed and placed my cup on the counter.
"If I knew you'd get all drama-queen like that, I would have asked Isabella to tag along."
My eyebrow arched. “Listening in on my phone call?"
"It's my ear for knowledge that got me this job. Speaking of jobs, your husband is a smart man. He really knows his stuff when it comes down to loopholes in the law. It saved us a lot of time and money in Miami."
"Who's Isabella?” I dropped a few teaspoons of sugar in my tea.
"You would have met her the other night, had you been right in the head. Both she and Seth were here when you and your husband had the battle royal in the bedroom upstairs. She's our Alpha Female.” He sipped his tea again.
"You're straight and to the point, aren't you?"
"Aren't you?"
I let it go, girl. “So what do you want?"
Vaughn blew ripples across the surface of his tea. “What do you know about the movieinfo website?"
From his question I could tell he already had his mind made up, so it didn't make sense to hide anything. But that didn't give me enough reason to tell him everything, either. “It's how information passes among packs."
"'Packs’ being the operative word. For a person who claims to have never had any pack associations, you knew about the hit on your husband. Only packs have access to that site and that's the only place where you could have gotten the information."
"I'm a computer geek and it's a website. But I'll bet that's not the only thing you're here for, is it?” Please God, let him think I was a hacker. I don't do slow torture.
Vaughn half-smiled. “I'll be blunt. You know a lot more than you're telling. I also have a feeling that Matt knows nothing about your double life and you're trying to protect him from it. Am I warm?"
"How do you know all that?” Stall. Whatever you do, stall him.
"Because you're too good with that crossbow and you have the trained look of a killer in your eyes. That comes from wolves who've seen a lot of violence in their time."
This conversation had turned in a direction where I didn't want to go. Placing my hands on the counter I said, “Let's get something straight, killer to killer. This is my house. I'll be damned before I let you or anyone else push me around in it. If your pack can't handle that, then give us our walking papers. But I won't stand here and be intimidated on my own turf. Now, I'm telling you guys for the last time ... Drop it. I took care of business and that's all you need to know. If that's not good enough, then too damn bad. I've got a marriage to salvage. Your quest for knowledge takes a back seat.” I knew I had broken a few pack protocols, but I needed to lay down a few of my own.
Vaughn grinned and put a spoonful of sugar in his tea. He stirred it in enough silence to grate on my nerves. “You're a tough little shit. Has Matt seen this side of you?"
"If he didn't before, he knows about it now."
"Then I need to know if you're really that tough when it comes to us. Because you're the one who's holding Seth back from inviting you guys to join the pack. You're as wild as cards come, and we don't like wild cards."
"Well, I'm Suzie Homemaker from here on out. I've got babies on the brain and muffins in the oven, as far as you're concerned.” Of course, I believed that crock like I believed in the Easter Bunny.
Vaughn sighed. “Matt's already proven his worth. You don't have to, but with everything that's been going on ... I want to know if you're carrying excess baggage. I'm not talking about jealous exes and needy friends. If you have connections to contract killings and don't have a problem with silencing the opposition, then you're a far cry from Martha Stewart and a stone's throw from Lara Croft."
"I'm more dangerous than that. I'm a woman who loves her husband, and will do anything to protect him. Anything."
He smirked. “Then you're one scary person. Just make sure you point that drive of yours in the right direction and we'll get along fine. You cause me any problems and we'll see how tough you really are."
"Can we cut this who's-got-bigger-balls act and talk like normal people? This is getting old.” Turning my back on him, I went to the refrigerator. Most people might think I was nuts, but it proved him that I stood my ground by not letting him cow me.
"Are you going to cause me grief?” he asked.
I sighed. Here we go again. “I don't want to drag my problems into your den any more than you want me to. I'll leave the pack before I put any of you in danger."
"That's all I wanted to hear.” Vaughn finished sipping his tea.
"I've heard more than enough, too,” a voice said.
I jerked my head around the refrigerator door and my heart dropped to my feet.
Matt stood in the doorway holding his briefcase and penetrating me with his dark eyes. I opened my mouth to ask why he was home, but he dropped the briefcase, swooped across the floor, and gathered me in his arms. He rammed his lips into mine, eating me from the inside out with a devouring kiss. His ferocious behavior startled me, but my tension eased long enough to meet him tongue for tongue. He clutched my body so tight that I grunted from the pain in my shoulder.
Matt pulled away. “I was on my way to the spa when Stephan pulled Vaughn into our conference call. I heard everything and came straight home. And in case I haven't acted like it in the past few days ... I love you too."
So much for keeping those tears locked away.


 
Chapter 22
Matt and I made up the only way werewolves knew how. We took our apologies to bed in the middle of the afternoon. Multiple times we ravaged each other's bodies, making sure we filled the sheets with wrinkles and perspiration. Somewhere along the way, Matt mumbled something about us leaving Vaughn downstairs. When or if he had a significant other, Vaughn would understand. We had sex until we depleted our reserves and our bodies refused to get into position anymore.
Matt swaddled me in his arms, being careful not to hurt my bandaged shoulder. I didn't have the heart to tell him how much it throbbed from being pounded into the mattress. His finger glided across my upper arm and our legs lay braided with the sheets.
"Vaughn found out about the contract,” he confessed. “Seth wanted to send both of us to Florida while they checked it out. But you already had plans to go to North Carolina. Since your name was left out of the bounty, it didn't make sense to worry you any more than necessary."
I didn't want to go there, but he obviously did. “Is it gone? The contract, I mean."
"Yeah.” He paused. “Promise me you won't put yourself in danger like that."
"Matt—"
"Listen, okay? Just hear me out. I'm a big boy and I can take care of myself. But I can't stand losing you. You're all I've got and you mean more to me than any pack. What was I supposed to think when you came back all beat up? You scared the hell out of me, Lex. Did you forget about that conversation we had the night before I left?"
"You won't lose me. I promise."
"Then maybe you can finally tell me about the contract."
I nestled my head into his sizzling, satiny chest and moaned. How much more indication did he need that I didn't want to talk about this? I had to tell him something or we'd be right back where we started.
"I got a message that was intended for you.” Man, I hated myself for lying to him. Hated every ounce of my wretched soul. “The one responsible wanted to lure you out of hiding, but he never said why. I had a feeling it had to do with Parry, so I took matters into my own hands. He would expect you to come, but not me."
Matt sighed. “You and that damn crossbow. Why did your father have to introduce you to archery? And better yet, why did your uncle encourage it?"
A knock at the door. Matt snatched the comforter from the edge of the bed and covered us with it. When he finished tucking in the sides, he yelled for the person to enter.
Bryce stuck his head in. He had thick, brown hair that covered his ears and had a slight wave to it. The stubble on his face gave him the beginnings of a beard, but the ragged ends left me wondering if he had neglected it on purpose. Blue eyes sat behind a pair of thin-rimmed glasses and he had a slender physique. The blue scrubs with the Grady Memorial logo stamped on the pocket implied he had either come from or was going to work.
Moaning, I dropped my head on Matt's chest again. How could I ever forget the night I attacked him in our bedroom? At least he took it in stride. I left him with a first impression he'd never forget.
"Don't take this the wrong way,” I said, “but why are you here?"
Bryce approached the end of the bed. “Matt didn't tell you?"
"Tell me what?” I faced my husband.
Matt grinned. “I asked him to stop by because you spent every night clutching your arm and tossing in your sleep.” He swiped his finger across my nose. “Yes, sweetheart. I've been checking in on you even though you assumed I didn't care."
Smiling, I swatted him. “You ragweed, it's just a little tender."
"Well, I wanted him to look at your shoulder anyway. You won't wear the sling and it's not completely healed yet. What choice did I have? If you were a full-blood I wouldn't worry so much."
Bryce cleared his throat. “Before you two get into another tiff, Vaughn's downstairs in the kitchen starting dinner. He wanted me to ask where you keep your seasoned salt."
Seasoned salt? “Why's he in our kitchen? He should have left the moment we hiked it up stairs for a rumble in the...” I stopped. They knew what I meant.
Matt ran his hand through his soft, black hair. “That's another thing I forgot to tell you. Seth and Isabella are coming over for dinner tonight."
"Tonight? Are you insane? Hell, they probably think I'm insane. What kind of hoodlum couple gets into a fight when they have company over?"
"Don't worry. Things are back to normal and we've still got some time before they show up.” Being careful not to expose too much, he slid his nude body out from underneath me, and grabbed his robe off a white rocking chair. “I'll go downstairs and supervise. You let Bryce look at that shoulder.” He leaned in for a kiss. “And whatever you do, don't beat him to a pulp. He's the only doctor the pack has."
"Jerk.” I swatted him on the butt cheek before he left.
Bryce took out a pair of scissors and a set of tweezers from his black backpack.
"What are you going to do with those?” I asked.
He smiled. “If you two can wallow in the bed and tear up the sheets like that, those stitches should be ready to come out."
"Damn.” I slumped back into the pillows.
* * * *
We invited Bryce to stay for dinner, but he had to work the night shift at the hospital and wake up early to cover the patient load at an indigent clinic on Buford Highway. Vaughn stayed to help Matt prepare a meal fit for kings, or, in our case, Alphas. I wanted to help, but he wouldn't have it because Bryce warned him about letting me overdo it. What the heck did that mean? Did he forget that I was half werewolf and healed twice as fast as an average human? It didn't matter. Matt took it to heart and forced me to stay put on the couch.
Word got back to the den that our rift was over. For days nobody had stopped by, sent an e-mail, or even called the house. Then all of a sudden, I had to field phone calls left and right. The Pack had boycotted our home until we got our act together. If that didn't work ... well ... That was one reason why the Alpha Pair wanted to visit. When everyone found out that we had made up, Matt invited the rest of our small circle over for dinner too. Our simple meal turned into a dinner party. Now if I could keep Kristen away from the front door, perhaps this thing could go off without a hitch.
The phone rang just as I was about to set the table. Matt yelled from the kitchen that he would get it. About ten seconds later, he walked into the dining room and handed me the phone. Staring at me, his face maintained a hard edge. When he didn't leave, a baneful feeling tugged at my nerves. He crossed his arms and leaned on the table, eyes continuing to penetrate me.
"Hello?” I said.
"Why did you leave?” a male voice said. “I wanted to know what you smelled like."
"Who is this?"
"It's Decker, baby.” He smacked his lips. “I'll bet anything you smell like sex. Riley said you reminded him of an exotic little sex toy. You want to play with me?"
I hung up. Someone was not monitoring that idiot's condition if he knew how to reach me. The only person in the Club who had this phone number was Dane and I trusted him enough not to hand it out like candy.
"Who was that?” Matt asked.
"Just some crank caller."
"He asked for you by name."
Damn. That was the only excuse I could think of. “He's just someone I know who I wish I didn't.” I went back checking the silverware for spots.
"Does it have to do with North Carolina?"
"Yes."
"Will he be calling back?"
"I hope not."
"And if he does?"
"Then I'll have a butcher knife waiting for him."
Matt remained silent as he reached for my hand and directed me towards a chair. Not letting go, his thumbs massaged the backs of my hands. “You promised me you wouldn't get involved. Whoever this guy is, let me handle it."
"Would you listen to me?” I cupped his head in my hands and pulled his face close to mine. “We're fine. I pissed on his chauvinist ego and he's a little upset ... nothing will come of it."
"How can you be so sure?"
"Because we have a pack looking out for us. Something Stephan reminded of. Lone wolf or one of Parry's minions, he's a fool to start trouble now and he knows it. For him it's a matter of crank calls and childish scare tactics.” The lie came so easily that I gave myself a mental pat on the back. It was time to move this discussion to higher ground. “I'm in enough trouble as it is and I know for a fact that the pack is keeping an eye on me."
"Don't worry about them. And if that bastard calls again, I want to know about it. This isn't your fight anymore, it's ours.” Matt kissed me and went back to the kitchen.
Leaving the silverware and the stacked dishes, I started unbuttoning my shirt and making my way toward the staircase. Before rounding the banister, I grabbed my purse off the stand next to the front door. I took the steps a few at a time until I reached the bedroom and closed the door. After digging out my cell, I punched in Dane's number.
"How are you feeling?” he asked in his cheery voice. “You should have stayed, Angel, and healed up. Compared to Decker, nursing you back to health was a breeze. Any problems with the shoulder?"
"Forget all that,” I snapped. “Which one of you idiots gave Decker my phone number?"
"What are you talking about?"
"He called the house, Dane."
"Are you sure it was him?"
"Would I call if I weren't?"
He paused. “I'll find out. Does your husband know?"
"He answered the phone! If Decker calls this house again, he comes up on the back of a milk carton."
"You can't be serious. He's still settling in and exhilarated by his new senses, that's all. If he calls again, let me know and I'll take care of it."
"If you value his life, you'll take care of it now. Matt doesn't know anything about the Club, so don't give me a reason to tell him. Hell, he even knew about Graham's contract."
"Does he know it's gone?"
"He knows I took care of it. I'm one hair short of telling him the truth. Keep your new dog on a leash or all bets are off."
"When have I not made good on my promises to you? I'm not about to damage my credibility with you or Graham. Decker won't bother you again, I swear."
I hung up.
I couldn't shake that feeling that something bad was about to happen. Between Decker calling and Matt knowing that I took care of his contract, heaven only knows when my world would come crashing down ... again.


 
Chapter 23
I spent the rest of the day in the bedroom, pushing back a day beset with problems. Matt came in a few times to check in on me, asking about my aching shoulder and if there was anything he could do to make me more comfortable. A smile perked my lips, but I resisted the urge to have him climb in bed and soothe me in a more sensual way. We had guests for dinner, so we had to be on our best behavior. Besides, I felt a tad bit guilty about leaving Vaughn alone in our kitchen to whip up a meal that should have been shouldered by us. Still, I convinced my husband that a calming nap would refresh me in time for our dinner guests.
A hand smoothed along my back, forcing a smile to bow my lips. It lured me from the depths of sleep, but my eyes remained closed as a soft heated hand caressed the swell of my back. The space closed in around me. Lips touched my cheek and elicited a moan from my mouth. A smaller hand caressed my shoulder, just as warm as the first. It smoothed my upper arm, fingers staying clear of my injury as they drifted across my shoulder and to the back of my neck. Someone's knuckles caressed my face, a thin set of lips pressed into my cheek.
Wait a minute. Confusion knitted my eyebrows and I threw my eyelids back. If I had paid attention to the scent, I would have known it wasn't Matt.
Stephan and Aiyana snuggled close, leaning on their extended arms and gazing at me. He sat in a pair of faded jeans and a white, button-front shirt opened to reveal a white tee underneath. His overgrown bangs shrouded his emerald green eyes. Aiyana wore a pair of beige pants and a matching multicolored sweater. Her long black hair disappeared behind her back and her cinnamon skin turned a shade darker in the dimly lit room.
Excitement flared from within. I swung my arm back to welcome them with a hug, but my aching muscles bit into my shoulder. I stifled a yell and jerked my appendages back in place. Laughing, Stephan gathered me in his arms and smacked a kiss on my cheek.
"Are you still mad at me?” he asked.
A twisted smile pierced my lips. I wanted to be angry with him, but I couldn't. “No. But that doesn't mean you're off the hook. Let's just call a truce since I jammed an arrow in your face."
"Fine by me.” He delivered another smacking kiss across my jugular.
Aiyana snaked her arms around the two of us, leaning her face close to mine. “We missed you so much. But I don't forgive you for worrying the hell out of me. I should have gone to North Carolina and dragged your ass back here. What were you thinking?"
I sighed. “Please, Aiyana. I heard all I want to hear about it from Matt, Vaughn, Bryce, and this lug nut holding me."
Stephan snickered near my ear.
"Well,” Aiyana said. “It wasn't enough. Next time you start acting crazy we're locking you away at the den. Here you are, coming back hurt and in stitches."
I untangled myself from Stephan's arms and scooted to the end of the bed. “I need to get ready for dinner."
"That's why Matt sent us up,” he said. “He was going to come up himself, but we volunteered."
"If you're here, then that means everyone else is here, right?"
"Uh-huh."
"Shoot. Why didn't you guys say anything?” I rushed to the dresser and dug through several drawers looking for something more appropriate than a tee shirt and a pair of shorts.
Aiyana put her hand on my shoulder. “Relax. Matt's keeping everyone company. He wanted me to help you get dressed, but Stephan tagged along because he wanted to surprise you too.” Turning, she pulled him off the bed and hustled him out of the bedroom. She closed the door and turned to me, smiling and shrugging her shoulders.
I half smiled. “Thanks, Aiyana. But I don't need someone to stick me in a pair of pants. Everything's fine."
"I know, but we haven't had any girl time since you've been back and ... Well, I missed you.” She resumed her position by hugging me from behind and pressing her cheek into mine. “I meant every word I said. You go running off again and I'll kill you when you get back."
"I'm not going anywhere.” My hands rested on top of hers.
"You better not. You're still a newborn pup to us, trying to learn her way around our world. At the rate you're going, you'll never settle down."
Oh, I'd settle down all right. When I was six feet under. That would come sooner or later, depending on how long I stayed with the Hunting Club. I wanted to leave them, but I couldn't do it as long as they remained in such a state of unrest. We beat back the enemy this time, but there would always be more to come.
Yeah, Aiyana. I'll settle down as soon as I feel that the Hunting Club is able to stand on their own two feet. And I pray that'll be before anyone in the Georgia Pack gets a clue.
After I put on a pair of chocolate corduroy pants and a multicolored turtleneck sweater, Aiyana and I headed downstairs. Before we could reach the last step, Matt rounded the corner with his nose in the air, whiffing out my scent. A smile bowed his sensuous lips. He held his hand out and kissed my cheek.
Keeping me close, he whispered, “You sure you're up to this?"
"As long as it's not an inquisition,” I whispered back.
Chuckling, he clasped his hand in mine and we entered the living room together.
Evan greeted me first. He encircled his massive muscles around my shoulders. I thought for sure he'd hurt me, but like the others, he was careful of my injury. Vaughn stepped up and tapped him on the shoulder. Ignoring him, Evan smiled an enormous grin, mumbled his objection, and tightened his hold. Vaughn leaned forward and muttered something ominous in his ear. Evan let go and backed away with his hands raised. Shaking his head and smiling, Matt guided me toward the couch.
Two unfamiliar faces sat in attendance. They looked like the last two people in the world who I would have chosen as the Alpha Pair. Okay, maybe I was being a little hasty. Uh-huh.
Isabella sat in the center of the couch with long black hair sculpting her face. Perfect cheekbones and a wonderful smile displayed a string of pearly teeth. Her dark eyes narrowed to slits. Her golden tan complexion looked natural, but I could have been wrong. And good lord! Where she did get that top? Two guesses: Fredericks of Hollywood or Prostitute Monthly. The corset top barely covered her voluptuous breasts. Her sensual voice alone could have earned her a spot on the phone-sex hotline.
As for Seth, he looked stiff and uncomfortable being the only one in the room wearing a sport jacket. He had a manicured black beard around his mouth and up the lining of his jaw, and his hair combed away from his face. Speaking of which, a solemn look etched his visage and coursed through his penetrating dark eyes. When I picked up on the British accent, his uptight demeanor made sense. Thank goodness my UK friends were quite the opposite. I guess being the Pack Alpha, he felt he had an image to uphold and couldn't afford to let something as trivial as joviality crack his stolid exterior.
Isabella greeted me with a warm handshake, holding my hand a little longer than necessary, whereas her husband gave a quick jerk with a bone crushing grip. Between his cold handshake and a thin line across his pink lips, this was the first time I had second thoughts about the company we would keep. Talk about screwing up your first impression. Then again, who I was to throw stones about first-time meetings? The last time they came to our house, Matt and I ended in a knockdown drag out.
After some idle chitchat, Matt excused himself into the kitchen to prepare the dishes for serving. I followed.
"What are you doing?” he asked, grabbing a huge salad from the refrigerator and clutching three different kinds of dressing in the other hand. “One of us should be in there keeping the company company."
"Don't get me wrong,” I said, closing the door behind him. “But I don't want to be alone with those people."
He laughed. “You know everyone out there except for Seth and Isabella. There's nothing to be afraid of and nobody's going to hurt you."
"Unless you hurt us first,” Isabella said, appearing at the entranceway.
"Good luck.” Matt kissed me on the cheek and strolled out of the kitchen.
The creep. I should have smacked him upside the head for leaving me along with her. This wasn't just the boss we were entertaining. These people would dictate our future and the role we would play in their tight family unit. I hated the idea of letting someone have that much power over me, but I promised myself I'd do whatever it took to make sure our children grew up in a safe environment.
Isabella leaned on the opposite side of the island, her arms extended to the sides. A pair of opalescent eyes drilled into mine, though a smile splayed her face.
"There's no sense in trying to hide out in the kitchen,” she said, her voluptuous, motherly voice peeling away my anxiety.
"I made a fool out of myself in front of everyone,” I confessed. “Having you here in my house again, I feel as though I should crawl down the evolutionary chain."
"And once you've crawled back to civilization, do you think it will make things better?"
"No. I'd still feel like a fool every time I saw you.” I folded my arms and leaned against the island across from her. “Good lord ... You saw us at our worst and you still came back. Why are we so important to you? You should be kicking us out of your territory after we sneaked in here and set up house the way we did. I'm sure I've given you more than enough ammunition over the past few days to think twice about us not being troublemakers. Not that we are. Well, not under normal circumstances, anyway."
A half-smile splayed Isabella's lips. “It sounds as though you've been beating yourself up over the past few days. Plus, you're a woman after my own heart. But don't get me wrong. What you did was irresponsible and foolish. Not to mention dangerous, sneaky, self-centered, childish ... Need I go on?"
"If you want. You've had the upper hand since you knew we were here."
Her eyebrow arched. “Then you've learned a few things after all. But that doesn't get you off the hook."
"Then what will?"
"How about keeping your nose clean, for starters? We knew you guys had issues the day we got that tip about your mate being a crooked lawyer. Two years and no conflicts. That's remarkable by our standards. That's why we chose to work with you. But when you take off by yourself, thinking you can handle anything that comes your way, it's inexcusable."
"I didn't mean to—"
"What happens next time? We've got too much invested in our anonymity to risk your wanting to settle scores on your own. No one is a lone gun in this pack. There's a strict hierarchy enforced and nobody is exempted from the rules. Do I make myself clear?"
"Yes. B—"
"The next time you go gallivanting around on a save-the-world crusade, you tell someone what's going on. Not hoard information that could be detrimental to all of us. I don't give a damn about this Parry person or what favor he thinks he's done for us by giving you two away. But if he sticks his fat ass in our business ... I'll be more than happy to lop off a butt cheek. Any more problems and the same goes for you."
After that can of whoop-ass, I wasn't sure what to say. Sure, I heard everything she said and wholeheartedly concurred—including that part about chopping my ass off—but how should I respond? Should I respond at all? I opted for keeping my mouth closed and lowered my eyes. When in doubt, play the submission hand.
Isabella sighed. “I told Seth that I had to be the one to chew you out. After all, it's my job to keep the females in line."
I met her gaze again. “Not meaning to brown-nose, but you do one hell of a job at it."
"Thank you. Now we can move on with the rest of the evening and you can feel comfortable in your own home again.” Isabella picked up a covered pasta dish, batted an eyelash, and left the kitchen.
If I fell out of line again, I'd get the next flight out of town to keep from finding out what she would do. The well-mannered person I had met in the living room had been replaced by a woman who could cow me with a mere scowl. I experienced firsthand what true dominance meant by the way her dark eyes drilled straight down to my soul and left me shaken. Isabella went beyond earning respect. She demanded it. Being the Alpha Female gave her that right and she exerted it to the fullest. That earned my respect not only for her place in the pack, but more so for her willingness to protect what she loved.
The rest of the evening held laughter and fun-filled conversation at the table. Seth hardly broke a smile when the conversation called for it, but instead maintained a private discussion at the end of the table with Matt. His stoic presence reminded me of a nun during my one and only year of Catholic school. Seth would have been right at home, rapping knuckles and knees when people fell out of line. With my husband sitting at the head of our table and him being the closest to him, from time to time Seth would tap Matt on the forearm or simply mumble something that kept a dialogue going between them. It didn't bother me. I had Isabella and Aiyana at my end of the table to keep me company.
When dinner finished, everyone retired to the living room for more talk and dessert. The werewolves sat in silence, stuffing their faces with either chocolate cake or sweet potato pie. My gorged stomach couldn't take another bite, so I basked in a cup of spiced chai.
I turned to Isabella and said, “You never answered my question."
She finished munching a forkful of pie. “Which was...?"
"Why do you really want us to join your pack?"
Everyone stopped and stared. Okay, maybe I should have waited until they had their fill and then brought up the subject. Better yet, maybe I shouldn't have said anything at all.
Seth sipped his tea then asked with that haunting British accent, “Does it matter, Ms. York?"
"Just a question. If you don't want to answer, then that's fine. I was only curious.” I sipped the chai, hoping he would leave it alone.
"So am I,” he replied. “Why should it matter?"
I placed my cup on the coffee table. “Let me be frank—"
"Please don't,” Matt interrupted. “The last time you spoke your mind I thought we'd get run out of the state before we could get back home."
Stephan and Aiyana exchanged a look and snickered.
"No,” Seth said, “let her continue."
"Well, my husband and I want to join the pack because we're lonely and we want to have that sense of family again. A stable environment where we can raise our children. You guys seem to have it all. A nice den—from what I hear. A successful business, a tight-knit pack. What in the world would make you guys so attracted to us? And don't say it's my delicious scent, either. I've gotten an earful from Stephan already."
"You hittin’ on my wife?” Matt had a playful smirk tugging his dimples.
Stephan chuckled. “Who can resist?"
"You son of a—"
Matt leapt off the floor and tackled Stephan to rug. Their playful wrestling had plenty of destructive potential to worry me; at least, my human half thought so. I picked up my cup and retreated to the dining room where I could sit in peace. Ignoring the two oversized children, everyone walked around them, retreating to either the dining room or the kitchen. When I heard a whack, I shuddered. Matt would be okay, but he forgot we rented this fully furnished home. As the saying went, “you break it, you buy it.” Isabella and Seth followed me, him taking the seat at the head of the table and her sitting next to me.
Jerking my head toward the commotion in the living room, I said, “In terms of our loneliness, need I say anymore?"
"No,” Seth replied, and sipped his tea.
"Then why are you guys so willing to take us in?” Another thump wreathed me in annoyance.
"My turn to be blunt. Your husband possesses a rare commodity among our kind. We tend to stay away from high pressure jobs because of our volatile personalities. It's no secret that we're highly strung at times.” He glanced sideways towards the ruckus in the living room.
"So that's all Matt is? A valuable piece of merchandise?"
Isabella placed her hand on mine. “There's more to it than that. My husband is only giving you a quarter of it. You and Matt together are a rare breed. It takes incredible strength to survive all the obstacles you two have faced. You two complement each other in ways I can't begin to imagine."
"Barring recent events,” Seth interjected, “you're an excellent example of a mated pair. Some think a strong pack is one that subsists on money and power. I've pushed our pack to think in terms of the old ways. The ones that have helped our people survive for thousands of years. Where things like family, knowledge, and adaptability are like gold. You and your husband are the embodiment of that. We need more resolute mated pairs such as you two."
"Does that mean Matt and I are in?” I asked. Another thwack gutted me. I whirled around in my seat and shouted, “Would you guys knock it off? We're renting. When we get in our own home, you two can break all the furniture you want."
Matt and Stephan froze in place and mumbled apologetic responses. When they untangled their limbs and stood, I turned my attention back to the Alpha Pair.
"You're not in yet.” Seth took his time sipping his tea again before continuing. “We're not big on ceremonial tasks. However, we do believe in having some order when it comes down to integrating strays into our pack."
"We're inviting both of you to stay a couple of days at the den,” Isabella added. “It makes the transition easier for everyone concerned."
"How many people live in your den?” Matt asked, huffing his way to the dining room table.
"Twelve,” Seth replied. “One mated pair lives in Savanna, managing a smaller spa facility there. They come up twice a month. Sometimes more. The others live in Vinings, Marietta, Roswell, et cetera."
"Where's your den?” I asked.
"In Legare. The den belongs to everyone, whether they live there or not. For the ones who don't live there and can't find a safe place to change, they know the den is always available. We own more than three hundred acres of unspoiled woodlands."
"I run my interior design business out of my home in Roswell,” Aiyana said. “Granted it's minutes from the den, I—"
Stephan ensnared her from behind and smacked a kiss against her cheek. “Hardly a day goes by without her having company. As a matter of fact, we're all trying to convince her to move back to the den."
"Why?” I asked, glancing to Matt—my teacher—for an explanation.
"Because it's not good for a female wolf to live alone,” Isabella said, slightly miffed and cutting a quick glare at Stephan. “I understand the need for independence and wanting to exert your own will. But being who we are, I fear for my females. A rogue can come at any time and try to snatch her up for their own."
Seth cleared his throat. “Those who move out are always welcomed to move back if they feel the need."
"Have you ever excommunicated anyone?” I didn't want to ask the question, but I needed to know. With the turns my life took, I wanted to be prepared for the worst.
"Yes."
"Why?"
"I'd prefer not to discuss it."
Isabella cut her eyes to Seth before answering. “We excommunicate people for many reasons, Alexa. The most popular ones center on disobeying orders, acts of betrayal, causing trouble. Anything that endangers us."
"Do you let them back in?” I asked.
"It depends. Sometimes yes, most of the time no."
"Then you guys are certainly different."
"Not really,” Seth said. “We're the same as everyone else, only a little more open-minded. However, when it comes down to endangering our existence, we're not. I have no qualms about pitching you to the road or worse if the situation presents itself."
Several people cocked an eyebrow and stared in my direction. Having heard enough, I nodded and left for a chai refill.


 
Chapter 24
The town of Legare sat ten miles northeast of our Atlanta address. Considering the area, it didn't surprise us. It had wide open spaces, lots of strip malls in addition to a large two-story mall, and an estimated population of 50,000 people. It wasn't so big that it sent the pack running for cover, nor was so small that everyone knew your business. Those that liked the night life could be in the city in less than thirty minutes and those that liked solitude could find it at the den.
We pulled up to a twelve-foot wrought iron gate, complete with spikes at the top. The pack's home sat far off the public road with a high stone wall to keep nosy visitors out. A security camera sitting on the corner of the high wall whirred to life, the lens zooming in on us. Putting on a friendly smile, I waved at the person sitting at the end of the camera feed. Matt gently grabbed hold of my hand and patted it down on my lap. It was my turn to get back at him for all his teasing. The wrought iron gate parted down the middle. Vaughn's deep voice instructed us to drive up the long driveway and park in the cul-de-sac in front of the house.
Everything Aiyana told me about their home never quite prepared us for the three-level monstrosity when we arrived. After seeing the rogue den in North Carolina, calling this place a den was blasphemous. The English Tudor style home had the makings of a high society boarding house for the spoiled rich. Multiple angled roofs crowned the top of a grayish-tan stone mansion. It featured fourteen bedrooms, ten baths, a manicured lawn, and an enormous backyard, and the closest neighbor was more than a half mile away. And to think that they planned on adding another addition. Sheesh.
Vaughn and Aiyana stood outside, waiting at the bottom of the slated steps. The moment Matt turned the ignition off, Vaughn popped my door open. He immediately took my hand and kissed the back of it, his eyes locking onto mine. In other words, “no funny business while you're here.” Needless to say, I planned to take that to heart.
He guided me to Aiyana's loving hug. I considered her a safety zone at that point.
Matt sauntered around to the back of the Land Rover and greeted Vaughn with a back thumping hug. The guys took the bags out of the trunk as Aiyana and I headed arm in arm up the stone porch. Our escorts guided us through a front door so wide that a baby grand piano could fit with inches to spare.
The interior was as astonishing as the exterior. A bright shine decorated the oak flooring and a grand staircase sat beyond the foyer. Ivory wallpaper decorated the textured walls and a montage of photographic art trailed to the upper floors. To the right of the staircase a long hall wrapped from the front of the house to the back. On the left was another hallway with vibrant golden sunlight gleaming from one end of the corridor to the other. Voices volleyed just outside the walls of the grand home, as Vaughn explained everyone was out back. I approached the steps and stretched my neck upward at the angled staircase leading to the other floors, both drenched in sunlight. Every piece of wood lent a tinge of lemon freshness in the air.
"Someone sure likes photography,” Matt said. “Pretty good, too. Like a modern day Ansel Adams."
"That would be my wife,” Vaughn said.
"Whoa! Back up.” I whirled around so fast that the dizziness caught me by surprise. “You're married?"
Vaughn brought his left hand up to his chest and flashed a gold band around his ring finger. “Surprised? You two aren't the only ones living in wedded bliss."
Matt laughed and embraced me. “I think disappointed is more like it."
"Oh, shut up,” I said, slapping him on the arm.
Instead of giving us the grand tour, Vaughn and Aiyana led us upstairs to the second floor where the majority of the bedrooms waited. Equally spaced wall fixtures would light up the oak hallway at night. During daylight hours, tall windows at opposite ends of the house let in plenty of light to illuminate the floor. The house looped around from one corner to another corridor that couldn't be seen from the staircase. The same lights, photographic art, and hard wood floors adorned the hall.
Our guest room was a corner room, which meant a lot more space than I realized. The huge room had hardwood floors around the edges and a huge cranberry Persian rug at the center. All the mahogany furniture was carved with a vine-like pattern and had the same lemony fresh scent as the downstairs. The same cranberry pattern covered the curtains of windows stretching from the floor to the ceiling. A shimmering gray comforter and multiple matching pillows decorated a king size bed. The room also came with its own fireplace and flat screen television hanging just above it.
Matt claimed the desk by putting his laptop there. I claimed a dark gray lounge chair by relaxing on it. Feeling like the rich and famous for a few days would be the vacation we'd never had. I couldn't wait to make love to Matt in our bedroom that befitted royalty. Too bad there wasn't a rope to summon a servant.
Before Vaughn and Aiyana left, they invited us to come down and enjoy the food and music since they just got the barbecue pit going. Twiddling my fingers, I watched as they closed the door, Aiyana giving me a wink before disappearing from sight.
"This place is great!” I shouted, throwing myself on top of the plush duvet.
Matt strolled away from the huge window and bounced down beside me. “I could live here forever.” He slid his hands behind his head and rested on his back.
"Hold on.” Propping up on my elbows, I looked down at him. “What happened to us having our own home?"
"We're still getting our own house. I just think we should live closer to the den is all.” He stared at me before reaching up to remove a strand of hair from my face. “Baby, what's wrong?"
"You've had more time to get attached to everyone than I have. Sometimes I wonder if you really want a house to call our own.” I fell back on the firm mattress, looking up at the textured ceiling. “Don't get a house because of me. I want you to want it, too."
Matt turned over so that part of his body rested on top of mine. “I want a house because I can't see us living any other way. This place is great, and I'm sure we'll always have a room here. But I can't live in a room with you. It's like nails on a chalkboard; we both need space. A house means more than stability; it means freedom. Besides, we're still planning to have kids, so we'll need the room."
I smiled. “Then we had better start looking soon, because I wouldn't mind living closer to the den, either."
"Are we still getting woods out back?” Matt slipped his hand under my shirt, rubbing skin against skin.
"Lots of woods and three to four bedrooms for the kids. And house guests, of course."
"We better look for a bigger living room, too. We didn't make it as far as dishing out bedrooms the last time Stephan and Aiyana stayed over.” His hand came to the hourglass shape of my side, fingers creeping around to my lower back.
"I sort of like having company over."
"As long as they don't come over when we're romping around the house naked and watching Saturday morning cartoons."
I started getting up. “We should go before we get too comfortable."
Matt shoved me back on the springy mattress. “Shut up and kiss me before I hurt you.” He lowered his head for a kiss and moved his hand up to my breasts. Consecrating our room must have consumed his thoughts too.
* * * *
After getting lost in the mansion for a good ten minutes, we finally figured out how to get to the backyard. We stepped onto the covered patio and entered into a surreal, utopian world. Groups of two or more huddled together in various parts of the backyard, sipping their beverage of choice and talking up a storm. Approximately three dozen adults joked and laughed as though they didn't have a care in the world, enjoying themselves in their garden paradise. Small children ran through the yard while five teens hovered off to the side underneath a tree. An enormous barbecue pit had smoke billowing in the air. A man with a wide back and smoke gray hair turned quarter-profile to a table beside to him and picked up a plate stacked with T-bone steaks.
Beyond the crowd was a small pond where large gold fish swam and children poked at the water. A little boy around six or seven stopped chasing a little girl around the same age and threw his frog back into the water. The little girl sneaked up behind him dangling a worm and another chase ensued. Heaven help them when puberty hits and they experience their first change. If they were lucky maybe it would wait until they were sixteen.
Surrounding the back and sides of the manicured lawn was a lush forest. From where we stood on the patio, I couldn't tell how far back it went. But from the looks of the den, it wouldn't surprise me if it covered more than the three hundred acres Seth claimed.
"There you two are,” Isabella said as she approached us. She wore a yellow shirt, tight enough to show off her cleavage, and matching pants. She kissed my cheek before Matt could plant a kiss on her lips. “I was wondering when the two of you would come down and be social. There are many people you have to meet.” She grasped my hand, leading me away from the patio.
I looked at Matt, who trailed behind us, smiling and shrugging his shoulders.
Before I could turn, a small African-American child bumped into my legs and fell backwards on the grass. He couldn't have been more than three years old. Tiny dimples appeared on his chubby cheeks, enhancing the features of his thick eyelashes, dark curly hair, and medium brown complexion. I knelt down, smiling and offering my hand. He placed his tiny hand in mine. Once he got on his feet, he rubbed his cheek against my face. A strange tingle stood the hairs on the back of my neck on end. He carefully balanced himself while snuggling his entire face into a tuft of my hair, seeking out my scent. Small, silken lips and a tiny nose tickled my neck, enticing me to snuggle into him. I tipped over and fell forwards, taking him down with me. We both laughed.
"Quentin,” Vaughn shouted as he made his way across the lawn. Chuckling to himself, he glanced at us shaking his head. “Boy, what am I going to do with you? Already hittin’ on the womenfolk.” He reached down and lifted little Quentin onto his shoulders and offered me a hand. “I guess you don't think this is my son and the young lady over there under the tree is my daughter."
"Vaughn,” Matt chuckled, “you've got more secrets than anyone I know."
He snorted. “Does that include your wife?"
The smile fell off my face. If that was meant to be a joke, I sure as hell didn't find it amusing.
"Sorry about that,” he said. “Didn't mean to drag the skeletons out of the closet when we're supposed to be having a good time. Like your wife, my daughter has me at a loss."
"Why?” I asked out of honest curiosity.
Vaughn sighed and shifted the beaming toddler on his thick shoulders. “Kids. She's thirteen years old and already letting human kids have an influence on her. Her mother won't tolerate it and neither will I."
"She's at that stage,” Matt said, making it a statement as he gazed in her direction.
The teenaged girl had beautiful eyes and high cheekbones. She stood about as tall as me, long legs making up most of her lean body. Where most women had breasts that filled out and a rounded rump to fill up the sag in their pants, she had flatness. Standing with the other teens her age, she glanced back at her father and stiffened her chin into a half smile. A look that said she tried to get along, but she was not quite fitting in with the others. Between the long lashes that brought out eyes like her little brother's and the straight hair that came an inch past her shoulders, she reminded me of the teens on those Disney Channel shows. Normal and unassuming.
"She hasn't had her first menses yet,” Vaughn said. “But that's not the problem.” He dropped his attention as an intense look traversed his face. “Colleen's human."
Okay, my turn to drop a jaw. If this man hit me with any more surprises I'd fall flat on my face. “But you're ... Isn't your wife ... Aren't you two...?"
Matt glanced around the backyard. “Where's your wife, by the way?"
"She's out on one of her ‘Ansel Adams’ trips, as you called it. Doing some shots for a calendar in Yellowstone National Park."
"Well, it looks like you two have a new friend already,” Isabella said. She looked up at Quentin. Standing on her tip toes, she stretched her arm to tickle the bottom of his shoeless little foot. “And I can see you've started your integration with the sweetest little morsel of all."
Quentin broke out in laughter and lifted his feet away from her.
Isabella wrapped her arm around mine. “Vaughn, would you mind showing Matt around while I take Alexa? These two spent the last four years of marriage constantly together and it's time they learned to separate."
I wanted to continue that conversation with Vaughn, but I knew better than to pick at a scab. He tried to hide pain behind those eyes. That much I could tell from his body language. I doubt having a human daughter shamed him or anything, because werewolves were too fond of their children. But maybe bringing a human daughter into this world hurt him more than anything he could have imagined. As nosy as I wanted to be, I shrugged it off and went with the flow.
Isabella brought me to meet several women, all of whose names I couldn't remember to save my life. Recalling who was a member of the Georgia Pack and who wasn't made things even worse. Two pure-blood members of the house had family visiting from out of town. Since they were in the last days of their vacation, the pack wanted to give them a nice send off. Other than myself being half human and Colleen being all human, there were three other humans in the crowd, whom Isabella informed me knew nothing about the pack. I guess they bent the rule regarding familial humans lingering around the house and grounds. I conversed with the humans—getting in touch with my human side and all—until someone called me over and introduced me to another person. Several times, I scanned the backyard looking for Matt. He spent a good portion of his time sitting around the picnic tables and having beers amongst the fellas. He fit in so well and so fast that it made me a tad jealous, but yet, thrilled to see him interacting with a pack again.
When the food came off the grill, hoards of people gathered around the buffet table. Matt volunteered to get plates for us while I scoped out a place to eat. Strangers ribbed me about my human appetite when they got the scoop from Stephan and Aiyana on our first meeting. Matt returned to a spot where I had a blanket spread out underneath a tree. Others wandered by asking if there was enough room, because the picnic tables filled up fast. We unfolded more of the blanket and made room as more people stopped by. Someone got another blanket and laid it out right next to ours, inviting more people over for our picnic lunch. I couldn't believe the sense of family they had. This place really was a heaven on earth.
"Who did Seth throw out of the pack?” I asked. I really wanted more information about Vaughn, but my instincts warned me to leave it alone.
"His twin brother,” Stephan replied. “It happened about seven or eight years ago. Hugh fell in love with Isabella to the point that he started stalking her. When Seth told him to back off, Hugh found his kicks in prostitutes and strip bars. He only slept with women that looked like Isabella. When they turned him down, his rage got the better of him and he ended up killing them. The police traced him all the way back here, but Seth wouldn't give up his brother to the law even if it was just to question him."
"They must have had enough evidence to search the grounds,” Matt said, then shoved a sticky barbecue rib in his mouth
"They did. Once the police searched the house and grounds, they assumed he had skipped town and gone back to London. When Hugh made contact, Seth told him not to come back. Excommunicating someone is hard enough, but when it's your own brother, it deadens something inside."
"He condemned his brother to a life on the run,” I surmised. “Been there, done that, ain't going back. So is that why Seth's so aloof?"
"He's always been like that,” Aiyana said. “I think he's gotten worse since then. Seth goes running with us sometimes, but he doesn't take part in any of the practical jokes or sports like he used to. He isn't much for muscles, but he's the best football player in the house. Hugh was the biggest practical joke player, though. Since his absence from the pack, Seth doesn't participate in much of anything anymore."
"His good sense is another reason,” Jared said.
He sat next to Matt. I remembered his name because this was the Jared who my husband defended in court. Here was a clean-cut guy who wore his auburn hair a little long and had average muscle build underneath. He was a network administrator for Georgia Power who wanted to buy up houses and rent them out using the allowance his rich parents gave him once a month. From his expensive gold watch and pinkie ring, I'd say his parents bent over backwards trying to please their spoiled brat.
"Seth isn't a wuss like you,” Evan said, lying on his stomach, plate stacked with more meat than anyone else's. He didn't seem to notice that his long brown ponytail had draped into his food and picked up barbecue sauce on the ends.
Jared threw a roll at him. Evan snatched it out of the air and thanked him for the extra food. Not saying a word, Jared got up, approached Evan, and yanked him off the blanket by the ankles. Evan rolled, taking the chicken leg from his own mouth, and thrusting it in Jared's face. The two tussled until Jared came out on top and Evan's arm locked behind his back, waiting for him to shout “uncle” before he stopped.
Danielle, who sported a blond French braid half way down her back, approached them. She had a bottle of hot sauce in her hand, and was trying to force it down Evan's throat. Stephan got up and joined in the fun by tickling Evan on the sides and getting him to open his mouth long enough that they could pour the bottle down his throat.
This type of behavior I expected from the kids, but when it came to roughhousing and acting up, there weren't any age requirements around here. I almost wanted to help, but given how powerful they were they'd crush me before I could get my hands on anyone.
Danielle finally got the hot sauce down Evan's throat. Everyone dove off him. He jumped to his feet, pink puffy eyes tearing, spitting up hot sauce. He ran to the table with all the drinks and started loading up on the bottled water. The whole backyard burst out in laughter as he guzzled one after another.
"Serves him right,” Danielle said. She sauntered over to the blanket and sat down in front of Evan's abandoned plate. “Do you know how long I've been trying to get back at him for putting spiders in my drawers? It took me a week before I could shake the thought of eight legs crawling around in my underwear."
Danielle had dazzling blue eyes to go with her model-like curves. She wasn't much in the chest area, but she had a pretty face and an easygoing attitude. Like most of the pack, she was a full-blood. While her parents ran the spa in Savannah, she worked as the assistant manager at the spa's café.
"Who's that?” I asked, “The blond leaning against the tree talking to Vaughn."
Aiyana stretched her neck up. “That's Adam. You guys have been married longer than he's been a werewolf."
Vaughn put his hand around the back of Adam's neck and led him away. His blond hair brushed the top of his shoulders, a natural part down the middle giving him a tunnel vision effect. His blue eyes looked exactly like Danielle's, but Aiyana would have said something if they were related. He had broad shoulders and wonderful muscle tone underneath. He glanced at me before walking away, hanging his head low.
"Is he in trouble with Vaughn?” I stuck my fork in Matt's plate, grabbing a piece of his T-bone steak.
"I hope not,” Stephan said. “Vaughn is his mentor while he's here."
"Mentor?"
"Aren't you a nosy busybody?” Matt said, swiping his finger across my nose.
I smiled. “Mind your own business, you creep. This is an educational moment in pack dynamics.” Boy, was that stretching it, even if I say so myself.
Stephan chuckled. “She's got a point, Matt. Anyway, Adam's on probation in the house and with the human law. He spent some time in prison. A month after he got out, a werewolf bit him."
"What was he in for?"
"Grand theft at the age of fifteen and tried as an adult. He would have gotten out sooner, but he got in more trouble while he was there and ended up killing his cell mate."
Well, this pack was just a pack of intrigue, wasn't it? Thank goodness I wasn't the only delinquent around here.


 
Chapter 25
While everyone sat around waiting for the food to finish being digested, someone brought up the idea of a soccer game. I sat the game out for health reasons. After witnessing everyone ganging up on Evan, I decided I valued my attached limbs more. When I saw how rough it got, I knew that sitting out of the game was the smartest thing I did all day. Their idea of soccer included driving your opponent into the dirt and doing whatever it took to get the ball in the goal.
The back door opened and Adam stepped onto the patio. He leaned against the wall a few feet from me and scanned the playing field. It seemed as though he isolated himself, rather than being isolated by the pack. The minutes ticked by as he watched from the sidelines, making no attempts at joining in the fun.
"Why don't you jump in?” I asked, shielding my eyes from the sun.
He shrugged and shook his head. “Nah. They're having more fun without me."
His voice sounded nothing like the hard-edged, prison gruffness I expected. It was smooth and shy, a friendly jock voice that could have raked in millions of dollars in television commercials. It wouldn't surprise me if he ended up being the loner in prison who had nothing to do with the crowd and kept his back against the wall. How he survived, I didn't know.
"Last I recall, I thought the house motto went something like ‘the more the merrier,'” I said. “Besides, it doesn't look like they're sticking to the rules much anyway.” I turned around just in time to see Stephan get tackled to the ground by Matt. “Okay. Maybe you're safer right where you are."
He chuckled. “Why don't you play?"
"I played in high school and college, but it never prepared me for this much savagery. I'm better off right here."
"I'm sure they'd lighten up if you wanted in."
"And ruin their fun? I don't think so.” I paused. “You can sit if you want. Unlike those guys, I won't bite. Besides, you're looking a little lonely standing there by yourself."
"And what's wrong with that?"
"Nothing, unless you're into the loner thing. Judging from this afternoon, you look like you spend a lot of your time alone."
"You always so observant?"
I waved a dismissive hand and smiled. “Only when it comes to cute guys."
Adam's face bled a shade of red as he smiled. He peeled himself off the wall and stepped closer. “You're a lot like Vaughn. Always straightforward with people."
"Blatantly so, I'm afraid. It's a handicap."
He laughed. “Then you'll fit in perfect around here. These guys like uniqueness and you're about as unique as they come."
"If you don't mind me saying so, you've been with the pack longer than we have and you still don't consider yourself one of them. Why not?” Eventually, he'd curse me out because I either talk too much or ask too many questions. Curiosity isn't one of my strong suits, but knowing someone else who had a checkered past lessened the gravity of my own problems.
"Don't get me wrong. I like being here. I just don't like that idea of having to be here."
"Really? I thought you were free to come and go as you please."
Adam hesitated before sitting on the steps, but at least this was the first time he looked as if he belonged. He hunched himself over his knees, fingers entwined, taking a moment to gather his thoughts.
"I got in trouble when I got out of prison. The usual, beating up a guy who beat up on his girlfriend first. But when you've been in prison, even a parking ticket counts against you. I got thirty days in jail—go figure—and at the end of the first week I broke out because I needed to change. After a couple of hours, I turned myself in.” He stopped for a moment, shaking off his laughter. Red splotches marred his cheeks and worked up to the tips of his ears. “But I had lost my clothes, so I went back stark-staring naked.” He smiled at me trying to stifle his laughter. “Anyway, that got my time increased and got me moved to a mental institution. The same thing happened again a week later. I broke out when I got edgy, but I came back to finish out my time. Seth heard about it. He pulled a few strings and got me released under his custody. I have to report to my probation officer, but at least the occasional visit from the court-appointed shrink stopped. Given the choice, I like doing my time here and not in jail. My life is already screwed. Becoming a werewolf screwed it up even more."
"But why do you distance yourself? At least someone cared enough to take you in. Someone who understands what you're going through."
"I've been with this pack for almost two years. These guys love each other more than my family ever showed us kids while growing up. They spent too much time beating on each other and sometimes took their kicks out on us. Anyway, it's awkward for me. I don't know how to adjust, so I don't."
"You're fighting your instincts."
"Like I said, I never asked for this life and would gladly give it back if I could."
Stephan sauntered toward us. Sweat dribbled from his chocolate hair, drenching his face and creating a wet bib around his collar and armpits. He smiled, green eyes shimmering between the two of us. He swiped a bottled water from the picnic table and turned it upside down to his mouth.
"Hey, Adam,” he said, slumping on the concrete slab beside me. “Why don't you take my place on the field? It'll give you a chance to beat up on Alexa's husband and put him in an early grave. She'll be available then."
I threw my fist into his shoulder. “What's wrong with you? That court appointed shrink visited the wrong person."
Both men laughed.
Adam leaned back on his hands. “No thanks. I've seen enough brutality to last me a lifetime. But if you two want to be alone—"
"No,” Stephan said, waving at him still. “You can stay. I only wanted to talk to Alexa about quitting her job."
My smile flipped into a frown. “Excuse me?"
"Hold on, before you go loony on me, just listen. I've already talked it over with Matt."
"What's he got to do with it?"
"The Miami trip didn't pan out the way we hoped, and that's fine, considering Matt saved us a lot of money and heartache. We want to keep him on retainer and have offered to help him open his own practice. We've got extra office space at the spa, so he's more than welcome to run it from there. We'll help him with all the details of getting situated, including giving him enough money so that you can concentrate on your real estate classes."
I paused, studying his face. “Have you lost your mind? We—I—can't just jump into something like that without a backup. Suppose something comes up and I decide I don't want to be a real estate agent anymore?” And believe it or not, I had given that some thought as of late, too.
He chuckled and shook his head. “Let me help you understand something. Because of our lifestyle, many of us either work at the spa or go into business for ourselves. It's a lot less stress that way because we're around our own kind and calling all the shots. You never know when there will be an emergency and a regular job won't look kindly on a person leaving at a moment's notice. I'm sure you already know that or you wouldn't be telecommuting now."
"What kind of emergencies are we talking about?” I hoped they wouldn't have any emergencies associated with me. Besides, how much trouble could this Suzie Homemaker cause? Wait. Don't answer that.
"A newer wolf coming into the pack who doesn't know how to control their impulses yet. One of us could have an accident while traveling. A rogue coming into our territory to stir up trouble. We police the whole state of Georgia. That's why we're the Georgia Pack and not the Boston Pack who got dibs on the city and suburbs."
"But—"
Stephan laid his hand on top of mine. “All I'm asking is that you think about it. We're not going to force you to do something you don't want to. If Matt said he didn't have that kind of power over you, then I'm pretty sure we don't either. I'm only thinking about what's best for the pack."
* * * *
Matt and I watched television from our plasma screen TV till he fell asleep spooning me. I turned over and noted the delicate features of his handsome face. Using my fingers, I combed some of his black hair back in place, leaned close, and ran my lips across his. The cutest smile perked his dimples in place. Out like a rock and he never missed a beat when it came down to me making a pass at him. He pulled me closer, legs tangling with mine. My ear listened to his heart beating loud and clear, feeling the blood pulsate through his arteries and veins. I lay like that for a long time, taking in the beauty of the living, breathing creature beside me. I couldn't have done any better when it came to choosing a mate.
My thoughts shifted back to our earlier conversation, when we first came into the bedroom. I told Matt about what Stephan said. Quitting my job was inevitable if I got my agent's license. Maybe this was my golden opportunity. However, someone advising me to quit made me feel pressured into giving up a part of my life that I had worked too hard to attain. Matt assured me that Stephan didn't mean anything by it. I knew our lives would change, but I never thought the pack would play this much of a role. Getting a house of our own sounded better and better. If the real estate thing went well, I planned on quitting my job anyway, but I never thought the future would come this fast. That scared me.
My mental debate went on for another hour before I made up my mind. Regardless of the pack's motives, I couldn't help thinking how much closer I had come to being my own boss. That was the whole reason for wanting to go into real estate in the first place.
Bundled in a blanket, I waddled over to my laptop and turned it on. It took me ten minutes to write up my resignation letter and five of those I spent on the Internet looking for a good format. I saved the letter on my hard drive to print out first thing tomorrow morning when I had to make an appearance at the mid-month meeting. While still connected to the Internet, I checked my personal e-mail account. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary until I came across five messages from Dane, all saying the same thing.
Call me. It's urgent.
-Dane.
What the hell? I thought about calling him right away, but not with Matt in the room. I e-mailed him back, asking what the problem was now. I spent the next couple of minutes cleaning out my mailbox of ridiculous announcements about making money overnight or trying to sell me a product to increase my penis size. Wrong gender, morons. I was about to log off when another message from Dane appeared.
We need to talk. I'm in Atlanta.


 
Chapter 26
The next morning, I rose from the bed and dressed while the entire house slept behind closed doors. Sleep was more important to me than eating and bathing, but not this morning. After packing my laptop and grabbing my purse, I kissed my sleeping husband good-bye and left our bedroom. Taking the steps two and three at a time, I came to the foyer where I leaned against the wall and slid my heels on.
"Where do you think you're going?” a gruff voice said.
I whirled around and noticed Cook—yes that was his real name or the one he went by—sauntering down the hall. He looked at least sixty-five, meaning his real age was around 180 years old, give or take twenty years. Instead of sporting the bushy look, he wore a long gray braid down his back and the same went for his beard. His stern wrinkled face had a hard edge to it, but whenever he smiled, a few teeth were missing on the sides. His stout chest bulged outward and so did his stomach. He walked with a slight limp that made him swing from side to side like a metronome.
"I have to go to work. Early,” I added. Though he tried to look intimidating, I knew the whole thing was an act.
"You're not going anywhere.” He looped his arm around mine and dragged me down the hall. “I don't let anyone out of this house until they've had something to eat."
"But I'm not hungry."
"That's my call. I'm not sending you out into the streets hungry, and then an hour later have you wishing you had picked something up before going to work."
Cook guided me into a huge dining hall that looked like it stretched the width of the mansion. Beautiful wall paneling and large paintings added elegance to the elongated room. A thick wooden table sat in the center with matching straight-back chairs and enough room for everyone in the pack. Off to the side, a similar table held a ten place seating area I suspected was the kiddie table. Some table. Instead of a string of chandeliers hanging above the length of the table, this one had a single light. In my mind's eye, I pictured werewolves feasting over gluttonous meals that would put the Vikings to shame.
Cook ushered me to the head of the table, where he pulled out a chair. Once he had me situated, he took off through a set of swinging double doors.
I placed the laptop and purse on the table and propped my head on my hands. Dane bogged down my thoughts and suppressed my appetite. The sooner I got to him, the better.
The double doors swung open.
"Here you go,” Cook said. He handed me a thermos, two slices of buttered toast in a baggy, and a napkin. “Human or not, you can't go hungry. I won't allow it."
Astonished, I stared at him, then at the bag, then at him again. A smile cracked across his hard-lined face.
He chuckled. “Don't look at me like that. Word got around about your human appetite from the cookout yesterday. As any good cook would, I made note of it."
Before I lost my nerve, I kissed him on the cheek and headed out the door.
* * * *
Work was the same old same old. Our meeting should have started at nine, but the project managers and VPs had more pressing things to do. Miffed, I ended up working at an abandoned cubicle in the dusty corner of the IS department. My manager left a note on my laptop about wanting me to revamp the psychopharmacological drug reporting program that had taken a team of people more than five years to get it up and running—a section that most programmers steered clear of because they knew it was a nightmare trying to analyze information and drug testing methods from around the world. The man must have thought I put Miracle Worker under Experience on my resume. I couldn't wait to trash this job and tell my brown-nosing micro-manager to kiss my ass on the way out the door.
Noon came, so I packed up my things and headed to the elevator. When the doors slid open on the ground floor, my heart almost jumped out of my chest. Just beyond the reception desk, Dane sat in the waiting area, flipping through a business magazine. Before I could say anything, he lifted his head and a huge smile stretched across his tanned face. He wore an expensive dark gray business suit complete with shiny black shoes and a striped tie. Dane was a handsome man, but a three-piece suit polished him up like a rich playboy.
Shaking my head, I said nothing as I sauntered past him and out the door. I couldn't believe the suave jackass would go so far as to track me down at my job. He knew where I worked, but I never thought he'd actually show up.
Taking separate cars, because I refused to ride in his black Jaguar, we arrived at Cattle Horn Steak House. At Dane's request, the waitress showed us to a booth in the back and away from the noise of the lunch hour crowd. He ordered a huge steak while I settled for a Caesar's salad. Nice and cheap in case I wound up leaving in the middle of a spoiled meal.
"You look exhausted,” he said, cutting his medium steak. “Is that why it took you so long to return my messages? What happened?"
"What makes you think I got any sleep? You're here! Of all places!"
He sipped his root beer. “You need to learn how to relax. There's this wonderful place in the Golden Isles—"
"For heaven's sake, would you just get to the point?” I hunched over the table and folded my hands in front of me. “You came here for a reason. And don't tell me it's for the sights, either. Do you have any idea what the Georgia Pack would do if they caught you in their territory?"
He put his utensils down, opened up his inner coat pocket, pulled out two pieces of paper, and handed them to me. “Have you seen these men?"
I looked at the two faces and felt the blood drain out of my own. Mug shots of Adam and Vaughn stared back at me.
"What's this about?” I said, defensively. “You come all the way here—"
"Just answer the question, Lex. Have you seen them?"
I glanced once before focusing all my attention and anger back on Dane. The urge to jab my fork in his eye and storm out of the restaurant was too overwhelming. The waitress returned to check on us, saving him from a tongue lashing. Dane asked her for a refill of whatever I drank because my ill-tempered eyes couldn't focus on anything else. One thing never changed: his relentlessness when it came to work.
"That's all I wanted to know,” he said, folding the papers and returning them to his pocket. “I should have done a background check on the Georgia Pack earlier, but I didn't out of respect for you."
"What changed your mind?"
"Decker. You've been on his mind ever since you left North Carolina. With Jocelyn gone, you're the only female werewolf left in the Club, and close as he'll ever get to being around one. Let's face it, with a ratio of males to females being four to one, we're happy to take anything we can get."
"Thanks,” I hissed.
"I didn't mean it like that.” Dane broke eye contact and went back to slicing his steak. “When I finished fixing your shoulder, I went to his room to check in on him. He caught wind of your scent all over me. His fever kept him on his back, but his heightened senses were already in place. The day we left the hotel, he walked into the room where you stayed, sniffing around on the bed, trying to pick up any traces of your scent. He's fixated on you."
"Excuse me, but there is a point to this lunacy? You are getting to how the goof fits in, right?"
Dane sighed. “Decker found the code I use for the movieinfo website—"
I snorted. “Amazing how that keeps happening."
Ignoring me, he continued. “He found a list of active contracts and their last known sightings. These two guys came up, even though they're at the bottom of the list. The point is this ... like us, Decker's developed a strong instinct to protect you. Even if it's from your own pack. H—"
"Wait a minute. Okay? Just stop. Stop.” I took a cleansing breath and continued. “How could you go along with this? A week ago, his life changed forever, and you trust him already? How do you know he isn't still psycho? It takes weeks, sometimes months, before a new wolf can acknowledge and accept their new lifestyle."
"This isn't about Decker. Do you think I'd come down here to start trouble and not check it out first? The last thing I ever wanted to do was disrupt you or your precious family plans. And I mean that. I know how important having a normal life is to you. That's the only reason why I ever let you go in the first place."
"And what were you hoping for? That I'd hand these guys over to you gift-wrapped and ready to go?” I lost my appetite and threw my napkin on the table. A tension headache wormed through my forehead. “This has Graham written all over it."
"You're wrong. He doesn't even know we're here."
"Oh? So that makes everything okay?"
"Angel,” he said, leaning forward. “Adam Russo spent a total of ten years in prison. When he came out, an old friend from the neighborhood bit him. They went on a crime spree, invading other packs’ territories, robbing and killing anyone who got in their way. He and the rest of his group have contracts from four different packs. As for Vaughn, he was responsible for killing a half dozen people, including the Detroit Pack's Alpha. According to them, he came in with a band of humans and started shooting up the place. No one's found the humans, but they're pretty sure Vaughn knows where they are. Since then, the pack has been in shambles. They've been opened up to challenges left and right because they let a bunch of humans get away with our secrets. Who knows what they're doing now, or what they could be planning for our race?"
"It's not my place to police the werewolf world.” Okay, that was a stupid comeback considering we were bounty hunters, but I stuck to my guns. “I'm not handing them over to you."
"You don't have to. We're going after them with or without you.” Dane scooted to the edge of the bench.
"Wait,” I said, clasping his forearm and stopping him. “You can't go after them."
Dane slid back onto the bench and asked, “Why not? That's what we do."
"Because you won't be around to explain to Vaughn's three year old son and his human daughter why their father's dead. Adam is trying to get his life back on track again and do it with a healthy pack. Can't you just give them the benefit of the doubt?"
"Do you think either of them they gave their victims that benefit? I feel sorry for the kids, but their father has human co-conspirators still running loose. Yes, I believe in second chances. But Adam lost his when he chose not to steer clear of his buddies when he walked free."
I shook my head in disbelief. “You've lost your mind. Eight months of wallowing in depression has finally caught up to you. You're so impatient to prove to the supernatural world that the Hunting Club is back on track that you're ready to go after anything with a price tag attached."
Dane reached across the table, taking my hands in his. His thumbs caressed the backs of my knuckles, his dark eyes holding my attention. “I'm doing my job. This has nothing to do with playing catch-up. Riley, Fisk, and the others ... They wanted me to check into the Georgia Pack, but I told them to leave it alone. Now that Decker's brought it to out in the open, I can't ignore it. I can't show favoritism in the Club when we're conducting business."
"It's nice to know that I've been reduced to business. Does that mean I can put in for maternity benefits, too?” I yanked my hands away. “If you go after them, you're inviting a war to your front door. Are you ready to take on an entire pack?"
"No. But if your so-called pack was on the up and up, they should have resolved the situation before it got this far. We're only one of many bounty hunters out there looking for a score."
I didn't want to hear anymore. Slamming my napkin on the table, I stood and walked out.


 
Chapter 27
My jumbled thoughts left me laughing and crying the whole way back to the den. What else I could do? In less than twenty-four hours, my island paradise had an infestation of headhunters “looking for a score.” I thought I could keep the two worlds from smacking into each other, and yet here I was, standing between them as they faced off.
Dane said he didn't want to intrude on my life because he had plenty of opportunity in the past. However, I do believe morons like Decker and Riley would make things uncomfortable if they thought they stood a chance at losing me to another pack. When he was human, Decker knew he never had a chance with me. Being a werewolf changed all that. I've known Riley for more than ten years, so anything sneaky and underhanded he did wouldn't surprise me. That brought me back to Decker. He was the enigma. I knew nothing about his newfound treachery or any other malign traits he might have picked up during his transmutation. Heck, I didn't even know what his new scent smelled like.
It surprised me to walk through the den's front door and not run into anyone on the spot. There always seemed to be people scattered about and noise in the corridors. That was okay. I needed some alone time to think about how to handle this. Knowing the Club, they would stop just short of burning down the den trying to get to Vaughn and Adam. I dragged my lifeless body upstairs and to my room. Climbing across the mattress, I let everything slip out of my hands and onto the floor.
I rolled over in bed and found a note left on the pillow from Matt. He expressed his love and wanted me to get some sleep, noting that I got a total of three hours last night. I guess he and Stephan had headed out for the office today and taken the rest of the spa crew with them. I curled into a fetal position on the bed and closed my eyes.
Tender kisses massaged the curve of my neck, working their way towards my back. A lift of my hair and they continued. A little tongue and lips suckled at the nape. A body lay so close to my back that I thought we had melded together. Matt's hand slid under my shirt, fingers working their way under my waistband, tugging at the bikini string holding the front and back of my panties together. When had my pants gone missing? How long had I been asleep? I smiled, my body tingling with excitement. His kisses felt so precise and oh, so good. A hand slid across my skin and up to my breasts, kneading them gently, paying close attention to my Hershey's Kisses nipples. I lay my hand on top of his, bringing his fingers up to my face. I kissed them one by one before rubbing my cheek against his palm.
"When did you get home?” I asked.
"Do you realize you just called this place home?” Matt murmured. He planted kiss after kiss around my lobe, suckling when he got to the soft tissue.
Breathing and talking at the same time became difficult. Even thinking was hard. “In ... a way ... it is our home ... isn't it?"
"It is if you want it to be. I still want a house though."
I giggled. “You like playing naked tag around the house, don't you?"
He chuckled. “You guessed it."
Taking his hand out of my blouse, he unbuttoned the last few buttons, one at a time. I pressed my back into him. My rear bumped into his warm, smooth skin. My leg angled backwards, working its way in between his. Matt leaned over, found my lips, and delivered sensual kisses that threatened to suck the life out of me. With my blouse undone, he let his hand rest on my breast. I reached behind, feeling my way across his fleshy thigh muscles, but couldn't get what I wanted out of him. Tired of the game, I rolled over and faced him. Matt smiled, sliding his hand across the spot between ribcage and hipbone, pulling me closer to him. He tugged at the strings holding my underwear together until they bit into my skin and snapped off. Rats! I lost more underwear that way.
"I didn't mean to wake you, but there's something about your body that looks irresistible when you sleep."
"I can say the same about you too."
My legs found their way in between his again. We kissed, keeping it slow and sensuous. Matt tightened his hands around my waist, making sure our lips remained glued to each other before he shifted himself on top of me. The heat from his naked body covered me like a blanket against the cold air of the room. My hands explored his soft back, making their way to his tight buttocks and thighs. I pulled him closer as my heated passions tightened my erogenous zones, waiting for the right moment. It didn't take long. His hardness reacted to me, like a radar detector. I spread my legs, reached down, and invited my husband inside.
* * * *
A knock at the door woke us out of a sound sleep. My eyelids lifted open, and I shuddered in annoyance. This was my nails-on-the-chalkboard moment. Matt stirred as though trying to hang onto every last vestige of his own sleep. Not bothering to get up, I lay halfway across his body with our legs tangled together. Only a sheet covered my backside and his front. Had we been at my parent's house, I would have covered up so fast that heads would have snapped. Werewolves walked the house naked whenever they wanted, so it shouldn't matter to them whether or not we covered up. Neither of us moved to let the person inside. They should have taken the hint and left.
"May I come in?” Seth said. His deep, British voice enriched the echo in the hall.
"Sure,” Matt yawned, “it's not locked."
My eyes went wide and I punched him in the arm. “You idiot! We butt bump in the bed and you forget to lock the door? Anyone could have walked in."
"Uh, honey—"
"Do I look like the kind of person who wants a peepshow audience waiting outside our door?"
"Lex—"
"Why not just send an invitation?"
"Because I doubt anyone would attend,” Seth replied, standing in the doorway.
An embarrassing chill ran across my skin and twisted my stomach. I couldn't bear to look at him. Matt stared at me, grinning so hard that I thought his dimples would never go away. I slid into the nook of his arm, keeping my bare back to Seth. Judging from his bland expression, seeing one more person au naturel held as much interest for him as channel surfing.
Remembering my manners, I chucked a smile at him. Seth closed his eyes and shook his head before sitting on the edge of the bed. Matt lifted an arm behind his head while cradling me in the other, a finger gliding up and down my spine. He looked so pleased with himself that I wanted to smack him again. I felt like a conquest.
"Hardly anyone locks doors in this house,” Seth said. “We all know that a closed door means keep your nose out."
In that case, I wanted to ask why he was here, but Matt pinched me on the rump before I could get the words out. He knew what I was thinking, all right.
Seth maintained his bland stare. “At least I waited until the moaning stopped."
That did it. I buried my heated face in the cranny of Matt's sweaty arm. His finger continued to dance along my spine, sliding up and down my back, unshaken by any of this. I couldn't look at either one of them. Everything was too candid and casual around these guys. Thank goodness we were buying a home of our own. Next weekend, we'd start looking.
"Don't worry,” Seth sighed, “you weren't that loud."
I threw my hand in the air to stop him. “Okay, enough. Don't go any further. Just tell us what you want and we'll do it."
He blinked in astonishment. While Matt chuckled himself into convulsions, Seth's cheek twitched the tiniest bit, his eyes downcast for a moment. The corner of his mouth even curved a few millimeters before sliding back into its habitual, emotionless state.
Lifting his head up, he said, “Some of us are going on a run tonight and wanted Matt to join in."
"What about Lex?” Matt asked, letting the last of his chuckles dissipate.
I put my hand on his chest. “Honey, if he wanted me to come, then he would have invited me.” Truth be told, I didn't want to go. I'd feel like an intruder stumbling on some pack rite of passage.
"Alexa doesn't change,” Seth replied. “She'll slow us down and antagonize the pack if we have to wait for her."
"You don't understand. We've been running together before we got hitched. She's fast, and the only thing that slows her down is her center of gravity being higher than ours. She generates more friction in the air due to a larger surface mass—"
I covered his mouth with my hand. “Hon, I don't think he cares about the mechanical analysis of why I run a little slower than you.” At least my engineering science degree got some use.
Seth hesitated, crooking an eyebrow. “If you can explain that kind of analysis to him, and he understands it, then you're truly a virtuoso in your field of expertise."
"That's my baby.” Matt grinned in smug pride before turning back to Seth. “Anyway, she's like us in human form. I taught her all the rules about being with a pack in the woods. She can go for a long time without slowing."
"If everything you say about her is true, then I don't have a problem with her tagging along. However, I don't want her near the front of the pack.” He poured his gaze on me. “Matt is fine near the front. But no one is sure where or even how you fit in. I'll be honest with you and please don't take offense; I'm stating a mere fact of pack life. You're only half of what we are. That will never put you high in the ranks. Everyone respects you because you're Matt's mate. However, by yourself, you're the pack omega. The lowest in the hierarchy.” He stood and marched to the door. “We're leaving around nine. Make sure you're both ready.” He left the room, closing the door behind him.
I turned to Matt. “I think I've just been insulted."
So much for making a good impression. Heaven only knows what he'll think of me when he finds out about my double life. With a little luck, that'll never happen.
* * * *
When Matt mentioned my name in the run, everyone laughed. Like Seth, they worried that I might slow them down or get hurt. I appreciated the sentiment, but they doubted my running abilities because they couldn't get passed the human factor. If they ever got the opportunity to see me run full out, minds would change and the apologies would come tenfold. Being labeled as the pack omega gave me reason enough to prove my worth. At least I didn't drag my husband down in the trenches beside me. The debate went on for a while until they condescended enough to let me tag along. Not like it mattered, because Seth had already okayed it. I wanted a sense of belonging to the pack, but I wished there was another way. The only reason I went along with this pack rite of passage was for Matt's sake. The only reason why he fought to see if I could come with them was because he needed to feel as though we were joined as one.
I went outside dressed in my usual black gear: leggings, sports bra, and zip-front sweater. From the number of werewolves changing on the lawn, I'd bet my mother's right breast that word had gotten out about a human hybrid running with the pack. They wanted to be a part of history in the making.
Stepping through a field of pulsating muscles and fur, I took in a dozen distinctive scents. Some of the wolves had completed their change, so they lay on their stomachs, panting from the ordeal, sweat shining their coats. All heads followed me as I finished walking the field and sat in the grass at the end of the line.
One by one they flocked around, sniffing my hair or rubbing their wet noses against my cheek. I couldn't help smiling at the sense of love they showed ... until Evan knocked me on my back and forced his muzzle under my sweater. His hot tongue slicked across my stomach. I laughed so hard that my muscles tightened my gut to excruciating pain. I pushed his brown, furry face away. Aiyana made her approach and forced her black muzzle into the front of my neck, tongue slicking everything it touched. I tried crawling away, but her upper body slumped across my back, pinning me to the ground. A dark blond wolf joined the fun. Danielle slobbered my face with wet kisses.
Being a human hybrid never felt so good.
Another blond wolf made his approach, his long blond body swaying with each careful step. His radiant blue eyes snared my attention. He looked every bit like Danielle, but his size and genital region gave him away.
I wanted to hold my hand out to Adam and welcome him, but one conversation didn't vouch for instant friendship. Instead I sat up, letting Aiyana slide off my back. Adam moved in, nose sniffing my hair, though he was wary enough not to touch my skin. I turned my head into his muzzle and he backed away startled. My body reacted on its own by moving into a crawl position. Adam tilted his head sideways and inched closer. I remained completely still while he loped around rubbing his fur against my side. He glanced back before walking off to do the same with the rest of the pack.
"You're welcome,” I said, smiling.
Seth took the point position and trotted towards the copse at the edge of the yard. His tail swung high in the air, signifying his Alpha position. Isabella fell in step beside him. The rest of us gathered into our hierarchical positions behind the lead couple. I took my rightful—or as I called it, respectable—place near the end of the line. As the only human hybrid who had ever walked among a pack, that should have earned me some sort of respect. For all Matt's nagging about not following him step for step in the woods, I silently thanked him for all the time he had spent teaching me those lessons.
Our trot turned into an occasional sprint over worn paths etched with the pack's scent. I had no problem keeping up, barely breaking into a pant. Every now and then, Matt threw his head over his shoulder and checked on me. Grinning, I threw him a wave to let him know I was okay and having a great time. Well, perhaps good, but not great. Unlike them, I wasn't blessed with a fur coat, and the October nights were nippy.
We caught the scent of freshly worn byways used by raccoons, rabbits, squirrels, and other small creatures. The urinary scent of possum trails and something that could have been armadillo pinched my nose. We crunched through the dead underbrush, heading for something Seth must have had his mind set on because he passed up a few viable meat trails. Then the scent hit me. He wanted deer. So much for this being a simple run. It was turning into an outright hunting ritual of the more complicated kind.
There was a big difference between running and hunting. Running implied stretching your legs and getting a good workout. Hunting implied stalking, searching for the most vulnerable prey near the fringes of a herd, separating them from the others, terrorizing them in the chase, then pouncing when they showed signs of slowing. That would be fine and dandy, had I been built like a wolf. Out here, I was about as useful as that “Do Not Remove Under Penalty of Law” tag on a pillow. Matt and I never hunted together, so we never practiced the rules of engagement. He usually tackled that on his own.
I kept up with the pace until everyone stopped. Seth's black, canine head turned to me and the other multicolored heads followed his gaze.
"I get it,” I said, waving a dismissive hand. “You guys go. I'll be here when you get back."
Several heads cocked, others simply stared at me longer than normal. I guess I had forgotten to tell them that their nonverbal language was like second nature to me. Werewolf genes can do that to a person.
I grinned and shook my head.
Like them, my genes have allowed me to interpret the same intrinsic signals and cues that have aided them for centuries. However, that didn't mean I was a perfect fit in the woodlands. Whenever animals sense humans nearby, they dart off. My presence among the pack slimmed their chances of catching anything they prized. The moment Seth's eyes glanced in my direction, the reasoning shuffled through my brain, taking a second to decipher.
The wolves followed their leader while I found a large boulder to sit on and wait. This could take anywhere from minutes to an hour. Too bad I hadn't brought a book to read. My eyesight was good enough to challenge that of any werewolf. The darkest night couldn't hinder me from using my senses in my surroundings.
The forest slept around me. Damp, musky air tainted everything from foliage to night creatures. An owl hooted hundreds of feet away in the safety of its perch. The smell of pine-filled moisture lingered on the dead pine needles scattered on the ground. A rabbit hopped across the same path we trampled and stopped. It stiffened, head in the air, testing the environment for dangerous predators. I stiffened too, unwilling to scare him away. Sensing nothing out of place, he continuing through the underbrush. Beyond the woods, several miles away, a car that needed a new muffler drove down a road. The smallest scent of gasoline reminded me that civilization would always be there, imposing on pack territory.
A shotgun blasted the peacefulness of the night. Birds scuttled out of overhead trees and my heart pounded in my chest.
Not thinking, I jumped to my feet and took off in the same direction the rest of the pack had gone.
Another shell blast.
My nose sniffed the air until I located the pack's scent. The gunshots came from the same direction. Smashing through the forest floor, I tore around trees and charged through shrubbery to find my people.


 
Chapter 28
A shot whizzed passed my ear.
I dove to the ground for cover and rolled out of the way. My eyes panned the thicket.
Three hunters hid themselves behind a thick set of chaparral over a hundred feet away. A rifle barrel pointed through the shrubbery.
"You asshole!” I shouted, hoping they were human enough to identify the language. “Stop shooting! Did you hear me? I said—"
"Yeah, we heard ya!” a voice yelled back, laced in a thick southern accent. “What the hell are you doin’ out here?"
"If you drop your weapons, I might lower myself to give you an explanation."
Movement ruffled the shrubs. Two men rose, followed by a third who was putting something in his pocket. Keeping up my part of the deal, I stood and brushed myself off before edging closer.
A stout man turned his red cap around so that the brim faced forward. The hat hid a receding, reddish-blond hairline. He kept his gun low to the ground in an unthreatening manner. A skinny computer geek flipped his flashlight on in my direction, blinding me for a split second. That scrawny nerd would probably hightail it at the sound of a woodpecker. The third man had more of a brash edge to his sunken face and empty eyes. He wore a blue cap and carried his rifle pointed straight up in the air, hence the brashness.
"What on earth are you doin’ out here?” red cap asked, closing the distance. “Do you realize we could have shot you? You're wearin’ all black."
"I was out walking my dog,” I lied. “He got away from me, so I went looking for him. What are you guys doing out here?"
Blue cap came up to his friend's side. “What the hell do you think, lady? Does it look like we're whitewater rafting?"
"Do I look like I know about the hunting? Do I look like I even care about hunting?” I'd slug him the moment he lost control of what little civil tongue he had left. And here it was everyone thought werewolves were savages.
"Look ma'am,” red cap said, “we didn't mean any trouble. We're only doin’ a little campin’ is all. A few beers and a deck of card to git away from the wives. Nothing more. We normally go huntin', but we brought the rifles for protection."
What does that mean? Doing a little camping was like being a little pregnant? They brought the tent and didn't bother with the sleeping bags? No, I've got it. They brought the rifles to shoot the fish and left the poles at home. Bullshit. I knew a hunter when I saw one.
"How did you see us from back there?” the geek asked. “You don't have a flashlight and that has to be at least a hundred feet away."
"Twenty-thirty vision,” I quipped, and turned my attention to the other two men.
Red cap waved his friend off before he could ask another question. “Have you seen anything strange out here?"
"Other than you?"
He chuckled. “It's nothin. We thought we saw a pack of large dogs roamin’ around. You may want to find your own dog before one of those monsters gits a hold to him."
"I'll take that under advisement.” I started walking away.
"Hey, wait,” blue cap said. He grabbed my arm to stop me. “You sure you don't want an escort back to wherever it is you came from?"
A low growl rumbled from a nearby brush. Shuffling followed. I smelled several wolf scents in the updraft as the pack watched things unfold.
Blue cap didn't hear a thing or he would have done more than lust after my body. Watching his thick, juicy tongue lather his bottom lip, I thought I'd puke on the spot. His eyes lingered on my chest before moving to my pelvic region.
I glanced at his hand on my arm. Either blue cap didn't get my nonverbal warning or didn't care.
"No, thank you,” I said, jerking out of his grip.
He stepped in front of me, blocking my path. “Well ... Maybe you should stay with us. We've got a nice warm fire and if it's not warm enough, then we can do something to get it warm.” He looked me up and down, licking his lips again. The pulsating blood vessel in his neck quickened while his breathing deepened.
"Get your jollies elsewhere.” I stepped around him. He moved in front of me again. I turned another way and he followed, still blocking my path.
"Leave her alone, Jack,” red cap said. “We've got things to do."
"Yeah, Jack,” I said. “Why don't you finish jacking off with that shrub you weren't too keen to leave?"
He snagged my elbow this time.
Matt's scent and others grew strong in a heavier gust of wind. They moved closer. Knowing how adamant we were about protecting our own, I knew they would kill the hunters if I stood by and did nothing. Try explaining that to the cops.
I thrust the heel of my hand at the base of Jack's nose. He let go of my arm and grabbed his face. I dropped to a crouching position, swept my leg around, and knocked his feet out from underneath him. Jack landed on his back still clutching his nose.
I smirked as my eyes fell on him. “Big, strong man like yourself must hate being shown up by a woman.” Slowly rising to my feet, I sauntered back into the wood.
When I moved out of the hunters’ range, I veered off towards Matt's scent. My heart throbbed to know if he was all right. I swore if those bastards had hurt him, I'd turn around and finish what I started.
As I searched the surroundings, a black beast galloped straight for me, tail high in the air. I dropped to my knees, my arms ensnaring Matt's canine head as he tackled me to my butt. Relief flooded my insides, relaxing the tension throughout my body. My face sunk into his warm, black fur while his tongue tried hooking slurps on my cheek. When I pulled away from him, his tongue jabbed me in the mouth with slimy, desperate kisses. His hot, putrid breath didn't matter as much as knowing he was okay. My fingers kneaded the silken stole around his neck until more wolves galloped out of the shadows and encircled us. Some poked their muzzles into my face, tongues looking for licks while others licked anywhere else they could find skin. Before I knew it, I had a bunch of wolves ganging up on me for kisses. For all their tackling, they were surprisingly careful not to crush me. I guess keeping hunters at bay made me of some use after all.
Seth's low growl grumbled from the shadows and brought the wrestling grunts to a halt. Stephan approached his Alpha from the side. They scanned into the woods, searching for signs of a something. Turning to survey Matt's magnificent body, I missed whatever signal Seth sent to his troops. Everyone bolted in the same direction, heading back to the den. I leapt to my feet and followed, wondering what Seth sensed that made him retreat. Keeping pace with the others, I flew through the woods at a breakneck speed, back to the safety of our home.
A gunshot cracked just over my shoulder.
Danielle tumbled head over heels in front of me.
I leapt over her spewing body at the last split second to keep from crashing into her. My feet skidded to a halt across the rotted leaves. I circled back and reached her first.
She tried standing, but her wobbly legs looked as though they would give out before she could breathe another breath. Blood leaked from her front leg, close to her shoulder. Matt and several others joined us, sniffing and licking around her wound.
Not waiting for orders, I hooked my arm behind her front legs and the other in front of her back legs. A tiny yelp escaped her mouth. In wolf form, her body turned into a soft, lumpy mass of muscles and organs. My knees shook as I pushed off the ground and regained my balance. With her dead weight in my arms, I couldn't help running at normal speeds. Several wolves shielded us from all sides, keeping pace with me. The rest took off in another direction, most likely hoping to split up our pursuers.
We came to a wide, deep gorge. Damn. It was so cold out here and the thought of that frigid water soaking my legs from the knees down ... I didn't want to think about it.
Gulping my pride, I started down the steep incline, easing my way through the moist dirt and dead foliage. My feet slipped out from underneath me and I fell on my butt. Danielle yipped as my arms tightened around her. I continued sliding down the side, dead roots scraping my butt. My feet broke the bubbling surface first. After regaining my balance and with Danielle clasped tight in my arms, I ran across, kicking up thigh-high water as I went.
When I got to the other side, I put Danielle down. She whimpered, her shaky legs bobbling up the side of the dirt-laden gorge, trying to find a foothold. I grabbed her by the scruff of the neck, pulling her up the side. Tree limbs and roots became my lifeline as I latched on, tugging Danielle alongside of me. Her claws dug into the raw earth for all she was worth, determined to help save her own life. When we got within a few feet from the edge of the gorge, I hauled Danielle passed me, pushing her rump up the rest of the way. A set of jaws clamped down tight, on the fur at the scruff of her neck, towing her the rest of the way. Multiple sets of eyes watched me from above. Noses sniffed wildly around the edge. Whimpers urged me to keep climbing before—
A gunshot sliced the back of my right hand, lodging into the ground next to me.
I bit back a scream. Another gunshot hit the ground closer to the wolves. Dammit, they won't leave without me.
So I let go.
I tumbled down the cliff side and splashed into the frigid water below. I fought the urge to curl up in a fetal position to keep from losing anymore body heat. My hand flew up, followed by my head breaking the surface of the water.
Matt's dark eyes were the first I met. He wouldn't leave without me; that much I knew. Looking at the worried faces of the other wolves, I knew they didn't want to leave me either. Talk about feeling loved. But I didn't want one of them even getting hurt on my account. So I flailed my arms, insisting that they leave without me.
Seth nodded once and bumped into Matt, driving him into the woods. Several others had to force him back, too.
Scrambling to my feet, I ran to the overhung shelf on the gorge and hid in the shadows. Feet shuffled to the edge of the cliff right above my hiding place. Dirt and frayed leaves showered down, prickling my nose. I stayed quiet, afraid to move. The wind shifted and Jack's smell hit me. His friends weren't around to witness anything, but I still couldn't slay the bastard without becoming the prime suspect in his disappearance. So I waited. More leaves rustled the ground above me.
A guttural growl rippled above my head. Horrific screams stopped up my heart. Gunshots fired, but I couldn't tell where they went.
I leaned forward about to run for my life, when Jack's body flopped upside down splattering blood across my face. I choked back a screech and stumbled backwards into the shadows again.
The terror on his contorted face would haunt my dreams for a long time. Bits of red flesh and bony spine were all that was left after large slashes had gutted his throat. Blood flowed out of his mouth, pooling into his nose and leaking into his hair.
The beast snapped him back up before I could think anything else about the hideous corpse. I crushed myself against the dirt wall behind me. Panic hammered my chest. More leaves and twigs snapped, dirt snowing over the edge. Even with the crisp air blowing and turning my skin to ice, I imagined the monster's hot, bullish snout sweeping back and forth across the undergrowth, searching for any traces of me.
Closing my eyes, I remained quiet and concentrated. Slow your breathing, make it silent. This was my body and I needed absolute control. My heartbeat quieted, returning to a normal rhythm. Absolute control.
Minutes passed before the sounds of loping paws disappeared in the distance. My nose poked out a little and whiffed the air. Human blood saturated my surroundings, more potent than the vague lingering scent of the werewolf. As I leaned forward, water swishing around my knees, my nose tried to familiarize itself with the scent. When I reached my leaning limit, I darted to the other side of the gorge. A submerged rock caught my ankle and I fell. My entire body submerged under the frigid waters. Crap. Never let it be said that Atlanta in October wasn't like New York in October; streams were Arctic to my frail body despite the difference in geographical locale. I staggered out of the chilled waters and clawed my way to the top of the gorge in record time.
Sitting on the edge, I looked across the way. Jack faced me at an impossible angle. The beast had gutted and eaten away his entire abdomen. Bones with tattered pieces of flesh and muscle were all that remained. His limbs sprawled around him. The bottom of his foot faced me, too. Either his leg was broken and slung above his head or the beast had ripped it off and tossed it onto the ground next to him. I didn't want to know either way.
I scrambled to my feet and tore off through the woods, following the pack's scent. Several times I strayed from the scented path because certain areas weren't meant for a human to trudge through. Twigs and shrubs slashed across my skin, fragile leaves disintegrating under each footfall. Anything that stood in my way, I went around. I cut a trail so fast that my eyes couldn't keep track of the trees, branches, and shadows swallowed up by my peripheral vision.
Something took my legs out from underneath me. My body thudded onto the ground, missing a jagged rock by inches. A dull ache worked its way into my left thigh. I rolled to see what had hit me. Matt stood over my head, still in wolf form. His eyes went wide, followed by a whimpering apology.
Twigs and undergrowth crackled as dark masses took the shape of humanoid figures. Seth and Vaughn stepped out of the shadows in the buff. That was too much for my female eyes. With plenty of exercise and a high metabolism, most werewolves had either lean bodies or muscular ones. Both men looked fitter than I'd imagined. Seth had a few strands of black chest hair to go with his beard and ... generous masculine features. A few muscles in just the right places added to his pale yet amiable physique. On the other hand, Vaughn had no chest hair, more muscles, and ... and ... Well, his endowments made me blush. His chocolate skin glistening in the quarter moonlight didn't help.
Matt licked my face, his equivalent to dousing me in a cold shower. Great. Why did he have to notice my noticing? Vaughn offered me a hand without saying a word.
"What happened?” Seth asked, giving me the once-over.
"Danielle's s-s-shooter is dead,” I chattered. Cold air sliced into my skin and made my shivering ten times worse. “H-h-he's ... by the gorge. I-I-I mean on top of the gorge. He's dead."
Vaughn reached for my sweater and began unzipping it. “You need to get out of those wet clothes."
"I can do it,” I said, sloppily pushing his hands away. My trembling fingers had the grip of a junkie going through detox.
Seth knocked my hands away and said, “You'll die of hypothermia by the time you get that off. Vaughn, take anyone who's changed back to that gorge. I want that hunter's body found before someone reports him missing."
Vaughn sprinted back through the woods. Seth, Matt, and I followed. We jogged another ten or fifteen minutes before breaking through the backyard copse. Several wolves thudded towards us, bouncing around and yipping, all happy to see me. The monstrous den loomed in front of us and made the yard go on forever. Fatigue settled in my bones as wolves wagged their tails and rubbed their fur against my thighs, throwing off my weak balance. Seth kept going. I stopped and bent over with my hands on my knees. Hot tongues licked around my face and bare stomach. My body quaked from head to toe, demanding a moment's rest before going on.
"What are you stopping for?” Seth asked.
"Tired. Just give me minutes,” I said slurring my speech. My sentence formation wasn't that good either.
Seth stormed across the lawn, grabbed me by the hand, and dragged me the rest of the way. “You need to get inside. Hypothermia is setting in."
"Oh."
When we got inside, Seth left me sitting in the lounge in front of a huge fireplace while he hurried to another part of the house.
I didn't care.
The only thing that mattered was what had happened tonight. My worst fears came so true that they slapped me in the face and I felt more than just the hurt. Dane couldn't turn a blind eye to this. His savage dog ripped apart one of the human hunters. Blood may have saturated the air, but I knew Decker's scent when I smelled it.


 
Chapter 29
My throbbing hand and shivering body forced my eyelids to peel open. Heated, black fur blinded me from my surroundings. I whiffed, wrinkling my nose. Matt cuddled close in his canine form and I lay egg-rolled in a cream colored chenille blanket. I snuggled into Matt's black silken fur, pushing my nose further into his side to warm my face. I moaned and smiled, relieved with my mind at peace. It wasn't be the first time I'd lain with him in wolf form. Naked, that is.
A huge crackling fire toasted the rest of the room, but something warmer and closer heated the rest of my body. I should have said some things. Warmth snuggled into my back. I lifted my head, looking around, and found dark brown fur at my back, a body curving around my backside. Propping myself on my elbows, I scanned the rest of the room. Eight other bodies crowded around us, some near my head and others by my feet. I had become the center of attention in a sea of sleeping, multicolored fur.
Now this was cool.
Aiyana's scent touched my nose. I tracked her to the sleeping black wolf whose head nestled next to Stephan's, the dark brown wolf huddling at my back. A smile crested my lips. They looked absolutely cute together. The rest of her furred body contoured my thighs and calves. Following Stephan's body, a blond wolf rested at my head. By the scent, I knew it was Adam. His blond furry body curved a tad, as if in an attempt to act like a pillow.
Panning around the lounge again, I noticed Seth lying on the sofa with Isabella asleep on top of him, both in human form. He wore a pair of black silk pajama bottoms while she had settled for a light blue lace teddy with matching bikini underwear. Thank goodness they wore clothes.
I took in the rest of the room. It was as grand as all the others and left me equally astounded. A cathedral ceiling and mustard-colored walls boxed the room. A large oil painting of Seth and Isabella hung over the massive fireplace. He sat in a straight back chair while she stood behind him smiling, her hands resting on his shoulders. Seth was a dispassionate model if I ever saw one. Other pictures adorned the walls: the pack members caught in action poses or simply posing. Underneath us, a beige mohair rug covered the hardwood floor where I recalled a glass oval coffee table once sat. Opposite Seth and Isabella's couch was a matching dark chocolate leather couch where Bryce laid, an arm covering his face and a light snore raising and lowering his chest. A bar jutted out from the wall a few feet behind him, where two half-filled glasses of scotch sat on coasters. Three windows about nine feet high had beige curtains drawn tight over them. A set of French doors stood opposite the windows and another set opposite the fireplace.
"You fell asleep,” Seth said in a deep relaxed tone. His eyes opened. “People die of hypothermia when they fall asleep. Isabella and I undressed you, dried you off, and wrapped you in the blanket."
I wanted to die. Being naked didn't bother me. Having perfect strangers undress me was another question. Couldn't they have just—I don't know—wrapped me in the blanket?
"When did everyone show up?” I asked, fingers clutching the fibers from underneath.
Seth tightened his hands around Isabella's waist and added, “After we mingled with you to get you warm."
Gross! I tried so hard not to gag at that thought. Seth spooned behind my naked body? Nasty.
"What time is it?” I asked.
"About one-thirty in the morning.” Pausing, he stared a moment longer. “You're still shivering. Go back to sleep."
Matt's head lifted. He licked my shoulder, inching his muzzle closer to my face. I giggled. He clutched the blanket between his sharp canines, whining and tugging at the rim.
"It's better to get warm his way,” Isabella yawned
Her heavy eyelids parted. Smiling, she stretched the length of her body and let out another yawn. I had had no idea she was awake and listening to our conversation. Flipping her black tufts behind her shoulder, she rose from the sofa, exposing the front of her light blue teddy and D-size breasts. She knelt in front of me and touched the edge of my blanket.
"Relax,” she said. “I know you're not used to this, but trust me."
My quivering body jolted a few notches. Gulping, I nodded once. I knew Isabella didn't want to hurt me, because she had had plenty of opportunity for that earlier. Her motherly smile persuaded me to shed my guards and let my dignity melt away.
Locking her smile in place, she began peeling back the blanket. With her mind on business, she didn't seem to notice that my nipples had perked from the slight chill in the air. Isabella gestured me towards my husband. I knew what to do because I had done it so many times in the past.
Holding him like a body-length pillow, I lay one side of my limbs on top and huddled into his opulent body heat. Sleeping next to him in wolf form was like sleeping with a fur coat heating pad. Being nude made it all the more. Sighing, I burrowed my nose in the nape of his neck, planting kisses throughout his lavish fur.
Stephan's dark brown head lifted. Isabella peeled back more of the blanket, pulling it out from underneath me and exposing the rest of my naked body.
Oh boy. I hoped she hadn't picked up on that slight tingle in my crotch. If I blushed, again, Isabella didn't pay it any mind.
She gestured for Stephan to scoot closer; he practically leaped at the opportunity. My heart thudded too fast to count the beats. He nudged my hip with his nose. Then a quick flick of the tongue followed. A giggle slipped out of my mouth before I could catch it. Aiyana nestled closer and assumed her original position, protecting my thighs and calves. Adam also scooted closer to my head and shoulders.
Before I knew it, I was huddled in a living, breathing mink blanket. Everyone wanted to keep me warm. It was as though they had sensed my cold spots and plugged them with their warmth. Cuddling in a bed of fur and sharing body heat—a girl could get used to this.
Whatever the wolves couldn't cover, Isabella tucked the chenille blanket around. Evan, dark brown, too, though a shade lighter than Stephan, made his approach. He eased his muzzle into my face and licked me on the nose. I giggled, nudging him away. His tongue flecked out again and caught my palm.
"Evan, she's already taken,” Isabella laughed. She pushed his snout away from me and began combing her fingers through my hair. “How do you feel?"
I closed my eyes. “Everything Stephan said about mingling after a run was true. I'm in heaven."
...and blossoming.
* * * *
I woke in Matt's arms, my body lying against his bare chest. Isabella lay tucked close to my back with Stephan spooning her from behind. Everyone was in human form. Someone had dressed me in a turquoise oversized T-shirt that rode up my side and exposed a pair of white panties. Matt pressed his face against the side of my head. Grinning, I angled my head up and kissed his succulent lips. His eyes snapped open.
"You are so gorgeous.” Matt moved a lock of my textured hair behind my ear.
"My husband's not half bad either,” I mumbled, leaning in for another kiss.
"How's your hand?” He took it in his and kissed the back of the bandages. Then he slid his cheek across the back and began caressing it. “Damn, Alexa. It would have killed me if anything happened to you."
"How did I get here?"
"After you went to sleep, we slept a little while longer with you. When you stopped shivering, we changed back. Everyone still wanted to keep you warm, but I brought you up here. Thought you'd find waking up with a bunch of naked people a little disconcerting. Anyway, Isabella shooed everyone off while she and Stephan helped me tuck you in. They stayed a little bit ... but I guess we all sort of fell asleep around you anyway."
"Danielle.” Bits and pieces came back to me. “Something happened to her."
"She's fine,” Isabella said. Then she sat up with her arms resting on either side of my thighs. “Thanks to you, we got her back here in one piece, and her shoulder will be fine. I doubt you'd remember, but her parents called to thank you."
"How are you feeling?” Stephan yawned, stretching his full length before sitting up.
"Exhausted,” I replied. “But I'll be okay."
"Maybe you shouldn't push it.” Stephan kissed me. His emerald green eyes shimmered as he pulled back.
"I still have a job. One where I have to do some work in order to get paid."
"I called in sick for you,” Matt said. “After last night, you of all people need the sleep. You should stay in bed for the rest of the day. Maybe call in sick tomorrow, too.” His hungry eyes looked me over.
A smirk curled my lips. “I plan on leaving bed sooner than that."
What I really needed were answers for last night's disaster. With Decker's scent loitering around the gorge, it would be a matter of time before the pack found out about him. Why he had attacked those hunters and how long they had been out there was the bigger mystery. I'd bet my next book earnings that Dane had left a dozen messages on my cell phone trying to get some answers of his own. Why would he send his minions this close to the den and bring demented Decker along for the ride?
"We should leave before these two get into a lover's spat.” Isabella leaned closer, planting a kiss on my forehead. “Get some rest, little one. I'll be back to check on you later."
Stephan kissed me too. He smirked at Matt before backing off the bed. Isabella held the bedroom door open for one last look, then closed it behind them.
"I don't care what you say,” Matt said, “you're staying in bed."
"Please. I'm not in the mood to argue with you. I've got enough of a headache as it is."
"Thanks for proving my point.” He pulled my head close to his for another death-defying kiss that filled my mouth. Pulling away, he said, “You scared the hell out of me, you know that?"
"So you've said. You need to stop treating me like a baby."
"As your mother would say, ‘you are my baby.’”
I rolled my eyes.
"Who's Decker?” he asked.
Where the heck did that come from? He whipped it out so fast that I didn't have the time to make up a proper lie. Oops. Did I say that? Leave it to the lawyer in him to get me with a “trap you on the stand” sort of question. I kept my smile intact despite the red alert screaming in my head.
"Why do you ask?” Stall. If nothing else, stall and think of something to keep him at bay.
"You kept mumbling the name in your sleep. Who is he?” Matt didn't seem the least bit perturbed.
"He's someone I knew from work a long time ago. His life changed drastically and he left. Never came back. I've spent the last few days thinking about how lives can change at a moment's notice and how we'd cope.” Damn. That came out better than I thought. Of course, it was partly true, considering the number of people in my life who had died over the past year.
"Hon, things can't get any worse than they were before. I don't know what happened in this Decker guy's life that could be so bad, but it won't happen to us. The only thing we need to worry about right now is me taking Stephan up on his offer and you deciding what you want to do about your job."
"Matt—"
He held a hand up to stop me. “I'm not telling you what to do. All I'm asking is that you think about it. If you pass your real estate exam, then you're on the road to having all the freedom you could ever want."
"You've already made your mind up about Stephan's offer, haven't you?” I shook my head and smiled. “Good lord. Last night we get officially adopted into the pack and now you're going fast forward into becoming their legal consultant and starting your own practice. Lover, you've thrown caution to the wind, you know that?"
He cupped my face in his hands. Overjoyed, he asked, “And what's wrong with that? We've waited a long time for something like this. A pack who loves not just me, but you, too. These guys are ready to be a second family to our children. They'll have aunts and uncles and cousins. Just like the kids from the cookout. I can't think of any other way I'd rather spend my life other than being with you."
I didn't answer him. Instead, I took his face into my hands and crowned him with luxurious kisses.
Yes, honey, I've wanted this too.
* * * *
Matt left that afternoon so I could get some sleep while he and Stephan attended to matters concerning the spa. With most of the pack gone to work, sporadic voices wailed throughout the house. Seth and Isabella had promised Matt they would look after me, but this was one promise I'd help them break.
Taking a chance, I called Dane's hotel room. No one answered. Instead of leaving a message, I decided to leave him something of a more personal nature.
I threw on a pair of beige carpenter pants and a white shirt before slipping out of the bedroom. Taking the Land Rover came to mind, but plowing through the gate would leave a bad impression on our hosts. If I found the main road, I could call a taxi from a convenience store, pick up the other car at home, and drive down to Dane's hotel. So with a plan in mind, I slipped out the back door and headed for the copse.
A tiny giggle caught my attention. Quentin scampered across the lawn and ducked behind a tree. His curly head peeked out before pulling it back. He thought I was playing a game. Great. Leave it to a little kid to spoil the plan. Playing along, I hid behind one of the bushes separating the backyard from the woods. Quentin crept from his hiding place and ran straight towards the bush. Just as he rounded the corner, I grabbed him.
"Gotcha,” I yelled.
His laughs turned to shrieks as I tickled him to the ground. Those hilarious giggles had me longing for kids of my own. His tiny dimples made me smile until my face cramped. He rolled into a ball, trying to get away from me. Like my parents did to us kids, I put my mouth up to his stomach and blew hard, making awful farting noises as the wind escaped around the edges of my lips. I couldn't believe how soft and delicate his skin was. Quentin laughed even harder as he twisted out of my grip. I pulled his striped shirt down, righted him on his feet, and dusted off his baggy pants.
"I hide now,” he whispered, smiling. “You find me."
"Okay,” I laughed.
"No peeking.” He took my hands and laid them over my eyes.
"I'll count to ten, so you find a good place. Okay? One ... two ... three..."
When I heard his footsteps shuffling towards the den, I stopped counting and peeked around the corner. He opened the back door and went inside. With that delay over, I shot through the woods.
Dry, crinkled foliage crackled underneath my feet as I made tracks. I leapt over anything that stood in my way until I came across the gorge again. Images of last night flashed into my head. The blood, torn skin, the shock on the hunter's face. Or what was left of it. I closed my eyes, battening down the eyelids and forcing those horrific pictures from my mind. Sliding down the side, I splashed through the water to the other side and climbed to the top. Some of the dark burgundy blood lay dried on the ground. The metallic smell was still on the air, along with a hint of Decker's scent. Putting it passed me I continued jogging through the woods.
Someone tackled me to the ground. Pain shot through my head, twinkling stars in my vision. Large lips smacked a kiss on my mouth. I swung my elbow up and clobbered the person on top of me. My funny bone tingled down to my fingertips, but my anger doused any laughter.
"Man, you hit hard,” Riley said, holding his hand over his eye.
"Riley?! You son of—” I started wailing on him like a crazy woman. Of all the people to run into, this maniac was the one I got. Just call me cat scratch fever, because I slapped and clawed him in feverish animosity.
Riley snagged my wrists and forced them above my head. In one move, he straddled my waist and leaned in.
"How about a real kiss, Angel? For old time's sake.” He puckered his lips, closed his eyes, and dipped closer for a smooch.
"Kiss me and you'll be missing lips when you pull back."
Not waiting for his response, I raised my pelvis, tipping him forward. With him off balance, he let go of my wrists to keep from falling on his face. I thanked him with a right cross. When Riley fell off, I pounced, wrapping him in a headlock.. He slapped at my arms, gasping for air, blood flushing his cheeks. The thought of breaking his neck came to mind, but that would put me on Dane's extremely bad side. The last person who got on that side of him was still missing.
"Nice move, Angel.” Fisk's broad body blocked out the sunlight as he leaned to offer me a hand.
Mouth agape, I stared longer than I should have. Loosening my hold on Riley, I asked, “Is the whole damn Club here?"
The cocky SOB coughed several times while staggering to his knees. He grabbed my bandaged hand. “What happened?"
"None of your business,” I said, jerking it away. “Where's Dane? I've been calling the hotel and no one's picking up. I've even tried his cell phone."
"He probably went out for lunch or something,” Fisk answered. “We're on watch. In fact, Riley heard someone coming and thought you were a wolf going for a midday run. He wanted a closer look so..."
"Well, I'm not, and your shift just ended. So get the hell out of here.” I continued in the same direction I had been headed before Riley jumped me.
He darted in front of me and blocked my path. “Hold on a minute, Angel. You can't pull rank. Dane wanted us watching these woods for two contract hits and we're not budging.” He moved a little closer, eyes moving up and down my body. “That is ... unless you give me a reason to budge."
Fisk slid his hand in between us, forcing the rest of his body to follow. He ignored the growl reverberating from Riley. “What are you doing out here anyway? I heard you fell in love with your pack, and now you're running away from them? That doesn't make sense."
"It's a long story and I'm not running away from them. I need to talk to Dane about last night."
"What about it?"
"Decker killed someone. A human.” Their stunned visages forced several thoughts to mind, so I threw one out there. “The hunter shot the wrong wolf, thinking she was Adam, didn't he? Dane sent those lousy-ass hunters to keep watch and they messed up. Mistakes like that can't happen. Hell, I don't even want you guys taking shots at Adam."
"Whoa,” Riley said. “This man. Did he have on a blue baseball cap and two other guys with him? Skinny dude that looks like a turkey and another rounded guy who needs a dose of Rogaine?"
I almost smiled at Riley's perfect descriptions. Almost. “Yes, but what does it matter? Decker killed a human. Heck, the freakin hunter was on our side!"
"Shit,” Fisk cursed, slamming his fist against a nearby tree. “It matters because he shouldn't have been anywhere near here. His job was to stay put at the hotel while the rest of us went to find out where that Du Bois guy lived."
Riley gripped my upper arm and said, “Come on. We need to get out of here before someone spots the three of us together."
I yanked away from him. “I'm not going anywhere with you. Just tell Dane if he doesn't lay off, I'm turning pack's evidence against him. I love you guys, but I won't sacrifice my family for your hunter's pride."
"I'm not leaving you here,” Riley said. “If you want to talk to Dane, then come with us."
"You don't need me. Just give Dane the message."
"We can, but he'll want to confirm the 411. You know how he is on double-checking before things get out of hand."
"They're already out of hand.” I started back towards the house.
Riley grabbed my arm and whirled me around. His fist drew back before there was anything I could do about it.


 
Chapter 30
Opening my eyes, I found myself staring at yet another ceiling. For once in my life, I would have liked to be conscious enough to know how I got there. My left cheek throbbed. I blinked several times, focusing on the blurred, ivory-swirled ceiling. Dane's fuzzy head eased into view, giving me something closer to focus on while regaining my vision's crystal clarity. He sat next to me, dabbing a cool cloth at the lump on my face.
"If you want to hit Riley, I'll hold him for you,” he said. When I moved to sit up, he put a hand on my shoulder, forcing me back down. “Would you do me a favor and stay still for once? Just take a time out."
"Those bastards kidnapped me,” I groaned.
"Wrong. Riley kidnapped you. Fisk went along because he didn't have a choice.” Dane lifted my newly bandaged hand. “You want to tell me what happened?"
"I'd say ask one of those jackasses you stationed on Georgia Pack property, but Decker killed one of them ... that I know of."
He sighed. “I brought those three on board when I reopened our doors. They had enough time in the field to know how to handle themselves."
"Well, one of your recruits went juvenile because he let his zipper get in the way of his job."
"I know. I talked to Decker about last night after speaking with Riley. He told me Jack made a pass at you and it ticked him off. The orders were for no one to engage our hits if a human were present. They didn't know what you looked liked and I didn't know you'd be there. Ralph, the older guy, was in charge. He followed orders, but Jack didn't. He wanted a closer look at the pack and when he saw the blond wolf, he chased you guys, thinking it was Russo."
"He shot the wrong wolf."
"And he paid for it with his life."
"No, he didn't,” I snapped. “The only thing he paid for was making a pass at me. No one paid for shooting Danielle. And as long as we're on the subject of payback, who's going to pay for the screw-up that killed that your bonehead hunter?"
"I don't have a cell to put Decker in, so I've put Scott in charge of keeping an eye on him. When this mess is over, he'll return home with us and we'll start his training all over again."
I shook my head in disbelief. “What's wrong with you? You're not this sloppy. What kind of hold does Decker have on you that you're letting him push your buttons like this?"
Dane rose to his feet and sauntered to the window. Keeping his back to me, he gazed out into the night sky. “Maybe you didn't hear me before. I told you a few days ago that I can't stand to lose even one of you, Angel. I meant it. When I found out some bastard rogue had broken into your room at the hotel ... I can't begin to tell you what went through my mind. A real leader wouldn't have let anything bad happen to you."
"Nothing bad would've happened,” I replied, though not feeling that convinced. “That was the reason why you, Dad, and Uncle Graham trained me. So that you wouldn't have to watch over me twenty-four-seven."
"But a real leader wouldn't have had so many deaths in a short period of time either."
I knew Dane had issues, but in the back of my mind, I wondered when he'd started blaming himself for Alan, Jocelyn, Chris, Pulaski, and all the others that died in less than a year. As far as I was concerned, this was nothing more than a wake-up call and a fluke that would never happen again because we'd be on guard next time. So why didn't Dane see that? That rationale was the only thing that got me through the last eight months. Whether I believed it or not, I planned to put it into practice.
He sighed and leaned against the sill. “I've always been a leader, but Decker's never seen me as a real Alpha. He didn't understand what that meant as a human. As a werewolf, he does, and he expects something more. With everything going on, I haven't spent enough time conditioning him to obey me. Without the discipline, he's one step away from going rogue. Every time he looks at me, there's this deranged look in his eyes, like he's pushing me to prove that I'm fit for the Alpha position."
You are, you jackass. All you need to do is claim the title. But I couldn't tell him that. If Dane wasn't ready for the promotion, then it wasn't my place to tell him to take it.
"This trip is the quickest way to earn his loyalty,” he continued. “Otherwise I'll have to kill him for dissent. I can't stand to see another person die under my watch when I should've been watching them better. Riley would do it for me if I asked, but what kind of leader would I be if I couldn't do it myself? Believe it or not, Angel, I don't want to hurt anyone in your pack. Not if it means hurting you too."
Swinging my feet over the edge of the bed, I stood up and approached him, maintaining a soft voice. “You're doing this to prove yourself to some mindless idiot who found his courage at the ass end of a werewolf bite. He's manipulating you like a mound of clay, Dane. You're stronger than this—everyone knows it. Do something about Decker so the rest of the living can go on living."
"We can't back away now,” he said, walking passed me. He slumped on the edge of the bed, fingers lightly touching each other. “I may not want to hurt your people, but I can't ignore the fact you're sleeping a few doors down from murderers. I can't blindly hand you over to them knowing that you could be in danger. Enough people have died over this. From here on out, I'm setting my sights on the guilty. And your newfound pack has two of them."
"They wouldn't hurt me, Dane—you weren't in that house last night. They bandaged my hand, kept me from freezing to death. I mingled with the pack. I may be the omega, but they were ready to kill to protect me from your hunters. What makes you think they don't care?"
"Because you're riding your husband's back."
My eyes narrowed. Why did he have to go there? I got that much from Seth last night, so I sure as hell did not need to hear it coming from him.
But as true as his words were, that didn't make them any easier to hear. Saving Danielle may have gained me respect, but I'd never be an equal. When it came down to business, physical strength had the final say, just as it always had. Better than human but not good enough to be a werewolf. Perhaps bigoted Parry had a point.
Dane continued, “Unlike them, we know who you are. That's why I trust you to watch over your den. If they had any inclination about your skills in the field, they would have taken notice and give you a rank by your mate's side. If Seth considers you the omega, then you've already heard this conversation and figured the rest out on your own."
A knock came to the bedroom door before I could respond. Riley stuck his head inside. A strand of long hair flopped in front of his solemn face.
"Something's stirring in the den,” he said. “Our lookout thinks they're planning another search for Angel. Now is the time if you want to go after this Russo guy."
Dane stood. “Then we're leaving. I don't want anyone going after him until the rest of us get there. It's going to be hard enough grabbing him with his entire pack in the woods."
"I'm coming, too,” I said.
Riley closed the distance and looked at Dane. “You can't be serious about her coming, too. I love Angel, but I don't trust her. She'll give us away, because she's got pack on the brain."
"Fuck you, Riley.” I faced our leader. “I'm coming with you. One of your stupid hunters got out of hand before and shot the wrong person. I need to make sure it doesn't happen again."
Dane shook his head. “Not this time, Angel. Riley's right. You'll compromise our position.” He leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead. “I'm sorry."
A thud from the other room shook the walls and made us flinch.
Decker stormed into the bedroom and slammed Riley against the wall before stomping across the room with his eyes dead set on me. Clenching his jaw into a growl, Dane yanked me behind him as he backed away from the terror raging inside the room. He opened his mouth to say something, but Decker shoved him so hard that it sent him flying across the bed.
Great. Both of my self-appointed bodyguards were on the floor gathering their senses, leaving me to the whim of a madman. Can you tell how much I enjoyed these odds?
I stood with my heart pounding in my throat. Decker looked me up and down. Without warning, he grabbed my wrists and tackled me to the floor. Using his powerful legs, he forced mine open, spreading them while he laid his groin against me. I screamed every obscenity I could think of, even spat in his vehement face. My legs kicked, ankles jabbing at the backs of his legs and thighs. He held my hands above my head with one hand and used the other to grab his fly. The zipper whirred and his manhood sprung out like a diving board.
I stopped struggling.
He glared at me before plunging his mouth into mine, tongue slicking across my cemented lips.
My knee came up, and hammered his crotch. His eyes widened so that I thought they might roll out of his skull. Decker dug into my wrists and his face flushed red, veins popping up on along his temples and neck. He struggled for a breath that wouldn't come. To make my point clear, I rammed my knee upwards again. His eyes closed and his head slumped down on my chest. Deep, hot breath steamed up my shirt. Decker wrapped his hands around my throat and squeezed.
He didn't get far.
Riley snagged him in a headlock and yanked him off me. He and Dane threw Decker against a nearby wall and pounced on his back. A primal scream bolted from Decker's lungs. Riley slugged him into unconsciousness until blood splatters dotted the carpet. He drew Decker's arms behind his back. Scott hurried into the room with a bloody nose, carrying bindings.
"You all right?” Dane asked, helping me up off the floor.
"I'm fine,” I said, bitterly. “What the hell are you teaching that maniac?"
"He's five times the man he was, Angel,” Riley said, busy holding him down. “That includes his sexual appetite. Smelling like a barbecue rib doesn't help, either."
"Ignore that idiot,” Dane seethed. “You're the only female werewolf he knows, and you have an unnatural scent at that."
"Just call me Ms. Milk Bone."
"Well, if it's any consolation, Decker would have raped you first, then eaten you. I'm surprised it took him this long to smell you in the room."
"It didn't,” Scott panted while tying the last knot. “He picked up her scent from the moment these guys brought her back. He's been playing possum."
I turned to Dane. “I'm not staying. You can't keep me tied up next to that nut with Scott acting as the only buffer. The two of you could barely contain him."
"Then what are we suppose to do with you?” Dane asked. “You're not leaving here to go tell your pack about us. And don't deny it. You made that much clear when we met up for lunch."
"Then take me with you. How can I alert them in time if you guys are constantly watching me?"
Not saying another word, they left the room and took a limp Decker with them.


 
Chapter 31
Scott had double baby-sitting duty tonight and didn't seem the least bit bothered about it. During the last hour, he ordered up dinner and we sat on the couch watching TV. He did most of the eating because I was too busy plotting. My escape, that is. Scott left me alone once to use the bathroom, but even then he kept the door open while he asked me questions. He knew I would call the den and warn them about the Hunting Club the moment I slipped from his sight. Whenever he checked on Decker in the other bedroom, he made me stand in the doorway while he ran his fingers over the tight bindings. With the strong sedative that Dane had given him, he would spend the rest of the night on his back. Everyone agreed that I should be able to defend myself in case Decker got away again, so Dane decided to shoot him up with three times the normal Thorazine dosage to be sure.
Minutes ticked away on the clock. The Club would be in position by now, waiting for the right moment. I bet the pack had caught wind of my scent and tracked it back to the woods where I met up with Riley and Fisk. They would note Riley's scent, so Dane would use him as bait to break up the pack while the rest of the Club scanned for Adam's whereabouts. I knew the ruse all too well. We had used things like that to keep the rogues distracted while we picked them off one by one. Because the Georgia Pack was the largest stumbling block they had ever come across and only two contracts were on the list, Dane would scan first. Divide and conquer the moment they get the chance.
Not waiting any longer, I left the couch and headed to the bedroom. Scott followed me a few steps behind. Spotting his whereabouts from the corner of my eye, I rushed inside and slammed the door shut. After triggering the lock in place and ramming the desk chair under the knob, I scanned the room. Scott rapped his knuckles on the door.
"Come on, Angel,” he said, putting on a smooth voice. “Play fair and open the door."
"I am playing fair,” I yelled. I liked Scott and hated getting him into trouble, but I loved my pack brothers too.
The window caught my eye as Scott's knocking grew louder. I tried sliding the window back, but it wouldn't budge. Checking the sill, I noticed small metal brackets screwed into the window tracks from the outside. Hotel management probably didn't want people jumping three stories to their death. Not a bad assessment, considering I planned to do the same. Minus the dying part.
I gripped the raised edge and used everything I had to slide it open. Sweat trickled down my back. Tension tightened the muscles in my arms and shoulders. A pop from the window tracks. Scott's constant banging forced me to apply more pressure on the window. Adrenaline pumped into my bloodstream by the bucket load.
Then, the door went quiet. I stopped pulling and listened. The doorknob twisted back and forth, metal clicking inside the golden knob.
Throwing my hands back on the window, I got on the other side and pushed like a madwoman scrambling for her life. Scott was picking the lock and could have it open at any moment.
The second metal bracket popped off and the window slid back, smacking against the wall. Cold air rushed into the room.
Another click from the door forced me to look back. Scott had the door open, but the chair stopped him from gaining complete access. He peeped through the small crack.
"What the hell are you doing?” he screamed, about to explode into hysterics. “Don't do it, Angel! We can talk about this. Just don't jump!"
Did I listen? No.
I hoisted myself onto the windowsill and sat, dangling my feet over the side of the building. My heart pounded, threatening to explode out of my chest. I'd never jumped three stories before. Two was my max because I never had the guts to try one more. Shit, was I scared. Suppose I broke my back? Was my pack worth this much? Oh man, was I scared. The bushes loomed below, but they would only slow my fall right before the ground smashed me into tiny pieces.
Scott shoved his way into the room, sending the chair crashing into the opposite wall.
Green light. I leapt three stories down.
My feet struck the grassy area, shock waves riding up both legs and into my hips, the rest of me smacking hard onto the ground. I lay there for a moment while pain corkscrewed its way through my bones and joints, sending tiny points of light into my vision. Had I hit my head on something? As I blinked wildly, the stars came into focus and I realized I was on my back.
A shout. Someone was shouting at me.
Following the voice, I noticed Scott hanging out the window from three stories up. He must have tried to grab me at the last second. His frantic eyes settled on mine. Without warning, he jerked inside the building.
The pain riding my body couldn't fizzle away fast enough. Struggling and grasping, taking hold of the bushes and the side of the brick building, I tried standing.
Bushes? Good thing I missed those.
Lightening bolt pain zipped through my right foot and ankle, the kind so fierce that it cutoff your breath and made screaming impossible. Almost unable to bear weight, I clenched my jaw and dragged my bruised and battered body around to the front of the hotel. Muscles and joints ached, torturing the rest of my sweaty body. If I hadn't known before what it meant to give my life for my pack, I knew now.
A taxi waited in the passenger drop-off area. I limped to the back door and settled in. Down the long hallway, I saw Scott hauling ass towards the sliding glass door. After giving the driver my address, I promised him an extra ten bucks if he got me there in record time. Not saying a word, he skidded out of the driveway.
* * * *
When I got home, I gathered up my crossbow and my vest. I thought about calling the den, but the situation still had a chance at being contained. If I called them, they would have too many questions that would accomplish nothing except wasted time. I grabbed a bag of frozen mixed vegetables, duck-taped it to my ankle, and limped out the door.
Few cars travel down the road where the den sat, so I pulled the Mirage off to the side and parked it so close to the woods that nobody would see it unless they got out of their car. After putting on my gear on, I limped into the woods fully loaded and waiting for anything. Finding Adam or the Hunting Club would be impossible, so I headed towards the den on foot. Eventually they had to come home, so this was the best place to wait for Adam, assuming the Hunting Club didn't catch him first. Besides, my swollen ankle pretty much capped off any running for one night.
While I was waiting behind the copse in the far corner, several people exited the den. Seth, Adam, Jared, and Stephan were standing around and talking to each other about forming another search party when the others came back. They had no idea they were sitting ducks out there. With the last screw-up freshly documented in my brain, I couldn't trust the Club to get it right this time. Hell, I didn't want them getting anything at all.
The bushes rustled on the opposite side. I had a direct line into them, but those guys didn't. The edge of what looked like a rifle poked less than an inch out the other side. Someone had set them up in their sights. My eyes tried sifting through the copse to see who it was and how many, but they were too well hidden. Mentally, I tried pulling out bits and pieces from memory and matching it up to whoever sat in wait. It didn't work. I reacted, letting instinct take complete control of me.
Charging out of my hiding place, I went straight for the guys. Keeping my crossbow trained on the bush in my left hand, I extended my right hand in front of me. I dove, pushing Seth out of the way and pulling the trigger on the crossbow at the same time. A bullet tore across the yard and cracked a piece of stone at the corner of the house. If someone thought Seth was a target, then the others would dive to protect him. Adam, Jared, and Stephan dove to the ground on top of us.
I kicked away from of the pile and catapulted onto my feet. A sharp pain shot through my ankle. Ignoring it, I limped towards the copse. By the time I made it to the assassin's post, I had another arrow aimed and ready to fire.
I burst through the bushes.
No one was there.
My eyes and ears opened up to my surroundings but all they caught were the footfalls pummeling the ground in the distance and blood scenting the air. I wounded the bastard, but not enough to keep him down. Permanently, that is. More footsteps crunched the lawn behind me.
"I want an explanation!” Seth roared.
Now was the time for being practical, so to hell with pack protocol. I whirled around and faced off. The others circled us, sniffing for evidence of anything left behind. I stood my ground and glared at Seth. Challenge or not, I had to save lives. If he stood in my way, then someone else had better damn well be prepared to save his.
"I got a scent,” Stephan said, crouched in the direction I had noted earlier.
"Take Adam with you and track him,” Seth ordered.
"No!” I shrieked. “Adam can't go. He's the one they're after."
Everyone's gaze fell on me. Seth locked his black, furious eyes on mine, threatening to skewer me until he got his explanation.
"Look, I don't have time for this,” I said. “You weren't the target, Seth. Adam was. He needs to get out of here before they return. If he or Vaughn go into those woods, they'll die."
"And how exactly do you know all this?” Seth snarled, towering over me.
"Because I spent the last couple of hours kidnapped by those people and held hostage.” It was the truth with a few missing details. Now was not the time for repentance. I locked my glare on Seth, mustering enough acrimony to match his. “If you send them out there, you send them to their graves. Don't tell me you spent all that time getting Adam out of trouble to put him six feet under. And what about Vaughn? Are you ready to tell Colleen and Quentin why their Daddy's dead? Because that's what's going to happen if you send either of them into those woods."
Seth didn't break. More like he wouldn't break. He met my stare head on. Anger flared his nostrils for what I had done to him, but I didn't care. I wanted safety for my pack brothers even if it meant my life.
Stephan came up behind me, putting his hands on my shoulders. He pulled away from Seth, but my eyes wouldn't let go of him so easily. At that point, Jared stepped in between us, forcing me to look away.
"Now that that annoying display of insubordination is over,” Seth seethed, “get the hell out of my house!"


 
Chapter 32
I didn't bother going to the den for my belongings or waiting for Matt to return. I closed my eyes and left, fighting a losing battle with my tears. Hiking the same way I came, I found the car, and drove home. Tears blinded me to the point that I almost had two accidents on the thruway. Who cares? I had lost everything that meant something to me: my surrogate family, a safe place to raise my children. Maybe even my husband, once he found out. I pulled into the driveway and got out. All the energy I had, drained out of me before I could get into the house. I dropped to my knees and started balling all over again.
How could I have been stupid enough to think I could go between the Hunting Club and pack life and not stand a chance at losing both? I betrayed Dane's trust and challenged Seth. I couldn't face Matt, Aiyana, Stephan, or anyone else's questions. Not right now. I just needed some time alone to sort this thing out. But where could I go?
An old invitation came to mind. Graham.
I took my emergency suitcase from the closet and the rest of my gear. Matt wouldn't stay in the pack even if they offered him the choice. He needed them more than me, so left a note saying as much. This whole thing was my fault and sole responsibility. If I had been straight with him in the first place, this never would have happened. Matt promised me repeatedly that he could handle the truth, but I didn't believe it. The pack shouldn't shun him because of me. All of that and more I put into the note. He didn't need to know where I was going, only that I wanted him to stay with the pack. We would work something out if there was anything left to work out. I placed the note on the breakfast counter and left.
Pain radiated throughout my ankle and toes despite my taut sneaker securing everything in place. Unlacing it might crumble my ankle into new agony. Bones ground together, but I didn't notice until I tried pushing down on the gas pedal. Werewolves had a higher threshold for pain, albeit not without limits. It wasn't like I could go to the hospital and have it x-rayed or something. Cruise control pretty much saved my tender foot on the long drive to Charleston.
But that wasn't the only pain I endured. I had my flashbacks to tonight's debacle as a constant reminder.
* * * *
Graham lived in a double wide trailer with access to a small lake about a hundred feet away from the front side door. While my aunt was alive, they had built a small dock so that they could go fishing on the lake or take a quiet boat ride during the evenings. Trees shaded the entire backside of the house. On the other side, Graham tended to his small flower garden. His favorites were wild flowers until Viva introduced him to lilacs. Because there was so much room in the upscale trailer park, the trailers looked more like randomly placed cabins, nestled along the countryside and surrounding a small lake. Hills and more forestry surrounded the area, giving it a cozy appeal.
All the lights were off in Graham's home, but a motion sensor light sprang to life the moment I pulled up behind his rusted pickup. That rusty dark gray Ford should have met the trash heap more than a decade ago. Graham had a comfortable savings account from my aunt's death and spent most of his life being a penny pincher. He could afford something more modern if he wanted.
The front door opened and he stepped out on the porch mouthing curse words at my car. His shotgun rose alongside his body, aiming at the hood of my car instead of the driver's side door. I guess that was good for my sake, if nothing else. I didn't want to come all this way to get blown to chunks.
Opening the door, I got out, eyes glued to the tip of his shotgun. The barrel faltered a moment before lowering. Graham's puzzled, wrinkled face stared at me.
I looked him up and down, wondering how long he had been wearing that awful Civil War nightgown with the blue horizontal stripes. Perhaps Aunt June's death had affected him more than our family thought. Then again, it could have been his “lowlife piece of shit” of a son, Uncle Sammy. We disowned him the day he broke into a convenience store and shot the clerk for a bag of pretzels and a six-pack. Needless to say, life hadn't been kind to Uncle Graham.
"Lex?” Graham said. “What are you doing here?” His voice cracked and a haggard cough tore through his chest. No wonder Dane had kept the Atlanta trip from him; otherwise he would have insisted that he could carry his own weight between hacks.
"How long have you been sick?” I asked, pulling my suitcase and gear out of the passenger's seat.
When his uncontrolled coughing stopped wreaking havoc, he replied, “Answer my question first. Since it is my house and all.” A teasing smile splayed his face.
I couldn't return his ribbing even if I tried. Tears leaked out of my eyes before I could stop them. “My pack threw me out because I challenged their Alpha tonight. I betrayed Dane because I told them about the contracts on Adam and Vaughn.” My hip bumped the door closed and I slumped against the car. “I don't have anywhere else to go, so I came here. I can't go home and I can't face Dane. Can I face you?"
A clog in my throat threatened to strangle me. It didn't make sense to move one more inch if Graham turned his back on me too.
He waved me up. “You could never do enough wrong to make me turn you away. Come inside, child. Come in.” He coughed another one of those uncontrollable, lung-scraping coughs.
I limped up the stairs and dropped my suitcase on the porch beside him. He didn't have his cane, so I let him lean on me. Of course, I held the gun.
We stayed up for hours talking about tonight's events between cups of Darjeeling tea—nasty by the way. Leaving nothing to chance, I blurted out everything, throwing my entire soul at Uncle Graham's feet. Truth worked best in the end. Too bad I lacked the sense to realize that in the beginning. Graham suggested that I leave the past to the past and concentrate on tomorrow. So I did just that, knowing damn well this would come back to haunt me again.
When I took my shoe off, the bones scraped together like ill-fitted gears. Awful feeling, really. Since I couldn't take any more unnecessary jarring, Uncle Graham found a pair of scissors for me to cut my sock away. Stabbing pain lit up my swollen, bruised foot. It looked about the size and shape of an eggplant and was bad enough to make both of us worry. I scrounged around in a stash of medical supplies and found an elastic bandage to use for the time being. Graham packed ice in two sandwich bags and suggested I take my chances and get it x-rayed at the hospital.
My jaw almost fell out of my mouth. Was he not there during our last hospital catastrophe?
I finally agreed to see his doctor only if meant going to bed sooner, though his cough said he needed help more than me. I found out the old fool had battled bronchitis for more than a week and his doctor thought that it might turn into pneumonia. Between his hacking and my ankle pain, we went to bed around four in the morning.
* * * *
Crackling honey-cured bacon woke me, my nose whiffing the air. I glanced around the room, recalling the fond childhood memories of this place. It still had the full-size bed backed between the two windows. A dresser with a large mirror and a cedar chest stood against the other wall. After Graham threw Uncle Sammy out, Aunt June had the room redone in light blue wallpaper with tiny roses that looked more like berries. Remembering where I was made me smile. Remembering why triggered the sobs all over again. I wanted Matt by my side, but I couldn't let him give up a pack that fit him like a glove. I wanted them, too, but going back and begging for forgiveness wasn't my style.
Once my tears dried, realization of what I had done to my body hit me hard. Tiny points of pain yanked at the sore muscles in my back and along my hips, thighs, and calves. As I stretched, the lower half of my body wanted to recoil into a fetal position. My injured ankle screamed in agony and my knees joined in the chorus. It took time to maneuver myself into a sitting position, and longer to see if I could stand. My feet touched the floor but nothing happened. When I put the weight on them ... good lord! Pain stabbed through the bottom of my feet and straight into my hips. I bit my bottom lip to keep from crying out. Taking it slow, I shuffled about, practicing how to stand up straight and look somewhat normal before leaving the bedroom.
The trailer had three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a small laundry room off to the side. An open living room made the double wide look larger than it seemed. Graham had a wool couch and matching chair that were more than a decade old. He had done all the reconditioning himself by sewing up the holes and adding padding. The brown recliner my father had bought him six years ago was his favorite piece. In the corner sat a desk with a dusty computer that needed about a half dozen upgrades. On the lake side of the trailer was the kitchen and a small dining area. Graham took most of his meals at the breakfast bar and enjoyed reading under the blanketed sunlight at the table.
Graham danced and swayed from side to side, carrying a pan of bacon to the breakfast bar before dividing the slices onto two plates. Then, he danced his way back to the stove and repeated the whole process again, carrying a pan of fluffy eggs.
Laughter ate away at my sides as I watched his ironing-board butt do a melodic sway to his melodic humming. I thought about turning the radio on and scaring him, but I didn't want to the man to meet his Maker.
He grabbed a cup from the cupboard and poured up a dancing cup of coffee before placing it to the counter. Taking a glass from the same cabinet, he strolled to the refrigerator for the milk. It amazed me that after all these years he hadn't forgotten how much I loved milk. When he finished with the drinks, he retreated to the stove, scooped a stack of pancakes off the griddle and whirled around to face me. He grinned and sat them on the counter.
"I wanted to make sure everything was perfect before I woke you,” he said. “Come. Have a seat and eat your breakfast before it gets cold."
"You didn't have to go through all this trouble,” I said, limping to the breakfast counter.
He waved a hand. “I know you don't eat breakfast, but it's been a while since your last visit. I don't see you often enough, so I want every minute to count."
I had questions on my mind, as I was sure he did too. Why spoil the moment? Because I needed to know.
Before chomping down a piece of bacon, I asked, “Have you spoken to Dane?"
"No.” He sipped his coffee.
"Would you speak to him if he called?” Dumb question, but I learned a long time ago you had to be precise if you wanted clear-cut answers.
"Yes. Unless he comes to harm you, he's still my friend.” Another sip before he sat the mug on the counter. “Why do you think Dane is angry? From what you told me last night, he knew you would warn your pack if you could. You did just that. He won't blame you for being honest."
I rolled my eyes and said, “Honest. That's an understatement. Look, Graham, Dane is only part of the problem. What about Matt and the Georgia Pack? I know you don't like him and hate the life I've chosen, but I wouldn't mind having that life back. They're my friends and I love them. They're like family to me."
"And what if you can't have them back? The Hunting Club will always be here."
"Uncle—"
"Now, hear me out. The Club has been your family since you were eighteen, long before you decided to officially join. Maybe they're not the perfect pack you've always wanted, but they will never stop being there for you, even if you wish it. They see you as their little sister who's trying to find her way in two worlds, neither of which will completely accept her. The Club has people from both worlds who will love you even though you shot one of your own. Dane wants you in the Club for more than just your skills as a hunter. You're dedicated to those who put their trust in you. Dane can't find that level of devotion and diligence from just anyone. When he wished you all the happiness in the world on your wedding day, he meant it. He could care less which world you choose, just as long as you're happy with your choice. That's the greatest gift he could ever give you, Alexa. Why do you think he didn't go along with my plan of putting a contract out on your husband? Above everyone in the Club, including your own crazy screwball of an uncle, Dane is the one who respects you enough to honor your decisions."
"I love my husband and I want to go back to him. Given the choice of being with the Hunting Club or being with the pack, I choose my husband first."
"Sweet Viva told me about the constant moving around you two did during the first two years of marriage. Given the little that you told me about your husband's Pack Alpha, it didn't take long to put the pieces together."
His eyes met mine. He had known all along. I never told anyone about Matt's bigoted Alpha, because I thought they would blame my husband for turning my life upside down.
He nodded and lowered his gaze. “You guys have been on the run because Matt chose you over his pack. You stood by his side through everything. Don't you think your husband would stand by you through this? If you love him so much, then tell him about the Hunting Club. You had every chance and every reason to divorce him when he dragged you around from state to state, while you were running for your lives. He even dragged you across the border into Canada. Through it all, you were there for him. You sell yourself short if you think your husband can't handle this skeleton in your closet."
I didn't know what to say to that, so I said nothing and finished my breakfast in silence.
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I spent the rest of the day thinking about what the wise old fart had said. Maybe he'd found some Native American wisdom in his old age after all. Whether I sat in the house reading from his collection of horror novels or went fishing with him out on the dock, his words stuck to me like glue.
Perhaps I had coddled Matt, but something about my situation seemed so much worse. He had everything to lose by knowing the truth about his precious wife. He had lost one pack because of me and I didn't want him to lose a second. With everything that had happened, it would have been a matter of time before the whole truth came out anyway. One side of my brain said wait until that time came. The other said call and tell him now. Common sense suggested that I wait until my ankle healed so that I could run for my life. Common sense won out.
The idea of calling Matt infested my mind and bombarded me from every angle. He left twelve messages on my cell, pleading for me to return his call. I couldn't. With my body feeling like one gigantic ache and sharp pain suffusing my foot, I tuned out the entire world and lounged on the couch with the Cartoon Network to keep me company.
By evening, most of my muscular aches had reduced enough for me to sit at the table without hunching or squirming for a less painful position. Though I had practically become an invalid, Graham didn't complain once about having to play nursemaid. Color had leaked back into his brown, wax-paper cheeks. Even his cough eased up a little.
We had just finished eating and cleaning the kitchen when bright headlights lit up the inside of the trailer. I had parked my car around back so that no one would get suspicious if they saw a different car parked in my uncle's driveway. Graham peeked out of the curtain to see who had paid us a visit. A black Jaguar pulled up behind my uncle's beat up old truck.
My heart sank.
"Tell him I'm not here and that you haven't heard from me,” I said.
Shrugging off the aches and pains, I limped into the guestroom and hid under the bed. Immature, I know, but this came from a person who liked cartoons.
A knock on the front door and my uncle answered it. Boisterous greetings circled around the room as he welcomed everyone inside. Although there were at least three new voices out there, Dane's was the only one that concerned me.
"How are you feeling?” he asked. “You certainly look better."
"I'm feeling better,” Uncle replied. “Though I'm still upset with you for not telling me about Atlanta until you got there."
"You weren't in any condition to come with us and you know it. What did your doctor say?"
Graham mumbled something incoherent. His way of cursing.
"Don't give me that look,” Dane sniped. “You needed the rest. Hell, you shouldn't have followed us to North Carolina in the first place. I swear, old man, if I ever find out you're holding out on me again, I'll commit your sorry butt to a nursing home."
"Okay, you two, break it up,” Fisk said. “Graham, we brought you a souvenir."
A plastic bag crinkled. I hoped to God it wasn't Vaughn or Adam's skin. If it was, furniture would be slamming around in here.
"Peach butter and a loaf of peach bread,” Fisk said. “The last time we went to Savannah, I remembered how much you like the stuff at that little country store."
"You didn't have to do that,” Graham said, a smile coming over his voice. “Thank you."
Footsteps scuffed the rug in the living room. Someone had made themselves comfortable in Graham's squishy leather recliner. The refrigerator door opened. Foil crinkled, dishes slid and bumped across the metal rack.
"What smells so good?” Riley asked. “You got any leftovers? Is that catfish and hushpuppies?"
Maybe I should have confirmed with Graham that he would get rid of them before I hid underneath this cramped bed. Dust tickled my nose, forcing me to stifle a series of sneezes.
After a few minutes more of dialog, feet strolled closer to the bedroom. I squeezed myself tighter into the shadows, awakening my limbs with pins and needles. The footsteps stopped for a moment in front of the door. Black jeans covered a pair of black hiking boots. They stayed there for several minutes, crossed at the ankles, calves leaning against the frame.
The feet stepped inside the room and the light flipped on. The door closed behind them.
"Are you going to stay underneath that bed all night?” Dane asked.
I didn't say a word. Heat rushed into my cheeks and my forehead thunked against the carpeted floor. The word “idiot” screamed inside my brain.
Creaking bed springs from the mattress made me look up. Dane was down on his hands and knees, smile stretched across his tight, tanned face. He offered me a hand.
"If nothing else, there's a lot less dust out here,” he said. “Come on. I swear I won't bite."
Cursing under my breath, I let him help me out into the open again. I didn't get up right away because my sore body needed a moment to recover. My face remained neutral, unwilling to show him any pain, as that would certainly mean the death of me. I sat on the floor with my legs curled slightly underneath the bed. Dane sat on the floor with his back against the dresser and trying hard not to laugh.
"Underneath the bed. Really.” So much for trying. He burst into hilarity anyway. His tanned face turned cranberry red and he almost fell over.
I took a swing at him. “Stop laughing at me, you jerk!"
"I'm sorry,” he said, regaining his composure. “You should have known we'd pick up your scent from the moment we stepped inside."
"Did you guys get what you came for in Atlanta?"
Dane's face turned serious. “No, we didn't. We stayed a few more hours after noticing a big commotion in the backyard of your den. Matt's pissed out of his mind and worrying himself to death. We followed him and a few of your pack members back to your house, thinking you were there. He went ballistic before running into the backyard, changing, and heading off into the woods. He spent hours howling up a storm."
Dane remained silent. He reached for me, touching a tear that slid down my cheek. I hadn't even known it was there. My heart and mind were elsewhere. I pulled away from him and wiped it myself.
What was I doing? Matt would go insane, wandering the planet until he found me. I knew he would, because that was the wolf I had married.
"You should call him,” Dane said. “As much as I dislike the guy because he stole you from us, you need to call him. He's worried sick over you. I left Scott in Atlanta to keep an eye on him. I know he wouldn't do anything drastic like suicide, but I know that look in his eyes. He'll go to any extremes to find you."
I didn't say a word. Pictures of Matt starting fights contaminated my thoughts. He would get himself killed if he picked a fight with Seth. The only thing that kept him from doing it now was his well-trained obedience to a stronger wolf. Yeah, right. How long that would last? Matt would leave the pack because of me. I knew it.
"Do yourself a favor, if not him,” Dane said. “Call him."
I put my hands on the bed and stood. Pain seized my ankle. I clenched my teeth as my body pitched forward. Thank goodness Dane had his hands out to catch me before I landed on my face. He eased me on the bed and pulled up my pant leg.
"It's just a sprain,” I said, panting. Seizing hold of my hem, I tried to keep him from examining my foot.
"A sprain, huh? Did this come from jumping out of a three-story window?” He slapped my hands out of the way and went back to pulling off my uncle's stretched woolen sock. He froze. Slowly, his head lifted, ire glazing his eyes. “What the hell is wrong with you? Maybe you should go to your precious pack and tell them that you risked your neck jumping out of a window to save their lives! Maybe they'll take you back!"
Although some of the swelling had gone down, my ankle looked like an orange had slipped under the skin. My swollen foot bloated up on the top and around the toes. It still had dark purplish bruising, but it looked better than before. Really. Dane poked and prodded, trying to assess the damage. My pain receptors answered him loud and clear with shrieks catching in my throat. I yanked my foot away and slid the sock back in place.
Glowering, Dane stood and placed his hands on his hips. “You went a full day like this without getting any medical attention? Did you suffer brain damage too? You may not heal like us, but you're a fast healer nonetheless. If something's broken and it heals wrong, someone's going to have to break bones and reset that foot again. Is that what you want? To be a cripple? You're going to the hospital."
"And you're nuts. They'll want blood work they can't have. I'll take my chances with ice packs and elevation."
"Well, I won't. Either you're going to the hospital or I'll call Matt and have him take you. Your choice."
"You wouldn't."
Dane unclipped his cell phone and flipped it open.
"All right,” I conceded. “You win. But you had better have a plan for getting us out of there without drawing blood or I'm taking you down with me."


 
Chapter 34
Everyone wanted to come, but Dane put his foot down. It would look suspicious if everyone stood around a hospital waiting area for a sprained ankle, so he ordered them to keep Graham company. Since we had some leftover catfish, Uncle agreed to cook it up as long as they stayed and played a few rounds of Pinochle. To my surprise, Riley was a pushover for my uncle's kindness. The promise of a free meal was nothing more than an incentive. Uh-huh.
Dane drove us to the hospital and checked me in as his wife. We explained to the receptionist that we went on vacation and had our identification stolen on top of my sprained ankle while trying to catch a cab. When the nurse asked how we would pay, Dane took out his checkbook and wrote a check for five hundred dollars, promising more if they needed it. I hated being a charity case, so I promised to pay Dane back every penny. Then I remembered how he played a part this by leaving me at the hotel. So I recanted my statement and demanded he buy me soda from the vending machine.
Once he got me situated, Dane stepped outside for a few minutes to check his messages. Several minutes later he returned with knitted eyebrows and pursed lips. Scott had left a message about Matt going off the deep end again, wanting to know if he should intervene. Friends—the Goergia Pack, I'd wager—hovered around the house trying to calm him down, but a chair flew out the window and into the backyard. If someone didn't intervene, one of the neighbors might call the police and make matters worse. Before that happened, the pack would take drastic measures like beating him unconscious and taking him back to the den.
Dane handed over the phone and ordered me to call him. At the rate our hospital visit was going, I had about a good hour or two before I could see a doctor. I took the phone and limped out of the emergency room doors.
Stephan answered. Although it warmed my insides to hear the slight ruggedness in his voice, the background ranting bound my attention to the problem at hand. Likewise, he also seemed a touch elated right before handing the phone to Matt.
"Where are you?” he asked, voice cracking. “I've been scouring the city, calling your family. Honey, please, tell me where you are."
"Matt, I'm fine,” I said, then gulped through the lump in my throat.
"Then tell me where you are. I'll pick you up. Please."
"Matt, I don't want you to.” Yikes! Maybe that wasn't the right thing to say. Something about that silence on the other end told me so. “Sweetheart, I love you. But coming home will only make things worse. I need some time. You couldn't help me even if you wanted to. Just stay with the pack for—"
"The hell with the pack!” He paused, taking a breath. “I can't live without you. I need you."
Tears welled up, hanging by the threads of my bottom eyelashes. “I know, but you also need a pack. Please. For me. Don't waste what you have with them. I'll come back; I just can't do it now. And don't be mad at Seth. This isn't his fault. He only did what he had to do to protect his pack. I respect that."
"But what in god's name did you do?"
I hesitated for a long time as a silent war waged inside me. “I can't tell you over the phone. I'd rather do it face to face when there's time. Just do me a favor and keep Vaughn and Adam safe."
He paused this time. “It goes back to their contracts, doesn't it?"
"How did you—” I cut myself off. I knew Vaughn was one of the best in the business when it came down to pack security. After all, I found out at the picnic that he also made his living as a private investigator. “It doesn't matter."
"Yes, it does. You knew about the contract on me. You knew about the ones on Vaughn and Adam. How? Tell me something so that I don't go crazy trying to figure this shit out for myself. I've earned that much of an explanation, haven't I?"
The whole scene reeked of déjà vu. I didn't want to have another bedroom fight over the phone with more than three hundred miles separating us. Matt didn't deserve to find out this way, but at the same time, if I said nothing, who knew when I'd muster up enough courage again? This had reached the point where Matt would walk out whether I told him or not. What did I have to lose that I hadn't lost in the past twenty-four hours?
Taking a deep breath, I replied, “I'm a bounty hunter, Matt. I've been hunting rogues—among other things—for years."
The tears cascaded down my face. Several heads turned, ignoring the smoke billowing from the ends of their cigarettes. Annoyed, I turned my back to them and stepped away. Matt hadn't said a word on the other end of the phone. Who knew what was going through his mind? In a way, I didn't want to know, so I kept talking.
"A lot has happened over the last eight months. So many hunters—friends—have died, so the group disbanded. I never thought we'd get back together. Our lull gave me time to start thinking about the family we've always wanted. But then I got a message that some of our people went missing. I couldn't turn my back on them, so I got involved.” I snorted a laugh and shook my head. “Dedicated to death ... that's me. Or at least that's what I'm beginning to—"
A loud speaker blared above my head, paging a string of doctors to the emergency room. The noise startled me so bad that I ducked out of the way, thinking the speaker would drop on my head. Dane strolled through the sliding glass doors, scanning the area until he found me. He jerked his head, gesturing to come back inside.
"What the hell was that?” Mat shouted. “You're at a hospital, aren't you? You're hurt! Son of a bitch, Lex, how bad is it?"
"Would you stop treating me like a baby? It's not that bad."
"Like the hell it's not! We don't go to hospitals unless we're dying or dead, or can't find a hole to bury ourselves in. I'll find you no matter what, so you might as well tell me where you are."
"It's nothing, Matt, I can handle it.” Nothing like an injury to delay the good tongue-lashing I'd get for keeping something like this from him.
"Just like you handled telling me about your past?"
Ouch! Now that hurt. But did I tell him? Of course not. “Look, I have to go. The doctor's waiting. Just promise that you won't do anything to jeopardize your place in the pack. Watch over Vaughn and Adam for me. Prom—"
"Honey, I just want to see you for myself. To know that you're okay. Please, tell me where you are."
"Promise me, Matt. Don't cause any trouble for the pack."
Dane offered his arm, guiding me back to the emergency room.
"I have to go. Promise me.” I didn't want to let go of his voice until he said the words.
After a slight hesitation, he murmured, “I promise. I ... I love you."
"I love you, too.” And I ended the call.
As minutes blinked on the cell phone screen, my past, present, and future flashed before my eyes. Dane pulled me into a tight hug, taking a few moments to shelter me in his comforting arms. The damn doctor would have to wait. I needed a hug.
By the time we saw the doctor, Dane asked if it was okay to leave the blood work for last because he wanted my pain to go away. I thought it was my job to complain about pain. After asking a few questions, and looking too tired to care, the doctor didn't see any problem with going to x-ray first.
It turned out that I had three small stress fractures on the meta-something bones and a bad sprain. The doctor was about to do something when a screaming ambulance rolled up to the ER. He had just enough time to put a gelled splint on it—for the time being—before leaving the exam room. Since we already had the prescription, we took that as an invitation to get out while the gettin’ was good. He mentioned something about casting it up, but we couldn't risk the phlebotomist coming around and shoving a needle in my vein. Dane scooped me in his arms and out the front door we went.
When we arrived at the double-wide, the guys had snored their way to dreamland, leaving the dishes piled in the sink. Riley had taken the recliner, rubbing his stomach and licking his lips, while Fisk took the couch. Dane snatched his Steeler's cap and slapped him across the top of the head with it to wake him. Graham didn't wake, so I went back to his bedroom and checked on him. Before I could make it to the door, his snoring stopped me in my tracks. The old man sounded like a garbage disposal with all that congestion. Sighing, I turned around and hobbled back to my bedroom.
The thought of Matt and what he was going through infected my thoughts. Taking a chance, I picked up my cell phone, noticed six new messages from him, and decided to call him back. Every time I reached his cell, it clicked over to his voice mail. So, I took a chance and called the den.
Isabella answered. After our last discussion about basically kicking my ass if I caused problems, I thought she would be hostile and belligerent. A sensuous, mothering voice wasn't what I expected.
"Matt told us what happened,” she said. “He and some of the others are out searching hospitals around the city."
"They're wasting their time,” I said. “I'm not even in the state."
She paused. “Oh, little one ... Where are you?"
I half-smiled. “Somewhere."
"I know you're upset, Alexa, but this isn't helping. Matt's going out of his mind looking for you and I don't blame him. We had to use sedatives to calm him down last night. He's still pack, so naturally we're all worried about him ... and you. Pack or not."
"What about Seth? I'm sure he's busting a gut of concern.” I clenched my jaw to stop the sarcasm.
"I stand by my husband's decision. But that doesn't mean I worry about you any less.” Isabella paused. “Damn it, Lex, why didn't you tell us? What did we do to earn your mistrust?"
I could have pointed the finger at so many things, but it call came down to one in particular. Loyalty. I was comfortable with the Club more than the Georgia Pack because they weren't “pack” wolves. The only experience I've ever had with pack wolves was with Parry putting me in my half-bred place. Seth exacerbated matters by making me the omega. So in the end, I didn't trust anyone in leadership. Dane was different. I had known him all my life. That kind of friendship and love doesn't disappear overnight. I talked a good talk about never going back to the Club or washing my hands of them. But when it came down to it, I'd jump whenever Dane said jump. Of course, how high was another story. We women can't let the men think they're always in charge.
Scuffling from the other side of the phone brought me back to the conversation.
"Enough of these foolish games,” Seth snapped, his voice deep, British accent thicker than ever. “Tell us where you are. If you're in a hospital, then you need to leave."
I hacked a laugh. “You're the last person who needs to give me advice about hospitals,” I sniped. A tiny voice in the back of my head shouted a warning about being mindful of his rank, but I ignored it. If I had screwed myself by getting thrown out of the pack, then I didn't have anything to lose by being nasty right back. “As for your two cents’ worth, I'm not in the hospital anymore and I've covered my tracks."
A deep sigh. “Then where are you? We'll send someone to pick you up."
"Save your love and support for someone else. It sure as hell wasn't there when I saved your sorry ass from a sniper. Instead you returned the favor by telling me to get the hell out."
"That's my privilege, in case you haven't noticed! Who the bloody hell do you think you are to challenge me in front of my pack? Maybe someone should have clued you in, but being an omega gives you no special privileges. If anything—"
"Everyone respects you because you have the brains for leading the pack. You'll go to any lengths to protect them as only a father would. That's commendable and all, but most fathers I know give their kids the benefit of the doubt. God forbid you should have to stoop so low to a half-breed. And don't deny it. You said as much when you made me the fucking omega."
"Are you finished? Because I hate to break the news to you, but you're not one of us. You think because you're half-werewolf that only half the rules apply to you? Not if you want to live in our world. You've been warned about endangering the pack. So what do you do? You bring trouble right into our backyard. We ask you to trust us. What happens? You can't even trust your own husband with your deep, dark secrets. In case you didn't know, your married life reflects the type of life you'll live with the pack. Then again, that should have been instinctual. Instincts seem to be a bit difficult for you to grasp."
I evened off my tone, though I kept the sting. “Everything was fine when I stuck my neck out to save someone you couldn't save. One slip up and you waste no time at tossing me to the curb. No questions asked. Pack your bags and leave. I'm sorry if I'm not the perfect soldier you had hoped for, but you sure as hell aren't the general I'd look up to."
"You're not an entity unto yourself. If you want a life among werewolves, then get off your human high horse and learn what it's like to be one of us. You can't pick and choose which rules apply to you and which ones don't. It's all or nothing."
Dane slipped inside the room and waved a hand for me to tone it down. I nodded. My grim conversation must have traveled beyond the walls. Surprise surprise. Dane's eyes rested on mine, and he hesitated a moment. He squeezed my shoulder and offered a supportive half-smile before leaving the room.
"Are you still there?” Seth asked.
"I'm here.” Pausing, I gathered my thoughts and slumped onto the bed. “At this point, I'm too tired to care anymore. I have a marriage to save—again—and hopefully some friendships to salvage. Do or say whatever you want, but I won't stop loving your pack. I'd still give my life for them. I've got a foot broken in three places to prove it."
I hung up and tossed the phone on the bed.
Leaning back on my arms, I stared at the ceiling. I'd give anything to have it all back. Falling in love with the Georgia Pack came when I least expected it. The warmth of Stephan and Aiyana's bodies caressed my subconscious in a way I never thought possible. The pack's utopian den called to me just as it did my full-blooded husband. I'd had a taste of their world and I wanted it back. But I couldn't take Seth's autocratic rule or the pack's concern for my delicate half-human nature. I wasn't a fluffy Barbie Doll or someone's kid sister. I was a woman who had tasted more death than the majority of the people in Seth's precious pack.
So why didn't I fit in?
Because I couldn't even trust my own husband with my “deep, dark secrets” as Seth had put it. We were a mated pair and yet I kept him at a distance. I had dug this ditch and now I had to lie in it. That scared the hell out of me.
Angry, I screamed at the top of my lungs, not caring who I woke up. I snatched a picture frame off the desk and hurled it at the wall. Glass and wood framing shattered into dozens of tiny pieces.
Dane burst through the door. Crying, I turned my back, slipped off the edge of the bed, and crumpled to the floor. From behind, his arms snaked around me. I turned into his shoulder. One of these days Dane would tire of “fixing” me. I soaked his shoulder with tears.
"Don't worry, Angel,” he whispered, petting my hair and kissing my crown. “We'll figure something out."


 
Chapter 35
Dane and Riley tucked me in with ice packs, extra pillows, a blanket, and my painkillers. The other stuff didn't matter as much as the painkillers. I wanted them for their narcotic value alone. When they finished tucking me in, they exchanged glances, a look passing between them. I expected hugs and kisses before they left, but didn't get them. Instead, the men lifted either side of the blanket and slid in next me. I'd like to think that something called out to each of us, but I didn't believe that for a second. Those snots took pity on me and knew how much I wanted the company. Nonetheless, I was glad they stayed. Even Riley. Two torrid bodies pressed into mine, giving me the pack brotherhood my aching heart desired. Who knew when I'd get my other brother and sisterhood back? At the rate this was going, it could be a long time.
I couldn't recall when we fell asleep, but I remembered Fisk coming into the room at some point. My eyes and ears opened long enough to hear him say something about heading back to Dane's for a real bed and to check on Decker. Knowing Dane, he probably threw him in the 8x8 cell buried in the ground of his old, abandoned barn. I slipped into unconsciousness prior to getting any more information.
When I woke up a second time, Dane had spooned behind me and Riley's body curved into my front. One of them should have fallen off the bed by now, but they hadn't. Then again, the painkillers kept me so doped that I wouldn't have noticed if a hurricane had ripped up the trailer.
* * * *
Cold air left the hairs on my upper arm tingling. Feeling around blindly in front of me for more blanket, I found cold sheets. One eye peeked open. Dane had disappeared. Damn. That meant that the feverish body spooning mine belonged to Riley. Had Dane been there to keep him in line, I wouldn't have worried as much. Without him, Riley reminded me of a child taking advantage during a parent's absence.
Careful not to disturb him, I lifted his sluggish arm from around my waist. He shifted, pulling me tighter and moaning in his sleep. I froze. Holding my breath, I lifted his arm higher and moved out of his reach. His hand retracted. Great. Here goes the sarcasm. Grinding my elbows into the mattress, I sat up.
Riley grinned before putting in a morning stretch and yawn. He would start in any minute, cracking sexist remarks or trying to take advantage of the situation. To my shock, he folded his thick arms behind his head and stared. If his grin had gotten any wider, it would have leaked off the side of his face and onto the pillow.
"I see why Dane likes you better,” he commented. “You sure make a prettier bunkmate."
Right on cue. I rolled my eyes. “You're a jackass, you know that?"
"Hey, at least you don't have to worry about Dane keeping you under lock and key like your hubby. Maybe you should dump your man and take up with Dane. You two would make an awesome mated pair."
I yanked the pillow off the bed and smacked it across his face. How could he think something like that? Dane was ... He was more like a...
"You asshole,” I yelled. “I love my husband. Matt and I aren't going anywhere as long as there's something to salvage in our marriage."
His grin never faltered. “Then why haven't you told him about us? In all the years you've been our bounty-hunting sniper, you never mentioned a word to him."
"How do you know?"
"Because Matt seems like the type who would've broken down our door a long time ago looking for heads to roll if he'd known where you were."
I shook my head and sat up. “Unlike your black book of lovers, my husband gives a damn about where I go and who I'm with. The last thing he's going to want is me risking my life to go after some damn rogue. And for what? Pocket change?"
"It's more than just pocket change."
"Whatever. The point is we've ignored some of the biggest Pack Bylaws. How long do you think it'll take before someone else finds out that we deal on the black market? Not to mention the humans that work with us. If we ever go down, the last thing I want to do is take Matt with us."
His head slowly nodded as though some realization had come to mind. “You're still trying to keep Matt and Dane separated. Let me know how that works out, seeing as they're both so damn overprotective of you that they're bound to have it out once and for all."
"I don't know why I talk to you,” I murmured. Even if he had a point, I didn't want to hear it. Especially from him.
"Because you know I'm right.” He paused, eyes fixated on the ceiling. “Otherwise, you would have punched me in the stomach by now. So get used to it, babe, you've got two daddies and a husband. Be thankful your biological daddy isn't here, too."
Sighing, I threw my legs over the side of the mattress. “I'm leaving."
Riley rolled backwards off the edge and landed on his feet. He came around, offering me his hand so that I could stand. I had to take a second look at him. He wouldn't pull a fast one or anything, but he pissed me off so much that I wanted to push him aside. Too bad my aching foot needed the leverage. Leaning on him, I hobbled out of the room, heading towards the kitchen, where Graham danced through breakfast.
"Nice to see you two,” he said, blocking the stove with his back to us.
Uncle Graham brought over a stack of pancakes as Riley helped me sit. As fate would have it, he took the seat next to mine. I guess there being only four chairs limited where he could park his behind.
Before the pancake plate could touch the table, Riley stabbed his fork through the top two-thirds, about to drag them onto his plate. I jabbed my fork into Riley's stack and knocked several off the end. The greedy jerk needed someone to remind him of his manners. A hand to the back of his head would help, but I wasn't in the mood to provoke him.
"I'll tell you one thing,” Riley said, popping the cap up on the syrup bottle. “I'll be glad when this is over. At least Dane will finally get a good night's sleep."
"Since when has he been lacking?” I asked.
Squirting a lake of syrup off to the side, he sputtered a laugh. “Don't tell me you haven't noticed. Heck, Angel, he won't rest until you're happy. You should know that by now."
Riley left the breakfast counter and strolled towards the coffee maker. He poured two cups of coffee and sat one in front of my quiet, smiling uncle and kept the other for himself. I forgot Graham was sitting there, listening in on our discussion. Riley and I—sort of—had had part of this conversation before, unbeknownst to him. Judging by his grin, Uncle probably thought a good reinforcement never hurt anyone.
"Can we leave Dane's happiness out of this? I'm not his daughter, you know."
"No, you aren't,” Graham said. “But you're as close as he'll ever have to one. After Dane became a werewolf, he severed ties to his family. Remember?"
The knob rattled on the front door. Riley waved us still as he went to open the door. Dane strolled inside, carrying several shopping bags in one hand, crutches under one arm, a cardboard box under the other ... and huge grin tugging his too-tanned face. Well someone's been busy.
"I brought a few things from my private stash that'll help,” he said. He handed the grocery bags and the crutches to Riley. “Put that stuff in the kitchen. I also picked up a few extra things from the store, seeing as you two won't be going anywhere for a while. There's more out in the car."
Riley bumped me on the arm as he walked by. “Told you so."
"Told you what?” Dane asked, hand smoothing through his black hair.
"Never mind,” I said.
"I only asked for a quart of milk,” Uncle said, eyeing the plastic bags. “He brought back a whole gallon. I guess I'm not the only one who remembers how much you like milk."
"I said never mind!"
When breakfast ended, the guys volunteered to clean up while Graham helped me to the couch. Dane raised the roof when he saw me hobbling along on my injured ankle. It would heal in half the time it would take for a human; didn't that nut realize that? Already some of the swelling had gone down, and my body didn't hurt anymore. Nonetheless, Dane wouldn't have it. He swept me off my feet and carried me to the couch anyway. Instead of going back to his dishes, he double-checked the brace that held my ankle together.
This constant needling had to stop.
I hated all the attention and wished he had showered more of it on my uncle when he was sick. Graham said everyone tried, but he threw them out of the trailer. Like uncle like niece, I guess. As I required some down time, Graham didn't mind their company because it meant he could sit back and laugh at the three of us. Dane and Riley fussed over me like two old women. Grinning, Graham relaxed in his recliner with a pipe snug between his lips, enjoying the show.
The phone rang ... and none of us moved to get it. We knew the rules. Graham screened all his calls in case someone was trying to sell him on ultra condoms or violin lessons.
The machine beeped and silenced our tirade.
"Graham, it's Matt.” My eyes bulged and heart sank at the sound of his voice. “I'm looking for Lex. We had a fight, and, well ... If you hear from her, please have her call me.” His voice trailed off. “I miss her."
The machine clicked off.
The urge to launch myself across the room, pick up the phone, and call him back overwhelmed me. Too bad our last conversation hung at the back of my brain, keeping me in place. If Matt called, then he had called Genevieve or someone in my family and gotten the number. Even worse, he would come looking for me here sooner or later. I hoped for the latter part because I wasn't in any mood to go on the lam again.


 
Chapter 36
I spent the next couple of days in the trailer, hobbling around on crutches and catching up on work using a laptop I had borrowed from Dane. Every time I sat down, Graham chased behind me, placing a pillow under my foot. Sometimes I would go outside for a breath of fresh air or to sit down by the lake, taking in the serenity. Children played on the other side until their parents called them in for dinner. One of the older kids tied a rope swing to a tree that sat just on the edge of the lake. Each kid took turns swinging on it, seeing who could land the farthest from the shore. Boy, did that bring back some fun childhood memories.
Every day, Dane and Riley made a trip out to the house and stayed a couple of hours, sometimes into dinner. Although the trailer was huge, I couldn't go anywhere except out to the lake or to the convenience store down the road, making our space more confining. Dane wouldn't take the chance that I might snap at my uncle, so he took me out to dinner one evening. In spite of his nagging me about those crutches that was the best time I'd had in a while.
Until I called Matt. I didn't want him thinking that I had abandoned him for good. That wouldn't make me any better than the Boston Pack. So I made a point of calling him on a daily basis.
"When are you coming home?” he asked, sounding bereft.
"I don't know,” I replied, clutching the cell phone to my ear. “A few more days. Maybe. I need more time. To think and all."
"We could go somewhere else, if you don't want to come home. Just the two of us."
Swallowing, I forced the lump from my throat. “No. We could go away, but the same problems will still be there when we get back. I can't face anyone from the pack. I can't handle them right now."
He sighed. “I heard about your clash with Seth. Believe it or not, he doesn't hold a grudge."
"Yeah, right. He's probably using it as a ruse to get me back to the den so that he can finish chewing me out."
"Hon, he won't do that. We had a long talk. Seth won't stoop to the will of the pack, but he knows how much everyone misses you. The pack adores you. More now than ever. You're like a young pup needing some guidance is all."
"I brought danger to the pack and that's inexcusable. I accept that. I would be back with the pack by now if I had had the sense enough to not keep secrets in the first place.” A wry laugh escaped my lips. “Good lord, Matt, you must hate me.” Leaning on the dresser, I propped my forehead against my fingertips.
"I don't hate you. I'm angry, yes, but I don't hate you. Like you said, you're not a baby, so I'm not going to coddle you for your mistake."
"Did I say anything about coddling me? Hell, it took you this long to get it through your thick—” I tapped down my anger before it got the best of me. “Bounty hunting is what I know. I thought I was doing the right thing by not telling you."
"When were you going to trust me enough to say something about it?"
Simple question, but I couldn't give him a simple answer. “I do trust you. But at the same time I wasn't sure how you'd handle it. Besides, what would telling you accomplish? We already had trust."
"So waiting until things got worse is better? You should have told me the minute everything started going downhill. At least trust me with the facts before you decide what I'm supposed to think.” He hesitated. “How are you going to fix this, Lex?"
"I don't know."
A cynical laugh. “You damn well better do something. Because if I have to, I'll chuck the whole damn pack and spend the rest of my life tracking you down. That's what it means when you become someone's lifelong mate. Unlike you, I'm not at liberty to run away."
That hurt. “I'm going now."
"Lex—"
"Good-bye, Matt.” I hung up.
* * * *
Dane invited us over for dinner at his huge plantation-style home. Uncle didn't feel like going, but I insisted he needed to get out of the house. His bronchitis had cleared up and the fresh air would do him some good.
From the moment we stepped into the foyer, mouthwatering aromas wafted from the kitchen. Dane drooled over high-class living. On my left was the country-style dining room that was a project of his late wife and had hardly changed since her death. He altered the red and yellow decor from time to time, but he kept the quaint Victorian style in her honor. Dark rosewood and matching straight-backed chairs looked like period pieces. The regular dinnerware decorated the table while thousands of dollars in china sat inside an oak armoire on the other side of the room. One end of the twelve-seat table had plates and silverware set for four. Large windows with red embroidered curtains decorated the front of the room, where one had a perfect view into the large front yard and the rural road in the distance.
Riley and Graham sat at the far end of the table, discussing past hunts and reminiscing over a time when a skunk had ambushed them. Choosing to pass on their moment in history, I hobbled into the kitchen.
Dane took a stool from the black granite island, shoved it underneath me, and put my crutches off to the side. Not only was he a great sharpshooter, but cooking was one of his specialties. His skills rivaled those of my husband, but unless he had a cookbook or a basic recipe outline, he was hopeless.
More black granite countertops circled halfway around the large kitchen, adding to the beeswax glow of cherry wood cabinets and the hardwood floor. Matching cherry wood doors hid the refrigerator from the rest of the cabinetry while the black doors on the Dutch oven matched the granite. Large pots and pans hung on a rack over the island. A six-burner range sat next to the sink, steam boiling off see-through pots and fried rice sizzling in a pan. I'd kill to have a kitchen like this.
"Smells good,” I said. “You need any help?"
"Pork roasts,” he replied, keeping his back to me as he shoved a roasting pan into the oven. “Everything's done, so unless you're hungry, we should talk for a minute.” He put his oven mitts on the counter and sat on a stool across from mine. He picked up a glass of burgundy wine and took a sip before continuing. “Have you talked to Matt today?"
"Yes,” I snapped, ruminating over our heated conversation. “I call at least once a day."
"Then why haven't you gone back to him yet?"
That took me aback. Unsure of how to answer him, I blinked several times. “Why do you care? I thought you guys hated his guts enough to keep me here."
"Do you want to be here? Because I would love having you around. Riley is a fun roommate, but he grates on my nerves sometimes—not that I have to tell you that. Why do you think I give him money and send him away on international hunts? He's my best friend and I love him like a brother, but even I can only take so much."
"What do you want me to do? Give into his sexual advances so you can take a break?"
He waved a dismissive hand. “No, no. That's not how I meant it. All I'm saying is that you would add variety to the house. But that wasn't the point I was trying to make.” He sipped his wine again before setting the glass on the counter. “I know how much you love Matt, and that you don't plan to stay here forever. But I don't think you're ready to give me or the Club up, even if he asked you to.” Leaning closer to the island, he reached across the counter and took my hand. “I love you like a father, Lex. But I can't have you here if being here is going to make you unhappy in any way. I won't let you sit here and ruin your marriage on our account. If I have to, I'll toss you out, so that you don't have to choose between us and your husband."
Fight the tears, dammit! Don't let them fall! My heart swelled. Dane wanted to make things easy for me as only a ... Just say it, Lex. Put it out there so that he knows what you're feeling.
So I did. “You're a pain in my backside ... but you're more of an Alpha to me than Seth will ever be."
There ... I said it. But nothing changed on his face. Though he held my gaze for longer than I would have liked, he lowered his eyes right before the silence almost triggered a sassy comment from me.
Regarding Dane as my Alpha bound me to him beyond the human understanding we once shared. Though we've always had the werewolf understanding, until now, it went unspoken. Sure, my original reasons for joining the Hunting Club had a lot to do with curiosity and a need to sate my rambunctious nature. But if you peeled back the layers to get to the real reason, I wanted to be closer to the man I considered my surrogate father. Sure, I have a wonderful Dad who I'd risk life and limb to protect. But I didn't have to, because I knew Dane would do the same for anyone in my family. For a man who had given us so much when we didn't have anything, I didn't think twice about returning the favor every time we set out on a mission. In my eyes, he was a true Alpha wolf. My ingrained intelligence wouldn't have it any other way.
Dane caressed the back of my knuckles with his thumb. “If it makes you feel any better, I've had eight months to think about some things. One of them being, it's time that I actually stopped ordering people around and took some responsibility for my decisions."
"But you've—"
He placed two fingers on my lips and smiled. “Let me finish. Everyone fell away because I was the first to fall. Even you went on with the rest of your life. I should've pulled everyone together that night, instead of drowning my sorrows in a bottle of Jack Daniels."
"Dane, you don't have to—"
"Nobody knows what happened before Alan, Joss, and Chris left for North Carolina.” He paused as if to let that sink in. And boy did it. He watched with a stolid visage as I blinked several times. “Alan called me two weeks prior. He said there was activity in Raleigh. I thought it was too soon to mount a mission until we learned more. He didn't. So he went over my head and called Chris and Joss to help him. I didn't find out until after they arrived. Joss called, thanking me for sanctioning the mission."
I couldn't believe what I had just heard. That man—a guy I considered a close friend—had the gall to sneak off without Dane's say-so. That churned my stomach. “Alan was your number two man. He had no fucking right to—"
He waved a hand to still me. “I know. Believe me; I let him know, too. Alan said he was tired of sitting around. He said that I was too slow and that he wanted some action. So he went up to North Carolina and found some."
"And the bastard walked everyone into a deathtrap while you took the blame."
Dane nodded. “Other than you, Fisk and Graham are the only people who know about it. And to be honest with you, I think that's the real reason why your uncle put the bounty on your Matt's head. He knows there are only so many people I trust, and you're one of them. With the mess that Alan caused, he knew I needed people I could count on."
Staring just over his shoulder, I shook my head in disbelief. “So in a way Alan went rogue hunter on you."
"Exactly. Anyway, it was too late to recall ‘em. Plus, Alan made it clear that he didn't want to hear anything else I had to say. So I went along with the idea. Then when I stopped hearing from those guys, I assumed the worst."
"And so you put your list together really fast and got a team up there."
He nodded. “I was going to put the team back together, but I didn't expect to do it so soon. Now Decker's been bitten and I've got inexperienced hunters like Jack who can't keep his fucking mind on business."
"So what happens now?"
"I clean house.” Dane pushed away from the island and went to the stove. Using a potholder, he lifted the glass lid off a pot of steaming vegetables and stirred them with a wooden spoon he took from the counter. “I've already trimmed the excess from the ranks. Those guys who were in the woods with Jack, you won't see them again. As for everyone else, I won't tolerate an ounce of insubordination. Too many people have already died because of it. Those who don't like the new rules will find themselves in a body bag."
Okay, this was the Dane that I rarely got a glimpse of. He meant business. I guess I couldn't blame him, considering everything that had happened in less than a year's time. And now that I knew the real story behind our trip to North Carolina trip, I understood why he took the position he had. Had I been in his place, I would have done the same. Well ... I would have shot Decker by now, but I guess one of us had to keep their wits about them.
"Then I'm onboard,” I said, smiling.
He replaced the lid on the pot, tossed the potholder on the counter, and slid a smirk to his lips. “You're the least of my worries. You and Riley, you guys would follow me into a burning house."
"Now hold on,” I said, pulling back in my seat. “If I see flames, you can rest assured that your ass is on your own. I'll pay for the urn at your funeral."
He chuckled and shook his head. “That's another reason why I put the Club back together. You, Riley, Fisk, Graham ... You guys make me want to be a better leader."
A loud, muffled howl came through the walls of the house, turning our heads in the direction of the window, where an abandoned barn was visible out back. I got up from the stool and hobbled to the counter for a look.
The only thing that worked on the barn was the doors. Someone should have torn that thing down decades ago. Rotted wood, boarded windows, creepy bats flying in and out of a hole on the roof. We joked about Dane turning it into a haunted house at Halloween and charging people to see it.
A few months into the Hunting Club, Dane showed me the underground lair he had built. The Hole, as we had called it. There was a small office where he kept information on file about the entire supernatural community. He even had a stash of weapons hidden behind a closet panel, some so unique that it wouldn't surprise me if they were illegal. On the other side of the cement wall was an 8x8 foot cage that Dane had reinforced over the years. One of these days I expected to walk down there and find a James Bond setup. The trapdoor entrance had large bushels of hay stacked on top, wooden stairs reaching seven feet underground, and a large overhead light that kept the entire room lit during the day, controlled by a switch inside the main house.
How on earth it was supposed to help Decker regain his sanity, I didn't know. But it sure gave me peace of mind.
Dane sighed. “Feeding time for Decker."
"Feeding time? You make it sound like he's on display at the zoo."
"With the way he's been acting, he might as well be. He spends most of his time slamming against the bars and trying to break the lock. We try spending time with him, but he's too far gone. His changes are emotional, so there's no control whatsoever."
"Well, at least you don't have to worry about him going more than three weeks without a change."
"He's been asking for you. He knows you're here visiting Graham because we've come back with small traces of your scent on us. You'd think we would have learned our lesson by now.” Dane took a large metal dog dish from the cabinet and opened the oven. He shoved a fork into one of the pork roasts and dumped it into the dish.
"You're feeding him pretty well, don't you think?"
"Is that concern for his well-being I hear?” Dane smirked, replaced the roasting pan, and kicked the oven door closed. “Do you want to see him? Just keep in mind his clothes are gone and he foams at the mouth. If you're in there, I can't imagine what he'll do and I don't want to be held responsible."
My face contorted in disgust. “No, thank you. You can torture him with electric cow prods up the ass for all I care. When it comes down to things like attempted rape, my morals go right out the window."
Dane picked up the dog dish. He walked over to me, encircled his arm around my waist, and pulled me in for a chaste kiss. “You're so ruthless sometimes. That's one of the things I love about you."
"Hey,” Riley said, blasting through the swinging kitchen door. “Don't I get a kiss? I want equal time too."
I glared at him. “I crunched Decker's balls. Twice. Do want equal time for that too?"
Dinner went off without any problems. We sat around the dinner table reminiscing about the good old days again. Then we took our camaraderie to the lounge, where we enjoyed cherry streusel for dessert. When it came time for us to leave, the guys reluctantly walked us out.
Yeah, I could honestly say that we were a family. Dysfunctional at best, but we were what we were and nothing would ever change that.
So why did I let a second howl from the barn break into our goodbyes? Because nothing in life was ever certain. That much, I had learned from Decker.


 
Chapter 37
The next morning started off like any other, with me hobbling out of bed for the habitual breakfast my uncle enjoyed making. When we finished, we cleaned up the kitchen and sat in the living room for another long talk about growing up in the good old days. Though this wasn't what I expected, I ended up bonding with my uncle though I had threatened his life not too long ago. Nothing bad could happen to the old geezer until we made our peace. Keeping with the family bonding theme, I also gave my sister a call.
"Matt's been calling everyday,” Genevieve imparted. “What the heck is going on? I thought you guys were living in marital bliss."
"It's nothing,” I lied. “We're having a tiny spat that couples go through from time to time."
"That must be one hell of a spat to send you running away from home.” She paused. “Did he hit you?"
Dear God, that's all I needed. “No, Viva, he never laid a hand on me. So don't you dare mention this to Mom or Dad. They'd have Matt getting his meals from a stomach tube for the rest of his life."
Or the other way around if things got out of hand. Matt would never hurt my father, because they had a terrific father-son relationship. In some ways, my husband filled some of the void of losing Avery Jr. But that didn't mean Matt wouldn't defend himself if he had to. I didn't want to think that far ahead, so I stopped.
"He had better not,” Genevieve warned. “I love him like a brother, but I'll kill him if he lays a hand on you. Are you sure things are okay?"
"They're fine, Viva. Just promise me you won't say a thing to the folks. It took them a while to trust Matt. The last thing I want to do is have them second guessing themselves. This is something we need to figure out on our own."
"No worries, little sis. Matt made promise the same thing, so I guess I have to take your guys’ word for it. But call me when you're back on speaking terms again."
She didn't sound convinced. Neither would I, had I been in her shoes. Nonetheless, I didn't want to think about our conversation anymore. An hour fishing on the pier would take care of that.
As I squashed a worm onto the point of my hook, my thoughts went to Dane and Riley and our dinner last night. They promised they would come over, but hadn't returned my call. Things must have significantly changed between us, if I craved their company. Then again, I was to the point where I'd have chosen almost any type of werewolf company.
I missed mingling with the pack's heated bodies and having our limbs intertwined. More than anything, I missed Matt's comforting touches and longed to feel him on my body again. I would have to leave soon. The question was should I go to his loving arms or to those of my sister?
Snatching me from my thoughts, a fish snagged the end of my line. I began reeling him in, tugging on the arched, fiberglass pole. For a small fish, he pulled with the force of a pit bull. I scooted backwards on my rear because my bum leg wasn't up to par and couldn't give me the leverage I needed. Reeling in the great white wasn't a problem, but I didn't want to snap the line in half, either.
As the pole strained, I reeled in the line and cursed under my breath. Sweat beads slithered down my back and flooded my pits. Taking a chance, despite my earlier assessment, I stood on my mangled ankle. It hurt like hell, but this fish wasn't getting away. If he put me through that much pain, then I planned to collect.
Another tug yanked with such a force that my toes curled as though that would keep me from tipping forward. It didn't. I stumbled, my attention on the darkened waters. I cranked the reel again and the line jerked me further. The rod handle dug into my stomach as the parabolic fishing pole convulsed. That monster was going down. Pictures of Graham frying him up in a pan with lemon juice and olive oil came to mind. The anticipation of the smell flooded my mouth with juice.
A powerful yank threw me forward, slapping my sore foot on the planks. Scrunching my eyelids shut, I bit my lip to keep from screeching in pain.
Footsteps pummeled down the dock behind me. It had taken Graham long enough. Another yank from the Loch Ness Monster jerked me inches from the edge of the pier.
An arm encircled my waist.
I froze, eyes stuck straight ahead. That wasn't Graham.
"I've come this far,” Matt said, gripping the pole just above my hands. “You think I'm about to lose you to a fish?"
A tremor tore through me. A clot stopped up my throat and my heart nearly pumped itself to shreds. Swiveling my head to the right, I matched the voice with the handsome face.
Matt grinned as his hand reached around to crank the reel. His dark brown eyes remained focused on the taut line that disappeared under the surface waters. I didn't want his attention on some fish. I wanted him to look at me.
Cupping his chin, I turned his head until he met my eyes. Oh man, did my heart tear up on its own. I wanted more of him, so I parted my lips and met his. Never in my life did I want to taste him the way I did at the moment. Our tongues roved and searched, snaking on any surface that met our needs. I had waited for him for so long that he set off a barrage of fireworks in my gut.
Zip! Zip! Zip!
We pulled out of our kiss.
The reel had taken on a mind of its own as the fish ran off with my bait. Laughing, we turned our attention to the pole and stopped the fish by locking the reel again. Matt pulled on the line as I cranked the spool. The more the fish wriggled the line, the faster we hauled him in.
Our boisterous laughter caught the attention of the kids playing on their rope swing. Cheers belted out and fingers pointed. Eager faces waited to see our treasure. I guess calling this thing the Loch Ness Monster wasn't that far off the mark.
Matt backed me away from the edge while I continued to reel in our supper. The grayish-white underbelly of the fish and a fin splashed the surface before being swallowed up by the water. Whatever it was, had to be more than a foot and a half in length. Enough supper for two nights. As the fish got close, Matt picked up the net and continued guiding the line. Lowering the net into the water, he scooped something up and turned around.
That fish had to be at least two feet in length. His tail was so big that it flopped over the rim of the net. Its gills inflated and deflated as he breathed his last breath. The kids across the way pointed and cheered us on, pointing at our catch.
"Well,” Uncle said, sauntering to my side. “I guess that means we're having a cookout tonight. That sea serpent won't fit in any of my pans."
"He certainly won't be enough to feed all of us, either,” Matt added.
I laughed. “I guess that means you guys will have to get your own."
Matt came to my side and turned me around. “What about them?"
My face lit up for a second time. Stephan, Aiyana, and Evan stood by the porch, smiling and waving their hands.
Evan broke rank first and sprinted down the small incline thundering straight for me. From the way he barreled toward me my mind screamed, “Take cover!” With that kind of excitement, he might break my other leg or finish off my injured one. I backed in to Matt, seeking his protection from the friendly neighborhood maniac.
When Evan thumped onto the dock, my husband shoved me forward into his Herculean arms. The Neanderthal lifted me in a huge bear hug, whirled me around, and carried me off to a grassy area.
Matt shrugged at my smiling uncle, both men grinning and not moving an inch to help. So much for loved ones. I got more use out of that worm at the end of my hook.
Evan laid me on the grass and covered me with his body, being mindful of my ankle. “I missed you so much,” he said, planting a smacking kiss on my cheek. He didn't stop there. His head bobbed up and down as he kissed my entire face.
"Get off me, you jerk!” I screamed. “There are kids around!"
Of course, they seemed to forget about the fish as their wretched little minds salivated at seeing action of a different type. Claps and wolf whistles resounded throughout the trailer community. Brats. What was this world coming to?
"It looks like they're enjoying the show just fine,” he said. As though nothing happened, he went back to smooching up my face, making sure he covered every inch.
"You've hogged her long enough,” Aiyana said, plopping down beside me. Her face came in close and she picked up where Evan had left off, giving me small, tender kisses and not slobbering ones.
Stephan loomed over us, blocking out the sun. “You deserve whatever punishment they dish out. Running away like that. Giving us grief. Not calling enough.” He slumped onto the ground next to Aiyana. His lips made immediate contact, delivering a soft tender kiss more luscious than those from when we had first mingled together.
It was good to know that the trailer community allowed open displays of affection. These guys made sure the neighbors would never see my humiliated face again.
One thing gnawed at the back of my mind. Graham hadn't warned me about them coming up the road, and Dane and Riley had chucked their everyday calls and visits. Something was up and I wanted to know what.


 
Chapter 38
We left Evan and Aiyana outside to catch a few more fish while the rest of us went inside and caught up on things. Taking one look at my ankle, Matt carried me up the hill and into the house, where he sat me on the couch and began removing the elastic bandages. Stephan and my uncle spoke in the kitchen over a pot of fresh coffee.
According to Matt, he got an anonymous tip—imagine that—that I was staying with my uncle. Anonymous tip, my ass. I glared at Uncle Graham, who denied making the call. If he didn't do it, that left only one person. Dane. No one in my family knew where I was and I never told Genevieve because Matt would break her defenses. Dane made sense, because he had kept asking about Matt and wanted to know if we had we settled our differences. Though he wouldn't admit it, I knew my uncle was in on the plan and probably had discussed it last night while I was in the kitchen with Dane.
The whole situation made me want to scream; they had no right making decisions for me. Nonetheless, Matt's and everyone else's presence squelched my thirst for taking out a can of whoop-ass.
Matt readjusted my splint and asked how it had happened. For once, I told the truth. The lies and deceit had grown tiresome as I'm sure Matt would agree. Nobody interrupted. However, Stephan nearly choked on his coffee when he heard the part about me jumping out of a three-story window. Snorting, he turned his back and mumbled something about needing a refill on his coffee. Matt rolled his eyes upon hearing the news. After re-wrapping my foot in the splint, he applied the ice packs my uncle had given him.
"Are you ready to go home?” Matt asked, rubbing my leg as it rested in his lap.
"It depends on whether I have a place to call home,” I replied.
"You have a home. It's the same one we planned to get rid of so that we could find something more permanent. A place where we can raise our children."
Words refused to form. I wanted a home in Atlanta, but I also wanted friends. Yes, damn it! I wanted my cake and eat it too. After everything I've been through, I deserved that much. Well, maybe a swift kick in the pants, too, but that was beside the point. I wanted a family who loved me regardless of my slight imperfections and oversights. If I couldn't have that, then I would be just as alone as I was before meeting the Georgia Pack.
"Hon?” Matt asked. “Did you hear me?"
"Yes, but what does that mean for me? Severed relations or conjugal visits from the pack? Or am I not allowed to call Aiyana for a day of shoe shopping unless I go through you?"
"Huh?"
Taking my foot out of his lap, I stood. “Cut the crap, Matt. I love the Georgia Pack and I need them as much as you do. I don't want to be shut off from them and only allowed access through you. If that's the case, then I'll find a pack of my own."
Matt remained seated. His arm coiled around my thigh, tugging me close. He closed his eyes, warm cheek rubbing against my thigh, gentle kisses pressed into the side of my jeans. He was in another world, either avoiding my question or contemplating a good response.
"Seth hasn't banned you from the state,” he said. “But he has banned you from the pack. If you want Stephan, Aiyana, or anyone else as a friend, then that's fine. Werewolves have human friends, too, you know."
"So friends are all I get. No family."
"Give it time. You can't blame Seth for this. You said it yourself; he was only protecting the pack from outside threats. He—"
"I'm not a threat. I wouldn't do anything to hurt—"
"He sees you as one.” His other arm coiled around my thigh, hugging me. My hands rested on his shoulders as he gazed at me through pain-filled eyes. “What would you do if you were in his place? If you wanted to protect them, wouldn't you distance them from danger? He's our Alpha and we looked to him for protection."
"But I've taken care of the danger. It won't come back."
"How do you know? You said you took care of everything in North Carolina and the next thing we know, you're taking shots at some sniper hiding out in the bushes."
"Those are two different things."
"How do you know?” Matt repeated in an expectant tone.
Uncle nudged Stephan's arm. “Young man, we should take the grill out if we plan to cook that fish. Would you mind helping me? It's right out back in the shed."
Stephan nodded, taking the hint. Eventually Seth would want the details, too, but since I wasn't pack anymore, I didn't owe him any explanations. He and Matt could fill Seth in later. Stephan held the door open for Graham and the two of them left the trailer. I waited until they disappeared out of earshot—that was debatable—before continuing.
I paused to calm my thudding heart. I had to revisit the phone call we'd had at the hospital and fill in the gaps. “Dane is the leader of the Hunting Club. A bounty hunting club."
"Hunting Club?” He sat back on the sofa, sighing and running his hand through his black, silken hair.
Matt knew that Dane and I had a history that stemmed all the way back to my father coming into his rambunctious teenage years. He had adopted our family as his own instead of the other way around. I couldn't chuck Dane aside even if I tried. What Matt didn't know was that our friendship had turned to something more last night.
My kill journal lay on the bookcase shelf. Walking passed him I reached for it and unsnapped the clasp before handing it to Matt. He met my eyes first, then flipped through the pages. I wasn't sure how he'd react, but watching him read through it in silence disturbed me. Still, I promised myself that I wouldn't hide any more secrets from my husband, so enduring this moment of scrutiny was a small price to pay.
Matt snapped the journal shut, blowing a strand of hair in my eyes. A disconcerted look trampled his gorgeous face. “And here it was I thought I knew the woman I married. Tell me something. Was risking your life worth it?"
"I'm not a maniac,” I seethed. “I didn't go out hunting rogues for sport. Maybe I kept the details to myself, but it had nothing to do with getting a trophy or a certificate at the end of the day."
"Well, you must have got something that made it worthwhile lying to me all this time."
I slumped on the couch and stared at him through slitted eyes. “Do you remember what you did to me when we first met? You wanted to tear my throat out. Did you think I'd ever come right out and tell you about being a bounty hunter? You—"
"Lex—"
"Let me finish!” I paused to re-gather myself. “No one ever forgets that I'm human, but I have to fight extra hard to prove that I'm wolf too. You know as well as I do that human hybrids are nothing more than modified humans. Heaven forbid one of us chooses a werewolf life and all the dangers that it encompasses."
"What the hell does that have to do with you being a bounty hunter?"
"Because I have friends here who accept me for who I am, and they've been in the picture a lot longer than you."
Matt sat on the arm of the couch and folded his arms across his chest. “Doesn't being your husband mean anything? Doesn't that earn me special rights and privileges? Or do I have to fight my way to get them, just like you have to fight your way to acceptance? I thought marriage meant total acceptance, but you've obviously lost something in the translation."
"This marriage means more to me than you'll ever know. Why the hell do you think I kept the Hunting Club a secret? The less you know the better off you are. We've racked up a mound of enemies over the years and you sit there and act like it's nothing. I bet when they blow a cap in your ass, you'll think twice about that."
"So that gives you the right to run away and get all snugged up with them, doesn't it? Trouble knocks at your door and these are the first people you go running to."
"Maybe it's because I know they won't give me any backlash or grief."
"Well, I hope you're not looking for a pity party, because you won't get it here."
Seething, I grabbed a couch pillow and whipped it at him. He batted it out of the way with as much contrition as he would have if swatting a mosquito. He was lucky. If I had gotten my fingers around a vase, there would have been blood on the upholstery.
"Go to hell!” I slumped into the couch and crossed my arms. “Why did you come here? If you drove this far to be belligerent, then your ass could have stayed home."
"I came because I want my wife back. We don't get the luxury of going to marriage counseling, so we have to work out our problems ourselves."
"Well, if this is the way you want them worked out then take your furry ass back to Atlanta. I'm staying.” Rising off the couch, I limped to the front door.
Matt swooped around, grabbed my arm, and yanked me around to face him. My eyes narrowed, focusing on his grip before drilling into his eyes.
"Don't give me that look,” he said. “I'm not revisiting the bedroom scene. I promised I'd never bring violence to you and I meant it. Too bad that doesn't go both ways."
Pissed, I tore my arm away from him.
He smoldered. “If getting up in your face is the only way to get your attention, then so be it. I'm sick and tired of you walking away from me.” He paused, his glower still on me. “Let me tell you something, Lex. I'm pissed about the whole Hunting Club thing, but you want to know what sucks the most? You didn't trust me with the truth. Why? I may have my moments, but I'm nothing like the guy you met in Boston. I'd never hurt you, no matter what kind of garbage you harbor in your past. So what did I do to make you think otherwise?"
Sighing, I took a seat at the breakfast counter. For the longest time I couldn't answer him because I didn't know how. He wanted to hear something, but I didn't know what that “something” was. What more could I possibly tell him that I hadn't already said?
"Nothing,” I said.
Matt took the seat next to mine. “Nothing what?"
"You didn't do anything."
"I did something that made you lie to me. And don't give me that crap about trying to protect me from the evils of your life. That damn story is ready for fossilization."
A shovel dug deep into my gut and Matt held the handle. It took me several minutes to come up with an answer. Too bad I didn't buy it. “I thought you would divorce me."
"Bullshit. You know enough about us to know that our relationships are lifelong commitments. I may want to take a vacation from you, but we'd never get a divorce. So tell me something I don't know."
Sighing, I closed my eyes and threw my head back, trying to think. Voices screamed in the back of my brain, fighting for control. It never dawned on me that my husband would make me choose between himself and Dane. To make matters worse, Matt had no idea that he was doing it. Or did he? Nevertheless, I had expected Dane to be the one to force my hand. Because I stood by Matt, my decision was simple. That was a few days ago. If I had so much zeal in support of my husband, then it should have been an easy decision. Uh-huh. It wasn't, but I knew what I had to say.
My lips trembled and I gulped. Then I cupped my hands together, fingers quivering. Because his keen senses would have picked up my bodily changes, I didn't bother trying to hide it. Taking a deep breath, I opened my mouth.
No words came out.
The urge to bolt off the chair and run away from him became unbearable. Sighing, I clopped my elbows on the counter and held my head in my hands. I couldn't face him.
"The Club...” I paused, but not too long or I'd lose my nerve. “There are ... humans involved. They've been hunting with us for decades.” I hesitated. “There's a ... a black market too. We strip—or rather they strip—the hides ... and sell them."
I couldn't say any more. Dane's voice screamed in my mind, replaying the scenes from when I first found out about the Hunting Club. He told me to never tell a soul, not even my parents. And here I sat, breaking his decree. This was an ultimate act of betrayal. I spat on Dane's Alpha title and the entire Hunting Club for the sake of my marriage. Whatever they thought of me couldn't stack up to the disappointment that would be on Dane's face. Half-bred idiot; no wonder I always felt the need for having to measure up to everyone's standards. Those who saw me as human didn't understand my werewolf side, and those who saw me as a werewolf didn't understand my human side. For once, everyone's apprehensions about me made sense. The person who knew me best sat in judgment of me now.
Matt sighed. “If the humans have kept the secret for this long, then I doubt they'd tell anyone anytime soon."
My head shot up. “That's all you have to say?"
"What else do you want me to say? That I'm okay with it? I'm not. At least Bryce provides a worthy service to the pack. What the heck do the human hunters do other than exterminate us? If it ever went to their heads, we would be forced to see who's higher on the food chain. You know that, Lex.” He leaned over the counter and folded his hands on top. “If anyone ever found out, they would take out you and the entire Club. Do you realize that?"
"For heaven sake, Matt, why do you think I wanted to keep you in the dark? But if it makes you feel any better, it scared the hell out of me when a bunch of my friends died in an ambush eight months back. I walked out with the hopes that I'd never have to look back."
"And what about now? How do you feel about your precious Club?"
Thanks for throwing acid on an open wound. “I couldn't ignore them even if I tried. Maybe we're not doing things by the book, but I can't ignore what the rogues are doing either. You're just like the rest of the wolf population, who seems to forget that all it takes is one rogue to fall into the wrong hands and our race is through. I protect everything I love the best way I know how. If breaking a few By-laws keeps maniacs like my grandfather from infecting people, then I'm more than happy to work with anyone who'll help with our cause."
"Then what about this black market thing? How long is it going to take before they know werewolves exist? Do they know already?"
"No, they don't. Besides, I didn't participate in that part of Club. I've never collected a dime from my kills. I left that part up to Graham."
"Then how—"
"Matt, I don't have all the answers. For once in your life would you just trust me? I know that's a stupid thing to say right now, but I need you to have faith in me. The Club has been going strong for more than fifty years because Dane controls everything. He's adamant when it comes down to putting a tight leash on everyone. I trust him with my life. I'm not asking you to trust him with yours."
"What would you do if I asked you to leave then? Call Dane right now and tell him you're never coming back?"
No thought went into reaching for the phone and dialing up Dane's number. If I had to do this, then I had to go all the way. My husband took precedence over the Club, the Georgia Pack ... everything. Three rings later, he picked up. The moment I called his name, Matt snatched the phone from my hands and hung up.
He sighed. “I won't let you give them up because I said so. Just like you never asked me to leave the Boston Pack, it's not right for me to ask you to leave your Club."
Wow. Now that was a piece of insight that I hadn't expected. “Then where do we go from here? I can't be sorry enough that I lied to you, but I can't change it either."
"We go home."
I snorted. “Just like that?"
"Well, I'm not leaving you here. You may drive me insane from time to time—and heaven knows you have enough ammo now. But you're still my wife. I'm bound to you, just like I'm bound to the Georgia Pack."
"And what about the Hunting Club? I won't up and leave every time they call me for a hunt, but if there's enough danger involved, I won't sit around the house and do nothing, either. They may not be a legitimate pack, but they're all I've got. They're like an extended family to me."
"Sounds like they're a pack anyway. At least for you."
A thought had occurred to me. Something that probably wasn't possible in the werewolf sense, but my gut told me I could make it work. So I put it out there.
"I have two packs, Matt. The Hunting Club and the Georgia Pack. The hell with Seth's rules. He can't stop me from loving his people."
Matt's eyes went wide. He stood and walked over to the window, gazing at the smoke billowing from the grill. “What happens if you have to choose between the two? Werewolves swear allegiance to one pack, Lex. Not two. What you're talking about is something that's unheard of."
"So is a human hybrid joining a pack. I don't recall anyone complaining about that."
Matt inched around and faced me. “You didn't answer my question. What happens if you have to choose?"
Unfortunately, I didn't think that far ahead. “I'll work it out. But if everybody understands each other, then they won't put me in that position."
"Don't count on it."


 
Chapter 39
I couldn't say for sure if Matt and I had settled our differences because I didn't know myself. We didn't bite each other's heads off anymore, so that was a plus. Our conversation remained civil but guarded along with the other tensions in the room. This was one of those things that only time could heal. Everything that I told Matt in regards to the black market and human involvement, he promised not to tell anyone. He knew that telling Seth about that part of our conversation might still end in my death, so he would keep that much to himself. More important, he gave me credit for breaking my vow of silence to Dane.
While he helped Graham with dinner, I got a chance to spend some quality time with Stephan, Aiyana, and Evan. We sat in the living room as I rehashed the story leading up to the point where I hid out in my uncle's trailer. They told me about Matt's awful outbursts and how glad they were that we had worked some things out, although I tasted a few leftover kinks. Aiyana said if my presence calmed him down, then we had worked out enough of our problems for them. They hated having to slip drugs in his drinks, but it was either that or beat him up. I thanked them for using the drugs.
"Now for a confession of our own,” Aiyana said, crossing her ankles. “We've known about the contracts on Vaughn and Adam for a while."
My jaw dropped. Of all the ... Why the hell didn't they ... “If you guys knew about them, then why didn't you do anything to fix them?"
"Because it's not that easy when it's hearsay,” Stephan said. “Vaughn killed the Detroit Pack Alpha for good reason. But he was human when it happened. Vaughn was a decorated green beret when he left the military. He had moved his family to Detroit for a lucrative job. Anyway, the Pack Alpha took a liking to Natalie, his wife. He tracked her to her car and bit her."
"He must have been a maniac like Parry."
Nodding, Stephan half-smiled. “You could say that. Anyway, Vaughn knew something was wrong when she didn't return home for two weeks. When she escaped, he found out she had been held captive by the pack. Vaughn was so livid that he went on a killing spree. When he finished, he moved Natalie and Colleen away. Unfortunately, Nat didn't know how to control her changes yet. So during a—um—lovemaking session, she changed and bit him."
"Dear God,” I breathed, lowering my head. Tears backed up in my eyes, but I wouldn't let them fall. All that agony because some dumbass Alpha couldn't keep his mind off another man's woman.
"Ego got the best of the pack,” Evan said, crossing one muscled arm over the other. “No one in their right mind would ever admit to having their Alpha and a third of their pack slaughtered by a human. So they made up the story about him going rogue when it happened. Of course, they were drunk at the time, but still..."
"They put the bounty on him anyway,” I finished. “Why not Natalie?"
"Don't know,” Stephan answered. “With them raising a human child, things get complicated. Colleen was all the proof that Seth needed to know that the Detroit Pack was lying. He took them in and offered Vaughn a position as the eyes and ears of the pack. As for Colleen, she's under pack protection and we love her as though she were one of our own."
"But unfortunately,” Aiyana continued, “as much as she's Vaughn's redemption and proof that the Detroit Pack is filled with liars and assholes, if she comes forward, she's as good as dead because she's human. Vaughn and Natalie won't let that happen. So for the time being, Vaughn's protecting his little girl as only a father would."
"By keeping his mouth shut and not contesting the bounty,” I added.
Evan leaned forward reaching for his bottle of Coors. “I wouldn't worry about Vaughn. Knowing he picked off an Alpha and a couple of other werewolves to boot, I'd stay the hell away from his bounty anyway. That's why nobody's ever gone after it. Even your bounty hunting group knew the risks and decided that Adam was the easier target."
From the kitchen, Graham caught the corner of my eye. “My uncle told you, didn't he? While you guys were manning the grill."
Stephan nodded. “He figured it was up to you to tell your husband. After that, it didn't matter if anyone else knew or not. He didn't go into details, and to be honest with you, I don't want them. I like seeing you as a perfect little angel."
I smiled. “What about Adam?"
"His story is less complex,” Aiyana admitted, sliding her foot underneath her. “He and his gang ran around, killing and maiming everywhere they went. The only person we're certain that Adam killed was his cell mate and that's because the man suffered from schizophrenia. He tried to strangle Adam in his sleep. If he had killed him out of spite, he would still be in jail. Anyway, Adam got released, got infected, and went on a rampage with a rogue pack throughout Nebraska, Kansas, and Arkansas. Adam didn't want any part of his pack after that, so he got as far away from them as he could. The rest you already know."
"Does Matt know about this?"
"He asked while we were searching hospitals in and around Atlanta,” Stephan said. “We don't talk about the people we consider the black sheep in the family unless it's absolutely necessary."
My eyes downcast. “I don't blame you guys for not trusting me."
Evan slapped me on the knee. “Are you kidding? You risked life and limb diving out of a window to save a guy you'd talked to for ten minutes. I can't imagine what you'd do if the entire pack were in danger."
I rubbed the hot spot on my knee. “You hit me like that again and you'll be the first that's in danger."
* * * *
After a hearty meal and much talk at the table, Aiyana helped me pack my things. I hated leaving Graham. It had taken days for us to reconnect back to when everything was innocent. He would spend the next couple of days alone. In private, I called Dane and asked him to come over and spend some time with Uncle Graham, even if it meant letting him cheat at Uno. Dane laughed and said he wanted to hit the old buzzard across the back of the head for being so stubborn. Maybe throw him in the hole for safe keeping. I asked him to keep working on that “old buzzard."
"Thanks for calling Matt,” I said. I sat on the bed with my left foot curled underneath me and my injured foot dangling over the side.
"How did he take the news?” Dane asked.
"He's still taking the news.” I wanted to tell him that Matt knew everything, but one tongue lashing was enough for one day.
"Decker had a few more choice words for you,” Dane said, changing the subject. “But don't bother asking what. Your sensitive ears couldn't handle it."
I smiled as though he could see it.
Scuffling came from his end of the phone. “Riley wants to say something. Hold on."
Riley came to the phone and started right in with kissing sounds. “Don't be a stranger, making us wait months or years to see you."
"You might get your wish,” I mumbled.
"What's that?"
I sighed. “Matt knows I need a pack. If the Georgia Pack isn't an option, then the Club will have to do."
My ear met with silence. Then, mumbling filled the background, something about me getting hit over the head.
"What did you just say to Riley?” Dane asked. “He thinks Matt slapped you senseless.” He listened as I repeated myself. “Are you serious?"
"Yes."
"Well...” he laughed, “I hope everything works in your favor. Though I doubt it will because spouses don't belong to different packs. That's like a witch marrying a priest."
"As if the Hunting Club were so pure. This will work."
The Georgia Pack trying to do away with the Hunting Club worried me more. Dane didn't worry about things like that for the same reason he never worried about others having had similar ideas. He had life insurance. Not the kind that people purchase for $15 a month. His went along the lines of if something happened to him evidence about the werewolf subculture would find its way to the Washington Post and New York Times.
"I'll tell you what,” Dane said. “If you can put everything on the line and swear loyalty to me, then the least I can do is stand by your side. Be a real Pack Alpha for a change."
A howl resounded in the background. Shouts of happiness and joy screamed through the earpiece. Louder scuffling came through on the phone followed by muffled thumps. Dane threatened to smack Riley unconscious if he didn't let him go. I laughed. It sounded like I wasn't the only one happy with Dane's proclamation. Finally.
Of course, the news about Dane's overdue Alpha role was for werewolf ears only. The humans might think more of it than they should, jeopardizing the Club's stability. He'd probably talk to Fisk about assuming the post of second-in-command in all hunting issues. Heaven knew Fisk had certainly earned the title, and I couldn't think of a better person.
Riley came back to the phone, happier than a dog in heat. “In terms of the pack, that means I'm second. Damn, it's going to be good ordering you around, Angel."
"No, it won't,” Dane declared on another line. “After what happened in North Carolina, I know there's no way in hell you're mature enough to handle that kind of responsibility. Not yet, anyway."
"Well,” I said, feeling a tweak of panic. “I hope you didn't have me in mind. You guys will be lucky enough to get one visit a month from me."
"Let's worry about that later,” Dane said. “Right now, the only thing that concerns me is making this place a real den for the Club werewolves."
"It'll sure make things easier when one of the humans has a ... work-related accident. They'll have a pack ready to take them in.” Heaven help them, too. Thoughts of Decker in the hole, naked and howling at the top of his lungs, flooded my mind. Ewwww!
Matt strolled into the room. “We're ready to...” He looked at the phone. “Are you talking to Dane?"
"Yes,” I said.
"Who's that?” Riley asked.
"It's Matt,” Dane answered.
He held his hand out for the phone as he sauntered into the room. “Let me talk to him."
"I have to go,” I said. I didn't trust Matt to keep the conversation civil, even though Dane would. My days of causing trouble were over.
"That's not what he said,” Dane mumbled.
"Too bad.” I watched Matt close the distance. “I'm hanging up now."
Matt grinned, all teeth, dimples digging into his cheeks. “I'll be good, I promise."
He darted forth, trying to snatch the phone out of my hands. I turned and stepped out of his way. Matt lunged for me again, tackling me on the bed. His hands tickled my sides. Screaming laughter filled the room and beyond. Covering the phone with my body, I pressed several buttons, hoping one of them would sever the call. Matt tickled with one hand while trying to wrestle the phone away with the other.
A blunted thump hit the floor, startling us.
Uncle Graham stood at the door, holding his cane. “Could you two please take your foreplay elsewhere? The neighbors will think I'm throwing a sex party over here."
Everyone gave Graham a hug or handshake and thanked him for taking such good care of me. He extended an invitation to everyone, including and above all Matt. He had never gotten to know my husband the way he had hoped to, and after spending a few hours in his company, he wanted to know him like a real nephew.
Now if we could only survive the six-hour ride home. Damn.


 
Chapter 40
Tickling on my toes woke me. At least that's what it felt like. I sat up so fast that I had to take a moment to regain my bearings. Everything was white except for the ugly sea-foam green walls. To my left was a cart with canisters of cotton balls, tongue depressors, bandages, and the like. On my right were a wall-mounted blood pressure cuff and another diagnostic device for checking ear, nose, and throat. The paper on the plastic-cushioned table crinkled at my weight, shattering the silence of the exam room.
Unmoving, Bryce stared at me. His pale blue eyes gazed from behind his gold-rimmed glasses. He wore a red U2 T-shirt and a pair of jeans with shredded kneecaps. No white coat as one would expect. He sat motionless on a stool at the end of the table. Strapped to my ankle was a hard plastic boot. My body must have needed the sleep, because I was usually a neurotic light sleeper. Bryce had gotten further treating my injury than he should have.
"Matt paged me out of a sound sleep,” he groaned. “I told him to meet me here. He said you had stress fractures in your foot and was hoping I had something more stable to put on it."
I laughed and fell back on my elbows. “Don't worry. I promise not to kick you as long as you don't hurt me."
He began checking the clasps. “That's good and all, but I'm tired of coming out and patching you up for one thing or another. Hasn't anyone talked to you about being more human than the rest of the pack, and how you can't take the punishment like they can?"
"You wouldn't believe how many times I heard that argument on the ride home. Why do you think I passed out in the car?"
"Well, this should give you more cushion than that splint. Though your swelling is almost gone; I'm guessing at least another week or more before it heals completely."
"I was hoping by this time tomorrow."
Bryce gave a wry laugh and adjusted his glasses. “Not unless you want to risk re-injury. If I had my way about it, I'd put you in a real cast and keep you off your feet another two to make sure.” He wheeled his metal stool backward and retrieved a prescription pad from the counter.
"Is that necessary? I still have the pills you gave me from the last time."
He stopped and narrowed his eyes. “You didn't take all of them, did you?"
"No."
His pen drummed an ominous rat-a-tat, smacking against the prescription pad. For more than half a minute, he sat there quietly, glaring at me as though he could reach out and wrap his fingers around my throat. I didn't want to ask the question because I knew it would get me in trouble.
"Is there something wrong?” I said, asking it anyway.
"Yes!” he roared. “The other prescription was for infection! You take the damn penicillin until it's gone!"
His biting temper scared me enough to draw my legs into the fetal position.
I smiled, shrugging my shoulders. “Well, look at the bright side. With all the milk I drank, you would have been dealing with one hell of a yeast infection by now."
Bryce leapt off the stool and yanked the examination room door open. He hollered down the hall for Matt, cursing at the top of his lungs. I felt sorry for my husband, but he got what he deserved for not bringing me straight home. My ears strained to listen, but muffed sounds came through instead. Except for a generator whirring and repeated blipping from somewhere else in the building, stillness filled the halls. We were the only ones in the clinic long after normal business hours. Seconds later, footfalls scuffed down the corridor in my direction. Stephan entered the room.
"Ready to go?” he asked, helping me off the table.
"I was ready before you guys brought me through the front door. What's Bryce in a huff about? I thought he'd be pleased to know I heal fine on my own without the drugs."
Stephan laughed. “Sometimes he has to guess because our metabolism is so different. He tends to over-prescribe just to make sure, and he hates it when we ignore his advice. Unless Seth is cracking a whip, we'll take a temporary fix and go about our business.” He scooped me in his arms and stepped into the hall.
"So what's he bickering to Matt about?"
"Bryce wants you off your feet for the next few days, so he's hammering Matt about how serious he is. Between you and me, I suggest you take his advice. You think he's an ogre now—if he has to reset bones, he's ruthless."
We left the clinic with prescriptions in hand and looked for a twenty-four hour drug store.
* * * *
I remembered getting into my white laced nightie. Matt enjoyed the virginal effect because it reminded him that he was the only one to ever taste my goods. And since I still had some smoothing over to do, I started with the easy part: the seduction.
My hand rested on my husband's side of the bed. Wrinkled, cold sheets opened my eyes. That was a dark omen if I ever saw one. Golden sunlight peeped from around the corners of the thick lined curtains of our bedroom. Morning had come.
Matt's voice echoed a one-sided conversation on the phone downstairs. I thought about going back to sleep, but the smell of omelets with cheese, green peppers, and onions kept me up.
My new steel crutches leaned against the nightstand. I despised those things. They slowed me down and got in my way.
Throwing back the comforter, I used the night stand for leverage. Dragging the crutches and my ankle, I made it across the floor and out the bedroom door. As I hopped down the stairs, something stopped me. Thicker smells of morning breakfast billowed passed my nose and made my mouth water.
Matt strolled around the corner and took me by surprise. I didn't have time to slide the crutches underneath my armpits, so I froze. He stared at me, jaw tightening, eyes narrowing to slits.
"Dammit, woman!” He marched up the stairs, his focus unrelenting. “Those crutches serve a purpose. Bryce would tear my head off if you fell down those stairs and broke something else."
"I was just—"
"I-I-I-I was what? Huh?” He whisked me in his arms and carried me down the rest of the way. “I'm getting tired of toting you around. You need to carry me for a change."
"If you weren't so freaking long, I would."
He sighed, voice mellowing. “I was going to serve you breakfast in bed."
"I know a better way you could serve me."
I leaned into his strong arms, rubbing my cheek against his bare chest and shoulder. Delivering gentle, tender kisses, I explored his silken skin with my lips. He was as smooth and supple as a piece of caramel. I could have eaten him up on the spot. Damn, did I miss this.
Matt sucked in a quick breath. Despite our squabble, it was nice to know that I still had that effect on him. He blinked several times before wiping the lust from his demeanor.
We sat at the table eating breakfast between moments of guarded conversation. I thanked God when the phone rang, freeing us from our moment of death by discomfort. Matt answered it, remaining in the kitchen until I heard a beep and the phone clicking into position on the wall mount. Not saying a word, he sipped his coffee and read the morning paper as though nothing had happened. Talk about uneasiness.
The doorbell rang less than a minute later. Matt tossed his paper on the table to answer it. Familiar voices resonated from the foyer. I threw my napkin down and hopped across the living room. I knew those voices. A huge grin dug into my cheeks as I closed the distance. Bouncing across the carpet and onto the hardwood flooring, I stopped at the edge of the couch.
Stephan and Adam grinned back at me.
"Lex!” Matt shrieked. “What did I say about those damn crutches?"
"Oh, for crying out loud, Matt, they're upstairs.” I thought. To be honest, I had misplaced them somewhere between the bedroom and the dining room. Gee, imagine that.
"You're going to break your narrow neck.” Sighing, he turned back to Adam and shook his head. “I hope you have more luck getting her to listen than I have."
I hopped the rest of the way to the foyer, where Stephan snatched me up in his arms. “More luck? What are you talking about?” I asked.
The green-eyed god leaned in for a morning kiss, though it was the kind I would rather save for late night snuggles. A tap on his shoulder and he handed me off to Adam, who leaned in for a big bear hug, lifting me off my feet. I guess he had gotten over his “open expressions of love” issues. He gave me a smacking kiss on the cheek before settling me on my one good foot. Seeing him that happy, perhaps my broken foot was worth it after all.
"Okay, guys,” I said. “Now that all the loving is out of the way, what gives?"
"Do you guys want some breakfast?” Matt asked. “I've got omelets on the hot plate."
Both men nodded, mumbling in agreement, and started towards the kitchen.
"Wait a minute!” I hopped after them. “I want to know what's going on. Now! You can't just barge in here and ignore me."
Matt's chiseled arms snuggled me from behind. “Adam here has volunteered to baby-sit you today."
I turned in his arms. “Baby-what?"
"Baby-sit."
Snickering, Stephan cleared his throat. “We figured you would need some help getting around the house. So a few of us volunteered to help out until you're on your feet again. Besides, most of us are first-aid certified in case something happens. You couldn't be in better hands."
"Seth is playing watchdog, isn't he?” I asked.
No one responded.
"Lex,” Adam said, “he only means well. He knows you're back in town and doesn't want any more trouble from you. It's better than being kicked out of Georgia and spending the rest of your lives on the run."
I sighed, unsure of what to think about that. “He's not bending the rules any further, is he?"
"No,” Matt said. He kissed me on the top of my head. “Even you have to admit that it's better this way. I'm not in the mood for a long distance romance, nor do I plan on joining your pack."
"You found a pack?” Stephan asked. “You're not talking about that Hunting Club of yours, are you?"
Matt waved a dismissive hand. “Don't read into it too much because you'll only hurt your head. I'll fill you guys in over breakfast."
* * * *
Adam stayed true to Matt's words about not letting me lift a finger. He picked up around the kitchen, but when he saw me wiping down the dining room table, he took the rag away and pulled out a chair, ordering me to sit. That worked for a while, because it gave me time to catch up on work. But when I needed a break and went to the utility closet for the vacuum cleaner, Adam showed up behind me, sliding it out of my hand. Again, I took a break from staring at the computer screen and thought maybe I'd do a little laundry. And again, Adam was there, hoisting me over his shoulder in a fireman's carry, toting me to the living room for a seat on the couch. Folding the laundry was the only thing he let me do, because it didn't require me to be on my feet.
Stephan wasn't lying about the folks in the Georgia Pack being first-aid certified. Before the pack found Bryce, Seth made it a requirement in the den. Something about being on a long dark road and needing help when help wasn't available. All day I fielded calls about rest, ice, compression, and elevation. Just what I needed, a bunch of around-the-clock nurses. I even thought about hurting Adam so that it would take some of the attention off me.
* * * *
The phone rang around six the following morning. My eyes blinked several times to get the fuzzy red numbers on the clock to focus right. I could have strangled the idiot on the other end. We had more than an hour left before we had to get up.
I crawled halfway over Matt's back to answer the phone on his side. His tantalizing skin gripped me. If I sneaked a little kiss, who would know? Matt was out cold. So, I stole a quick kiss of soft back. Oh, my man, that wasn't nearly enough. It took every ounce of strength not to start nibbling. My tongue flecked across the satin skin along the length of his spine. I stopped every now and then to suckle like a newborn baby.
The heck with the phone. That was why we had an answering machine. Besides, I still had some making up to do.
More of my sensual kisses adorned his back, my tongue running across his velvet skin. Matt chuckled, muscles seizing up. I giggled in response. He turned over, reaching around to make sure I stayed on top of him. He moved my textured hair back behind my ear and pulled me in for a kiss. I kept one eye open, looking at the clock and wondering if we had enough time for a quickie. From the way his hands slipped underneath my panties, kneading my rounded rump, time was the last thing on his mind.
The answering machine beeped. We got so involved that I never heard the mechanical female greeting.
"Lex, it's Dane.” He paused. “Pick up; it's important."
Our lips unglued. Grinding his teeth—obviously annoyed—Matt reached for the night stand and plucked the phone off the base. He didn't bother putting it up to his ear. Instead he handed it to me with a grunt.
"Dane,” I moaned, “what's wrong now?"
"Decker's escaped."
My sex-ensnared brain cleared. I sat up and glanced at Matt. His worried look probably matched mine.
"When?"
"Sometime last night. When I told him you left, he got really agitated. I told Riley we'd put him down tonight if things didn't change. I went out to check on him a few minutes ago and found the lock broken and him gone. I don't know when he left, but I think we both know where he's going."
My eyes darted to Matt again. Saying too much would make him more aggravated than he already was. He didn't know about Decker because I forgot to tell him. At the time it didn't have anything to do with what was going on.
"I will kill him,” I promised, hoping he got my meaning. Dane may have loved him like family, but I loved him like a wart.
"I know. Do what you have to do, but call me if you see or hear anything. Stay safe.” He hung up.
"What was that about?” Matt asked, staring at me, his arms folded across his chest.
I handed the phone back to him. “A new wolf from the Hunting Club went rogue. Dane wanted to put me on alert."
"Are you guys assembling or something? Do you have to go? Because you're in no condition to—"
"Honey, relax. I'm not going anywhere.” I lay the upper part of my body across his, feeling his arms snake around my waist. “Everything is going to be fine. Danielle's coming this morning and Evan's schedule is cleared for the afternoon."
His tired sigh said a lot. “I don't know if I can live like this. You up and leaving at a moment's notice if your Hunting Club calls. Not knowing if you'll come back dead or alive. Your reasons for doing it don't mean squat to me. You coming home in one piece does."
"I know.” His hairless chest lulled me into pressing gentle kisses across his skin again, hoping it would take some of the edge off.
"You do, huh?” Matt dug his elbows into the mattress and sat up, basically pushing me away. “Because there's no way I could stand by and watch some rogue bulldoze you down."
Sitting next to him, I placed a hand on my hip. “You think I stand out there like an idiot with a red cape? If that's the case, then you're really in the dark. You've never seen me in action, so you'll never know what I'm capable of."
"Well, I hope to never get that chance.” Matt flipped the covers back and stalked into the bathroom, slamming the door.
Damn. Another attempt at seductive peacemaking and we blew it. Not I. We. We had to work together to settle our issues. How many signals did he need before he understood I wanted our battle to end? Decker could visit our house tonight and we'd probably be too stubborn to save each other's necks. The way my luck had turned for the worse over the past few days, nothing would surprise me.
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"What do you want for dinner?” Matt shouted from the kitchen.
I sat on the couch with my laptop, contemplating my wasted real estate course. With everything going on over the last couple of days, I had missed too many classes and received an email from the instructor saying I would need to repeat the program. Perhaps I should have stuck with my original idea of going into the bed and breakfast business. The only thing that stopped me was the startup cost.
Matt broke my concentration.
"Aiyana and I are going out tonight,” I said, not looking up. “Cook whatever you want."
The refrigerator door closed, followed by bare feet slapping across the tile floor. They continued to the hardwood and scuffed along the carpet. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a large foot tap. My eyes traced it up to a pair of moss green sweats and a flattened stomach underneath a white, ribbed tank. The arms remain folded across the sculpted chest and wide shoulders. Matt stood before me with a dull look on his face.
"When were you going to say something?” he asked.
"When you asked about dinner.” Gee, Matt, do I have to inform you of what I'm doing every second of the day now? The words clung to the edge of my lips, but I let it go.
"I might have had something planned for us."
"Like what? Another play for third base only to backpedal into the dugout? Face it, Matt. I'm tired of trying to make a move on you and you not responding. How many times do you want me to say ‘I'm sorry’ before you'll forgive me? Will one more do? Okay, I'm sorry. There. Are you satisfied? Did it change anything? No."
"I'm doing the best I can,” he seethed. “Do have any idea how hard this is for me? I want life to go back to normal, but it'll never be normal. It has nothing to do with being a werewolf or your Hunting Club either. It has to do with you keeping secrets from me."
"Secrets? The biggest secret of my life is dropped at your feet and you act as though it's just another piece of junk mail to add to the collection. I have to trust a man who has a gripe with me not to tell anyone. Do you have any idea how hard that is?"
"You know I'd never shoot off at the mouth about the humans in your Club. Nor would I say a word about the black market."
Pestered, I sat my laptop on the couch, stood, and limped around Matt. “Just forget it. I'm not in the mood to start another fight, but the groveling stops here and now. If you want someone to suck up to your majesty's graciousness, then I suggest you buy a dog. I have to get ready for Aiyana."
"You see what I mean? Every time we get into a heated confrontation, you walk away. Or limp. And how many times do I have to tell you about those damn crutches?"
I got a third of the way up the stairs before turning. “I'm not stopping you from following me upstairs. I'm leaving because I need to get ready for tonight."
By the time I had slipped on a pair of jeans and a cream-colored, hook-eye sweater, whining hinges from the bedroom door caught my ear. Matt stepped inside the room and slumped on the bed. I finished buttoning up my sweater, refusing to pay him any attention. He wanted to finish this despite my not caring anymore. If he opened his mouth, I'd walk out. Okay, so maybe there was some truth in his accusation that I was walking away, but I didn't see the point in rehashing the same old crap ... again.
"Aiyana and Vaughn are meeting us at Skullduggery,” he said.
I stopped buttoning the hooks and eyes. “Skullduggery?"
"It was my idea."
"Your idea. What the heck am I going to do there? I've got this damn boot anchored to my foot. It's not like they have handicapped go-carts. And why's Vaughn taking an interest in girl's night out all of a sudden? What does he think I'm going to do? Hand Aiyana over to the Hunting Club as a teaser?"
"I'm going, too."
My face drooped and a bland weariness took hold. I can't believe this.
He continued. “Vaughn's going because he wants a clean slate with you. Plus, if you think that I'm going to let you walk out that door with a madman on the loose, then you're just as nutty as he is."
"Aiyana will be—"
"—with Vaughn on our double date."
"Double date."
"Yes.” Matt stalked to the dresser, yanked open the middle drawer and searched through stacks of clothes. “Either we stay home or go out. There was a time when we were inseparable. We'll be inseparable again, if that's what it takes.” After finding a pair of jeans and a shirt, he headed to the bathroom and closed the door.
As if having a plastic boot anchored to my foot wasn't bad enough, now I had a husband at the hip. I wanted Matt back, but not as a ball and chain. He could say whatever he wanted, but it would take a miracle for him to trust me again. Truth is, at least I didn't have to grovel anymore to get a positive response. His following me around wasn't what I had in mind, but it would have to do.
* * * *
Hobbling on those lousy crutches, I met Vaughn and Aiyana with Matt at the entrance to the amusement park. Aiyana gave me a bone-crushing hug before turning me over to Vaughn.
A slight nod as he sized me up, then his lips curled on the ends as he snaked his arms around my shoulders. Even though I had put the pack's life at risk (something he specifically warned me against), I could tell there wasn't an ounce of hatred there. Perhaps it had something to do with trying to protect him and Adam.
Once we had exchanged greetings, we walked along the brick sidewalk and disappeared through an enormous papier-mâché skull.
Electronic beeps and blips, digitized voices, and ringing bells shrilled, adding to the noisy hum of the crowd. Video games filled the center of the enormous arcade, from Skee-Ball to simulator rides. On the other side were pool tables, laser tag, and a full service restaurant with a bar. Outside were go-carts for all ages, bumper boats, miniature golf, and batting cages. Despite the thousands of square feet, the hordes of people made it tight and close to unbearable.
As expected, the wolf crew wanted food first. Everyone ordered a combination platter that involved steak, chicken, or shrimp. I settled on popcorn shrimp and fries. Matt thought I'd order a Caesar's salad, but I reminded him that the situation wasn't tense enough for that. Not yet, anyway. When we finished, Matt panned his eyes around the room, looking for the ticket booth.
I threw my napkin on the table. “I guess that means I'm sitting this one out."
"You don't have to sit this one out,” Aiyana said. “They have cars for two people."
My eyes darted in Matt's direction. I crossed my arms and said nothing.
"Oh,” Vaughn said, sliding his muscled arm behind Aiyana. “The crutches are only part of the problem."
"You guessed it,” Matt murmured.
"I'll tell you what. To make this fair, I'll ride with Lex and you can ride with Aiyana. That way, the two of you can get out your frustrations on the racetrack. We'll even take it to the bumper boats if we have to."
After getting our tickets, we hit the race cars. Since the guys had built up their competitive spirit while standing in line, Aiyana and I stepped back and let them drive. We tore around the track, shouting obscenities at each other, promising to drive the other into the dirt. When we passed each other on the track, we took it personally and ran several other cars into the tire barriers. Even I got into the game by laughing and pointing when we passed Matt and Aiyana during our first few laps. Towards the end, the four of us left the entire track in the dust and sped towards the finish line. The others spent most of their time scowling as though they didn't want to have anything to do with us or our competitive edge. Not that I blamed them. Vaughn and I pulled into the checkered flag, beating out Matt and Aiyana by a second. Before we could unbuckle ourselves from the cars, boisterous laughter took control as we recapped the events. Vaughn reached over and gave me a victory kiss and declared I could be his copilot anytime.
"Where to next?” Aiyana asked.
"Bumper boats,” Matt answered. “You guys ready to switch partners?"
"No,” I said, sliding my crutches underneath my arms. “I'm still having issues with you.” Poking my chin out, I hobbled away from the group.
"That's okay,” Matt laughed. “I'd have a hard time choosing between Vaughn and Aiyana anyway."
I answered him by sticking out my tongue. Better that than giving him the finger ... and it had crossed my mind. When Aiyana punched him in the chest, I smirked and continued on my way.
Our rivalry transferred to the bumper boats. However, I got the chance to ride the boat by myself. After I covered my foot with a plastic bag, we hopped in our round motorized tubes and glided across the water. Twelve other people entered the large pool, but we kept to ourselves most of the time. Whenever humans wandered to our end, we ganged up on them with our water guns and drove them back to the other side. Matt and I worked out enough of our frustrations to make it look as though we were having a wet T-shirt contest. We had so much fun that we got back in line a second time.
The best fun happened during our third go-round. It never dawned on us that it might look snobbish if we kept to ourselves, so we formed an alliance and went after the other boaters. The humans never noticed the nonverbal glances and gestures that came with our animal instinct. We culled the crowd, seeking the weakest among the bumper boaters and taking them down in a blast of water fire.
Two teens proved to be the biggest challenge because they had the drive to step up the game. However, they lacked the ingenuity and skill for the hunt. We set Aiyana up as “cute” bait by letting her throw her long locks behind her shoulder and faking motor problems. The moment the teens made a move for her, we followed behind and blasted them into a watery grave.
It worked again when two leering females sized up Matt. Had they been werewolves, I wouldn't have paid them any attention. But something about a human gawking at my husband had branded the jealousy in me. The moment they took their playtime to Matt, I recruited Aiyana to help me go on a search and destroy mission. When our time at the bumper boats had ended, the soaking wet females twitched their whore-length skirts as they stormed away. They were lucky that waterlog was the only thing they got.
"Okay,” Vaughn said, wringing his shirt. “We have to try the other race cars now."
"Which ones?” Aiyana asked. She squeezed her hair and ran her fingers through her stringy mane.
"The ones where you have to wear the space shuttle seat belts."
"They don't have two-seater cars,” Matt replied. He stole some napkins from a nearby picnic table and wiped his black glistening hair.
"I don't mind sitting this one out,” I lied. “I want to get some ice cream anyway.” No way would I keep these guys from having fun.
Aiyana looked thoughtful. “Mmmm, that sounds good. How about you guys go and we'll help ourselves to dessert?"
"Nah,” Matt said. “I think I want dessert too."
Moaning, I clapped my hand to my forehead. “Enough with the babysitting already. Is there an ‘Invalid’ sign stamped on my back? If you don't drive those cars, then I want to go home. You're not using me as an excuse for not having fun.” That sounded redundant, but it was too late to take it back.
Matt took my hand. “You two go ahead. I want to talk to my wife."
"Matt—"
He waved his hand to move them along. “We'll meet you guys there."
Vaughn and Aiyana exchanged glances. He slipped his arm around her shoulders, leading her away, but she couldn't help glancing back every few seconds, saddened eyes meeting mine. When the crowd swallowed them up, Matt gestured me towards a nearby bench.
"You're not holding us back,” he said.
I crossed my arms. “Then why don't you go to the race track with them?"
"That's not the reason why you're mad."
"I'm not mad. I'm ... a little irritated is all."
"By what?"
I chewed my bottom lip. “We're not doing this here. Not in front of these people."
"Then tell me what's wrong."
Grasping my crutches, I stood and slid them under my arms. “Let's go. Vaughn and Aiyana will think we're having huge problems."
He caught hold to left crutch. “Are we having huge problems? Should I be sleeping in the guest room tonight?"
Hell no! I gulped. Searching his eyes, the words wouldn't form on my tongue. If anyone was going to sleep in the guest room, it should have been me. I just wanted our fight to end. The amusement park helped, but it couldn't fix everything. We both wanted an end to the arguing, but our stubbornness and hurt feelings refused to give us that chance. Perhaps spending more time away from each other would make us desperate enough to call a truce to our friction. When we returned home, I'd check out flights to Albany, New York, and go stay with my parents for a while. At least they still loved me for me, and not out of innate obligation.
Matt searched my eyes. Another awkward moment passed before he dropped his gaze and let go of my crutches. I hobbled away from him, fighting the tears that pinched my bottom eyelids. Not in front of these people. I wouldn't cry in this crowd. When I got to the so-called comforts of my own home, I'd cry if we slept another night in the same bed with our backs to each other.
Vaughn and Aiyana waited with extra tickets in hand. Those three stood in line to drive the Indy-style cars while I leaned against the chain-link fence that surrounded the track. Though Matt's lips moved, he crossed his arms and gutted me with a stare the whole time. To make matters worse, he didn't hide it. I had to look away because it made me uncomfortable. Neither one of us knew what we'd walk into when we got home ... at least, I didn't. I loved him so much, but I couldn't remember the last time we'd said it to each other. Here I was, the bad-ass bounty hunter, and it took the love of my husband—or lack thereof—to unravel me.
When they entered the pit stop area and strapped into their cars, I kept my eye on the signal, waiting for the green light. As they sped out of the alley, I zeroed in on Matt without having to see his face. The seat back sat so high in the racing cars that it made it almost impossible to recognize anyone from behind. Still, I knew it was him.
The track area stank of burnt oil and gasoline seconds after the start. Staying close to the fence, I moved further away from the pit stop area hoping the stench would dissipate. It burned the insides of my nostrils and gave me a headache, so I kept moving away, staying with the fence, until I could breathe somewhat easier.
A hand went around my waist, and someone pulled me against his mouth. I punched and flailed, trying to get away from the interloping bastard who had broken my ultimate rule regarding personal space. My eyes crossed, trying to focus on the crazed jerk. His tongue lapped the inside of my mouth, wrestling my tongue for dominance. He pushed me into the fence, angled chains digging into my lower back. His hardened groin rammed into mine, pressing hard enough to scratch my skin. Angered, I wrapped a fist around a chunk of his hair and wrenched his head away from me.
Decker chuckled back.


 
Chapter 42
I clutched his disheveled blond hair, and matted patches of dirt and grime crumbled between my fingers. His glassy gray eyes danced with a predatory excitement. He smiled all teeth and scrunched his nose at me. The smell of sweat, urine, and excrement took the place of the oil and gasoline from the race track, turning my acute senses against me. He wore a ratty shirt and pants with more holes than a hornet's nest. To make matters worse, he rubbed against my body, transferring much of his horrendous stench onto me.
"My god, you smell good,” he mumbled in his thick southern accent. “I paid attention for years and saw how you let Riley and Dane hug you, kiss you, love you. Hell, it took Scott no time to make it into yer bed. I didn't see what you saw in all that pawin’ or how it felt. Now I want my share."
"So did Riley, you sick psychotic bastard,” I spat. “But he never got far, now, did he?"
His nauseating breath made me gag. Add that to the stink of his clothes; he must have spent the last few days eating squirrel, possum, deer, and ... human? Good Lord! The reddish-brown color of dried human blood bibbed around his collar and down his sternum. All the grime had kept me from seeing it and his stench had kept me from smelling it. He had gone as rogue as they come.
Decker sniffed his nose around my neck. “He bragged about how soft your skin was, how exotic you felt against him. A human with the scent of a wolf. You cain't get no more exotic than that. So what if you spurned him? He got what he wanted every time. Your attention. Do I have your attention now?"
But would he...? No. He wouldn't ... Could he have been that insane before getting bitten?
Even as the thoughts flickered across my mind, I couldn't help thinking about North Carolina. It was so ludicrous that I still had a hard time believing it. But something about his being at the right time and place had changed my mind. “You wanted to get bitten, didn't you? Riley wouldn't do it, would he?"
Decker stopped sniffing and turned his wild-eyed gaze on me. “Well, I'll be damned! Either you're a really smart tart or you've got second sight."
He pressed my back so hard into the fence that the metal whined. I bit my lip to keep from whining in pain myself. Decker hardly seemed to notice, and if he did, he didn't care.
Grinning, he continued. “Everyone knows Dane's rules about killing any wolf who bites a human. He never said a thing about ripping your arm between the jaws of a dead one. Bitten, born into it, blood to blood contact; the result is the same. I thought my act was pretty convincing, didn't you? Once the fever took hold, everything ran like clockwork."
Between the pain on my back and his fetid body odor, I spoke through ragged breaths. “Rogue or not, if Dane ever finds out, he'll kill you out of spite. How long do you think it'll be once I tell him?"
"Who gives a fuck about Dane? Come with me, Angel. It only makes sense that the two best hunters around hook up. We can start our own Club by collecting on the contracts from the Georgia Pack."
I drew my left fist back and clocked him with a left hook. Decker staggered a moment, but regained his senses before I could run. A gash opened across the bridge of his nose and part of his cheek. He grabbed my wrist and noticed the blood smeared on my knuckles with the square-cut diamond wedding band perched in the middle. He smiled and slimed his tongue across my fingers and knuckles. A gagging fit brought me to tears.
"You and your hubby have been havin’ problems."
My eyes went wide. “What did you—"
"I've been watchin’ you two. You guys share the bed like total strangers.” He leaned in, pinning me against the fence again. His eyes bulged wider and a drop of spittle glopped from his mouth. “I'll kill him if you want. I'd do anything for you."
"Then die,” a voice said.
A fist shot just over my right shoulder and smashed into Decker's face. Shrieks filtered from a small gathering crowd as people herded themselves away from the commotion. Decker fell to his knees, fingers raking down the metal fence. I slipped away. Matt reached over and dragged Decker off the ground by the hair.
Without warning, he whipped out a large knife from the inside of his pants. Matt jumped back, missing the blade by inches. More people screamed and the small crowd turned into a stampede, running and fighting to get away. Decker growled and launched himself at Matt. He caught Decker's wrist, but slipped in the moist grass. Using it to his advantage, Decker snaked his arm around Matt's neck and pulled him across the fence. He held the blade inches from my husband's Adam's apple.
How dare he threaten my mate?
I picked up the only thing I could find: one of those damn crutches. Winding back, I swung it around and smacked it across Decker's face. His head turned 180 degrees and two teeth spat from of his mouth. Instead of losing my momentum on the upswing, I built it up for another wallop on the back swing. The crutch whacked him on the side of the head and he crumpled face-first to the ground.
Then it happened. Decker raked his hand across the lawn, leaving a trail of deep trenches, his fingernails becoming sickle-shaped claws. Spasms started in his arms and legs as he moved into a crawl position. His neck cracked and grass snake muscles crawled underneath his skin. He sat back on his knees and a long, slick tongue snaked out of his mouth, slithering across his face.
"Lex,” Matt whispered, “back away from him. Now!"
Decker's rancorous eyes met Matt's. He launched himself over the fence and landed on Matt, pinning my husband to the ground. Being that close and in the middle of his change, Decker could have shredded my husband to pieces. More spasms racked his body. Scrunching his eyes closed and bending his pulsating head, he fought to keep his nose and mouth from pulling away from his face.
He held onto his man-beast form, the unnatural form that tortured his arms and legs with quick jerky movements. That was a sure sign that he had gone completely rogue. No wonder Dane thought the only option left was to kill him. Normal werewolves lay quiet and let the change progress to four-legged completion. Only a lunatic would put that much stress on their shifting body to hold the middle change.
Matt tussled with the rogue monster. A horde of people rushed out of the park, yelling with high-pitched shrieks. In the distance, Vaughn and Aiyana fought through the maddened crowd to come to Matt's aid, but they were too far away to do anything.
That left everything to me. Frantic, I searched for another weapon to use. The knife blade glistened on the lawn from where Decker had dropped it. I picked it up and hopped the fence.
Holding it over Decker, I thrust down ramming the knife into his shoulder, scraping what must have been bone along the way. He screeched in agony. His fist sprung out, backhanding me across the face. I flew across the lawn with the knife still clutched in my hand. I thudded to the ground on my stomach about ten feet away. I pushed myself off the lawn, my sluggish head weighing the rest of my body down and a burning sensation throbbing my cheek. Opening and closing my mouth, I tested my jaw to make sure it still worked.
A hand grasped my hair and yanked me off the ground. I swiped the knife around and gashed Decker's arm. He had strength on his side, so I'll be damned before I turn over the knife so easily. He howled and dropped me on the lawn. I crawled away while keeping the knife pointed straight at him. The blade remained steady in my tight grip. There was no way in hell I'd let some psychotic man-beast frighten me. In my years with the Hunting Club, I had been in situations much scarier than this.
Decker stalked me with his glower as I rose on a set of steady legs and faced him. I stared him down. Since he wanted to be a werewolf, he should have picked up on my challenge. If he had any sense, he'd realize a simpleton human hybrid was standing up to him, a full-blood. Most rogues would either let the indignity drive them insane and lash out without thinking or laugh themselves silly and underestimate my abilities. Call it psychology if you want. I took it as an advantage and used it against him.
Decker backed to the right.
"Don't,” I seethed, noting Matt's distance from him. “You touch my mate and I'll split your ass from hole to navel."
A hideous, inhuman smile split the bottom part of his face in half, making it a real ear-to-ear grin. His sluggish tongue slurped around his jagged teeth and smacked against his lips. A deep, muffled laugh chuckled from his bobbing jaw.
Suddenly, he lunged and tackled me to the ground. One clawed hand slammed my knife hand onto the lawn and the other clasped around my neck. He straddled my waist and leaned close. I braced my free hand against his chest, but his psychotic strength surpassed mine. My arm folded in on itself. I panicked, heart hammering against my ribcage. When his tongue snaked out again, I turned my face in disgust and closed my eyes. The putrid stench of his breath touched me, then I felt the slimy coldness slurp across my cheek. Enraged, I moved my free hand from between us and jabbed my thumb in his eye. A primal howl belted from his lungs as I scrounged through the soft matter. Yanking my hand away, his fist wound back, ready to pulverize my face.
A hand caught it before he could follow through.
Dane yanked his arm backwards and tackled him onto the grass. An arm looped around my upper chest, dragging me across the lawn. Long black hair covered in Riley's scent fell against my shoulder. If Decker had kept an eye on our house, then it only made sense that Dane and Riley would do the same. He pulled me to my feet and leaned me against a different part of the fence before leaving to help Dane subdue the maniac rogue.
All three of them wrestled in the grass, but Decker let his change proceed. When his face pulled into a muzzle and more bones cracked, the two men backed away. Decker saw an opening and seized it. Hunched over and still able to run on two legs, he leapt across the lawn and onto the race track. Dane and Riley followed. He made it to the wooded side of the race track unscathed, but the two Club members had spent too much time dodging some of the last remaining drivers on the track. By the time they made it to the other side, Decker had escaped.
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Burning red patches covered my skin where I had tried to scrape off Decker's rancid odor. After removing my plastic boot cast, I immersed every inch of my body in a heated bath. The hot water soothed my aching joints and muscles. Though it relaxed some parts of me, my hands wouldn't stop trembling. When I wet my washcloth under the faucet, they ceased for a moment, then went right back to their tortured state. The chilled room and the fight with Decker had nothing to do with it. He could have done whatever he wanted to do to me, but when he put that knife to Matt's throat...
I gulped. A tear broke free just as someone knocked on the bathroom door. I wiped it away and fanned my face.
Clearing my throat and not looking up, I answered in a low voice, “Come in."
Matt's scent wafted into the humid bathroom. I went back to dabbing hot water on my bruised cheek. His large feet scuffed across the white tiles and stopped in front of the tub. He crouched down, scooping his head to get a better view. His stoic expression reminded me so much of Seth that I wanted to push him away. He touched his hand to the back of mine, moving the cloth away from my face. A wince twisted his lips.
"Do you love me?” he asked.
My jaw dropped. “You jackass, of course I love you. What the hell kinda ques—"
His delicious lips cut me off with a kiss. My hand splashed down in the water for balance. His tongue slid inside my mouth and coiled around mine. The surprise kiss lulled me into a depth of tranquility. His hand massaged my scalp, soft and thick, eliciting a string of sensual images in my head. When he pulled out, he left me sighing and missing him already.
"You're driving me crazy,” he mumbled. “Why didn't you get help? Vaughn and Aiyana only stopped off for some ice cream cones to give us more time to talk. You could have caught up to them and saved yourself."
I half-smiled. “How's your head?"
He pulled away, a smile reminiscent of my own surveying my face again. “It's just a bump. I'll live.” After a slight pause, he continued. “I know I've said it one too many times ... but do you know how much I love you? It pisses me off, knowing that you'd risk life and limb for me."
"You're going to have to live with it, because I won't compromise."
Matt scowled and stood. I clutched his hand to keep him from walking away. Using him as leverage, I pulled myself out of the tub. Lukewarm water sloshed around my calves and dripped off my wrinkled skin. The cold air hardened my nipples and gooseflesh perked my pores. Seconds ticked away as I searched his unwavering eyes.
"I won't compromise,” I repeated. “Some things are just as inbred for me as they are for you. Protecting my mate and, if necessary, dying by his side is one of them."
He sighed and cupped my face in his hands. “Then I'm asking you to be extra careful. Can you at least meet me on that? If that sick bastard had—"
"I'm glad you made me bring those crutches.” I regarded them on the floor next to the shower. One remained in perfect condition. The one I used on Decker had a missing arm pad and a few lost screws. “At least I finally put them to good use."
Matt chuckled. It bounced off the bathroom walls and his bowing smile ebbed some of tonight's agony, putting it in perspective. He grabbed a thick white towel off a nearby hook and encased me inside. Crushing me to his chest, he snuggled the top of my wet head in the nook of his chin. Touching his heated body comforted me for the first time in what seemed like forever. Thank goodness I had rescinded my decision about going home to my parents. I smoothed my cheek over his chest, pressing tender kisses into his soft cotton tee. Ignoring the throb on my face, I turned my nose into his shirt and inhaled his scent through the laundered fibers. Oh man, did I want his luscious scent covering me.
He began on the top of my head, pressing a series of kisses down the side as he used his nose to memorize my scent. I tilted my head upward and his lips met mine. His large hands cupped my lower back as he pulled me tighter.
A choked scream muffled inside our mouths. Those large hands of his stung my lower back. Matt pulled away, face etched in anxiety.
"What's wrong?” he asked.
"Uh ... nothing,” I lied. I tightened my jaw and smiled—maybe a tad too big.
He pulled me into his chest, peered over my shoulder, and lifted my towel. I knew werewolves could sniff out injuries like a bloodhound, but moments like these made me wonder if it went deeper with Matt. He zeroed in on my lower back, exposing my derriere to the cold room. His warm fingers gently pressed into my sore skin and muscles as he examined the wound.
"You've got zigzag bruises and scrapes along your back,” he said.
"Now that you know, why are you spending so much time back there?"
He smacked me on my bare-skinned bottom. I shrieked at the sting.
He chuckled. “That's for putting me through this mess in the first place."
I laughed and pushed him away, staggering on my uninjured foot. “You ragweed."
He smoothed his hands through my black tangles. “Damn. I was looking forward to screwing your brains out after we made up."
"We can still do that."
"Oh, really? I think not, Miss Bruised and Battered. I'm not screwing you until I know you're in one piece. As it is, you're going to need a month's worth of bed rest by the time I'm through with you."
A knock resounded from our bedroom. Matt shouted for the person to come in as he helped me out of the water. Aiyana appeared at the bathroom door. She glanced between the two of us as if to measure the situation before smiling.
"There's a man downstairs for you,” she said, meeting my eyes. “It's that guy from tonight."
Matt snorted. “She's busy. Tell him to come back tomorrow."
"Matt,” I warned.
"Better yet, tell him she's recuperating from a romp-fest and doesn't want to be bothered."
"Would you stop?"
"No.” He opened the linen closet and pulled out a heating pad and our first-aid bag. “You promised me you'd be careful, so I'm going to hold you to it. Starting now."
Actually, I hadn't consented to anything, but stirring the troubled waters after getting this argument resolved didn't seem wise. “What's Dane going to do?"
"I don't know, but I know you're not leaving this house tonight. If he wants someone to go after that rogue-crazed bastard, then he'd better find another recruit. I'm putting your butt to bed and that's the end of it. Case closed."
Not saying another word, he gestured to Aiyana. She gummed her bowed lips together and slid her arm around my lower back. I yipped in pain and pulled away. Matt tilted his head and arched an eyebrow. Restraining from saying “I told you so", he pointed towards the bedroom. My jaw tightened to keep from saying anything nasty. Aiyana offered her arm and escorted me out of the bathroom.
She and Matt cleaned and dressed my myriad of scrapes, applied ice packs where needed, and tucked me under the covers. The moment I relaxed, Matt daunted me with that miserable boot cast. I should have thrown it in the garbage along with the clothes Decker stank up. My foot was puffed a little on the top and slightly tender to the touch, but my ankle felt as good as new. I wanted to keep ice packs on my foot, but Matt threatened to call Bryce for consent. After his last tirade, there was no telling what he'd do if he knew I'd chucked the boot off before the scheduled time. Better yet, I didn't want to rehash tonight's events and have him rushing over here to administer more first aid. Pouting, I let Matt snap the boot back in place.
Once they had me situated, they left the bedroom. I waited for the first thump down the stairs before making my move. Folding back the comforter, I eased my aching body off the mattress and crept to the bedroom door. The chilly air made me want to backtrack for a robe, but my need to eavesdrop overruled it. The extra large tee would have to do. Voices in the living room gripped my attention.
"She's not coming down,” Matt shouted. “It's been a long day for all of us. Especially her."
"I just want to make sure she's okay,” Dane said. “I wouldn't do anything to hurt her, Matt, you know that."
"Then why can't you take my word for it? Lex's been through more than anyone should ever have to go through."
"You don't think I know that?"
"Then why are you here? You knew Decker would pay us a visit, so you decided to use my wife as bait? What the hell kind of sick tyrant are you?"
"Matt,” Aiyana warned. “This doesn't help. What we should be doing is making sure Alexa's safe."
"We can't bring her to the den,” Vaughn said, deep mellow voice reverberating throughout the house. “Seth put his foot down on that."
"If she's not welcome at your house, then she can stay at ours,” Riley said. “Angel belonged to us before she was ever you anyway."
I rolled my eyes. Good way to win friends and influence people, Riley. Throw some fireworks into the fire.
"Like the hell she will,” Matt roared. “Your dumbass Club is what started all this shit in the first place. Give me one reason why I shouldn't kick your ass across the state border right now."
I closed my eyes. The throbbing wormed back into my cheek and threatened to move into my temples.
"Matt!” Aiyana shouted. “Would you stop acting like a jerk and just go somewhere to cool off? You're not helping."
"This is my house and my wife we're talking about. I'm not going anywhere, and neither is she."
"Can we get back to the problem or is that too much to ask?” Dane said. He paused. “Right now, Decker is out there. If he's killed one person, then he'll kill again. This is Georgia Pack territory and I respect that. That's why I want to do it by the book."
"Why?” Vaughn asked. “Is it because you let your guard down and let this maniac live? If you had been on the ball and burned his ass at the stake, we wouldn't be having this conversation."
"Hear hear,” Matt agreed.
I had heard enough. They couldn't gang up on my Alpha and think I wouldn't have something to say about it.
Hobbling out of the bedroom, I dragged my booted foot down the stairs. The bickering continued, but by the time I reached the middle landing, it had stopped. Matt marched down the hallway from the kitchen and found me on the staircase. The others followed. I cheesed a smile so big that it hurt my sore face. He returned a scowl and pointed at the bedroom door.
"No,” he shouted. “Go back to bed."
"Matt—"
"No.” He skirted the banister and made the middle landing in two leaps. He snaked his arm around my waist and tried pulling me up the stairs. “This discussion doesn't concern you."
I hooked my hands around the banister to keep from going anywhere. “How can you say that? If everyone is so worried about my safety, then this has everything to do with me."
Matt tripped, tussling with me on the steps. “You're the last person concerned for your own safety because you're too busy worrying about everyone else."
"I agree,” Dane said.
I stopped struggling and turned to him. “How can you take his side?"
A smiled stretched his face. He leaned against the banister and gazed at me. “Because you wouldn't be on those steps about to run to my rescue if you weren't. You'd be in bed where you belong."
I narrowed my eyes. “In case you haven't noticed, you're fighting a losing battle. You need all the help you can get."
"I'm fighting a losing battle? In case you missed something in your snooping, we're all agreed on wanting to keep you safe from Decker. I think that's the best decision we've come to. Looking out for your best interests."
"He's got a point,” Matt said.
I turned my astonished gaze on him. “I can't believe this. You two are ganging up on me."
Matt scooped me in his arms, ignoring my painful yelps. He thumped up the steps and whisked me off to our bedroom. I squirmed in his arms until I made eye contact with Dane, pleading for his help. He sighed and followed us upstairs. Matt marched across the bedroom and sat me against my heating pad. He pulled the comforter over my legs and hips as Dane arrived at the threshold.
Looking over Matt's shoulder I said, “Decker's going after the Georgia Pack."
Matt stopped fluffing my pillows and asked, “How do you know?"
"Because that lunatic wants the contracts on Adam's and Vaughn's heads. He didn't say it in so many words, but he made that much clear. It's the one thing that brought us together in Atlanta in the first place. He's going on a hunt."
Dane ran his fingers through his hair and sauntered into the bedroom. “How much does Seth know?"
"Everything up to what happened tonight,” Matt muttered. His shoulders became taut and a chill entered his eyes.
Just like I wanted to protect my Alpha, I knew Matt felt the need to protect his own pack. Instead of saying anything, he folded his fingers behind his head and fell backwards onto the bed, eyes closed.
Ignoring him, I said, “Look, it doesn't matter how much he knows. Seth won't want our help. He's stubborn and thinks the pack can handle it on their own."
Dane shook his head saying, “No, he isn't. Anyone who asks for help from outsiders shows weakness. Why do you think contracts are handled in complete secrecy and everyone goes by code names? A pack can never find out their Alpha needs help getting rid of a threat or it'll reflect badly on their leadership. Seth is a smart man, so don't underestimate him."
"Won't he want us to clean up our own mess?"
"Yes. But he'll put it in terms of a death threat. Fix the situation or Decker's head won't be the only one rolling."
Riley stepped into the bedroom, obviously thinking my invitation included him. I scowled. Ignoring me, he said, “Then I say we stake out the woods behind their den. We kill Decker before he can peek through the windows. We take his carcass away. End of story."
"Not end of story,” I countered. “If Seth knows we're staking out the woods, he'll see it as a territorial invasion. Planting roots in any part of Georgia is asking for trouble. Setting up a stakeout in Seth's backyard is asking for an on-the-spot lynching."
"Then I'll talk to Seth one-on-one,” Dane said.
"What?!” Riley and I shouted in unison.
"You can't be serious,” I sputtered. “You'll be lucky if he lets you through the front gate and out on your own two feet."
"Angel's right,” Riley said, “I don't know the guy so I don't trust him. He'll see this as our problem and take it out on you. I like my plan better."
"As gaseous as it makes me, for once the dog-face boy and I agree. I don't mind sneaking around in someone else's backyard if that's the best we've got."
"Well, I do,” Dane snapped. “I'm not creeping around pack property without them knowing about it. Cowering behind Seth's back is disrespecting him as a fellow Alpha. I'm not here to make friends, but I'm sure as hell not here to make any enemies either."
Matt chuckled. We stared at him, no one making a move. He clapped his hand to his forehead and his chuckles turned into outright hilarity. Dane, Riley, and I exchanged dumbfounded looks. Pushing back the comforter, I crawled over to him. I remained on my hands and knees, looking down as Matt's laughter trickled off.
"You're all insane,” he said. “This is your guys’ mess so you should clean it up.” He propped himself on his elbows and spoke to the entire room. “If you want to approach Seth face to face, then I'll make sure no one stands in your way. They're my pack now and I'm responsible for keeping them safe even if that means trusting you. But I know my wife won't let you risk your neck without her."
I rested my hand on his chest. “Matt, I won't—"
"No, Lex! I won't budge on this.” He sat all the way up and faced Dane, challenge seeping into his eyes. “She takes no part in this. If Seth lets you stake out the grounds, then you do it without her. I won't risk my wife becoming a cripple because she's obligated to stand by her Alpha. If you need a hand, then I'll go in her place. You tell me what to do and I'll follow it to the letter."
Dane searched his eyes for the longest time before smirking. “I never planned to let her go out there anyway. You married her, so you should know keeping her away is like pushing back a herd of buffalo. Of all the women you could've had, you settle on one of the most stubborn ones I've ever met."
Matt turned and stared at me. “I know. That's why I'll tie her to the bed, if I have to."
"Yeah, well ... let me know if you need a hand holding her down."
I crossed my arms, refusing to look at either one of them. It was my temper tantrum moment and I didn't care who witnessed it. They had ganged up on me again. I wanted them to get along, but not at the expense of bullying me. Maybe they didn't realize it, but if Seth okayed everything, they would have to work together in the field. The thought of them having to watch each other's backs scared me more than the prospect of their meeting up with a deranged Decker.


 
Chapter 44
Riley couldn't believe his eyes when he saw the monstrous mansion. He kept asking how the pack got so rich off one little spa. Dane filled him in on the pack's assets: a franchise in Marietta and another in Savannah in addition to the one in Atlanta. Everyone in the car seemed surprised by his vast knowledge of the Georgia Pack. I reminded them of his role in the Hunting Club. Riley made it a point to pay the spa a proper visit before leaving. At least one of us was thinking positive about getting through this in one piece.
Both Stephan and Aiyana were waiting for us when we pulled into the cul de sac. Everyone else went inside while my two best and dearest friends kept me company. I preferred staying in the car so that Seth couldn't accuse me of breaking any of his beloved rules. After all, Seth had allowed Dane an audience, but didn't say a word about my ban. Stephan wanted me out of the Land Rover so I could spend quality time with them. He said as long as I had a chaperone at all times, there shouldn't be any problems. I believed that crock as much as I believed in the tooth fairy. Still, he scooped me out of the SUV and carried me to the backyard.
A brutal game of football commenced between teams of five. It warmed my insides to see Adam enjoying himself for once and not worrying about stepping on anyone's toes. He gave me a wave, blond locks flapping on the breeze and blue eyes beaming. Seconds later, Jared tackled him to the ground. I laughed. Adam unglued his pretty-boy good looks from the lawn and gave Jared a nod, promising sweet revenge. The three of us sat on the patio steps watching the game from a safe distance.
"You should be here with us,” Aiyana said, leaning her head on my shoulder. “I don't have anything against that other pack. Well ... maybe Riley. I can't stand the way he stares at me with the stupid smile plastered on his face."
Giggling, I entwined my fingers with hers. “In other words, you mean it doesn't feel right having Matt here and not me. Sweetie, you have no idea what I went through the night Seth kicked me out of the house. Believe me; I miss you guys, too."
Stephan leaned closer, allowing me to sit in the nook of his arm. His satiny cheek rubbed against mine, gentle kisses pressing against my skin. His warmth pulled at my gut, pouring on my desire for being with the pack while worsening the pain of my excommunication.
"Give it time,” he said. “Maybe Seth will renege on his ban. If he does, then what happens to your Hunting Club? Will you give them up?"
"Stephan,” I said, fighting the urge to kiss him back. “I've known them for a long time. They were my family before you guys ever came into the picture. Asking me to leave them is like asking me to let go my right arm. Just because I'm with them doesn't mean I love you guys any less."
We sat there for the longest time, cheering everyone on, watching people get slammed from side to side and thrown across the lawn. The ball came in our direction and Aiyana caught it. The entire field stampeded toward us. At the last possible second, they stopped and lunged straight at me, piling kisses on top of kisses. Everyone remained careful of my foot, but that didn't mean my face and neck were off limits. Smacking kisses and loud voices drowned out all the other sounds of the backyard. Faces moved in and pushed other faces out of the way. Talk about getting love-bombed. How could they become so attached to someone so fast? Then again, who was I to throw stones? It had taken me two days to grow fond of Stephan and Aiyana. Their kisses left me laughing so hard that my ribs ached. Stephan shooed everyone away after they had their taste and sent them back to their wrestling/football game.
The backdoor opened behind us. Seth stepped onto the patio first, followed by Dane and a small entourage. Everyone seemed full of smiles ... except Seth. Gee, imagine that. His black hair remained combed back, a trimmed beard adding to his dignified posture. He swiveled his head in my direction, scrutinizing my presence. A stone cold glare fed the tension between us.
I wanted to ask he was staring at, but my mind screamed, “Shut up and ignore him.” Getting in deeper trouble wasn't worth it. Besides, I didn't know what they had worked out and could ruin anything good that came of their meeting. I assumed it had gone okay because Dane stood on the other side of him as an equal and not cowering on his knees and begging for mercy.
I brought my attention back to the game.
Seth paused a moment before going into a description of the house, the grounds, and how far the property extended into the woods.
Quentin plowed his way through the thicket of spectator legs, towing his father by the hand. The minute his eyes fell on me, he let go of Vaughn and threw himself against my back, sausage arms becoming a death grip around my neck. Tiny kisses saturated every part of my head, starting with the back and working their way around to the front. Boy, did I miss the feel of this little kid. If he didn't give me wet, juicy kisses then he slurped his tongue, wriggling it against my neck. His touch alone felt like a fist hitting me in the chest. No way in hell I'd cry and let Seth could think his punishment had worked.
Seth and Dane stepped off the patio and sauntered along the sidelines to avoid the ruffians running after Evan, who had the ball. The rest of the entourage stayed put, letting the two Pack Alphas have their privacy. I had thought their negotiations were over, but I guess they had some kinks to work out. Excluding those of the football players, all eyes remained glued to those two.
"What do you think they're talking about?” I asked. My ears strained to hear their conversation, but the yelling from the football game drowned them out.
"Not sure,” Stephan said. “If I had to guess, it looks like Seth is taking him on a tour of the grounds."
"Why?"
"I'll tell you why,” Matt said, crouching behind us. He captured my arms and torso in a hug, sandwiching Quentin between us. Giggles erupted next to my ear as Matt mock growled at the little boy. “A cease-fire is in effect until this problem with Decker is resolved."
"Really?” I asked. Seth listening to someone for once? Unbelievable. Maybe that Pack Alpha thing gets you more incentives than I thought.
"He is,” Riley said. He sat down on the other side of Aiyana. “Your hubby's a great mediator. They're talking about strategies as we speak. It looks like we're all one big happy family. For a little while, anyway."
"Collaborating maybe,” Stephan said. “'One big happy family’ is stretching it. If this thing goes sour, Seth will dig a pit for the entire Hunting Club."
I had every intention of going into the woods to stake out positions and possible routes into the den. As I said, I had intentions. Too bad they weren't in accordance with my husband's or Alpha's. Matt looked me up and down and reminded me to keep my nose out of it. Dane added his wholehearted five cents by pointing out that if I couldn't go on the stakeout, then it didn't make sense to help pick out ambush sights. Let's forget about the fact that my being a sniper made me the best person for the job. My ideas didn't count for anything, because my foot had put limitations on what I could do. Go figure that logic.
I ranted and raved until I kicked the side of the concrete step with my plastic boot. My mouth clamped shut as the pain wormed its way through my toes and instep, straight up my ankle. I tried to play it off. Matt caught my facial tick and said it served me right. He pulled out his cell and called Bryce about a checkup.
As they made their way to the den, Seth concluded his talk with Dane and turned his attentions to other concerns. He approached my husband from the other side of the patio.
"I'm guessing your home is still vulnerable,” Seth said to Matt.
I kept my eyes on the game. However, my ears were less attentive as they held on to every word that passed between them.
"Decker knows where we live,” Matt replied. “He called the house twice last night and again this morning. I already told you what he said he wanted to do to my wife."
"In that case, you are more than welcome to stay here."
That part of the conversation didn't escape me. Turning slowly, I eyeballed him. Had he not been an Alpha, I would have smacked him on the spot. Too many people around and not enough time to run. Seth didn't miss a beat. He glared his beady eyes at me before turning his attention back to my husband. Matt shot a single finger in my direction, silencing me. Smart man.
Seth snorted. “However, you play a vital role in the pack and I know you wouldn't leave your mate behind. So bring whatever else you might need."
A wry laugh burst from my mouth. “You hear that, honey? You can fold me in half and pack me right next to your electric razor."
Matt threw me a cold stare.
Aiyana yanked me to my feet and shoved me inside the house. “Say one more word and I'll break more than your foot. You got free room and board, so don't screw it up."
The magnitude of Seth's asylum offer hit me when I smelled the lemon-scented polish wafting off the hardwood floors. I limped to the lounge, taking in the sight, sounds, and aroma of the house. Mental notes scribbled across my brain as my eyes scanned every inch of the room, touching every piece of furniture. I couldn't believe how much I had missed this place.
Everyone followed us into the house to set the ground rules. Dane was in charge of the operation, but Seth wanted in on all his plans and reserved the right to veto anything he didn't find acceptable. With this being a collaboration, Seth allowed Dane two more people from the Club and a few extras from the Georgia Pack to lend a hand. Being in charge of pack security and wanting to protect his family, Vaughn stepped up to the plate first. Had I not been on the injured list, Seth wouldn't have allowed Matt to volunteer in my place. It pissed me off that my husband had taken the rap for me. Matt shrugged it off, saying the Club could have gone after the Georgia Pack at any time whether we joined or not. It didn't make me feel any better knowing that I had exacerbated it. Dane agreed with Matt and all Seth did was snort before turning going back to laying out the ground rules. One of them included me being under constant surveillance in the house.
I went from needing asylum to literal house arrest. To make matters worse, Riley turned redcoat and volunteered his services for keeping an eye on me. I could see the thoughts trickling behind Seth's mind when that comment came out. It took him seconds to amend his injunction and include all members of the Hunting Club in being kept under constant surveillance. Dane elbowed Riley in the ribs. Everyone stifled their laughter. Aiyana, Stephan, and a few others agreed to share the charge of keeping me under wraps while the others staked out the woods.
It didn't take a genius to figure out that it would be a long night.


 
Chapter 45
Night came with no signs of Decker.
Since I couldn't be outside keeping watch along side my companions, I held the position my uncle usually occupied. Everyone remained silent ... most of the time. Stephan sat with me in one of the conference rooms, munching on an apple. Each crunch bit into my nerves and the portentous silence didn't help. Every now and then someone would come into the conference room wondering if anything had transpired. Most people should have been on edge, but they weren't. On the contrary, they treated this whole thing like a game of international intrigue, sitting by the radio wondering what would happen next. When nothing happened, they left. Stephan couldn't believe we had such a high tolerance for sitting around, waiting for something to stir the bushes.
Isabella and Evan stopped by, carrying a pitcher of lemonade and a plate of cheese, crackers, and mixed cold cuts while we waited. Quentin pummeled into the room right behind them and went straight for the eight-foot window. Either he knew something was up or he had found another girlfriend and wasn't interested in me. Isabella kissed me on the head and welcomed me home, even if it was temporary. The mothering touch of my Alpha Female made me long for an extended stay.
Did I say “my"? I meant my former Alpha Female. Amazing how a person can become so lost in the moment.
She hadn't gotten a chance to meet the Hunting Club, but had heard about my adventures from everyone else in the house. I persuaded her to get on the earpiece and say a short greeting to Dane. When her illustrious voice came over the wire, Riley asked if he could come back to the den for a bathroom break. Dane said he had better have the runs or he'd give him a reason to run. Chuckles filtered over the transmitters. After Isabella had a pleasant chat with Dane, Evan borrowed the earpiece from her and started telling dirty jokes.
"Who the hell is that?” Dane asked.
I snatched the earpiece from Evan. “The pack freak."
"I'll take my chances with Seth and beat the hell out of him if he doesn't stay off the line."
"You don't have to,” Vaughn said, smoothly. “I know where we can bury him in the woods and no one will ever suspect a thing."
"Vaughn,” Riley said, “you're one scary person."
"I'll take that as a compliment. If you're still there, Stephan ... I want a raise."
Snickers trickled over the line. I couldn't speak for anyone else, but it certainly lightened my mood.
Isabella placed her hand on my shoulder. “If you two need anything, let me know. I'll take the ‘pack freak’ away before his parents make good on his life insurance policy.” Isabella winked before looping her arm through Evan's and strolling towards the door. “Come on, Quentin. It's way past your bedtime, little man. Give Alexa and Stephan a kiss."
Glass smashed around the toddler. Stephan threw himself on me while Evan tackled Isabella to the floor.
All I could think about was the baby. I shoved Stephan off me and my eyes enlarged at the sight standing next to the cowering toddler.
Between the matted blond fur, brutal scrapes and puncture wounds marred his body. So the late, great Decker had finally unveiled himself.
Yanking his growling muzzle around, he hooked his jaws around the straps in Quentin's overalls and lifted the screaming little boy off the floor.
The tears trailing down Quentin's chocolate cheeks set in motion my own beast of hatred, coursing throughout my insides, consuming me, gutting me into absolute fury.
How dare he?! How dare he come in here and terrorize an innocent child who had nothing to do with this? I wanted more than his hide. I wanted a taste of his blood. This was why humans regarded werewolves as the devil's spawn and hounds of hell. This was why our roots were etched in witchcraft and we weren't trusted to choose our own destiny. That bastard set the werewolf population back centuries by taking a small child from his home. Decker wouldn't make it off this property alive, if I had anything to say about it.
Judging from the tension that rippled through Stephan's shoulders, I wasn't the only one beyond reason. But at least I could do something about it faster than it would take him to change.
Pushing Stephan away, I reached for my crossbow, which was still lying on the table. I chambered an arrow just as Decker faced me and pulled the trigger.
An arrow slammed into his side.
He stumbled, but Quentin remained tight in his mouth. I wanted to aim for his head, but couldn't take the chance on hitting the child. Both his and Decker's eyes shifted in my direction. I chambered another arrow in the cradle.
My rage steered me into working on pure instinct. My reaction to everything became automatic. Thoughts didn't register anymore. Nothing registered anymore. I was on a mission.
Again, I pulled the trigger. Another arrow slammed into his side, inches away from the first one. Decker stumbled, barely able to stand, legs quaking. Before I could chamber another arrow, Decker had both his paws on the sill and pushed off with his powerful hind legs.
Images of my grandfather breaking into our bedroom while we were children flooded my mind. Before my father could smack him one more time with a baseball bat, Grandfather had hightailed it into an alley and toward the front of our building, where he had escaped.
There was no way in hell I'd let Decker escape. I'd spend the rest of my life hunting that bastard down as long as an innocent child's life—the same age as Avery Jr. when he died—was on the line.
Pushing chairs out of my way and letting the glass shards crackle under my feet, I hurried to the window in time to see Decker's blond tail disappear into the woods. I could have pissed my pants with the amount of rage that surged inside me.
How in the world did that bastard get passed our defenses? Scott was out there, manning the position closest to the den. There was no way that he ... He must have done something to Scott.
"How do you work this fucking thing?” Evan shouted, tweaking the communicator that had fallen out of my ear.
"I'm going after him,” I seethed, placing my hands on the sill.
Stephan touched my arm. “Not alone you're not."
I shrugged him off hard and met his challenge. “He's got the baby. Try and stop me."
"I...” Matt said, the rest of his message drowned out by the crackling on the communicator. Evan must have found the volume switch and turned it up. Thank goodness that thing wasn't in my ear. “Headed ... direction and coming ... om the den. Moving ... keeping ... shadows. We're—"
Dead silence.
Well, that was all the incentive that I needed to go after Decker whether Stephan liked it or not. I wasn't leaving anyone at the hands of that madman.
Not saying another word, I leapt out the window and scrambled down the wraparound porch towards the backyard. At the corner of the building, I stopped and peeked my head around the edge.
Footsteps padded behind me. I turned, dropping to one knee. Stephan appeared out of the shadows, throwing his hands up in defense. One of these days I'd accidentally shoot him if he didn't stop sneaking up on me like that. I gestured for him to move closer to the wall. He stepped back.
"Let the others know what's going on,” I whispered. “Something happened to Scott, because he missed his warning cue."
"Maybe they're working together."
"Maybe you should keep opinions like that to yourself.” The situation was tense enough as it was. Snapping at each other didn't help. Sighing, I put on my best apologetic face. “Please find him. If he's with Decker, then you'll have all the more reason to tear him apart. And you'll also have my permission."
Meeting my eyes, he took the wireless microphone from his pocket and issued orders into it.
Wind blew from the east, passing Decker's scent across my nose. Not wasting another second, I hopped over the railing and hurried through the backyard. Halfway across the lawn, voices yelled after me. Never had I moved so fast before. That helped me keep the heat on Decker's blood trail, so I wasn't complaining.
The plastic boot flew off somewhere in the skirmish. Feet crushed the underbrush ahead of me, twigs cracking like bones. Whirring wind in my ears stifled some of my hearing. My predator mind didn't care about my surroundings. The helpless cries in front gave me the drive I needed, blocking out pain and unnecessary senses. All I cared about was getting Quentin back.
I followed Decker step for step. When he leapt over rocks, I leapt over rocks. When he cut an angle around a tree, I cut the same angle. When he stepped on a fallen log, my foot touched the same spot. If that bastard didn't smell my relentlessness then his ass was as good as mine. He couldn't hide anywhere on this planet where I wouldn't find him.
A quick dart from the shadows caught my eye from my left. Someone was out there with us. I kept up my pursuit, not giving an inch. Decker turned right. I followed behind him. Dane charged from the left. Slick black fur smoothed back on his torpedo body. He joined me in foot pursuit. Adam raced behind him, clothed in a sleek blond fur. Dane ran ahead of us, driving Decker to the right. They must have set a trap somewhere in the woods. Adam moved in behind Dane, backing him, reinforcing the threat.
Ahead were a set of glowing brown eyes at the edge of a thirty-foot cliff. Riley donned his wolf form. He had one chance, so his aim couldn't be anything less than perfect. If it wasn't, then I had a plan of my own.
Decker charged towards the ridge and Riley pounced ... missing him by inches as he tumbled into a small ravine. Listening to Quentin's screech perhaps that was for the better.
I leapt into the air, aiming for the same cliff, landing on a ledge not too far from where Riley stationed himself. A twinge of pain hooked into my foot. Ignoring it, I leapt up seven feet and landed on a flat, dusty surface. I had entered my stomping ground. Darting across the woodland plateau at breakneck speed, I weaved around trees and shrubbery, looking for another perch.
A yelp echoed in the distance from vast forest below, meaning that either someone had taken a bite out of Decker or someone had gotten hurt. My ears wrapped around the sound of the paws that continued to pummel the earth.
I took a shortcut across the flat terrain and ended up farther from the action than I intended. It didn't matter. Once I found a spot, I whistled, my human form of howling, letting the others know my position. Decker would know, too, but it was a chance I had to take. Dane would take the small pack and lead our prey in my direction.
Please God, make the others follow his lead, or the wrong person would die tonight.
Another silent prayer went through my head as I lay down, setting my sights on an unmarked trail below me. The cold earth and tiny pebbles poked at my stomach. The smell of pine and musk scented the air. This was my element. The one I had truly missed in my eight month absence from the game. I cooled my anxiety and quieted my stampeding heart. Breaths of air brought the smell of loam to my nose. Relaxing, soothing breaths.
A growl registered behind me, breaking my concentration. Rolling onto on my back, I pulled the crossbow up to my shoulder and aimed just over my feet.
I rolled my eyes and sighed. “Shit, Matt! You scared the hell out of me!” I thought about punching him, but I threw my arms around his neck instead.
As I took in his scent, a patch of sticky wetness caught my attention. I pulled away from him. A thick line of blood ran from his upper back down to his leg. Feeling my way around the wound, I ignored his scant whimpers. A deep wound matted his black fur.
"Did Decker stab you?” I asked.
Matt brought his muzzle up to my face, giving me one lick. That was his way of saying yes.
I clenched my teeth, but kept my composure. “Have you seen Scott? Is he okay?"
Matt didn't lick me this time. My teeth clenched tighter and my heart skipped. He could have meant that Scott was alive, too injured to move, or dead. Decker must have kept his man-beast form, turn Scott and my husband into targets, and finished changing form. That didn't make sense. Then again, nothing about Decker made sense.
I lowered my nose to his wound, taking in the scent. The smell of my husband's metallic blood and dankness from his sweat-covered fur overwhelmed my nostrils. Decker's fetid odor nestled between the hair shafts. Something else lingered in the scent, but I couldn't put a finger on it. I moved in closer, brushing the tip of my nose against his wound, but nothing came to mind.
A crying child snapped my concentration. I pushed Matt away and took up my position again. Rage poured through me, working through my joints, soaking me to the bone. As if kidnapping a child wasn't enough, the bastard took a shot at my husband and probably killed one of my friends. Decker would die tonight. Not tomorrow. Not the next day. Tonight.
"Matt,” I said in a low voice and not looking back. “I need you off this cliff. If I hit Decker and he drops Quentin, we can't let him get the baby again. You need to be down there to make sure."
He didn't move. A growl vibrated passed my shoulders.
He hadn't known about Quentin. Matt probably had issues with me being out here when I promised to stay at the den, but he would have to get over it. I was safe. Quentin wasn't. Perhaps he went through that same rationalization before turning and rushing away.
The stampede crunched the underbrush, closing the distance. I waited. The trampling grew louder, turning into herded paws pummeling the underbrush. Listening close, I'd put about seven or eight wolves running Decker down in my direction. Matt skulked on the trail below, so I slapped the ground in front of me, gaining his attention. I signaled in the direction of the pack. Matt turned and hid behind a dense copse.
Eight sets of glowing eyes peered out of the shadows, losing ground on the single glowing eye in front of them. Quentin's cries turned into whimpers. The white shirt under his overalls flapped in the breeze, but his body blocked the best target I could have had: Decker's heart. Shooting him in the head sounded good, but I wanted him to suffer the way Quentin had suffered.
He entered my firing range.
I steadied myself, taking aim at the same spot he had stabbed my husband, and fired. The arrow pierced its target. Decker yelped, twisting sideways in the air. He dropped Quentin in the dirt and stumbled over him. Matt jumped out of his hiding place, ramming his head into Decker's side. The two beasts rolled around in the dirt, snarling, serrated white teeth glistening against the crescent moon.
I got to my feet, keeping the crossbow aimed on the two of them. A narrow ledge rested about ten feet below. I pushed off. My feet slapped the rock ledge. Thunderous stabs of pain lit into my right foot. Bones ground together, fighting for position. The pain was excruciating, but I didn't have time for it.
A yelp brought my attention back to the brawl. Decker had a tuff of Matt's neck locked in his front teeth. Matt's jaw hooked around, about to tear Decker's ear off. I raised the crossbow and fired at my rabid prey. The arrow lodged itself in the side of Decker's neck. He let go of Matt just as the rest of the pack arrived. My husband began walking: an arch, turn, walk the same arch back, turn, and repeat. He circled a wounded Decker, waiting for the right moment of attack.
"No, Matt,” I shouted.
Stopping the liturgical dance, he turned and tilted his head.
"I want him to change back."
He stepped backwards, growling his warning, putting himself between Quentin and the monster that stood before us. Decker stood up on staggering legs before collapsing on his side, panting as though he awaited his demise. Muscles pulsed under his skin. All the wolves watched, growling their own threats, waiting for their chance to take a piece of him to the grave. Riley loped over next to Quentin, helping Matt guard the child from another angle, shielding him from what I knew would happen next.
I finished my descent from the cliff. By the time my broken foot touched the ground Decker had finished his change and lay on his side in human form.
He had wounds covering most of his body and bloody patches where skin was missing. His gouged out eye had sealed itself shut with a line of crusted blood separating the eyelids. Even if we left him alone, he would die. Too bad I wasn't feeling generous. With my crossbow raised, I limped over and faced him.
"All I ever wanted was you, Angel,” he rasped. He choked on a frothing trail of blood from the corner of his mouth. “We could have traded the kid for the contracts and left. Together. Why wouldn't you just come with me?” More blood sputtered and bubbled from his mouth.
"You wanted to be a werewolf,” I said, despising the putrid soul in front of me. “You were a wimp hiding behind a gun, now a jackass hiding behind fur. To you, I was nothing more than a consolation prize. I don't like being on same the level as a year's supply of laundry detergent."
"Did you get my gift?” He tilted his head in Matt's direction. “I hope you liked it. I spent days looking for that pregnant female you let go eight months ago. She's a crippled widow raising pups on her own. Such a harsh life.” His deep laughter reverberated into a cacophony of lunacy.
Keeping him lined up, I stepped closer. “When you suffered from the transmutation fever, I told Dane to call me if he wanted a bullet in your head. Well, I don't deal in bullets. I deal in arrows."
I pulled the trigger between his eyes. The arrow made a sickening crunch through his skull, tip sticking out the back. No last minute spasms or wind leaving his lungs; he simply died, and his laughter died with him.


 
Chapter 46
I clutched Quentin in my arms. We made it back to the den just as a wolf search party trampled through the woods. They took up protective positions, guiding us back home.
Isabella spotted us coming out of the copse and shouted my name. She held an ice pack against Jared's bruised and battered face. She shouted for Seth, who was attending to someone else's wounds. I limped across the backyard followed by an entourage of werewolves, holding a scared child in my tired arms, my legs aching to fold in on me. Everyone inside the house heard Isabella; they stampeded into the backyard, meeting us halfway.
Seth reached us first, but Quentin refused to let go of my neck. Colleen forced her way through the crowd. Her swollen, tearful eyes met mine. That was all the thanks I needed. She went around my back to get her brother's attention, calling his name and kissing his cheek. When realization hit, Quentin screamed for his big sister and leapt into her arms. She gripped her little brother tight, expressing more choked gratitude through cascading tears. Others, in human form, accompanied her as she carried Quentin inside, giving kisses and comforting touches. The pack loved both children; their divergent races made no difference. I envied that ... and lauded it at the same time.
Some of the wolves began changing on the lawn. Others asked if I was okay and wanted details of what had happened. I wasn't in the mood for a recap. With the crisis over, I had to pack my gear and be on my way. Again.
One step ... and I choked on a shriek. Grinding bones and sensitive nerve endings sliced though my foot as I stumbled forward. Aiyana's arms went around my waist, catching me before I landed on my face. She lowered my pain-stunned body to the lawn. Bryce pushed passed the onlookers and began removing my bootless, swollen sock. My eggplant foot had returned with a throbbing vengeance.
Bryce shook his head. “You've probably snapped your metatarsal clean through by now."
"So?” I wanted to say more, but the pain tightened my jaw
"A minimum of three weeks off this foot before you can walk again. That's assuming the damage isn't too serious."
"Three weeks? I can't sit around for three weeks."
He gawked. “Be thankful you're not human. Six weeks minimum. As it is, I'm thinking a month just to be sure."
"No way!"
A sweat bead trailed from my temples, and more slipped down my back. Why couldn't someone shoot me or at least knock me into unconsciousness? I hate gut-wrenching pain.
Bryce smirked. “This time, you get a nice a plaster cast. Fit for people to sign and draw pictures on. Best part of all, you'll need a saw to get it off."
If he only knew. I had killed one person tonight and had no qualms about adding another to the list.
He stood and looked at Seth. “Can you guys handle her? I have to check on Scott."
I grabbed his pant leg. “How is he? Is he okay? Did he—"
"He'll be fine. He's got two stab wounds on the side, but it's not life threatening ... unless he moves around too much."
Seth's empty eyes fell on me. “Several of us went out a while ago and found him. We brought him back here."
Bryce adjusted his glasses on his nose. “I know you guys have territorial issues, but he can't—"
"Yes, I know,” Seth said, waving him off. “That's why I've extended the Hunting Club's free pass. They're safe at the den until everyone who needs healing is healed."
We were lucky our people got hurt worse than his. Otherwise that free pass would have been a noose around our necks. I thought about Riley faking an injury just so that he could hang around some of the females. He'd be lucky if Seth didn't put a contract on his head on principle alone. I gave it one week before Seth threw everyone out of the house.
Bryce ran back inside so that he could tend to Scott, leaving Aiyana responsible for getting me up to my room in one piece. “My room” being the second floor corner room that Matt and I had slept in the last time we were here together. The moment he left, both Seth and Aiyana extended their hands to me. I stared at Seth's hand before taking it. I had every reason to be suspicious of the man who passed judgment on me without hearing my side. Sighing away my reluctance, I took both their hands. Once I got to my feet, Seth took it a step further by scooping me in his arms and carrying me to the den.
"Don't get any ideas,” he hissed. “We're not friends and won't be anytime soon."
"Then why are you carrying me?” I bet he'll drop me the first chance he gets.
"Because it's cold out here and I want to go inside."
Uh-huh.
Aiyana smiled and kissed my cheek. She cocked an eyebrow to remind me of her previous warning about not messing things up. I kept my lips buttoned. Everyone went from standing around in apprehension to giving me my own set of hugs and kisses.
Acceptance? I won't hold my breath. Acceptance was down a long paved road filled with potholes, uneven pavement, and trash along the sides. I took it as a sign of pity. Though I despised pity, I was in no condition to hold a grudge. Pain had sucked me dry of rational thought.
* * * *
None of this represented anything permanent. The Hunting Club and the Georgia Pack weren't friends. They had tolerated each other during a moment of crisis, but neither side would go beyond that. Dane could make friends with anyone because he had that type of personality, but Seth remained glacier cold. Though I would have liked a happy ending, I knew it wouldn't happen, so I didn't set myself up for one. Dane was a great guy and a cool Alpha, but he also had the ability to wash his hands of those who didn't want anything to do with him. Once they set out on the road for Charleston, he would throw his guard up. Unless they were passing through or on vacation, if anyone from the Georgia Pack ever wandered near Charleston, Dane would get in some target practice. The same went for anyone from the newly formed Charleston Pack who wandered into Georgia. Matt and I were the exception because we tied both packs together.
Being an Alpha and establishing a pack meant you owned the entire state unless you staked a claim on just the city. Dane didn't care about land opportunities, so he kept his claim to Charleston alone. Seth knew, given the way he kept an eye on my Alpha, that the Hunting Club wasn't something to kick around without repercussions.
Being off my feet gave me much needed time to think about how things had changed over the past couple of weeks. Though I longed for the temporary stability of a house, car, and other possessions, the permanent stability the pack offered was so much more tempting. This was as normal as my life would ever get, especially in a world where werewolves weren't the norm. The best we could hope for were a bunch of children to enrich our lives. Not a bad deal, if you ask me. Of course, that might cut into my Hunting Club activities, but that was a small price to pay.
The more I thought about it, the better that bed and breakfast idea sounded. I had finished noting several possible properties when a knock at the door stirred me. I placed my laptop on the bed and shouted for the person to enter.
Seth sauntered into the bedroom in silence. I hadn't seen much of him since the night he had carried me into the house and sat me on the bed. His face carried his trademark stolid look as he took one of the pillows from the headboard, placed it under my foot cast, and sat next to it.
"Didn't Bryce tell you to keep that leg elevated?” he asked.
"Yes,” I said, “but I thought staying off my feet was good enough."
"Are you taking your medication?"
"Only when it hurts.” If he cracked a whip, I'd dive out of another window.
A sigh. “I've never been one for small talk, so I'll get straight to the point. Do you honestly think you can be a member of two packs at the same time?"
"Who told you?—yes, I do.” I poke out my chin on that last part.
"And if there comes a time when you have to choose between the two?"
"I won't."
"Pardon?"
I sighed and pulled my good foot underneath my thigh. “I'll protect this pack and the Hunting Club to the best of my abilities. But if the two of you ever feel the need to go head to head on something, then count me out. I don't have time for petty arguments and short-tempered Alphas. You guys talked it over this time, so there's no reason why you can't do it again. This isn't the O.K. Corral, and the days of the Crusades are over."
"What if we're beyond talking?"
"I don't want to join a pack so that I can fight off other packs. If that's all this means to you, then maybe you should reevaluate your role as Pack Alpha. I'll follow anyone to war for a good cause, but I won't fight a battle for the sake of an ego trip. I am an all-or-nothing person, especially when comes down to life or death issues."
Seth stared thoughtfully for a moment. A smile crept across his lips before it remembered its place and returned to an indigenous frown. It happened so fast that I wished I'd had a witness. As long as I live, I'll never understand that man.
"I'm curious to see how this will turn out, seeing as everyone's venturing into untested waters. This is not an invitation to join, because I'm still not convinced that you're the best thing for the pack. However, your husband is here. That means I'm forced to deal with you."
"Is that why you've been avoiding me all this time?"
He arched an eyebrow, higher than I thought possible. “I avoid no one in my own home. But the point is this: I'm willing to compromise. You're not a member of this pack, but like Bryce, you're a trusted friend."
"What does that mean?"
"You can come and go as you please. As it was stated to me, you are free to call Aiyana for shoe shopping whenever you choose. But if you should find yourself in trouble, don't expect my people to bail you out. If they do, it'll be because Matt is risking life and limb to protect you."
I half-laughed and shook my head. “Then it's a matter of logistics. You realize that, don't you?"
Another sigh, laced with annoyance. “Unfortunate but true. Nonetheless, considering your strong will and the obvious difficulties we have in trusting one other, this is the best alternative. I believe you're capable of meting out your allegiance to more than one pack. But until we develop a healthy respect for one another, that remains to be seen.” On that note, he stood and headed for the door. Putting his hand on the knob, he turned quarter profile and said, “One thing I would keep in mind if I were you. You get no special allowances because of your human hybrid status. If you had chosen a life among humans, no one would grant allowances for your werewolf side. You're either one of us or you're not.” And on that note, he opened the door and left.
Not the ending I had in mind, but I'd take it, since it meant I didn't have to bend over backwards for Seth. In fact, maybe it was the best ending possible, given the type of person I was and the mentality I had. Maybe Seth wasn't ready for me to be a member of the Georgia Pack as much as I wasn't ready for him to be my Alpha. Until we learned how to cope with each other—me respecting him as Dane's equal and not his adversary and Seth understanding me despite my werewolf shortcomings—we'd never see eye to eye anything.
* * * *
Everything worked out great. My sister, Genevieve, came down from Virginia and celebrated our having a stable address along with her birthday. She stayed long enough to help us hand out candy on Halloween ... and put Kristen in her Desperate Housewife place. That's my sister for you.
As for my job, I didn't quit. Yet. But I reduced my hours to part-time so that I could concentrate on the opening of my new bed and breakfast, the Raythern Inn. Once the website went up, within days I had a seventy-five percent occupancy rate. Not bad for the first month.
On many occasions, Matt and I went to Charleston to spend some quality time with Graham, who will most likely live into the triple digits. Going to visit him also meant spending time with the Hunting Club. Matt kept his guard up around Dane, but at least he made an effort to respect the man I called my Alpha. Small strides were better than none.
Changes also came for the Charleston Pack. Scott separated from what he'd thought was his lifelong love interest and moved in with Riley and Dane. Gregorio separated from the Toronto Pack when he heard the news about Dane taking on the Pack Alpha role. Graham hadn't moved in yet. He enjoyed his peace of mind at the trailer because he liked being the center of attention. The Charleston Pack treated him like one of their own. Riley even offered to bite him and make it official. That got him a one month suspension at gunpoint from my uncle's property and Dane threw him in the hole for a week at the mere suggestion. I made sure my travel arrangements coincided with his punishment. Everyday, I got to feed him through the bars. Cruel I know, but I didn't give myself the nickname “Angel,” so I had nothing to live up to.
Life was good. I had a wonderful husband and two loving families. Following my dreams wasn't necessary because I lived them. I found more than stability. I found peace.
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