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Chapter One

Dean Kinigos rubbed his cock through Kaylie’s wet folds, teasing them both. Her whispered plea was music to his ears, and with a grunt of lust, he hitched her up against the cold tile of the shower wall; her legs wrapped around his waist. As the water rained hot and heavy over them, he slid into her welcoming warmth.

Like a fucking light socket, he thought irrationally as he tunneled through her tight sheath. He was finally inside Kaylie Gentry, his mate. He let out a growl and began to pound in earnest, stretching her to accommodate his girth, his hips pistoning between her lush thighs.

He wanted to come; God did he ever. But somehow he knew not enough time had passed for her to finish too, so he kept on, almost by rote, sliding in and out of Kaylie’s pussy. Each plunge deep and sure. He knew just how to make a woman scream in pleasure—how to shift his weight and angle his cock to rub over the sensitive flesh. He’d done it for years. You might say he was a professional.

Suddenly Kaylie’s body stiffened and she let out a sharp cry as she came, her inner muscles fluttering deliciously around his throbbing shaft. He trembled violently as his own orgasm rushed up from his toes, but he held it back. “On your knees,” he hissed out.

Kaylie hopped off him in an almost robotic movement, dropping to her knees in front him. Dean ripped off the condom and tossed it carelessly onto the shower floor. One hand held the base of his cock, while the other stroked over the hard flesh that pulsed with impending release. Kaylie knelt on the unforgiving tile in front of him, her eyes mere slits of exhausted acquiescence, her mouth open to receive his seed.

Though part of him screamed in denial at the shear wrongness of the situation, the other part was too far gone with lust to stop it.

His hand tightened, sliding faster over his cock, and then, with a harsh groan of self-hate and pleasure, he came, spurting his release over Kaylie’s uplifted face.

Shaking, he nearly dropped to his knees, in fact felt himself start to fall, when the sound of applause reached his ears. Jerking straight up he swiveled to his right, and gaped in shock. There, not ten feet from him, sat over a hundred humans, shifters, and God knew what else. Hundreds of pairs of lustful eyes had feasted upon his mate’s naked body, had witnessed an act of such intimacy, that for a moment he couldn’t really comprehend what had happened. How it had happened.

Horrified, he swung his eyes back to look down on Kaylie, still on her knees. His come covered her face, her body drooped with … satisfaction or resignation?

The exploding roar of fury woke him from the nightmare, the sound full of rage and devastation, inhuman in its horrific pain. Sweat coated his leanly muscled body, now tangled in the cotton bedding torn by his claws.

Dean leaped from the bed, his heart thundering, breathing ragged. Cursing and gripping his head with both hands, his extended claws digging into his scalp, he glared at the bed, as if the inanimate object was the source of his nightmare. But he knew it wasn’t. Now that Kaylie had moved back home, back to Woodcliff, the memories he’d tried to suppress were appearing more often in his dreams. And the woman he wanted with every breath in his body had become a star player.

Granted, most times his dreams of Kaylie were so pleasant he didn’t want to wake, and when he did he cursed the day. But as the weeks had passed, his desire and frustration had grown. The need to touch her bare skin, even just her hand, was taking over. They shared an intense attraction that went beyond the normal. Which only meant one thing. Kaylie was a potential mate. And if the way both man and beast inside him ached just to hear her voice, or to catch a glimpse of her walking along the street, her tawny hair pulled back in a jaunty ponytail like a lure, she was the mate.

And the bitch of it was: Dean couldn’t claim her. Not because she was unattainable, but because Dean didn’t deserve Kaylie, true happiness, or a future. His baggage, his regrets, and his past deeds had seen to that.

Anger and frustration gnawed at him as he jerked on a pair of sweats, T-shirt and sneakers. He needed to run. His emotions were too wild, his beast too close to the surface to control. He had to get out and run until he dropped from exhaustion. Experience had taught him that if he didn’t curb the fury boiling his blood, he’d do something he’d regret. And he had enough of those to last a thousand lifetimes.

Minutes later he was deep in the forest that surrounded his apartment, the early morning sunlight barely filtering through the dense canopy. The scent of wet leaves and sounds of scurrying animals filled his senses. He jumped effortlessly over a thick, fallen tree, never breaking the grueling pace as he tried to outrun his memories.

His wolf pack had been destroyed nearly thirty years ago. Small in numbers but powerful in strength, they had fought hard against the marauders: a group of rabid shifters that had been able to take them down by shear numbers. Dean didn’t know even now if any of his pack had managed to survive. No more than a young pup, he’d been protecting his younger brother while his mother had fought viciously to save her sons, when he’d been attacked from behind. Excruciating pain had exploded along his neck and back, and he’d blacked out. When he’d woken days later it was in a strange bed, an odd metallic ring on his left ankle. And no sign of his mother and brother.

A group of females, vampires, had happened upon his weak and bloody body. Finding him the only survivor, the women had taken Dean to their home and tended his wounds. Children were sacred to vampires, even those of a different species, and once he’d healed they’d employed him as a sort of indentured servant. He had duties and free run of the house and grounds, but the shackle around his leg prevented him from shifting when he reached puberty, and every full moon thereafter. It also dampened his superior speed and strength in human form. But the worst thing, for a shifter, was that the hated ankle bracelet somehow kept him from leaving the estate completely. He’d been their prisoner.

Using a combination of praise and mild punishment, the vampires had begun the lengthy process of teaching a terrified and stubborn Dean respect and control, and later, the secrets of a woman’s body and sexual pleasures. Vampires were, he found out, highly sexual creatures. The estate had doubled as a brothel.

Then it had happened again. One fateful night in his seventeenth year Dean had once again been embroiled in a violent attack, his home taken by blood and death. This time from vampires. Bound by the metallic ring, he hadn’t been able to help his foster “family” fight the attackers, but when one of the vampire females had sacrificed herself to save him, and a couple of the other young vampires, his beast had finally broken free.

All the pent up magical and wild shifter energy from years of confinement had slammed into him with enough force that he’d nearly blacked out. Dean had unleashed all the rage and fury of his kind, and channeled it into his first shift. Something that had never been done by one so young outside the pull of the full moon. But he hadn’t known that, not then. He’d wreaked a terrible revenge on the marauding vampires, and he’d saved two of the females from his “family” in the process.

Dean tried to shake off his thoughts to concentrate on his run, cutting across the woods, picking up speed, his heart pumping as he coasted along the path. His memories of his first shift always filled him with a sort of nauseated awe. Much like the dangerous thunderstorms that whipped through the mountains he called home. The power unleashed was magnificent, the possible destruction left in the wake, sickening. Such a storm had rained down upon Woodcliff only weeks ago, luckily causing very little damage.

He leaped over another fallen tree, this one old and rotting, and made a mental note to start clearing procedures. As the mayor of the town, he had a responsibility to keep its inhabitants safe and eliminate any threat of forest fires. As the Alpha of the wolf pack, his duty to protect both shifters and the animals of the forest was second nature. An instinct that had once been buried so deep that he’d almost lost his wolf to ignorance and selfish greed.

They’d stayed together for close to a year, Dean, Micha, and Tally, shifter and vampires, healing and adjusting to the world they found themselves in. With limited experience, but a strong back and quick reflexes, Dean took a job as a handyman-slash-bouncer for a nightclub. As fate would have it, it hadn’t been just any nightclub, but one that catered to shifters only, and in a very specific fashion. Each night, barring Sunday when the bar was closed, the club, Eros, presented their guests with a sex show. Live sex.

Shortly after he’d found the handyman job, he and the vampires, Tally and Micha, had amicably gone their separate ways. Six months after that, the owner of the sex club had approached by Dean with a surprising question: One of the men was leaving the show and would Dean like to take his place? Guaranteed sex? Check. Wads of cash thrown his way? Check. Oh, and did he have the control and experience to pleasure a woman? After all, the show wasn’t just geared to the male shifters. Double check. Dean had jumped at the chance.

The staged sex shows had led to additional “work,” women who wanted a private session. If they smelled clean and unattached—he had some morals after all—he agreed, and they’d paid handsomely.

About five years into Dean’s stint as a sex performer and handyman, feeling vaguely discontent and restless, he’d sought out the club owner, Max Kent, for a chat.

Even now Dean could picture Max sitting behind his desk, his brown eyes weary, his short hair more grey than blonde. The stink of cigarettes and stale perfume might have been less noticeable in Max’s office, but the ravages of a hard life lay heavy in the older shifter’s face. A thick manila envelope had sat on the desk in front of him.

He gestured for Dean to sit. “When you started working for me I never dreamed you would stick for so long. Most performers leave after a few months, when the shows turn from exciting to sickening, making their wolves whimper or howl in protest. A shifter loves sex, loves to watch it, read it, think of it, and most especially, have it. But day after day, performing with someone you don’t give a damn for, it turns into a disease, sickening your wolf. I’ve seen you change over the months, turning colder, edgier. You should have come to me a long time ago.”

Max paused and looked away briefly. “Actually, I should have come to you, but I didn’t and that’s my fault.” He jutted his chin to the unopened envelope. “I put this together for you this morning. I was going to seek you out when you knocked on the door. If nothing else, the coincidence proves this is the right thing to do, for both of us.”

At Dean’s questioning expression Max explained. “Each hundred dollar bill in that envelope represents one of your shows.” He shoved the envelope toward Dean. “Open it, take out the money, and count it out, remembering with each bill you place on the table exactly what it represents.”

With a brow raised in youthful disdain, Dean had done as requested, making stack after stack of bills in one thousand dollar increments. Each movement was calculated, his face devoid of any emotion. There was nothing wrong with using his body to get money. As long as he took every health precaution, he was golden.

That thought stubbornly repeated in Dean’s head until he reached one hundred and eighty bills. Then his stomach slowly began to knot. Another fifty bills piled one after another on the desk, and for the first time since escaping from the vampire estate, he felt physically ill.

He stopped counting at two hundred and sixty, staring down at the piles of money littering the huge mahogany desk. He still had a fist full of bills he had no desire to count out, and what he saw spread out in front of him was only a fraction of what he’d put himself and his wolf through. His wolf was once again a prisoner, this time by Dean’s own hands. No wonder his beast slept. Dean wasn’t worthy of him.

“Take the money and do something important with it.”

Struggling for control, Dean swallowed. “I’ve only known this life. Bars, clubs, sex. I don’t know what else to do.”

Max nodded. “You’re a smart man. You’re good with your hands, and I don’t mean sexually. If the business is all you know, use that knowledge to start again. Buy a bar, fix it up nice, with a welcoming atmosphere. Create a safe place for shifters. No sex, no violence, nothing that would harm or provoke the beast that resides in a shifter. A haven were both males and females could go without fear of humiliation or aggression from others.”

Dean tilted his head in curiosity. “Why didn’t you?”

Max shrugged. “I was stupid and weak, greedy too. Too willing to conform to the desires of others, no matter how wrong I thought it. I should have left years ago, when I still felt my wolf. Now, well, now it’s too late. My beast is dead and soon I’ll follow.” He sent Dean a sad smile. “Too many shifters died during the Pack Wars and not enough cubs have been born. There’s been a change in thinking over the years, but not enough. Do something to help your species before we become extinct. Do something positive, healthy. Create peace and learn to enjoy life. And for Christ’s sake, don’t follow in my footsteps.”

Dean’s chest clenched in panic at losing his wolf, a part of him he really never had a chance to know. He’d immersed himself in his physical freedom and had never given a thought to what was his to protect. In that way he was no better than the vampires who’d attacked his adopted family. “I think it’s too late for me. I can’t feel my wolf.”

“No,” Max shook his head. “I can still sense him in you, buried under the ice that you’ve built around your heart and soul, but he’s still there.” He leaned his scrawny forearms on the desk. “But you don’t have much longer. Go. Now. And don’t look back. Your past is behind you. Look to your future, otherwise the regrets will haunt you forever.” He handed Dean a folder from a drawer and began replacing the cash in the envelope. “Inside there is information on a run-down bar in a rural town in Maine. A small but friendly pack resides there. I’ve made some phone calls to set you up. All you have to do is take that first step. Something I can’t make you do, Dean. Buy the bar, fix it up and make it a wolf haven. Find a nice girl and try monogamy for a while. Try sex without money. Try to awaken your beast before it’s too late.”

So Dean left Max, went to Maine, and created the first Haven. He’d developed a relationship with a female shifter who helped him to soften some of his rough edges, at least on the outside. It had taken five months before he’d been able to force a shift, setting his wolf free for the first time in nearly a year. The beast was thin, lazy, half-dead and the change had been more painful then he ever recalled.

When the restlessness became too much, he moved on, seeking a new bar in another wooded area and repeating the process. First in Maine, next Vermont. Then came a nice community in Ohio, followed by a place in Illinois, and then St. Louis. Every full moon he still had to force the change, praying each month that his beast would be stronger, healthier.

Four years ago he ran across a troubled bar in the small mountain community of Woodcliff. He’d bought it, despite the disbelieving comments from some of the local shifters, and the suspicious stares from the smarmy alpha, Frank Kolter. After four months of hard work he’d reopened the shifter-friendly bar to the whole town. That was the night his life had changed.

Chest heaving from the punishing excursion, Dean stopped running at the mouth of one of the many caves dotting the majestic mountain range. He knew he’d covered miles trying to escape his memories this morning. But there was one memory, a recent one, that he had no intention of losing.

The first time he’d encountered Kaylie—though he hadn’t known it was her at the time—he’d been standing behind the bar at Thirios Keep; a lull in activity had given him the opportunity to peer into the crowd, though he’d been unable to feel more than a little twinge of satisfaction at the packed house. Then his nose had twitched. A scent like nothing he’d ever come across filled his senses, and his wolf had stirred. Frozen in shock he could only stare at the tables, scanning the crowd and seeking out the what, or who, that scent had come from. But too many people filled the bar and, frustrated, he turned away to fill drink requests from a sudden bevy of new customers. All the while his beast howled in protest.

Six months later he’d exited the local café and caught that same damn enticing scent. Closing his eyes, he’d drunk in the heavenly aroma of sweet pea flowers and moonlit gardens. Even as his lips began to curl with pleasure and his eyes opened to find the source, he heard the Woodcliff Alpha, Frank Kolter, say from the far side of the walkway, “That one makes me wish I had two dicks, so I could fuck her ass as I’m pumping into her pussy.”

And Dean had lost it. Or his wolf had lost it. Either way, what had happened next was a blur. Much like that fateful night when he first freed his leg from the suffocating affects of the metal shackle, energy had whipped into him, shattering the glass windows of every storefront. One second Dean was standing still, and the next, Frank Kolter lay on the cold sidewalk, claw marks across his chest. While Dean had managed to remain in human form, there was nothing human about the fact that Dean’s fangs were imbedded in Frank’s neck, and his knee was pressed into the Alpha’s groin.

As harsh and crackling energy had radiated from him, mixing with a speed that no shifter had ever witnessed before, once again Dean’s life had changed. That was the day Dean Kinigos became Alpha of the Woodcliff clan. And the day he’d decided that, mate or no mate, Kaylie Gentry was beyond his flawed reach.





Chapter Two

“I don’t think Georgie’s going to pull through.”

Kaylie Gentry looked up from her microscope to see Dr. Rodney Thomas, owner and head veterinarian of the Woodcliff Veterinary Clinic, perusing the chart of the Shepard-Labrador mix in question. She grinned, the action lighting her brown eyes from within. “Bet?”

Rodney blinked once behind his thick glasses before shaking his head in admonishment. “You and your bets. One of these days, young lady, you’re going to get yourself in trouble.”

She shrugged with a decisive lack of concern. Due to a highly competitive streak, betting had become second nature. Not for money, as Kaylie considered that too impersonal, but the urge to lay it on the line was still a vice, and she had gotten into trouble more than once. Now though, she rarely bet on anything she absolutely sure of, and with Georgie, she just knew.

Not that she was a dog whisperer or anything, but she had enough confidence in herself and her diagnostic abilities to render a proper, and correct, verdict every time. She’d always had an affinity for animals, loved them in fact, and they seemed to love her back. As long as she could remember she’d wanted to become a veterinarian. And thanks to her father and ex-model sister, she was now out of school debt-free at the age of twenty-six, and busy assisting Dr. Thomas at his clinic in her hometown of Woodcliff, Colorado.

She wanted to make her family proud, her mom whom she currently lived with, her father who lived on the east coast with his new family, and her sister, now engaged to the hunky Sheriff of Woodcliff.

Thinking of hunky men automatically sent Kaylie to images of one in particular. A very drool-worthy mayor that made her glad to be a female.

Kaylie couldn’t suppress the shiver of lust that tightened her nipples underneath her scooped T-shirt and open white coat. She slid her hands into her jeans pockets, and looked down at her sneakers. Standard attire for a day at the office up here in the mountains. The edge of her doctor’s coat—symbol of her professionalism—brought her focus back to the subject at hand.

“I believe the tumor we removed was singular in origin and not just a precursor to others. You don’t?” she asked.

Rodney let out a sound of uncertainty and ran one hand through his untidy mop of coarse, white hair, leaving tufts sticking out like pins in a pincushion.

Kaylie hid her smile. His gentle manner and kindness was soul-deep, especially when it came to his devotion to the animal kingdom. While he might appear meek, Kaylie knew he had a backbone of pure steel that came from a rock-solid belief system. She’d seen him berate a pet owner with a calm determination that she found admirable. Add in his penchant for misplacing his personal possessions, even when they were in his pocket or hooked to his pants, and the man was just too adorable for words. No wonder his wife doted on him. Thirty-five years later they were still blissfully married. A rare feat in the world today.

“I hope so,” Rodney replied, “but despite the fact you’ve been with me for four months and have been right at every turn, I’m still going to withhold my assurances from Mrs. Studdleben. For now.”

Kaylie nodded, knowing his concern was nothing personal. “Understandable. When is Mrs. Studdleben coming by?”

“Hmm?” Already engrossed in a medical chart, Rodney answered automatically. “Just before closing.”

Kaylie checked her watch. It was five minutes until five. Almost closing time. “Shall I go check on Georgie one last time?”

“Oh. No, thanks. I just ran a last check on her.” He glanced over at the wall clock. “Well, look at the time.” Then he turned back to Kaylie and narrowed his eyes. “Don’t you have a baseball game tonight?”

“I do. Against the Togan Tornados.”

Rodney snickered. “Not a very original name if you ask me.”

“Like the Woodcliff Wolverines is any better?”

He laughed. “Very true, but at least Wolverines is a bit more accurate.”

Kaylie knew what he meant. Woodcliff was home to one of the largest wolf packs in the United States. But not just any wolf pack. A werewolf, or shifter, pack. In other words, over a hundred of the town’s male inhabitants turned into wolves at every full moon. The female shifters, while sharing their male counterpart’s increased strength, speed, hearing, and sense of smell—albeit to a lesser degree but still much more enhanced than a human’s—were unable to shift into wolf form. Whether that biological difference was a relatively new event, or had always been the case wasn’t known, thanks to the Pack Wars that had nearly decimated the race and destroyed all known written history fifty years ago.

At first, the surviving shifters had lived in plain sight while hiding what they were. But as their numbers had dwindled, and the females who could bare male offspring with shifting abilities had become scarce, the males had been forced to search for women who carried the compatible DNA to carry their cubs. This was reportedly done through their enhanced sense of smell and an irresistible sexual urge to mate with a particular female, creating the “mating” phenomenon.

Because of where she’d grown up, Kaylie had done intense research into shifters, questioning everyone she knew. When she gained access to medical equipment, she began to study them—with their explicit permission of course—on a cellular level.

Kaylie was the daughter of a shifter, but was one hundred percent human just like her mother. Her sister Tess on the other hand, was not only a shifter but was engaged to a shifter. Tess had gone through the mating dance when she’d met her intended, Caleb Bennett. Kaylie had pestered her continuously about her emotional and physical reactions at that time, to her sister’s eternal irritation. Kaylie couldn’t help it. Not only was she truly interested, she considered it her duty as the younger sister to annoy her elder one.

Humans and shifters lived in relative harmony in Woodcliff, whether the humans knew if their neighbors turned furry once a month or not, and the amateur baseball team was no different. Made up of males and females, shifters and humans, the team represented the Woodcliff community in many ways.

“But Woodcliff’s … unusual nature isn’t known outside the town,” Kaylie said, referring to Rodney’s comment. “So when the Tornados come here, we all act just as if they were a group of tourists.”

Rodney nodded in agreement. “It’s always been a little risky in my opinion to have a shifter pack reside in a town that has a brisk tourist trade, what with the ski lodge just up the hill. Then again, who’d believe anybody if they spouted out werewolf nonsense? At any rate, the wife and I are thrilled to have something to do on a Friday night.”

Pleased, Kaylie grinned. “So you’re going?”

“Wouldn’t miss it. Seven at the school, right?’

“That’s right. I hope we put on an interesting game.”

Just then Kaylie’s cell phone rang. “Excuse me. That’s my mom.”

As she plucked the instrument from her waist, Cindy Thomas, Rodney’s daughter who served as their vet technician, bopped into the room. “Mrs. S is here to pick up Georgie.”

Kaylie stopped in mid-motion. “You want …”

Rodney waved a hand. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Thanks.” Kaylie turned back to her phone. “Hey, Mom. What’s up?”

“Hi, baby-girl.” Kaylie smiled at the endearment. “I just finished sewing the names on everyone’s uniform and haven’t had a chance to make dinner. Why don’t you pick up some burgers at Dolen’s?”

Ever since Tess and Kaylie had fled the nest, their mom had taken up various hobbies. Her most recent, and thankfully her best talent, was sewing. With her fancy sewing machine, if she volunteered to embroider each team member’s name on their uniform—a loose term for jean shorts and dark green T-shirts—to give the team a more professional look, who was Kaylie to say no?

“Sure. Need anything else?”

“Well …”

Kaylie winced, somehow knowing exactly what her mom was going to say next. “Make it four burgers. Dolen just showed up and Pete will be by about five-thirty to pick up the shirts. I do worry about that young man eating enough.”

“Mom. That young man is thirty years old and has taken care of himself for eons.”

“But he’s all alone.”

Kaylie rolled her eyes, knowing full well that Pete Everett was rarely alone. When he wasn’t dating one woman or another, he and Kaylie went out. On friendly dates only, because that’s what they were. Friends. There were no sparks, no romance. Just an easygoing friendship based on their shared likes and dislikes. Besides, Pete didn’t play around where he lived. Said it was a sure cause for disaster. But trying to explain their relationship to her mom was like talking to the proverbial brick wall.

“Whatever. I need to go if you want me to get the food, get home, eat, and be ready in time for the game.”

“I called in the order a few minutes ago. It should be ready or close to it by the time you get there.”

Kaylie grit her teeth. As much as she loved her mom, the meddling in her life was starting to wear thin. Maybe she needed to look for another place to live. That way her mom and Dolen might actually start to act like a couple, which would get her mom out of Kaylie’s hair.

“Fine. I’ll be home as soon as I can then.”

“See you soon.”

Kaylie shut her phone, clipped it back to her waist and shut down her computer for the weekend. With Mrs. S. picking Georgie up, all the animals in the clinic were home. That was something Kaylie loved about working with Rodney. Overnights were very rare, but if a pet needed to stay the night, they were never alone. Rodney, Kaylie, or one of their technicians stayed at the clinic. It was the true, caring atmosphere of a small town she loved.

After saying goodnight, Kaylie walked across the street to Dolen’s Café. While she waited for Martin Reynolds, Jackie’s husband, to finish her order, Kaylie chatted with a few of the other townspeople at the counter. Everyone she spoke with seemed excited about the game tonight, and Kaylie started to realize just how important the event was to them. Not that Woodcliff had to win, though that would be a bonus, but that the game could raise the morale of the town, and bring them back together as a community, which they needed.

About five months prior, just before Kaylie had moved home, the town had suffered a violent death of one of their own. A human killed by a shifter. The act had caused both species to become edgy because the murder occurred outside the night of the full moon, when only the strongest of shifters could change form.

When all was said and done, one of the town’s most influential— albeit widely disliked— shifters, his eldest son, and a native Woodcliff human were found to be involved.

Other than the influx of tourist dollars due to the ski lodge, Woodcliff’s main source of revenue was the Kolter Lumber Company. Its owner, a shifter and the ousted Alpha of the Woodcliff pack, Frank Kolter, was a schemer, manipulator, and womanizer. When it became known that he’d aided and abetted his eldest son to murder the human, Dave Collins, the townspeople had freaked out. Not only because of Frank’s deviousness, which was legendary and expected, but because of the potential economic impact of losing the Lumber Company.

As it turned out, the current pack Alpha and mayor of Woodcliff, Dean Kinigos, had stepped in to buy out Frank Kolter’s two remaining sons and take over the Lumber Company. He’d changed the name—it was now the Woodcliff Lumber Company—and hired Kaylie’s sister, Tess, to work there as the CFO. Which was pretty amusing to Kaylie, considering Tess had quit college for a successful modeling career. Then again, Tess, who’d left her career to come back to Woodcliff and care for their mother after a delicate surgery, had gone to college to get an accounting degree. So in hindsight, maybe everything was meant to be.

Too bad they couldn’t fall into place for Kaylie. Sure, she may have her dream job in her dream place, but she definitely didn’t have her dream man: the shifter Alpha and mayor, Dean Kinigos. Six feet of lean-muscle goodness wrapped in smooth olive skin, bronzed by the sun. Clear emerald green eyes that held more than a hint of steel, passion, and too much wariness.

If any man needed to be fed, it was Dean. And not food for his body, but food for his soul. And while Kaylie was more than willing to take on that task, Dean seemed to purposely keep his distance from her. In the three years she’d known him, he had never touched her, not even to shake her hand. While Kaylie knew from her studies that wolves, and shifters, were social creatures who liked to touch and tease, Dean seemed to be the exception. Unless, and this was Kaylie’s belief, it was just her.

While he might want her physically—even he wasn’t quick enough to hide the way his mesmerizing green eyes grew hot and predatory for just a fraction of a second whenever she caught his gaze— he never acted on it. And like anything just out of someone’s reach, that distant quality only made her want him more. And here she was obsessing about Dean again when she’d promised herself she’d stop. She shook her head to clear it.

With her food order finished, Kaylie took her bags, and, with a general good-bye to the diners, she headed out the front door. And nearly slammed right into her obsession.





Chapter Three

In the split second it must have taken Dean to realize exactly who’d smacked chest first into him, his hands shifted from seizing her bare wrists to grasping her clothed shoulders instead. Kaylie automatically reached up to steady herself, and her hands pressed up against the soft material of the dark green Henley covering his chest. The action caused the two bags of food, now on her elbow, to swing forward and hit Dean square in the groin.

He let out a pained “oomph” and took two hasty steps back.

“Oh my God,” Kaylie exclaimed. “I’m so sorry.”

“You are too dangerous to be let out,” he growled at her, raking her from head to toe in a blatant, heated glance before his normal expression of mild interest slammed into place.

At the deliberate shift in his emotion, she felt a spurt of anger. If he wouldn’t allow himself to even attempt a more intimate relationship with her, well then, screw him. Yeah. It was contrary to what she thought only minutes before, but she was a female. She was entitled to change her mind.

“It was an accident you … baboon.”

He blinked. “Baboon?”

Yes, the word might seem childish, especially in light of her efforts to drop her juvenile betting ways, but she’d also been trying to minimize her cursing, and curb her temper. Unfortunately, her attempts at a trifecta of virtue had had mixed results, and changed on a daily basis.

Her lips tightened at the mocking gleam in his eyes. “I’m trying to watch my language.”

“And that’s the best you can do?”

With a jerk of her chin and a sparkle of challenge in her own eyes, she blurted out, “How’s ‘coward’ work for you? It’s much more accurate.”

Muscles tightened in his jaw, those beautiful eyes going steely hard with barely restrained temper, and for the first time that she could recall, he looked every inch the deadly predator he was. Kaylie almost took a step back. Almost.

“I am not a coward.” His voice had lowered, a low growl.

Out to prove her point, she took a step toward him, and Dean moved back until he stood at the edge of the concrete walkway at the corner of the building. If she advanced again, he’d be forced to retreat, either around the side of the cafe or off into the dirt lot. While she wouldn’t mind seeing the man who tied her into emotional and physical knots fall on his ass, she paused to continue her verbal attack. “Really? Because from where I’m standing, you’re a coward. You’re too careful not to touch me. Why is it that, Dean? Afraid to start something that’s beyond your control?”

He didn’t say a word for nearly a minute, just stared into her eyes, his own flashing hot then cold. “It’s … complicated.”

A mirthless laugh was ripped out of her throat. “How unoriginal. I expected more from you. After all, not every shifter denies his nature.”

A low growl rumbled in his chest. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

But she’d seen a flash of panic in his eyes, which to her only confirmed a niggling suspicion. It was the male of the species that had the ability to scent out a mate. The female only knew once skin-on-skin contact brought about the mating heat. But Kaylie had never felt this intense physical need for any other man. Maybe it was his bad boy looks, maybe it was the mystery surrounding his past, or maybe, just maybe, it was because of their intense chemistry. Hell, it was no doubt all three. Whatever it was, it drew her to Dean like a rat to a freaking pied piper; she couldn’t ignore it. Knowing he was deliberately denying not only their human physical attraction, but possibly battling his wolf’s instinct to mate hurt to her very soul.

“Whatever,” she slashed a trembling hand through the air in front of her in a false show of indifference. “No longer matters. Your constant rejection has forced me to look in another direction. And Pete is more than willing to act as a … substitute.”

With that parting shot, she turned on her heels, but his harsh tone had her glancing back over her shoulder. “Pete?”

She faced Dean once again, noting his clenched hands with no small measure of dark satisfaction. “Peter Everett? Real estate agent for Woodcliff, family owns Everett Tours? Also captain of the softball team.” Lowering her voice to what she hoped was a husky tone, she added, “He’s quite talented.” Then she lifted the two plastic bags. “And hungry”

Dean’s eyes never moved from her face, the small tendrils of amber that had begun to bleed into the now furious green unmistakable. “You’re feeding him?”

Kaylie knew she was on dangerous ground, baiting an obviously angry animal in this manner, but at the moment, Kaylie didn’t care. Enough was enough. If he didn’t want her, he needed to know that someone else did. Granted, Pete saw her as a friend only, and she was a little sorry at using him like that, but common sense had fled the instant Dean had taken that first step away from her. And though some small part of her was urging her to just shut the hell up and walk away, she lifted a brow and twisted the knife. “He needs to keep his strength up. I expect it will be a very … energetic night for him.”





Chapter Four

A red haze filled Dean’s vision even as he saw Kaylie walk away from him. Saunter away was more like it, her lusciously curved hips swinging with that hypnotic sway. But at the moment, Dean was too furious to feel anything but a possessive rage at the idea of another man sliding inside Kaylie’s delectable body.

He knew Pete Everett, and though he considered the guy a friendly acquaintance, Dean wanted nothing better than to slice his now extended claws across the handsome younger man’s throat.

Controlling his beast was becoming harder with each passing month, and while he allowed the animal out for a short time period every full moon, it wasn’t enough. His obligations as Alpha, such as watching over his pack members each month at the Moon Haven—the shifter community center and retreat—curtailed his own shifting time. Truthfully, the so-called obligation was self-enforced, as any of the other eight co-leaders of the pack could easily handle the task, and had in fact brought that issue up to him on more than one occasion.

But ever since his animal came back to life with a roaring vengeance over three years ago, Dean had become diligent about controlling the time he shifted into wolf form. It struck him as ironic, that for years he’d struggled to bring his sleeping animal to life, and now that he had, he fought to keep it caged, because every time he did shift, the beast seem to gain a bit more control over his human form.

Niggling at the back of his mind was the idea that if he permitted two instinctual things to happen: if he allowed the animal to run its full freedom for a night and to claim its mate, the ever increasing and unsettling fits of rage would ebb. Not to mention what it would do to ease the black hole that seemed to eat at his soul. But this thought he dismissed as the self-interested influence of his wolf.

Now, though, all Dean could think about was killing the male who dared to touch Kaylie. Yeah, it was illogical considering he had no right to claim her himself as a mate because of his past. But his wolf only understood that its mate was right there, and the man was doing nothing about it.

Caught up in his internal struggle Dean didn’t notice the approach of another shifter until a hand clapped down on his shoulder from behind. Swiveling, Dean threw up one clawed hand to attack. When it was trapped in a large unbreakable hold at his wrist, he brought up his other hand. It too was snared, and he was shoved around the side of the building.

A deep voice snarled in his face.“Dean, snap out of it. Do not make me take you down.”

Slowly, ever so slowly, the sound and touch of his second-in-command penetrated the fog of rage. Dean took in several long breaths, filling his lungs with the familiar scent of Caleb Bennett.

“That’s it,” Caleb said, loosening his grip only slightly. “Follow my breathing. Nice and easy. Now look into my eyes. Good. Do you hear my heart beating? Yes? Now try to match it.”

It was a calming technique used on humans that worked exceedingly well for shifters. Social and sensual creatures, shifters usually responded to any steady external stimulation of their senses. Fighting sights, sounds and smells created the urge to battle, while easy sounds and gentle touch soothed the beast.

After several long minutes Dean reigned himself in, both claws and temper, and nodded at Caleb in appreciation. “I’m good. Thanks.”

Caleb dropped his hands and stepped back, but not out of arms reach. A powerful shifter in his own right, Caleb Bennett could easily be the Alpha of any pack. Instead, he followed Dean’s leadership, often saying that being the sheriff was enough of a responsibility without the added headache of running his own pack. A personal decision that Dean had been thankful for on many levels and many occasions. This wasn’t the first time Caleb had had to pull Dean back from the edge, and probably wouldn’t be the last. Fortunately, the sheriff was just as big and strong as Dean, and should there come a time when Caleb couldn’t physically take down Woodcliff’s Alpha, a bullet from his gun would. It was a dismal thought.

Caleb swept an analytical gaze over Dean. “What the hell happened? I’ve never seen you this … upset.”

Dean nearly snorted at the mild term. Shifters were in complete control of their wolves until the full moon, when the animal had to come out. As a strong Alpha, Dean had the ability to revert any member of his pack from furry form to human with a simple touch, but he was losing control over his own changes. Another irony not lost on him.

Blowing out a breath, Dean rested his hands on his hips and starred up at the darkening sky. While he might want to lie and say nothing happened, he didn’t have a clue how long Caleb had been in the vicinity and what he might have seen. And if push came to shove, his second needed to know why one day, possibly sooner than later, Caleb would have to take Dean down, permanently.

Meeting the clear brown eyes of the sheriff’s, Dean made the decision to tell him the truth. “Kaylie happened.”

A minute tightening of Caleb’s eyes was the only reaction. “What exactly does that mean?”

As Caleb was engaged to Kaylie’s older and only sister, Tess, Dean knew the other man already considered Kaylie part of his family. And Caleb was very protective of his family.

Dean ran a hand over his chin, absently noticing the rough stubble that rasped against his palm. “Kaylie is … a mate.”

Though Dean hadn’t said “my mate,” the implication was clear. While there were possibly thousands of females in the world that had the compatible DNA to produce shifter cubs, the actual “mate” of a shifter tended to be the one the male not only had a compelling need to claim, she was also the only female the shifter actually desired. Basically, if a male shifter was placed blindfolded into a large room, or an open field for that matter, with every potential female mate in the world, the one he gravitated towards—identified by an enticing and irresistible scent that drew the male like a magnet—was the shifter’s true “mate.” It didn’t happen often, but when it did, it was cause for celebration, not rejection.

Ever the trained observer, Caleb caught Dean’s phrasing. “A mate or your mate?”

Dean hesitated a moment, his eyes focused on Caleb’s closed expression. When he finally answered, the words were barely louder than a whisper. “My mate.”

“I’ll be damned,” Caleb said softly, which was not at all what Dean expected. Anger or disavowal perhaps, but not the thoughtful surprise that transformed to understanding and then to questioning concern. “Which, if Kaylie wasn’t interested, would explain the increasing mood swings. But I have it on authority,”— aka Tess Gentry—“that my little sister would be receptive to your attention.” Caleb’s eyes narrowed to pinpoints of disapproval. “So what’s the problem … Alpha?”

Dean bristled at Caleb’s cool tone, until he realized it wasn’t the fact that Kaylie was Dean’s mate that caused the sheriff to look so formidable, it was that Dean had yet to claim her. A strange tightness caught in his throat, and he had to clear it before he spoke. His words were gruff. “I’m not right for her.”

Caleb raised one mocking brow. “I’d say nature would disagree with that statement.”

Feeling the sudden urge to shift on his feet like a kid being scolded, Dean scowled back. “It’s complicated,” he said roughly. Kaylie’s taunt came back to him. When he’d said those same words to her, he’d known it might not be original, but it was true. At least to him. If Kaylie knew about the things he’d done in his past, first to survive and then simply for the brief periods of respite from his terrible childhood memories, she would be horrified. And that was something he figured he could never live with. He would lose her either way, but Dean believed it was better to piss his mate off than to see disgust fill her eyes.

“Really,” Caleb drawled with clear derision.

Dean let out a harsh breath and dragged his hands through his hair, dislodging the leather thong. He ripped it out, letting the long, thick, black locks free. “I’ve done things I’m not proud of.”

Caleb only stared at his Alpha, his expression calm. “Most of us have.”

Frustrated, Dean knocked his head against the brick building and closed his weary eyes. He was so fucking tired. Mentally and physically. Tired of living a lie, of fighting his wolf and damn exhausted by pretending Kaylie wasn’t his. “You don’t understand.”

A moment of silence. “About Eros?”

Dean’s eyes flew open, the green clouding with shock. “You know?”

Caleb shrugged, but his lips curled into a satisfied smug. “Of course I do. No matter what Brandon said, I wasn’t about to up and move from one pack to another without doing a background check on its Alpha. I am one thorough cop.”

Dean knew Caleb and Brandon Dermot had been partners in the St. Louis Police Department many years ago. When Brandon had found his human mate, Tia, and followed her back to Woodcliff, he’d convinced his buddy to do the same. After a lengthy visit, during which Dean had been introduced to the highly-intelligent prospective pack member, Caleb had returned to the big city, put in his notice and moved to the quaint town in the mountains. Within a few short months, Caleb had gone from being one of four deputies to the elected position of town sheriff when Jake Holden had decided to retire to Florida. Not only that, but Caleb had earned the position of second in the shifter pack, and was one of the most respected leaders, both in the pack and in the human community.

And right now, the quietly intense shifter had one brow quirked over his brown eyes in mild amusement even as Dean’s muscles clenched as both man and wolf waited in tense silence for the contempt that would surely come. But it never did.

“You know what that place was? What I did there?” Dean’s voice came out low and hoarse.

Caleb’s head tilted, his nostril flaring slightly, no doubt taking in Dean’s wariness. “I have an idea.”

Dean scowled in confusion. “And you’re not disgusted?”

Caleb let out a soft chuckle. “How could I be? You lived every man’s fantasy.”

Now Dean’s expression hardened in reflection. “The reality is not always pleasant.”

“Which is why it’s better to keep a fantasy just that. A fantasy.”

Or a nightmare. Dean had lived both, and both the fantasy and nightmare had done serious damage, both to his body and soul. Not to mention the serious ramifications for his wolf. Dean didn’t know of any other shifter who’d had his animal whither to near death, only to have him come back to life with a vengeance that at times nearly overwhelmed Dean. From pain and nightmares to shallow pleasure and fantasies, Dean had lived on both edges. What he’d never had was love. Not the parental unconditional kind that Caleb had grown up with, and certainly not the passionate love the sheriff shared with his mate. As much as Dean liked Caleb, he envied him his life. Not in a mean spirited way, just quietly wishful. And that pissed him off. Dean would never have what his second did, and he needed to get used to it. He’d never touch Kaylie. Despite her temper and spirited nature, she was too damn good and too damn human for the likes of his mangy ass.

Which made him wonder. “You knew about me, and yet you came here and agreed to follow my leadership?”

Caleb shrugged. “I liked what I saw. Whatever you did in your past made you the man you are today. If I didn’t like it, I would have challenged you for Alpha a long time ago.”

Dean grunted in thought. “And you’re not warning me away from Kaylie?”

“Same reason.”

Feeling a sense of anger at Caleb’s nonchalant attitude, because if the situation were reversed, Dean would have taken Caleb out a long time ago. “There are things I did, lived through, that you don’t know about. No one does and no one ever will. Things that make my job at Eros look like sainthood.”

Another shrug that made Dean want to shake some sense into the other shifter. “There’s no record of you before the age of eighteen. I know the man you are now, and therefore I know that whatever happened, whatever you did, you did to survive.

“I’m not good enough for her,” Dean growled out in desperation.

“And I’m not good enough for Tess. But that didn’t stop me.” With that, Caleb turned away, heading toward the front of the building. Suddenly he stopped, swung back and leveled a steely-eyed glare on Dean. “But then again. I’m not a coward.”

Dean growled again. Yeah, Caleb had heard it all.





Chapter Five

Three hours later Kaylie was still irritated by her earlier confrontation with Dean. Normally not one to second guess herself, she wondered if maybe, just maybe, she’d reacted too strongly to his rejection. Yes, it hurt, but that wasn’t any reason to lose her temper and call him a coward, was it?

You bet it was, she thought with a deep scowl.

Misinterpreting her expression, Pete, who was sitting next to her on the bench in the dugout as they watched one of their teammates swing at a fastball, commented on it. “You know we’re gonna lose.”

Kaylie reluctantly flicked her gaze from the bleachers to Pete’s handsome face. Even though she knew Dean wouldn’t show, she couldn’t stop looking for him. An inane distraction that had almost cost her a ground ball in the third inning. Almost.

She raised one shoulder in a half shrug. “The Togans are good. They’ve been together for a couple of years and it shows in their teamwork.”

Pete made a noncommittal sound and shifted slightly on the hard bench. “Thought for sure your shin guards would be of more help.”

Confused, Kaylie glanced down at her legs, stretching them out to peruse her protective gear. “Why? Because they’re neon orange?”

Pete chuckled. “Yeah. They’re a definite distraction. Have to admit it took a few times at bat before I could get past them.”

“Well, I didn’t get them to distract anyone. They’re left over from when I played in high school, same as my batting cap. They’re special.”

Pete snorted. “I’ll say.” He nudged her shoulder, eyes on the game. “We still on for caving Sunday?”

“Hmmm?” Kaylie caught herself staring off into the bleachers again. With a silent curse, she turned to Pete’s profile.

“Sure. Where, when, and what do I need to bring?’

With his dark eyes still on the players, he reached out with his right hand, and covered her left one.

“Ah.” Kaylie looked down at their entwined hands. “What are you doing?”

“Measuring. You have surprisingly small hands.” She must have made a sound because he glanced at her confused expression and raised a sardonic eyebrow. “Relax. I’m not making a pass.”

“Yeah, I know that Pete, but what I don’t know is what you mean by ‘measuring’?”

He gave her hand a light squeeze, but didn‘t let go. “I‘m thinking about what gloves we have in stock that will fit your hand. We will not have a repeat of last time, when you cut your hand because you thought your gloves were good enough.”

“Fine.” She drew the word out like it was all such a hardship.

“Steve and his wife, Megan will be going with us,” Pete said, referring to his older brother, who also happened to be walking up to take his position at bat. Then he gave her sheepish look. “I’ve ah, also invited Julie.” This time he was speaking of his most current lady love.

“What? Great. So I’m going to be a fifth wheel?”

“Not if you get a sixth.”

“Pete.” Kaylie tugged on her hand, irritated. Her first thought was to ask Dean, but then she tossed it aside. Actually, she hurled that thought at a solid wall so it would shatter in a million pieces. Then she sighed. His expression was so forlorn she couldn’t stay mad. “Fine. I’ll ask around for a sixth.”

“You’re a doll!” He raised their still joined hands to his mouth and placed an affectionate kiss on her palm. Even as she shook her head in amusement at his antics, she thought she heard a growl come from behind her, but then the crowd roared in approval as Steve’s bat connected with the ball, and the noise drowned out every sound.

“Yes!” Pete hissed with pride and excitement as his brother raced to steal second base. “You’re up. Bring Steve in, but watch yourself. Their pitcher seems to have a thing against you.”

Kaylie only grunted as she stood up. The Togan’s female pitcher had been playing like she had some sort of vendetta against Kaylie. Shelly, or Sheila, or whatever-her-name, was playing like a pro until Kaylie came up to bat. Then the woman went berserk. When the first hard ball had slammed into Kaylie’s left hip, she’d thought the pitcher just threw wild. Then the second ball tagged Kaylie in the left arm, and Kaylie had seen the cold little smile on the pitcher’s face. For some reason, the other woman was deliberately setting out to harm Kaylie and Kaylie had no idea why. And the bitch of it was that Selena, or Slut, as Kaylie starting calling her in her mind since she couldn’t remember the pitcher’s name, was a shifter, meaning every angry throw, if aimed right, could be deadly to a human. While most humans couldn’t tell a shifter from a human, Kaylie could. But why this one was showing a serious case of hate toward Kaylie, she was clueless about. The not knowing was pissing her off, and Kaylie was one direct hit away from stalking out onto the mound and finding out what the heck was going on.

“Don’t worry, Pete. I’ll fix her little red wagon.”

“Kaylie.” Pete held up a hand to forestall Kaylie’s interruption. “No, I won’t bet you. Just …be careful.”

Kaylie nodded once and then wedged on her “special” protective headgear. As she reached for a bat her shoulder screamed in protest. Her jaw clenched in determination. This time she was going to show the slut what Kaylie Gentry was made of.

When she stepped out of the dugout, cheers and stomping feet filled the evening air, her mom’s voice the loudest of all. A small smile curled her lips, boosting her resolve. She took up her position at home plate and made several practice swings. Then she looked up at the pitcher, giving glare back for glare. The pitch came at her, and Kaylie jumped back from the plate, dodging yet another near-body hit. The crowd booed, and the slut’s mouth tightened in irritation.

That’s it, Kaylie steamed, her temper flaring white-hot as she instantly decided her next course of action and declined the walk, wanting another swing instead. The Togan’s pitcher had been consistent in hitting her body so Kaylie would use that knowledge to adjust her stance. With any luck, the ball would fly right back at the slut pitcher, only with much more velocity.

She curled her fingers around the bat and moved into position. Just as the pitcher raised her arm to throw the ball, Kaylie eased back a foot. Too late for the slut to adjust her aim. The ball flew through the air, at what would have been Kaylie’s ribcage if she’d stayed in place. Kaylie swung, connecting hard. Ignoring the painful vibrations that swept up her arm, she ran hell for leather for first base. With dark satisfaction Kaylie noted that the ball had kicked right back at the outraged pitcher, slamming into the other woman’s vulnerable stomach before it bounced onto the ground.

Exuberant, Kaylie’s feet flew over the dirt and crossed the white plate, but before she could rejoice something hard cracked with a sickening sound against her head and she found herself soaring through the air. Her last sight was of the green grass meeting her face before darkness took over.

* * * *

Dean hadn’t planned on attending the game, had in fact headed straight for Moon Haven. There he’d sat at his desk, staring blindly at his computer screen. Then he’d paced, from door to window and back again, seeing nothing but Kaylie’s beautiful face, so full of hurt, and her words, so full of cutting anger.

Fucking Peter Everett. Dean’s fist shot out and landed with a crunching pop of flesh, bone and wood as it connected with the door. Dean pulled his hand back and stared at the gaping hole and then at his bruised hand. “Fuck.” There went another door. It was a damn good thing he’d bought the local lumber company.

Scrubbing his hands over his face, he turned and slid down to the floor. His temper was just one more reason why he couldn’t allow himself to touch Kaylie, to claim her as his mate. Every time he saw her, his resolve began to crumble, and control was all he had left. He’d die if he ever hurt her. Logic dictated he should escape temptation, but his wolf thrashed in agony at that logic. But to keep her safe, and himself sane, he really should leave. The town, Kaylie, and the pack he’d come to care for.

Dean looked around his office, his sanctuary within the sanctuary. He’d head home, back up some of his things, and leave tonight. Leaving was something he’d come to excel at before arriving at Woodcliff. It should be easy to pick back up again.

But his heart felt like a lead weight in his chest; his wolf snipped and snarled in wild fury, as if battling for dominance to force the man to remain. Several minutes passed before Dean could force himself to his feet. Then he turned around and left without a backward glance.

The insistent tug became too powerful to ignore. He passed the dirt road that led to the small apartment over his bar and headed into town. His hands tightened on the steering wheel, and he pointed his truck toward the school. If he was going to rip his soul out, he might as well do it completely. No use doing anything half-assed.

He parked at the far end of the lot, and then made his way silently through the woods, rounding the school to come upon the baseball diamond unseen. He remained a good hundred yards back, behind the perimeter fence that separated the woods from the school grounds.

Everyone was so avid, cheering Kaylie and her team on, egging the Togans, and basically enjoying the thrill of being alive. He spied Caleb and Tess, arms linked in open affection, and a flare of envy burned hard and bright in his gut. While he might believe he didn’t deserve that kind of happiness, a piece of his soul craved it. Not for just the acceptance he’d received at Woodcliff from both the human and shifter populace, but for the unconditional love. A love that wouldn’t hold his past against him. Specifically, Kaylie’s love.

Growling at the impossible, he shook his head and searched for Kaylie. Though he didn’t spot her immediately he knew she was there. He could smell her luscious scent of sweat pea flowers. His wolf rose eagerly in his mind, nostrils flaring. Suddenly another familiar scent reached him, one that had both man and beast rearing back in suspicion. Stunned, Dean turned his head to the field.

No way in hell.

Out on the pitcher mound was Celeste Davi, a female shifter from Togan whom he’d casually dated—aka slept with—for nearly a year before breaking things off. While he’d had no qualms about ending things with the clingy female, especially upon learning Kaylie was returning to Woodcliff for good, Celeste hadn’t taken the split very well. Frankly, she’d been pissed.

Dean recalled her screeching at him like a harpy. Having slept her way through the majority of her own pack, the manipulative female had set her sights on Dean. She’d tolerated his distracted attentions, his lack of affection, and his cock, believing that Dean would, out of apathy if nothing else, claim her as his mate, thus making her lupa of his pack.

While he’d tried to be diplomatic, Celeste had ranted. When Dean remained calm, she had become even more enraged. But when she came at him with stinging slaps and raking nails, both man and wolf had reached their limit. Dean had loosed his power, the kind that only came from being an Alpha, and directed an unforgiving and deadly stream of magical energy right at Celeste until she cowered in supplication. Dean Kinigos was not only Alpha of one of the largest shifter packs in the States; he was easily one of the most powerful shifters in the world. No one who crossed him remained unscathed. When he’d walked away from Celeste, he’d made sure she’d never forget what was due her pack leader.

And now here the bitch was. Dean’s eyes narrowed in thought. The only time Celeste ever got physical was during sex. She never even lifted a finger to clean her apartment. What the hell was she doing here, and playing baseball? Even as he searched for Kaylie, he knew it was too much of a coincidence. According to Caleb, Dean’s interest in Kaylie hadn’t gone unnoticed, and somehow—Dean could easily figure out how—Celeste had dug her claws into a male body and had found out about Kaylie. The proverb about hell and scorned women flashed hot and red in his vision. With Celeste’s psychotic wrath, and even greater physical strength, she just might kill his mate.

Anxiety swirled in his gut. His claws slid out from under his nails as the seconds passed with no sight of Kaylie. Now he was in full panic. The muscles in his thighs tightened as he prepared to jump the fence when—finally!—someone moved from behind one of the dugouts, and Dean spied Kaylie on the bench. His sigh of relief came out in a great whoosh one breath, only to become an angry and possessive snarl the next. Not only was that fucking Pete Everett sitting next to her, the suicidal jerk was now actually raising Kaylie’s hand to his fucking mouth!

Dean’s lips curled in a sneer to accommodate his lengthening fangs. He inched closer and sniffed. No scent of feminine excitement. Kaylie wasn’t aroused, even though she was holding hands with the man she’d thrown in Dean’s face only a few hours ago. Dean’s brows drew together in thought.

Just then Kaylie leaned forward, did something he couldn’t see, and then stood and walked out onto the field. Dean shifted his glare from Pete to Kaylie, noting immediately that something was wrong with her movements. Scanning her body did nothing but make his cock twitch with approval. He loved the way she moved, loose and limber, her hips swaying with enticing ease. That heart-shaped, ample ass begged for his hands to cup and squeeze it while he slid his cock into her wet sheath.

Groaning at where his thoughts always took him when he looked at Kaylie, he almost missed the slight limp and the way she scowled at the pitcher. Flicking his gaze to the mound he caught the intense hatred Celeste aimed right back at Kaylie.

This was so not good.

As the first pitch rocketed over the plate, Dean hopped over the perimeter fence. He saw Kaylie jump back and knew that his concern was not misplaced. Celeste was out for blood.

Then the second pitch and—crack!—Kaylie connected! Dean skidded to a halt, pride crashing through him even as he noted the way she’d adjusted her stance to make the hit. The woman was damn smart and stubborn as hell. She could have taken the walk—painful hit and not the first from the looks of it—but she didn’t. Damned foolish woman.

With his gaze intent on Kaylie, Dean barely registered the ball hurtling through the air, aimed at Kaylie’s head. Her battered plastic headgear was no protection against a ball thrown with a velocity that no human could ever achieve. Even as his feet began to move, he knew he’d never reach Kaylie in time. He was fifty feet away when the ball connected with Kaylie’s helmet, twenty when she went flying. She’d barely hit the ground when Dean leaped the fence surrounding the playing field. Racing to her side, he dropped to his knees and simply froze. Hands that shook remained inches from her still frame. He was suddenly afraid of touching her, not out of his idiotic denial of sparking the mating heat, but out of fear of causing more damage to her fragile human body.

She was lying on her side, her face toward him, eyes closed. The helmet was, amazingly, in place, but the large, jagged impact crack right above her left ear had nearly split the headgear in half. The sight stopped his heart dead. He wanted to yank the pathetic piece of plastic away and soothe her injury, but was beyond terrified at what might lay underneath.

“Kaylie,” he croaked out, finally reaching out to pick up her hand. He looked down, noting how small it was in his larger one. “Kaylie, baby, wake up.” He placed a hard kiss to her palm and then laid it on his chest, covering it with his left one. Carefully, oh, so gently, he ran one finger of his right hand down her exposed cheek. “Open your beautiful brown eyes, Kaylie. Look at me. Curse at me. Anything.” He felt an overwhelming need to gather her in his arms and rock.

Someone fell to their knees on the other side of Kaylie and he growled out in warning even as he looked up.

“Easy, Dean,” Caleb murmured, Tess on his heels, calling her sister’s name.

Humans and shifters alike all started to gather around them and Dean snarled, his fangs flashing, his wolf ready to snap and maul anyone that came too close to his injured mate.

“Dean,” Caleb hissed, “you need to reel it in. Jacklyn is coming and you must let her examine Kaylie.” He motioned with his hands, stalling others, like Pete, who were trying to get closer. “We need to make room here. I want everyone back ten feet, and do not make me stand up to enforce that request.”

Immediate shuffling was his answer.

Just then a petite brunette crouched slowly at Kaylie’s head. “Dean,” her voice was a husky whisper, melodic as it was urgent. “Alpha, please. I need to remove her helmet.”

“No,” Dean’s voice was guttural, more beast than human as he leaned protectively over Kaylie.

“Yes,” Ruth Gentry, Kaylie and Tess’s mother, said as she dropped to her hunches next to Dean. She was the only person either brave or stupid enough to get close to Dean in his feral mood. Foolish woman. Dean glanced from Ruth to Kaylie and squeezed his eyes shut. Like mother like daughter.

Ruth laid a gentle hand on his shoulder, her voice hard as steel. “I don’t know what’s going on between you and Kaylie, but she was my daughter before she ever met you, and I will decide what’s best for her.”

Dean swallowed the lump in his throat, and hissed out for Ruth’s ears only, “She might be your daughter, but she was born to be mine; my woman, my mate.”

Ruth made an inarticulate sound, her hand slipping from Dean’s shoulder as she stared at him. A second later her eyes narrowed. “Then you will soon find out just how tough Kaylie is. And smart.” She looked over at Jacklyn and gave her a nod. “Do what you need to.”

Dean clenched his jaw when Caleb reached out and lifted Kaylie’s neck up as Jacklyn slowly removed the damaged plastic. Underneath Dean saw matted hair … and that was it. Sweaty, matted, beautiful, silky brown hair.

Jacklyn ran practiced hands over Kaylie’s head. “Incredible. She’s got a nice sized lump, but the skin’s not even broken. I want to take her in for x-rays of course to be sure, but I think she might only have a slight concussion.”

Tess snatched up the helmet, peered inside, and began to laugh. “It’s not cracked on the inside. In fact, the padding is about three times as thick as a normal batter’s cap. It’s amazing she was even able to fit it on her fat head.”

Ruth nodded knowingly. “See, tough and smart. After years of broken bones and skinned flesh, Kaylie learned how to better protect herself, if for no other reason than to ease my constant worry and continual nagging.” She fanned herself. “Not that I didn’t have a heart attack on the way over here.”

“Mom,” Tess immediately looked up, concern thick in her eyes. After all, it was only a few months back that Ruth had suffered a stroke.

“Figure of speech. Sorry.” She turned her attention to Kaylie and smacked her lightly on the cheek, her actions belying her calm demeanor. Ignoring Jacklyn’s shocked gasp she hissed at her youngest daughter, “Dammit, Kaylie girl. Did you hear me? You gave me a heart attack.”

Kaylie’s eyelids flickered. “Five more minutes, Mom,” she grumbled out in a hoarse whisper.

Jacklyn swung her gaze from Ruth to Kaylie and back again. “Huh. Haven’t tried that one.” Standing, she reached down for a black bag. “We need to get her to the clinic.”

“I’ll carry her.” Dean was already sliding his arms under Kaylie’s limp body. No way in hell was any other male touching her right now.

“I have an SUV,” Jacklyn told him. “You can hold her in the backseat as we’re only a few blocks away.”

“We’ll be right behind you,” Ruth said as her love interest, and boss, Dolen O’Keefe, came up and wrapped an arm around her shoulder.

Dean only nodded in reply. When he stood he looked out over the crowd and saw Celeste standing uneasily on the pitcher’s mound, next to one of Caleb’s deputies. Retribution glinted like hard diamonds in his green eyes as he glared at the woman.

“I’ll take care of Celeste,” Caleb said from behind him as he gripped Dean’s arm, making the tight muscles jump in agitation. “She’s not going anywhere. See, Brandon’s already got her. You just take care of your mate.”

Dean jerked his head around and stared at Caleb. Then he glanced down at Kaylie, her long hair swinging from a crooked ponytail over his arm. All the talk today of Kaylie being his mate had nearly pushed him to the edge; he wanted to claim her right now. But injured as she was, that was unfair. He would give it a couple of days. Maybe by then he would find his resolve to do the right thing and leave her be, to live a happy life unburdened by Dean’s baggage.

Engrossed in his thoughts, Dean never noticed the single pair of amber eyes, blazing with hatred, that peered out from the edge of the forest. Fixated on the man’s every move, the wolf never blinked as it considered with barely remembered human capacity that what lay in the man’s arms was his greatest weakness.





Chapter Six

“I’ve never seen anyone move so fast,” Tess said just before she nipped a cucumber from her fork.

Kaylie knew her sister was referring to Dean and how quickly he’d apparently raced to Kaylie’s side after that fateful connection of ball to noggin last Friday. Just the thought of that less than stellar incident made her head ache.

Kaylie had received a mild concussion, a nice lump on her head to rival all other lumps she’d been privy to during her athletic existence, and a couple of large bruises. Now, a week later, she was almost back to her normal self. Well, other than the constant arousal that had her recrossing her legs even now.

At first it hadn’t been really noticeable. In fact, Kaylie had thought she was getting a fever or possibly suffering some ill effects from the pain medications. But the ache between her legs had only intensified with every passing day. Her nipples were hard little nubs that rubbed her bra constantly. Finally she had no choice but to acknowledge the truth, which should have made her happy. Instead, she was just irritated. And wet. And swollen. God she really needed an orgasm, or three.

Upon waking in one of the beds at the small hospital Friday night, Kaylie had a vague recollection of being in Dean’s arms, feeling safe, albeit confused as his eyes gazed into hers with concern. Now she knew that Dean had indeed held her last Friday, and the physical contact had started what Kaylie suspected it would. The mating heat. Only Kaylie never realized the arousal was so persistent. So intrusive. She should have listened to her sister with a woman’s heart rather than with a doctor’s ear.

Now it was Wednesday, and she was eating a late lunch with her sister at Dolen’s Cafe, trying to appear nonchalant, but fearing she was not even close to managing the task. Kaylie shifted on her seat, unsure how to bring up the subject. What the hell.

Heck, she automatically corrected herself.

She decided to be blunt. “So how did you get through the mating heat before sleeping with Caleb?”

Tess choked and spit out what was left in her mouth into a hastily snatched napkin. “Excuse me?”

“And how long does it last?”

Tess gaped, her face filling with color. The sight of her sister blushing made Kaylie feel better, and she raised an expectant eyebrow for an answer. That never came.

After several moments of silence, watching as Tess looked everywhere but Kaylie, Kaylie urged her on. “So?”

Tess cleared her throat. “I told myself to be ready for your questions but I didn’t think you’d just blurt them out like this.” She sighed. “Though I should have known better.”

Kaylie frowned. “What do you mean you were going ‘to be ready for my questions’. How could you know what was going on with me before I did?”

Rolling her eyes, Tess pressed a finger to her nose, and Kaylie let out a little squeak of alarm. “Are you kidding me?” She recrossed her legs and put her arms on the table to lean in low. Hissing, she said, “You can tell when I’m …” unable to finish, Kaylie waved her hand wildly, nearly knocking over her glass of Coke.

“Unfortunately, yes.” Tess calmly picked up the drink and moved it out of harm’s way.

Falling back in her seat, Kaylie stared at her sister for a minute. “I have to admit that the scientist in me is fascinated, but the female part of me is mortified.”

Tess only shrugged. “Welcome to the club. And let me just tell you that my super sniffer isn’t even as strong as the male shifters’. And having a super sensitive nose is not all it’s cracked up to be. I mean why scent? Why not super hearing like Caleb has. But no. I get to smell — ”

“Got it.” Kaylie held up a hand to halt her sister’s tirade. “Wait. Do you think the men can smell out diseases?” Her brain suddenly shifted gears into the world of scientific possibilities.

“Uhm. I’m not sure. Maybe?”

“Fascinating. I need to talk with Caleb about this.”

“Uh huh. But first we need to talk about you, and Dean, and what you two are going to do about this.”

Unable to answer, Kaylie turned her head to stare out one of the side windows. As if on cue, Dean appeared from behind a building, heading to Dolen’s Cafe. Her heart picked up speed as she greedily drank in his lean, muscular physique encased in his usual jeans and long-sleeved shirt. She could see that the top two buttons were undone, and the glimpse of bare skin was enough to make her mouth water. His hair was pulled back in its customary tail; the afternoon sun revealed nothing but sleek, gorgeous black strands that dazzled her eyes.

Out on the walkway Dean paused as a woman came up to him. Inside the cafe, jealousy unfurled in Kaylie as she scowled out the window. Momentarily forgetting about her sister, her lunch, and their conversation, she could only think about how, after dumping her at the hospital, a supposedly attentive and concerned Dean had never come back, never called. Not in any way had he sought Kaylie out to find out how she felt. Was the woman he was now speaking with the reason why? Kaylie could only see the back of her short auburn hair and couldn’t identify her. Though the color was familiar.

Still scowling, Kaylie tapped agitated fingers against her arm.

“What’s so fascinating out the window, or are you just thinking?”

Kaylie jerked her head back to face Tess. “Just thinking.”

“So?”

So? So what? What had they been discussing before she’d gotten distracted by Dean and his bimbo? Oh, yes. “I really don’t know what’s going on, especially since I haven’t even heard or seen Dean in the last week.” The coward. “But first off, I’d like to know just how long this … thing … lasts.”

Tess took a drink of her iced tea. “Honestly, I don’t know for sure. It started about a week after first contact—which sounds like some bizarre alien encounter—and lasted until I had my period.”

Kaylie twisted her lips. “Well that’s just not going to work for me. I had mine last week and certainly don’t relish feeling like this for another two.”

Tess’s face appeared more than a little remorseful. “I’m sorry, Kaylie. I just don’t know for sure. Have you talked with any of the other mates in town?”

“The two female shifters that know me said it lasted less than a week, but they both accepted their mates right away. The others have either left town or are still single. The married ones that don’t know me well are too uncomfortable speaking with me on shifter-related topics.” Kaylie shrugged. “Who can blame them when they’ve been taught from birth to hide their other halves from humans. It’s a difficult concept to get over.”

“Hmmm.” Tess chewed a tomato thoughtfully. “Maybe Caleb can help with that.” At Kaylie’s bemused look she explained, “I mean speak with the women about talking to you. If he told them to they would.”

Kaylie was already shaking her head. “An order is not going to make them feel any more comfortable, and they’d end up resenting me for it. No. I need to find another way. And frankly, I need to speak to a human mate.”

At that thought Kaylie shot her eyes back out the window. Human mate. As she locked on Dean and the female still chatting on the sidewalk, the woman tilted her head back and laughed. That’s when Kaylie recognized her. It was Rachel Hodgins, Jack Hodgin’s—hardware store owner and shifter—wife.

Kaylie slumped in her seat, feeling like a fool. Then she tensed. Rachel was a human mated to a shifter, a sweet woman who had been quite helpful in the past.

“You know,” Kaylie said absently, speaking more to herself than to Tess, “I did speak with Rachel Hodgins about a year ago. Her situation with Jack was odd.” She shoved the last bit of hamburger in her mouth and chewed quickly.

Tess raised a sleek brow. “Odd, how?”

Kaylie swallowed the food and took a big gulp of her dwindling Coke. “Both Jack and Rachel grew up here, but didn’t get together until she was twenty-two. She told me that she’d been heartbroken at the time, believing she wasn’t Jack’s mate. She’d always adored him and had touched him constantly, but nothing ever sparked, until one day, it did.”

“Hmm. So maybe the mating heat is an age thing.”

Lips pressed together in thought, Kaylie mulled that over. “I don’t think so. Well maybe. It’s so frustrating that all shifter documentation was lost in the Pack Wars. Nowadays their history is passed on orally rather than via written material which means a lot of the information is probably skewed.”

“And you want to change that? You know it’s dangerous to have written data on the shifters.”

Kaylie rolled her eyes. “Come on, Tess. You know I’m not going to sell it to the tabloids. I’m a doctor, my father and sister are shifters, and you’re going to marry one. I would like to understand shifter relations and want to keep detailed records. Not to be a nosy neighbor but to help those I care about and future generations of shifters from misunderstanding or struggling against their dual natures. Help them live with it and not shove it down into a corner of their soul like my pain-in-the-stubborn-ass sister did.”

Tess blinked at Kaylie’s impassioned expression. “Well. Guess that put me in my place.”

Kaylie blew out a hard breathe. “I’m sorry. I just feel like there’s probably a lot of females alone out there, confused and terrified.”

One perfectly manicured brow rose. “And how do you expect to get that information out there for those who really need it without sending it to the tabloids?”

After a minute of frantic thinking, Kaylie slumped in her seat. “I have no idea.”

Instead of answering, Tess tilted her head, looking behind Kaylie’s right shoulder.

Penny, the afternoon waitress at the cafe, appeared to refill their drinks and ask if the sisters needed anything else. When they declined, Penny plopped down the bill and told them to just leave the money on the table. Evidently the cook, Sean, was having oven problems and needed Penny’s assistance while Dolen was stuck in his office on the phone, yelling at the repairman.

Ah, Kaylie grinned. The ease of small town living. After Penny left, Kaylie took a moment to remember what she and Tess had been talking about, and then wondered why she was having so many problems lately focusing. Oh, yes. Shifters and the tabloids.

“I don’t know what to do. Shifters like sex. A lot. And I’m not saying that’s wrong. I’m just …” Kaylie sighed at the hot look in Tess’s eye. “I’m concerned about the children resulting from a union, whether a one-night stand or a long-term relationship in which the shifter parent died. Those kids need to know that there’s nothing wrong with them. They aren’t cursed or worthless. They need to understand how their bodies, minds, and senses are different. They need to know how to protect themselves, that hormonal birth control doesn’t work for them …” Kaylie’s voice trailed off and she glanced out the window again.

“What?” Tess asked softly. “You thought of something?”

“Birth control.”

“Huh?”

Eyes sparkling Kaylie explained. “I asked Rachel if she’d changed her diet, medications or anything right before the mating heat triggered between her and Jack. She told me she’d stopped taking the birth control pill because it was making her nauseous the first two days she started a new pack. Since she wasn’t seeing anyone, and never had painful or long periods, she decided she didn’t want the hormones in her body.”

Kaylie sat quietly as she let Tess mull that over. “So you think the pill somehow prevents the mating heat?”

Excited by the possibility, Kaylie leaned over the table again, and Tess quickly snatched her drink up to avoid Kaylie’s flailing hand. “Think about it. Female shifters are immune to the pill. We know the pill alters the chemicals in a woman’s body, so it’s possible it alters her scent as well. A shifter might find a woman interesting, maybe even enticing, but the altered chemistry makes mate recognition impossible, even with touch, and thus the mating heat never occurs.”

Tess leaned over the table as well until their noses where inches apart. “Are you saying,” she hissed, “that there could be mates living in the same city, seeing and even touching each other on a daily or monthly basis and they would never be together because the female is on the pill?”

“Yes. Well, a theory actually.”

“But you’re on the pill, Dean touched you last Friday and now you’re in the mating heat. So that theory doesn’t work.”

Kaylie sat back, her fingers tapping against her arm in consideration. “Actually, I ran out before I moved back and never picked up a new subscription. I was thinking about restarting after my next period …” Her voice trailed off as her gaze drifted once again out the window. Dean and Rachel had ended their conversation and he was even now heading toward the cafe. “But I think I might wait.” Not that she wanted to get pregnant, because hey, condoms were a necessary evil regardless. But damn, if it caused Dean to loosen up around her, maybe even act on their mutual attraction, was that such a bad thing? Besides, it was her body.

Her racing heart plummeted when she saw Dean pause and then adjust his direction to head to the rear of the cafe.

As she watched him stride past the window, his gait determined and a little tense—but somehow really hot at the same time—Kaylie’s fingers tapped faster, in frustration now. If shifter senses were really as keen as Tess said, Dean could have easily scented Kaylie. And now the coward was avoiding her by going through the rear entrance.

Kaylie’s eyes narrowed. His continued avoidance was pissing her off. She knew Dean wanted her, but he didn’t want to want her. Even with the mating heat. But dammit! He wasn’t supposed to be able to resist her! Damned stubborn wolf!

She wanted to growl in frustration. She wanted to hurt him like he was hurting her. She wanted to know for sure what the hell was going on in that bull-headed brain of his.

Her eyes narrowed as a plan formed. Maybe not an adult plan, but a plan nonetheless. Dean might be fighting temptation by avoiding the sight of her, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t hear her. And if she didn’t garner even the tiniest reaction from him, she might just leave it alone.

Yeah, right.

Though Kaylie could barely hear the rattle of pots and pans from the kitchen, she imagined just enough time had passed for Dean to get to the door. She needed to get this conversation rolling in the right direction before she missed him.

Kaylie peered around the room, waving goodbye to three patrons exiting the cafe. Now the cafe was empty, save Kaylie and Tess. Perfect.

Kaylie lowered her voice, aiming for a husky, yet audible tone. “So. Since we don’t know for sure how long the mating heat lasts, let me ask you something else. Was the sex better because you craved it all the time? Or is sex with a shifter the way to go?”

Thankfully, Tess had finished her salad and had nothing to choke on. “What?” She squeaked out.

“And the orgasms? I mean mine have been out of this world the last couple of days.”

Slack-jawed, Tess only stared at Kaylie who continued on as if she was chatting about the weather. “Seriously. I’m curious as if my substitute pales in comparison.”

Suddenly out of the kitchen came a roar that was followed by a harsh and loud thunk as something hard met something immovable. Tess jumped up just as Dolen was heard to bellow out, “What the hell is going on?”

Unable to hold back a smirk of female satisfaction, Kaylie grabbed Tess’s arm before her sister could run to the rescue. “Relax, Tess. It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“Dammit, Kinigos, what the hell burrowed up your ass?” Dolen’s voice faded and a door slammed shut.

Tess turned accusing eyes to Kaylie. “Did you know Dean was back there?” At Kaylie’s too innocent look, Tess shook her head. “You have no idea what you’re playing with.”

Kaylie quirked a brow. “Fire?”

Settled back in her seat, Tess glared at her sister. “More like you just pulled the pin out of a live grenade. Dean is already one shifter teetering on the edge of sanity, and heaven only knows how much more he can take before falling into that abyss. You messing with his emotions like this will only push him faster.”

“Well if I don’t push, I’ll be dead before he starts anything between us. I know he’s interested but he’s extremely resistant.”

Sighing, Tess bowed her head. “Maybe there’s a reason for that.”

Kaylie narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”

“Maybe,” Tess’s voice was so low that Kaylie had to lean over the table again. “Just maybe, he doesn’t feel worthy of you.”

“What male really is?” Kaylie tried to joke, but her pulse hammered at what her sister was trying to say.

Tess tilted her head up, and glared. “Dammit, Kaylie, I’m being serious. Dean’s got a past, a past that’s made him hard. When I first met him I thought ‘this man is a killer’ and I didn’t want my baby sister anywhere near him. But over the months, working with him at the lumber company and seeing him with his pack and as the town mayor, I’ve come to understand that his hardness is a shell. A very thick shell to be sure, but I’m betting that it’s there to protect him from being hurt, or from accidentally hurting others. He’s tough and unforgiving when he needs to be, and he’s taken on some seriously dangerous responsibilities that I would never desire. He really does give a damn for this town, and we all need him. But between the haunts from his past and the current pressure he’s under from his pack, this town, and now you, he’s on the edge. Please don’t push him over.”

Well, that was unexpected. Properly put down, and feeling an eensy bit sorry for her childish behavior—but only a little damn, darn, it—Kaylie kicked at the table leg. “I don’t want to push him over. I just want him.”

Tess reached across the table and took Kaylie’s hand in her own. “I know. But you need to take it slow and careful. Which,” she added before Kaylie could speak up, “I know goes against your very nature. But in the end, maybe you can bring him back from the brink, and maybe,” now Tess’ eyes twinkled, “just maybe, he can tame you.”

“I don’t need to be tamed,” Kaylie grumbled.

Tess gave a very unladylike snort, turning the seriousness of the conversation into a more comfortable sibling badgering. “Please. You’re brash, impulsive, a daredevil, and you take way to many chances.” She squeezed Kaylie’s hand when she tried to tug it away. “But never think I’m not proud of you. You’re so smart and caring and brave. But it’s the impulsiveness and risks you take that worry me, and Mom.”

“Oh, don’t even pull the mom card.” Kaylie glared at her sister.

“I’ll do what any big sister needs to to make sure you stay alive.”

Kaylie managed to get her hand away and dug through her purse. “I need to get back to work.” She glanced up and noted Tess’s eyes lingering on the menu board above the cafe’s counter. “You’re not seriously still hungry, are you?”

A flush crept up her sister’s face and she bit her lip.

“What?” Kaylie asked. “What’s wrong?”

Tess looked around the empty dining room. “I … Don’t say anything to anyone, but I … I think I might be pregnant.”

Kaylie’s jaw dropped. “Seriously? That’s fantastic! And really quick. Holy cow. If so, you’ll need to move up the wedding. Have you taken a pregnancy test? Are you ill in the morning?”

Tess blinked at the rapid questioning. “You are such a freak. No, I haven’t taken a pregnancy test because I don’t know if they will work on shifters and no, I haven’t had any morning sickness.”

Kaylie set out money and a fat tip for her half of the bill. “You’re right. A human urine test may not work, but a blood test will.” She paused in putting her wallet away, noting belatedly the deliberate silence from Tess. “You should see Dr. Chavez. Jacklyn? She works mainly with the shifter populace, and any lab work is done in-house.”

Tess glanced briefly away before returning her eyes to Kaylie’s with a hint of desperation. “I don’t really know her.”

“All you need to know is that she’s a good doctor. Confidentiality and all that.”

Tess didn’t so much as move a muscle, just sat there staring at Kaylie. Knowing what her sister wanted, Kaylie made a point of scratching her chin in resignation. “You want me to do it?”

Tess bit her lip in concern. “Could you? I mean, is that even ethical?”

“Well,” Kaylie stood up slowly and slid her purse strap over her shoulder. “Considering you are actually part dog, I think it will be okay.” Laughing as Tess sputtered and threw a spoon at her, Kaylie bounded for the door. “Come by my clinic after you get off work and we’ll go from there.”

Feeling her positive mood restored after the sibling jab, Kaylie stepped out into the sun and headed back to work.





Chapter Seven

On Thursday, Kaylie decided not to head home or to Dolen’s for her lunch hour as was her usual routine. Instead she drove to the Woodcliff Lumber Company. She could tell herself that this visit was necessary to inform Tess she wasn’t pregnant, but that could have been done over the phone. No, her main goal for the personal call was to apologize to Dean for acting like a bitch, and she dreaded it. Not for saying she was sorry. That wasn’t a new concept to her. She was afraid once she saw him she’d forget everything else and just pounce. She really wanted to pounce. Just wrap her legs around his waist and hold on tight. Even though she’d taken care of herself last night, her body was so aroused, so sensitive to every touch, she actually hurt. Her tummy felt tight, her breasts ached, and she was so swollen and wet between her thighs her panties were damp. The sensations were not happy ones, considering she knew relief wouldn’t be coming any time soon. No pun intended. Even if Dean was overcome with lust, she doubted he would be able to help in this regard. No man had ever given her that kind of pleasure before. She’d always had to take care of it herself, when she was alone.

She pulled into the nearly empty parking lot of the lumberyard and just sat a moment, staring at the huge red brick building.

What felt like a million butterflies danced frantically in her belly as she exited her car and made her way to Tess’s office. At the door she peered in to see her sister standing at a bank of filing cabinets, flushed with love and admiration, Kaylie grinned. Here was the international model, adored and slathered over by millions of men, now wearing comfortable jeans and a pretty blue and green print blouse, filing paperwork like a normal human being.

“Hey, sis.”

Tess never even glanced up, no doubt hearing Kaylie or, Lord help her, smelling her coming from a mile away. “What’s up? And don’t even think of trying to get out of helping Mom make the pies for this weekend’s fair. You already wiggled out of booth duty for Saturday so you can go play in a dank, dark cave.”

Kaylie leaned against the doorframe with a smirk. “Just the morning. Besides, I’ve been helping Mom for years. It’s time you pulled your weight.”

Tess shut a metal drawer and opened another, throwing her sister a piercing glance over her shoulder. “Bite me. I can’t believe she roped me into this. One minute I’m emphatically saying no way, and before I know it I’m anxious to help out. I never even saw it happen.”

“It’s some kind of mom thing.” What a perfect segue. “Uhm, speaking of moms …”

Tess stiffened for a split second before she spun around to face Kaylie, her hazel eyes wide in shock? Fear?

Kaylie didn’t have the heart to drag out the moment and simply shook her head.

“Oh.” Tess’s shoulders slumped and she leaned back against a closed file cabinet. “Well, I guess that’s a good thing. I’m not married yet, and I’m just not ready to have kids. Or pups, or whatever. Really, I’m not.”

Kaylie blew out a breath. Tess was attempting to hide her disappointment but it was too evident. Walking over the carpeted floor, Kaylie wrapped her arms around her sister’s tense body. “I think you’re closer than you’ve ever been.” She pulled back slightly and smiled. “And there’s absolutely nothing better than trying again and again. And again.”

That earned Kaylie a half smile. “After Caleb and I are married.”

Kaylie stepped back and gaped in mock shock. “No sex until you’re married?”

Now Tess laughed. “Good God, no. I meant no condom after we’re married. Maybe. I don’t know. I just …” She shrugged and looked away. “I can’t understand why I’m so bummed about not being pregnant. That’s nuts, isn’t it?”

“No.” Kaylie shook her head. “It’s not nuts. You’ve met your mate who also happens to be the love of your life. Now you want to start a life with him, which usually includes the house, the dog, and the two point one kids. It’s normal. You’re normal.”

Tess turned away, shut the last drawer, and said, more to herself, “Finally normal.” Then, with graceful ease, she went back to her desk and typed something on her computer. “I’m meeting Caleb for lunch and I don’t want to be late.” A flush crept up her face and Kaylie knew what “lunch” entailed. “Did you just come by just to tell me the no news, or did you have something,” she cocked her head at a closed door and gave Kaylie a glare, “else to do here?”

Kaylie rolled her eyes. “Yes, woman. I have something else to do here. Is he in?”

“He is. And he’s a bit testy today, which is why his door is shut. I wonder why that is.” Another glare as Tess retrieved her purse and stood up.

“I’m going, all right?” Kaylie hissed as Tess came around the desk and body butted her towards Dean’s office at the far end of Tess’ spacious one.

“Let him know I left for lunch and will be back in an hour or so.”

“Fine,” Kaylie said as Tess sailed out the door, closing it behind her. Crap. Now Kaylie really had to talk with Dean.

Straightening her shoulders she walked over to Dean’s door and tapped quickly, before she lost her nerve.

There was a pause before she heard Dean say, “Enter.”

Swallowing hard, and clenching her thighs at her body’s immediate and throbbing reaction to his voice, Kaylie turned the knob and pushed the door open. The smile she’d plastered on nearly faltered at Dean’s stone cold face. Only the heat blazing in his green eyes gave away whatever emotion he was feeling.

Kaylie cleared her throat. “Uhm, Tess left for lunch and she asked that I tell you she’ll be back in an hour or so.”

Dean stared at her moment, his amazing eyes flickering once and then closing off. “Thank you. Is that all?”

“Ah,” Kaylie shifted uncomfortably. Her body screaming at her to do what she feared. Pounce. “Nooo. I’ve ah …” Ah hell. Heck. Just do it. “I’ve come to apologize.”

He blinked, eyebrows drawing ever so slightly up in surprise. “Apologize? For what?”

Kaylie looked over her shoulder at the empty outer office, considering. While it was lunchtime, anyone could pop in, and Kaylie didn’t want any interruptions, or anyone to overhear such a private conversation. She shut Dean’s office door and then leaned back against it, for support. “I knew you were in the kitchen at Dolen’s yesterday.”

A muscle bunched in Dean’s jaw and Kaylie now noticed the death grip he had on the plastic ruler he held in his hands. “Your point.”

Once again she cleared her throat. “I said what I did to try and get a reaction out of you.” There. Done and over.

The ruler snapped in half. “Which part, Kaylie? The better orgasms or the ‘substitute’?”

Kaylie looked away, scratching a nonexistent itch over her lip. “Both actually.”

The sound of his chair hitting a wall forced her eyes back to Dean. He stood still behind his desk, his chest rising and lowering with every deep breath. Heat tingled through her veins. God how she wanted to run her hands over those muscles. To press her lips against his bare skin and taste his flesh. All her girl parts answered with a resounding “yes!”. She would have taken a step away, to gain some distance from the force of her attraction, but her back was already against the door.

“So now that I’ve apologized. And as I know I’m a mate you don’t want,” boy did that admission hurt, “I’ll leave you alone.”

Despite the protests of her body, she turned away. Before she could open the door, hands pressed into the wood on either side of her shoulders. “I don’t think so.”

Though Dean wasn’t touching her, he was so close that she could feel the heat radiating from his body. The urge to lean back against his length was so acute her body actually shuddered as she forced herself to remain still. “What?” Her voice trembled with excitement, and not a little apprehension.

His lips were at her ear, his voice low and husky. Each breath, whispered over her sensitive flesh, raised goose bumps. “Yes, you are my mate, but you’re wrong that I don’t want you.” He closed the distance between their bodies, and she could feel the hard ridge of his cock pressing insistently on her ass. His heartbeat pounded at her back, so hard she could feel it as if it were her own. More heat flared within her until she felt scorched.

“I want you so much I ache. I want to touch you everywhere.” His tongue was a warm, wet seduction at the fluttering pulse on her throat. “To take you over and over again until we’re both so used up we can’t move.”

Sounded good to Kaylie. Really good. Where did she sign up?

“But I can’t claim you as my own, Kaylie.”

Her eyes flew open. When had she closed them? “I don’t understand.” She turned her head to see his face. His own eyes were closed, his features sharp, as if he were in exquisite pain. She twisted around to get a better look.

The strong lines of his throat moved as he swallowed. Then he slowly opened his eyes, desire and agony apparent in their glittering depths. “I can give you what you need, but I can’t give you what you want.”

“And just what is that?”

His face hardened. “I can give you release but I can’t give you my affection.”

When Kaylie comprehended what Dean meant, she narrowed her eyes in fury. “Are you trying to tell me that I’m good enough to fuck but not good enough to date?”

When he didn’t deny her words she ducked under his arm, her movements jerky and uncontrolled. “That’s a horrible thing to say.”

“Nevertheless, it’s true. I don’t have what it takes to be a proper mate.” Something clawed long and slow into wood, possibly to drown out his muttered, “And if you truly knew me, you wouldn’t want me even if I did.”

Some of her anger dimmed as she caught his words. Arms crossed over her heaving chest, she wracked her brains. So, Dean was confident enough in his sexual abilities but not in his emotional ones. It brought back her sister’s words from yesterday; Tess’s theory that Dean had a past that was the source of his regrets. Regrets that were enough to purposely shove aside any chance for a happy future? Did he feel unworthy to that level?

We’ll just see about that, she thought with determination as a plan formed. He didn’t have the right to take this away from her without even trying. Damned, stubborn wolf.

“Really,” she drew the word out in derision. “But you think you can bring yourself to ease me through the mating heat?”

She heard him suck in a breath behind her. “Yes,” he said so quickly she nearly smiled. Typical male. But she was a typical woman. She didn’t orgasm easily.

Kaylie cast a sly look over her shoulder. “Then I have a proposition for you.”

“And that would be?”

“Well.” After scanning him from head to toe and back again, she flicked her eyes away as if dismissing him. An action he clearly didn’t approve of if the low rumble she heard was any indication. “A bet actually.”

She never heard him move but suddenly she felt him at her back again. “A bet?” He paused as if thinking it over. “And what exactly does this bet entail?”

Nerves mixed with excitement, making it hard to stand still. “As much as this pains me to say, I will need a man to take care of my, hmm, needs lets say, until this initial heat passes. You think you can provide it.”

“I don’t think,” he growled out. “I know it.”

Kaylie made an unbelieving sound in her throat, thankful he wasn’t facing her to read the mischievous glee in her eyes. “So here’s the deal. If you can make me come before you do, then I’m basically your bouncing buddy for the next week or so. There’ll be no public interaction between us that would give away what we’re doing behind closed doors, no entangled emotions, and no ties to keep us together once the heat has run its course.”

Dean slipped into her line of vision, making her gasp with surprise at his silent move. “I’m assuming that’s my side of the bet. What is yours?”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “If you come before I do, then you not only take care of my physical needs, you act like a proper and caring mate for the duration. That includes dates, public interaction as a couple and an affectionate attitude.”

Dean swung away for a moment and when he turned back his face was unreadable. His piercing eyes focused on hers for so long that she felt stripped to the bone. His nostrils flared, as if drawing in her scent to remember for all time. Then a decidedly wicked smile curved his lush lips, sending alarm bells to shriek in her head. Slowly, he began to circle her smaller frame, inch by purposeful inch, coming close but never touching. The green of his eyes began to burn to amber, a sign of heightened awareness, or that of his wolf slithering to the forefront. His movements could only be construed as feral, possessive, knowing. His every step made it clear to Kaylie that he knew he could take her at any time he so desired.

His voice altered, becoming quiet, low and seductive. The sound of it seemed to crawl under her skin and take erotic root. “Sweetheart, you’re so close to the edge you won’t last three minutes once I’m inside your delectable body. Are you sure you want to make this bet?”

She drew in a ragged gasp and cast her eyes downward. “If you’re so confident of yourself, why bother trying to talk me out of it?”

Once again he was at her back, and Kaylie couldn’t see Dean’s features, but she did sense a new tenseness in him as he tilted his head down and brought his mouth close to her left temple. “I am always in control sweet Kaylie. I can last for hours while I make you come until your body simply gives out. You’ll be limp, exhausted, and so sated you won’t care what wicked act I do next. I’ll take you in positions you’ve never heard of, and in ways no substitute could ever manage. I’ll take my time between your creamy thighs, kissing and sucking and licking every delectable, juicy inch. Then maybe, just maybe, I’ll ease your ache by slowly slipping my finger into your clenching body. And you’ll come for me, Kaylie. You’ll come all over my hand. And once you’re good and slick,” the wicked words paused as he shifted his lips to her other side, keeping her off balance, “I’ll rub my cock through your cream, spreading your arousal. Then I will penetrate that tender opening, stretching the swollen folds of your pussy until you’re begging for all of me.”

Kaylie nearly begged for all of him right then. She’d underestimated him. Licking her lips she realized, belatedly, that Dean did know what he was doing, using explicit words to trigger her brain into imagining him doing all those things he’d said to her. Raising her arousal to a fever pitch without even touching her. Her body was shaking now, and she thought—with the tiny part of her that could still think—he might be right. She might not last three minutes once he buried himself to the hilt. But right now, who the hell cared?

Her lips parted, glistening from her tongue. “So you accept?”

Dean was suddenly in front of her, his hands gripping her waist and lifting her, taking her to his massive desk. “Vehemently.”





Chapter Eight

Once Dean had Kaylie on the desk, he slipped in between her jean-clad thighs and cupped her head gently in his strong hands. He straightened to his full height, forcing her to tilt her head back to meet his gaze. There was a gentleness in his eyes she hadn’t expected and it threw her. One hand slid the elastic band that held her hair in a ponytail off, and he just stood there for a minute, searching her eyes as if seeking the answers to life itself, slowly threading his hand through the silky strands.

Then in a sudden move that nearly had Kaylie letting out a groan of dismay, he pulled away, went to the door and turned the lock.

“Oh,” she whispered, thankful that someone was thinking. Sort of. While sex at work was far from appropriate, Dean was the boss. Getting caught, though, was not high on her list of priorities. Having his lips on hers, well, that was.

Instead of slipping between her splayed legs on his return, Dean picked up her feet and swung her legs around the desk, causing a giggle to escape and papers to sail onto the floor. Wedging his thighs between hers he simply stated, “Don’t like my back to a door.” Then he yanked her close, one hand wide at her lower back, pressing her tight to his hips. The other hand he used to tilt her head as his lips finally came into contact with hers.

Kaylie tasted the passion in his kiss and greedily took more. Her arms snaked around his neck, her legs wrapped his hips as she plastered herself to his heat.

Their passion was more than a simmer, it coursed through her veins, thick and forceful, as he ravaged her mouth. His tongue plunged in time with his groin as he rocked his erection against her wet center.

Not enough. Not nearly enough.

Briefly breaking the kiss to gasp for air, Kaylie murmured, “Off,” as she tunneled her hands under his shirt.

Dean released her to jerk the shirt over his head, and when she would have latched on to him again, he forced her back onto the desk with one hand. “No time,” he panted, pulling her own shirt and bra up on her body in one motion. Then he simply stared at her bared breasts; her puckered nipples begged for attention. Just as Kaylie squirmed with impatience, Dean whispered, “beautiful,” and then leaned over her to take one breast in his mouth.

It was like she’d been struck with lightening. Kaylie arched under him, crying out softly as he suckled her flesh. Desire, white hot, shot through her and she held his head to her in a death grip. He flicked her nipple with his tongue and then bit down gently. She felt as if she were going to explode in lust and shock. Her breasts were never this sensitive. Was it because of the mating heat, or was it Dean?

He moved to latch on to her neglected breast, and another spark of electricity arrowed straight between her legs, producing an answering flood of wetness. She decided she didn’t care. She just wanted. Him. Now. Inside her. She was about to lose a bet and couldn’t have been happier.

Reaching out blindly between their bodies, she found him, his cock so hard she was amazed he hadn’t burst out of his jeans. Fumbling, struggling with the button fly, she whimpered in frustration as she barely managed to pop one button.

Dean chuckled, tracing her lips with his tongue as his hands gently squeezed her breasts, his fingers plucking at the engorged tips. “Anxious are we?”

“Don’t get all smug,” Kaylie fired back. “I’m not the only one riding the edge here.”

He straightened up and hauled off one of her sneakers, his eyes so full of heat they seemed to glow. “So ready to lose a bet?” He pulled off her other sneaker.

Kaylie sat up and attacked the front of his jeans, the fly bulging with what she wanted. “So ready to have an orgasm.”

Dean choked on his next chuckle as her hands wrapped around his cock and he thrust mindlessly in her fists. “Christ!” His eyes closed, his hands clenched her hips. It was his turn to say harshly, “off!” as he tackled her jeans. Then he was pushing her back on the desk as he ripped her pants and underwear off and threw them, forgotten, on the floor.

He drew in a ragged breath as he slid his thumb down over the small patch of hair on her mound to caress the smooth flesh of sex. “Look at you,” he whispered as if in awe.

Kaylie jerked at his touch. So was so sensitive she didn’t know if she wanted to push him away or angle her hips in blatant invitation. When his thumb found the soaking entrance to her body, she opted for angling. “Now. Please.”

But Dean seemed to be made of sterner stuff than that. Coating his fingers with her wetness, he traced every fold, dipping into her body again and again. “Please what, Kaylie?”

Torture. Kaylie groaned helplessly, her hips bucking under his erotic touch. The man was skilled in torture. “Please get inside me.”

One finger plunged deep inside her pussy and, with her feet on the desk, she pushed her hips up high to meet his hand. “More!”

His wide hand spread her open, the middle finger strumming over her clit, as he now drove two fingers into her body. Kaylie cried out, her head jerking side to side on the desk. Her hands went to her breasts, plucking her nipples as she rode his fingers.

“Shit, Kaylie,” Dean ground out. “You’ll make me come just watching you.”

“Then get inside me!”

Evidently the third demand was the charm as he withdrew his hands and reached for something in his back pocket.

“Now, now,” Kaylie panted as she watched him grasp the metallic foil and rip it open with his teeth.

“Wait,” he growled at her.

“No waiting!” She nearly wailed, crazed at the idea of being so close to coming and having to break for protection. In the past, any break in her sexual stimulation had resulted in a loss of arousal and right now she was afraid that might happen again. The tension in her belly was so thick she felt like a coiled spring ready to burst free.

Suddenly she felt his cock prodding her entrance and she clenched instinctively. “Relax, Kaylie,” Dean rasped as he parted through her slick folds, sliding his engorged head through her inner muscles until he was forced to stop. “Damn, you’re tight, woman.”

He slid almost out of her body and then thrust back in, gaining another delectable inch before coming to an abrupt halt. Placing his hands on her waist, he kneaded her soft skin as he worked his cock through her pussy. “Nice and easy. That’s it. Take all of me, Kaylie.”

Kaylie wiggled under him. God he was big. She didn’t know if she felt pleasure or pain as he stretched her with each stroke of his cock. Then suddenly he was fully lodged and she could actually feel him pulsing within her. “Oh,” she gasped out as he began to thrust in time to the rocking of her hips. “That’s good.” Her eyelids dropped as his speed increased, each tight plunge dragged his cock over tissue so sensitive she again didn’t know if she wanted to push him away or drag him closer. He still had his jeans on. The material rode low on his hips, creating an erotic, rough friction against the softness of her inner thighs. She moaned and thrashed her head.

“Oh shit,” Dean suddenly blurted out, causing Kaylie to open her eyes in alarm.

His hands were now at her thighs, holding her open as he impaled himself again and again. “Dammit, Kaylie, come for me.”

He was thrusting harder now, faster, and Kaylie wailed in dismay, “I’m trying!”

“Do it now. I can’t hold it back.” Even as he seemed to control his own orgasm, he reached between her legs, pressing his thumb in her throbbing clit. “Now, now, now,” he chanted, echoing her own earlier plea.

Kaylie clenched in her inner muscles around his cock, holding him inside her, attempting to force her climax and end the unrelenting tension that burned her body. She lifted her hips, meeting him thrust for thrust, drawing ever closer, striving for that aching emptiness that was just out of reach.

Dean let out a guttural curse, his fingers flexing on her skin hard enough to leave bruises. “No!” He bellowed and three thrusts later, ones that she swore she felt in her throat, he froze, head thrown back, eyes closed, as he came.

Never had Kaylie hated winning a bet in her life.

Dean collapsed on top of her, chest heaving, body trembling on hers. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

Kaylie lay still, tears filling her eyes. So damn close. Her body screamed in agony, and she wanted to scream her frustration out into the room. But it wasn’t Dean’s fault, she knew that. But she still wanted to cry.

After a minute Dean tilted his head, his lips at her temple. “I’m sorry,” he said again, the dismay clear in his voice. “I’m sorry.” He continued his apology as he slowly trailed kisses down her shaking body. He pressed his lips gently to the tip of each breast, making her catch her breath. Then down to her navel where he stroked and nipped. He kissed her left thigh, right at the tender crease of her body. Then he was right at her core, kissing the swollen folds of her pussy.

“Dean?” Kaylie asked hesitantly. She didn’t so much as move a muscle, until his tongue licked her overheated flesh. “Oh,” she arched under him, her eyes shut as he traced the outer edge of her entrance with just the tip of a finger.

He brought his tongue back into play, flicking over her clit with firm strokes, making her cry out again, only this time with pleasure. He licked her in one long, hard swipe, from where the juices poured from her swollen opening up to her clit, and darkness closed in. Another lick and she bucked under him. Then, unbelievably, his tongue was inside her, plunging in and tasting, his mouth seemingly glued to her body. One thumb was back at her clit, and he ground into the aching bud, twisting in fast circles.

Kaylie felt it building again. That incredible tension that no man had ever broken before and she reflexively steeled against it.

“You taste like heaven. Sex and spice. Pure Kaylie.” Dean’s voice was a seductive rumble that came from between her thighs. She just had to have a look. Peeking through her lashes, she saw Dean staring into her face with an intensity that had her melting on the spot. “Just let go, Kaylie. Let me take care of you. I want to.” His breath whispered over the wet flesh of her pussy and she shivered.

His mouth was back on her again, devouring her delicate folds. Little sounds like growls reached her ears as he alternately pinched and rubbed her clit. Kaylie twisted beneath him but he held her fast, not letting up, not letting her go as he fed more tension into her, shoving her into the flames that threatened to consume her.

Then suddenly, she fell. Something snapped deep inside and she let out a strangled scream. Nails scored the top of the desk. Every muscle in her body simultaneously squeezed and then contracted as she came, her back arched high as the waves of ecstasy smashed into her again and again.

For awhile she forgot where she was, who she was with, and damn near forgot her own name as she drifted on a cloud of nothingness. Her ears rang and her lungs ached as she gasped for air. Her legs fell over the edge of the desk as Dean come over her and rested his weight on his forearms. “Kaylie?”

When she didn’t answer, didn’t so much as twitch, Dean pressed his lips, wet from her arousal, softly to hers. “Kaylie?”

She finally grunted and felt his lips curl in a smile on top of hers. “See what happens when you don’t fight it?”

Kaylie grunted again. “No fight,” she managed to get out.

He ran his nose over her cheek in a loving caress. “I take it you’ve never come that hard before?”

Why was he talking? How could he even form words? And was that male smugness she heard in his tone? She thought to deny his assumption when she remembered: She’d won the bet. Hah! If she could have moved she would have danced a jig. As it was, feeling a bit smug herself, what with that amazing orgasm and being a bet winner to boot, she decided to throw him a bone. “Nope. And never with anyone.”

He stilled above her. “Are you saying you’ve never come with a man before?”

“Nope. Not even with a woman.”

He jerked up on his hands. “What?”

She grinned and cracked open an eye. “Not that I’ve been with a woman.”

“Oh.”

Was that disappointment she heard now? Men!

“So.” He leaned back down, brushing her nipples with the hard muscles of his chest. The sensation made her sigh with pleasure. “I’m the first man who’s made you come?”

Time to move past this before his head, and not the one she felt thick and heavy on her belly, swelled even more. “Yep. But you’re not the first one to lose a bet.”

He didn’t say anything for the space of several heartbeats. Then, “Shit.”

She peered up at him. “Shit indeed. You’re mine to command for the next week or so Mr. Alpha-Shifter-Mayor-Bad-Ass.”

Dean cleared his throat but, points for him, didn’t try to renegotiate or back out. “Don’t you think command is a bit strong?”

“Would you prefer dominate? I think I have a whip in my closet.”

His face flushed with color and he straightened, running his hands over her body. “That could be a quite an interesting distraction.”

Kaylie snorted at the idea his words created in her head. Of her in a dominatrix outfit, Dean cuffed to a bed. Oh yeah. The possibilities were boundless.

“But first I have to dispose of this condom.”

“Hmm. You may take leave of me.” She said regally, waving her hand in the air as if dismissing a slave.

One dark brow rose. “Don’t push it, witch.”

Her eyes glittered with renewed interest. “I’d rather you pushed it.”

His mouth opened and then closed. Then he shook his head as he retreated to the adjoining bathroom. “What am I going to do with you,” followed in his wake.

Kaylie’s eyes snapped open and she sighed again, more heartfelt this time. “Love me?” she whispered so low the words barely made her own ears.

Suddenly another sound reached her, and she quickly sat up and looked over her shoulder. Sure enough, someone was on the other side of the office door, twisting the knob.

With a silent curse Kaylie peeled her glued ass off the edge of the desk and fell in an ungraceful slide to the floor. Just in time too as she heard the door creak open.

Her heart thundered in panic as she snatched her jeans and wiggled into them while sitting on the floor. She didn’t know where her panties were and took a moment to freak out as she prayed they weren’t on the desk. But no, they had to be on the floor. No time to look. She reached for her sneakers and scooted into the knee well of the desk as footsteps approached from the other side.

You have now entered into a new low, she chided herself. How are you going to explain this one? Better yet, didn’t Dean lock the damn door?

“Are you …” Dean’s voice came to a halt in mid-sentence. “Rita?”

“Oh hi, Dean. Uhm. I just wanted to drop the weekly report off before I left for lunch.”

“Ah,” at his pause Kaylie could imagine him looking frantically around the room, wondering what happened to the woman who, just seconds ago, was splayed out on his desk, limp as the proverbial wet noodle. She hoped his jeans were buttoned. Now all he had to do was explain the butt print on his shiny desk. She smothered a nervous giggle.

“Thank you, Rita.” There was a long pause as Kaylie put on her shoes. Then, “Was there something else?”

Go away now, Kaylie willed the woman to leave. She adjusted her hips and slouched against the back of the knee well so she wouldn’t have to stay hunched over. When she did, something round and hard dug into her shoulder. Wincing, she reached over to feel what pressed into her skin.

“Oh. Uhm. Well. Is everything okay? I mean, you don’t have a shirt on and ah …” Rita’s voice trailed off on a long sigh, and Kaylie halted her blind fumbling as a surge of jealousy took hold. She knew exactly what Rita was doing. She was staring at Dean’s naked chest and probably salivating. Bitch. That lean, muscular chest belonged to Kaylie!

“I spilled something and was just cleaning up.” Kaylie heard a whisper of fabric and narrowed her eyes. That better be Dean putting his shirt on.

“Is that why all your papers are on the floor?”

“Ah, yeah. Exactly. Didn’t want to spill anything on them.”

Rita made some small sound of sympathy and when she next spoke, her voice took on a decidedly husky timbre. Kaylie ground her teeth to keep from snarling out loud. “Let me take care of those for you.”

“No! I mean, that’s quite all right. I’ll take care of them.”

Kaylie grimaced at his sharp tone, realizing too late that her purse was under those papers.

“You’re so self sufficient, Dean. Don’t you ever want someone to take care of you?”

Okay, Kaylie was going to get up and hurt someone. Namely, a little miss slut trying to worm in on her man. Erm, shifter. Whatever.

As if knowing the direction of Kaylie’s thoughts, and finally locating her, Dean stepped around the desk and stood in front of the knee well, blocking her exit. She stuck out her tongue but remained still. Until he drew his chair up and sat in it. Kaylie frowned in irritation for a few seconds until it dawned on her that she was staring at Dean’s groin. Nice. A wicked smile curled her lips.

He stretched in his chair as he leaned forward. “No, I don’t need taking care of. Thanks for this.” More silence as Kaylie contemplated the button front of Dean’s jeans, and the slowly increasing bulge underneath the fabric. Dean had to know Kaylie was hiding under here. There was no other place in the office she could have used for cover. Was that why he was getting turned on, or was it because of Rita? Kaylie drew her brows together as she tried to picture the older sister of Gina Williams, the latter once a waitress at Dolen’s Cafe and onetime dupe of Matt West, a man who’d been instrumental in a human death not five months ago. A death that had resulted in the execution of Frank Kolter, former Alpha of Woodcliff, by shifter law and the disappearance of the actual killer, Kyle Kolter, who also happened to be said former Alpha’s eldest son. What a mess that had been.

If memory served right, Rita Williams was a pretty brunette, single and somewhat wild. For a while she’d hung around the Kolter boys, there were three, before straightening herself out and getting an Associate’s in Finance. Now it sounded like she’d set her sights on Dean.

Over my dead body, Kyle vowed.

Dean sighed. “What Rita?”

“Oh, I almost forgot.”

Kaylie heard the woman sit in one of the visitor’s chairs, and Kaylie rolled her eyes in disbelief. She alternately wanted to laugh and scream at the predicament she found herself in. Once again she adjusted and contorted her body until her face was practically planted on Dean’s lap.

What the hell, she grinned to herself. When life hands you lemons, make lemonade.

“Forgot what?” Dean asked as just as Kaylie brushed her hand over his erection. “Stop.”

“Stop what?” Rita asked.

“Ah, nothing. Thinking to myself. Uhm. What where you saying?” Dean was speaking to Rita over the desk as Kaylie unbuttoned his pants under the desk. He was stuck now as he couldn’t fend Kaylie off lest he bring Rita’s attention to where he probably didn’t want it. And now that his cock had dropped into Kaylie’s waiting fingers, he couldn’t scoot back from the desk. He was in Kaylie’s hands now, figuratively as well as literally.

“Just that I’m helping out setting up the pie judges, and Victor has come down with a sore throat.”

Dean made some kind of pained response as Kaylie took him in her mouth.

“Dean?”

“Ah, yes. Victor. Pie judging contest. Your point?” Kaylie smiled around his cock, stiffening her tongue to stroke over the hard, hot length of him. He was so big and the angle so awkward she couldn’t get all of him. Slipping a hand between his taut thighs, she gripped his shaft and stroked, hand, tongue and mouth, in tandem. Her other hand was on his shin, kneading the rock-hard flesh as he tried to remain still.

“Oh, well, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble …”

“Spit it out.”

Kaylie nearly chuckled at that. Talk about a double entendre! So she spit him out and used her tongue to tickle the sensitive flesh just under the engorged head of his cock. He sucked in a harsh breath.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Just a bit of a headache,” Dean rasped as if in pain. Kaylie nearly snorted. More like a cockache. Poor baby. She wrapped her lips around the aching member and sucked, her cheeks hollowing, her lips gliding over the salty flesh, wet from her mouth. She wanted to touch him everywhere. The wickedness of the situation was really turning her on.

“You should take some aspirin.”

“Already did. Thanks. Back to … ah … your question?”

Kaylie knew Dean was probably going to kill her, but she was having way too much fun to stop. She couldn’t fondle his balls in this position but she was able to shove a couple of fingers under him and stroke the tight sack through the thick fabric. If the squeezing of his leg muscles was any indication, he liked that. So she kept going. His body started to shake slightly, and he tried to move his knees together to push her out of the way. Kaylie wasn’t having it. She wedged herself closer, adjusted his cock lower and managed to gain another inch.

“Well, I was hoping you would take Victor’s place. Judging the pies that is …”

Dean abruptly sat up, his hips bucking hard once before he stilled again. Then he was coming and she tasted the salty flavor of his come. “Yes!”

“You will? Fantastic. Be at the main tent on Sunday at two o’clock. And you might want to get some rest. You look a bit flushed.”

Kaylie heard retreating footsteps, a door shut, and then Dean shoved his chair back and glared at her with eyes gleaming with pleasure, lust, and irritation. “I don’t know if I should beat you or thank you.” His voice was low and heavy, his chest heaving as he drew in air. She shivered in awareness, more than anxious for round two. Unfortunately, she had to get back to work. She didn’t think Dr. Thomas would understand and approve that her late return was due to multiple orgasms.

Grinning at that thought, Kaylie scuttled out from the knee well and stood up. “As you’re pretty much my slave for next week a thank you would be appropriate and reciprocation a definite.”

“Then come here,” he growled out as he made to grab her.

She danced out of his reach. “As much as I would like that, I have to return to work.”

“Tonight then.”

While her body trembled with excitement, her mind was busy with other plans. “Unfortunately, I have to help mom finish up her pies tonight.” She tucked in her shirt. “And her pies are the best in the world.”

Dean licked his lips. “I beg to differ. Your pie is the best.”

Kaylie felt her face heat at his words, and at the undeniable lust in his eyes. “But,” she breathed out, “you can take me on a date tomorrow night.”

He stared at her for a blank moment. “Date?”

“Yeah. A date. Remember our bet? You can pick me up at seven. Dinner and a movie. We’ll keep it simple.”

Dean muttered something so low and guttural Kaylie couldn’t decipher his words.

“Oh, do you have any caving gear?” she asked innocently.

Another blank moment as he seemed to process her change in subject. “Any what?”

Kaylie looked up from gathering her purse from under the pile of papers on the floor and sighed with pleasure. His dick was still out of his pants and even at half-mast she craved him. Later, she promised herself. “Caving gear. We’ll be going to Kitchell Caves on Saturday morning. I’ll tell you more on our date tomorrow night.”

“Caving? Wait!” She heard him call out behind her as she hurried to the door. When she didn’t stop or answer, a loud thunk reached her ears. Glancing over her shoulder she saw Dean had dropped back in his chair, and his head rested on top of the desk, right on her butt print.

With a self-satisfied grin, she sailed through Tess’s outer office. It felt good to dominate the dominant.





Chapter Nine

Late Friday morning Kaylie received a phone call from her sister. “Did anything strange happen while you were here yesterday?’

“Uh.” Strange, no. Fantastic, hell yeah. “No. Why?”

“Dean’s office was ransacked.”

“What?” Kaylie glanced around her little office, more of a closet really, and lowered her voice to match her sister’s hissed whisper. “What do you mean ‘ransacked’?”

“As in books and binders tossed on the floor, papers shredded, pens thrown everywhere—”

Kaylie interrupted. “I get it. Was anything stolen?”

“Doesn’t look like it, and anything sensitive is either in the computers or in my file cabinets, and those weren’t touched. Dean has a laptop that he takes with him at night, and our IT guy says the server wasn’t accessed after Dean left around eight last night.”

Kaylie frowned. “So someone was looking for something physical in Dean’s office?”

“Seems so. Wait a sec.”

Kaylie heard murmuring on the line and thought about Rita Williams’ visit. Kaylie knew Dean had locked his office door, so either the woman had access to come and go, or she’d been the one to toss his office.

“Caleb just told me that the lock on one of the steel sliding doors to the lumber cutting room was torn off.”

“Torn off? Not cut off?”

“No, torn, like ripped off.”

Kaylie paused. “That would suggest someone with a lot of strength.”

Tess sighed. “Yeah. A shifter. Only there’s no scent. Caleb and Dean are pissed.”

Kaylie thought about how she’d feel in the same situation, and being pissed was putting it mildly. “Listen. This may not have anything to do with anything, but yesterday, when I was talking with Dean, uhm.” Unwilling to explain exactly what happened, Kaylie blurred the truth. “Well, his door was locked but Rita Williams came in anyway. She must have used her key to enter.”

Now it was Tess’s turn to pause. “There is no key. These doorknobs are the kind where you push a button in on the inside to lock the door and have a small round opening on the exterior where you can unlock them with a stickpin. It’s pretty useless to lock them so we never did. Which is why anything sensitive was stored in the server or file cabinets.”

“So, no key.”

“And no reason for her to enter his office. What did she say when she saw you?”

“Uh,” Kaylie shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “She didn’t. See me that is. I was, well, hiding you could say.” No need to explain where Kaylie had hid. It might have been titillating yesterday, but now it seemed juvenile.

“Oh.” Silence on the other end as Tess digested that bit of information, and knowing her sister, Tess was probably coming up with all sorts of scenarios. “Well.”

Kaylie cleared her throat. “Well indeed.”

Just then Dr. Thomas popped his head around the corner of her door. He saw she was on her cell so he pointed at his watch, placed his palms on either side of his head, fingers sticking straight out and silently barked. Kaylie nearly snickered at his antics, knowing he was informing her that their next appointment was here.

Giving her acknowledgment, Kaylie told her sister she had to go. “But call me if anything new happens or they find out who did it.”

While Fridays were notoriously slow, this particular afternoon seemed to crawl. Possibly because most of the town folk were finalizing their goodies for the various food and craft booths for the Woodcliff Fair this weekend, like her mom with her famous pies, or because Kaylie was anticipating her date with Dean.

If it was still on that was. Kaylie didn’t know if Dean would show up tonight in light of the trouble at his work, and she couldn’t call him to verify. Embarrassingly enough, Kaylie didn’t have the man’s phone number. Sure, she could call the lumber yard, but that seemed tacky, and asking her sister for Dean’s cell number seemed too high-schoolish. Nope. She would play the optimist and ready herself for a date. If this day would ever end.

About quarter to five Kaylie heard footsteps come up behind her as she made some final notations on one of her patients.

“I swear,” Rodney breathed out in a dramatic rush. “If my wife calls me one more time and asks when I’m getting home I’m strangling her.”

Kaylie laughed. She knew how much the doctor loved his wife, and knew too that he’d been spending his evenings for the last week threading beads instead of reading his books. “You’re just tired of making jewelry.”

“That’s the truth. I should be used to it. Myrna’s been doing this every year for the last fifteen years. She could fill the house with her creations and still think she doesn’t have enough to sell at the fair.” He looked heavenward. “Crazy woman. I really do adore her. And because she makes me nuts I’m going to call the workday over. For both of us.”

Kaylie raised a brow over eyes sparkling with humor. “Us?”

He shrugged. “If my wife is antsy about this weekend, I’m sure Ruth is as well. Her pies always sell out. I heard she was making two hundred this year.”

Kaylie groaned. “Two hundred and fifteen. I never thought I’d be sick of pies, but I’m riding the edge.”

Rodney let out a chuckle. “At least I won’t be alone in my misery. Pack up. I’m leaving in five minutes.”

“Will do.” Although she, maybe, had a date, Kaylie knew her mom would have “last second” pies to finish, her special ones. Each year her mom made extra pies and took them to the hospital in Togan for the staff. And then the staff not-so-secretly shared the pies with the patients. Ruth and Dolen were taking fifteen pies up there tonight after the last pie was out of the oven, which Kaylie knew was usually around eight or nine. Normally Kaylie or Jackie went with her mom, but this year Dolen was chauffeuring.

Kaylie smiled at the idea of her mom and Dolen O’Keefe. Talk about an odd couple, but they both had a love for food, and if Kaylie wasn’t mistaken, a love for each other. Maybe she should check around for a small apartment somewhere so the two lovebirds could have some privacy.

At that Kaylie made a gagging noise. She was not going there. Thinking about her mom and needing privacy with a man. Ugh.

Shutting off her computer and snatching up her purse, Kaylie determinedly pushed that thought out of her head and followed Rodney out the back door.

Once home she found her mom swaying her hips to the beat of a seventies song that blared out of the living room stereo. Grinning at the sight, Kaylie started cheering her mom on. Far from embarrassed, Ruth did a deliberate bump and grind move that had them both laughing.

“I think I might actually be on time,” Ruth stated, her face flushed from the heat in the kitchen and the impromptu dance. “Are you sure you don’t want to go with us to deliver the pies to the hospital?”

Kaylie dropped her purse on one kitchen chair—as the table and counters were full of pies, bowls, utensils and various ingredients—and slid into another. “I’ll pass thanks. I sort of have plans.”

Her mom paused in covering one of the pies with plastic wrap and glanced at Kaylie. “That sounds like you either don’t want to have these plans, or you really do. Which is it?”

Kaylie rubbed her ear in an unconscious fidget. “I really do.”

“And the plans would be?”

“I’m going out on a date with Dean.”

Ruth straightened and turned to face her daughter slowly. “As in the hot, young mayor and Alpha extraordinaire?”

Kaylie felt her cheeks redden and she sifted her eyes away. “That would be the one.”

“Well.” Ruth paused. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

With her hands clasped tightly together on her lap Kaylie answered. “It was a recent development. Yesterday actually.”

“So my youngest has an actual date. You have no idea how thrilled I am to hear that. But, Dean, really? Not that I disapprove at all, it’s just, you’ve had a thing for him for a long time and I would hate to see your heart broken.”

“Geez Mom, it’s only a date.”

Ruth turned back as the oven timer went off and replaced cooked pies with another four that needed to be baked. “And what will you be wearing on this date?”

Kaylie looked down at her jeans, and while fine for a friend date, she suddenly wanted to look attractive to Dean, and a bit more feminine. “Damn. I mean darn. Didn’t even think about that.”

“You have that nice green dress you wore at Christmas.”

Kaylie rolled her eyes. “Yes, and it has little reindeer in the velvet print. I don’t think so.”

“I forgot about that. What about that skirt outfit you have, the black one?”

Kaylie wedged her elbows on the table between plastic covered, metal pie tins and rested her chin on her hands. “Too business-like. I do have a jean skirt.”

Ruth sent a small frown Kaylie’s way. “Which would be fine for a daytime date.”

Mildly frustrated, Kaylie said, “Mom, we’re not getting married.” And where did that little twinge of regret come from? “It’s just a date.”

“Au contraire, my darling girl. It’s just the beginning. I know, I’ll call Tess. If she doesn’t have anything that fits you she can at least come by and put something together from your closet.”

Kaylie groaned and snapped her eyes shut. “Then she’ll want to put a bunch of make-up on me.”

“You said it, Kaylie, it’s a date. A night date. Make-up is a must.”

“I knew I should have kept my mouth shut,” Kaylie muttered.

“When did you say he’ll be by?’

“Seven.”

“Goodness. That doesn’t leave much time.”

“Its nearly two hours away!”

“Hmm. Except I still need your help filling these last pies. I need to call Tess and tell her what’s going on. She needs time to look through her closet and get over here …”

Luckily the phone rang, interrupting her mom’s verbal planning. Ruth plucked it from the handset. “Hello?”

While her mom chatted, Kaylie began to transfer the cooled pies from the table into the laundry room where a huge refrigerator sat, bursting with finished pies. She purposely avoided thinking about her date and what to wear, and most importantly, whether she would get Dean completely naked this time?

A sigh escaped and Kaylie leaned against a warm dryer, still ticking from its recent load. Even though it happened only yesterday, the erotic interlude in Dean’s office seemed more like a dream, one she wanted to repeat again and again. And then hold an encore performance. As she replayed all the scenes in her head, she wanted to die of embarrassment. She’d never done anything like that before, thinking public sex beyond naughty. But the things she wanted to do to Dean, and him to her, where new and hot and thoroughly arousing. The mating heat was no doubt a big part of the reason for her behavior, but Kaylie was more than willing to ride it out and take as much enjoyment with Dean anywhere she could for as long as she could.

She didn’t know how long she’d stood there mooning over the man when her mom called her name. Kaylie glanced down and noticed the freshly folded clothes. When had she done that?

Shaking her head at herself, Kaylie walked back out into the kitchen. “Yeah?”

“That was Jackie. And then Dolen. Then Kelli Powers and then Tess …”

“Got it.” How long was she in the laundry room? Kaylie looked at the clock and her eyes widened. It was after six! She really needed to work on her focusing skills. “What’s going on?”

Ruth began clearing the counters. “A group of kids were up at the lake today, swinging from some rope and one fell into a bunch of poison ivy. Unfortunately none of the kids, nor the four adults who were nearby, realized it was poison ivy until they all rushed over to check on the fallen kid. All in all, six kids and three adults contracted the rash. One of them was Martin Reynolds, Jackie’s husband, who knew better but was more concerned about the kid. Anyhow, Dolen called Tess to ask if she could cover for Martin as cook tonight at the cafe so she’s on her way there.”

Kaylie blinked at the rush of information. “Okay.” She said, drawing the word out in a and-why-does this-concern-me tone.

“Honey, Kelli Powers’ daughter works as a waitress at Dean’s bar and she told me that it was Fred Dyson’s son who fell from the rope. Not only does the poor child have poison ivy, but his left arm is broke.”

“Again, okay. And your point is?”

Ruth turned puzzled eyes to her daughter. “Kaylie, Fred is Dean’s cook.”

“Oh.” Kaylie frowned as it finally hit her and said it again with more force. “Oh! So Dean needs a cook. But wait. Wouldn’t he have a backup?”

“Yes, except Audrey and her husband where the other two adults up at the lake who contracted poison ivy. I don’t know who or if anyone is manning the kitchen at the bar, or if it’s a chaotic mess.”

Kaylie jerked her shoulders back. “Bad day to be a cook.”

“Seems like. But it sounds like your date with Dean isn’t going to happen. I don’t know if he can cook, but you’d better contact him and find out if he needs help. If I remember right, the bar has simple fare. Hamburgers, wings, and fish. You’ve helped out at Dolen’s before so it’s nothing new to you.”

“Right.” Kaylie dug her phone out of her purse and simply stared at it. “Crap.”

“What is it?”

The result of telling your mom that you don’t have a phone number for the man you planned on playing tonsil hockey with later on tonight? Not good.

A beep sounded from her phone indicating an incoming text and Kaylie immediately clicked on it. Shockingly enough—not—it was from Dean:

Need to cancel tonight. Short staffed. Poison ivy incident.

Kaylie smirked. Old news now. She typed back: Need a cook?

There was silence as she waited for his answer. Either he was surprised she already knew what happened or he didn’t want to bother her.

After an agonizingly long twenty seconds his response came: Yes!!!

She typed back: Be there in 30.

Talking to her mom, Kaylie grabbed her purse and laptop bag. “Dean needs a cook. Can you finish the pies on your own? I need to hop in the shower, change and get over to the bar, ASAP.”

Ruth sighed. “So much for being on time for a change.”

Kaylie froze. “I can tell Dean I’ll be a bit later.”

But Ruth was already making shooing gestures with her hands. “No, go ahead. One thing the Gentry’s know how to be is flexible.”





Chapter Ten

When Kaylie walked through the front door of Thirio’s Keep, Dean nearly sighed with relief. He’d been more upset than he’d realized about canceling their date. Even amidst this morning’s irritation of finding his office ransacked, thoughts of Kaylie and spending time with her had kept him from slashing out at everyone. But then there was the incident with the poison ivy and Fred’s youngest son, which had caused his cook to flee for home at a second’s notice. Dean had felt a spurt of envy, not for the pain Fred’s young son was going through, but for having a family to run home to. Then Scott, his bartender and manager, had tried to help out in the kitchen and instead had slipped on a broken bottle of hot sauce and twisted his ankle. While Scott was a shifter and would recover quickly enough, he currently lacked the ability to work the bar with any speed, a detriment on a busy Friday night. Dean had sent him home and had taken over behind the bar, keeping one eye glued to the front door.

Dean knew he should have told Kaylie no, he didn’t need help, even though he unquestionably did. He could just as easily have called any one of his pack members, and they would have come running to his aid, but, truth be told, he really wanted to see Kaylie again. Especially after the day he’d had.

When he’d first seen the disaster of his office this morning, he’d had an intense need to call Kaylie. Not because he’d thought she done it, but because he’d wanted her support. And Kaylie, being Kaylie, would have come to him in a heartbeat. He had to strengthen his resolve to hold her at arm’s length, despite their bet. Damn. That stupid bet. If he wasn’t careful, he would find himself falling for her. He already loved her smile, her witty comments, and her passion.

When Kaylie finally walked in, he noticed not as a business owner, but as a man. Not even as a man, truth be told, but as a shifter scenting out its mate. Relief was first, then he was hit with a sharp stab of possessiveness. She may look the same as she had any day this week, dressed in casual jeans and a loose, long-sleeve shirt with a black leather jacket and sneakers, but Dean saw beyond that. He knew what was hidden underneath those clothes. He knew what burned below her soft skin. Heat, passion, and a burgeoning sexual abandon that he wanted to coax into a full-on raging inferno.

His blood quickened as she neared, and he had to make a conscious effort to loosen his grip on the beer glass he placed in front of a waiting customer. Hoping his expression didn’t betray the desire building inside him, he sent her a careful smile. “Thanks for coming to my rescue.”

Kaylie grinned and leaned her forearms on the bar, bringing her beautiful face, and sweet lips, within touching distance. When his eyes dropped down to those lips, he was disconcerted by the barely audible growl that reverberated in the back of his throat.

Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Just making sure you appreciate all my talents.”

Another growl wanted to leap out but he covered it with a cough. “So, how’d you know?”

She shrugged. “You know this town. Any and all news travels like wildfire.”

Before Dean could respond, Lara Powers popped her tray on the bar and began to give a drink order. “I need two pitchers of beer, five glasses, a Bloody Mary extra hot, and a Snakebite. They also want four orders of wings, two hot and two medium, which they asked about earlier. They want to know if we’re going to serve food or not. I can tell the males are posturing, trying to act tough, and frankly, I want to smack them. Would you might terribly if I do?”

Dean turned his eyes to the table in question and found a mix of seven young male and female shifters, barely old enough to drink, looking his way with matching expressions of shock. Evidently they hadn’t noticed their Alpha behind the bar.

Irritated at their lack of respect, patience, and most importantly, the stupidity they’d shown in not scoping out their surroundings and seeing who was where—necessary for shifter survival—Dean slowly straightened, never taking his disapproving gaze from the younger shifters. Quick enough for a neck to snap, they all turned away and focused on the scarred wooden table. Then one of the females slapped the nearest male on the shoulder and they all started talking at once.

Dean made note of who was at the table and then slid his eyes back to Lara. “Should the need arise again, I’ll handle any smacking. For now, let them know that while our volunteer cook has arrived, I’ll decide when they can have any food. In fact, their drinks can wait while I show Kaylie the kitchen.”

“Oh.” Lara turned expectant eyes to Kaylie. “You’re cooking? Not that I mean to sound ungrateful or anything, but have you done this before? I thought you were a vet?”

Taking no offense, Kaylie quirked her lips. “I’ve helped out at Dolen’s Cafe more than a few times when the need arose.”

“Oh! That’s right. You’re Ruth’s daughter. Of course you can cook! This will be a snap for you; it’s simple fair and only a few choices.”

Another waitress came up behind Lara. “What’s with the traffic jam?”

Lara turned to the tiny blonde. “Kaylie’s here to cook, Liz.”

Liz closed her eyes in evident relief. “Thank God ‘cause the boys in the back,” she pointed a manicured thumb over her right shoulder to the far end of the bar where a bunch of male shifters milled around three pool tables, “are getting hungry. And a bunch of hungry male shifters are crankier than a bunch of women on their period.”

At Dean’s wince Kaylie snorted with shocked glee. “I’d better get started then. Uhm, Dean, you’re busy out here,” she nodded down to the other end of the bar where three newcomers had just made their way through the maze of tables. “If either Lara or Liz could take five to show me the kitchen I’d appreciate it.”

Though he didn’t want to, Dean couldn’t deny the logic in Kaylie’s statement. Because of the frustration eating away at him, his tone was a sharp and biting. “Take her on back, Lara. Like I said before, your table can learn patience, or they can leave.”

“Tough love, right on,” Lara said. “If you’ll follow me Kaylie?”

Kaylie winked at Dean before following Lara into the kitchen. When the door swung shut behind her rounded ass, the sweet behind his hands itched to grab hold of, he turned back to the bar and began filling out orders.

As the night progressed he found himself distracted with thoughts of Kaylie. Though he tried not to think of her, he was somehow aware of her every move, despite the wall separating them. And every time the kitchen door swung open, her scent tempted his control. He’d like nothing better than to close the bar down early so he could haul her in his arms, get her naked, and lose himself in her body.

He shook his head at his rampant thoughts.

You are not hooked, he told himself. It’s just the mating heat that’s making you irrational.

Feeling somewhat justified, he turned his attention back to the chore of cleaning glasses and pouring drinks.

At one point in the night Lara laid a huge hamburger on the bar back next to the cash register. “Kaylie said you need to eat and keep your strength up.” And though there was a laughing question in her eyes, Lara didn’t add her own comment, just went back to attending to her tables.

Surprised, and thoroughly pleased at the thoughtful gesture, Dean snatched up the burger, cooked rare just as he liked, and finished it in five bites.

When the time came for last call, anxious to get everyone out, Dean may have rung the bell and announced the bar’s pending closure with a bit more gusto than usual. But he really didn’t give a damn. He was both exhausted and wired. His control near the snapping point. The worst of it was he knew Kaylie had to be equally exhausted, having worked all day and then cooked all night for his bar. As demanding as the mating heat was, she could easily be too beat to do more than head home to sleep. He hoped not, but if she was, he had to let her go. No shifter took their mate without full consent. Of course subtle persuasion, or overt seduction, was not out of order.

Like clockwork, Liz’s husband, David, strolled in just before one with their two-year old son on his hip. They settled in their usual stool at the end of the bar. Dean set a glass of water in front of them and chatted for a bit. Not for the first time, Dean noticed how intensely David watched his young wife move about the bar, his shifter eyes warm with love and more than a hint of pride and possession. But for the first time, Dean felt envious. Not only of the shared adoration the couple clearly felt for one another, but for the cherished tot that bounced with joy on his father’s lap.

After what felt like an eternity, the last customer was out the door, the tables cleaned, money counted, and both Lara and Liz headed for home. Heart pounding, Dean turned to the kitchen. Kaylie was still in there and from the sound of it, cleaning up after the evening’s feeding frenzy. At Thistle’s it wasn’t that the fare was difficult to make, it was the shear amount required to satisfy shifter hunger. With their high metabolisms shifters ate continuously, plowing through food as if they were starving on a daily basis. He himself had consumed a second double-stacked burger not long ago. But now he had another hunger that demanded to be fed.

Not wanting to frighten Kaylie with the fierce need raging in his blood, he tried to school his features into a friendly expression, though he couldn’t hide the hunger in his eyes.

Dean found her wiping down the sinks, her back to him, and he couldn’t stop from stalking up and wrapping his arms around her waist. He drew her back against him and she nestled right in. Pleased, he said, “Thank you for doing this.”

She sighed. “I forgot how much shifters eat. It’s amazing.”

Dean pressed his nose against her damp temple, breathing her in. “You’re amazing.”

Laughing, Kaylie said, “And you owe me.”

He swung her around, fisting his hand at the back of her shirt to keep her tight against his body. “Name your payment.”

Kaylie slid her hands up and over his shoulders, twining them around his neck. “I think a full body massage is in order.” Then she rose on her tiptoes and kissed him.

His body jerked at the contact, the instant blaze of need that engulfed him. His brain, his senses, were filled with the taste of her. As the kiss deepened and threatened to spin him out of control, he pulled back. “Then a massage you shall have. Come with me.”

Taking her hand, he led her up a stairway that connected to his apartment over the bar. “There’s an exterior entrance as well so I don’t always have to go through the bar. It’s a convenience feature I added when I bought the place.”

“You’re quite handy,” Kaylie responded, moving in front of him as he unlocked and opened the interior door. “But not big on interior design.”

Dean shrugged, noting the lack of furnishings in his place. It was clean but sparse. The small living room held a couch and TV. A table and two chairs sat in the tiny kitchen. There was a minuscule three-quarter bathroom situated across the short hallway from a little bedroom crammed with a desk, chair, computer, printer, and two large filing cabinets. The master bedroom was bigger because Dean had knocked down a wall between the original master and a third bedroom to give himself more space. Even so, the king-sized bed, dresser, and mismatched nightstand nearly filled the room. At the foot of the bed sat a large, battered, black steel trunk. An adjoining full and updated bathroom was situated next to the sliding doors of his closet.

“I’m not here much except to sleep so I never bothered.”

Kaylie made a short humming noise in her throat as her eyes flitted around the room. “I can see that,” she mused out loud as she set her purse on the trunk. Then, much to Dean’s amazement and pleasure, she stripped off her clothes until she stood clad in only a blue-lace bra and matching thong.

“Christ,” Dean growled out an unsteady breath.

“Well, you can’t very well give me a proper massage if I’m fully clothed, now can you?” She sent him a flirty little smile over her shoulder before giving him a brief and enticing view of her rounded ass as she crawled on all fours over the covers. She lay on her belly. “I’m ready.”

And so was he. His cock was so hard Dean didn’t know if he could manage any movement whatsoever without coming in his jeans. For a moment he studied her. He now knew how soft her sun-kissed skin was, and his palms itched to smooth over her bared flesh. As his eyes drifted over her prone form his breathing grew rapid, which only put him more on edge as each lungful was saturated with the intoxicating scent of Kaylie’s arousal.

Take, his beast howled.

The tingle at the tips of his fingers warned Dean that his claws were threatening to emerge. He desperately needed a minute to reign in his libido before he did something he would regret. He had enough regret already.

Through a throat gone bone dry he managed to push out, “Just a minute,” before hightailing it on stiff legs into the bathroom. He shut the door and turned on the cold water in the sink, splashing it on his face to help cool the burning flesh. The reflection showed green eyes that had too much amber bleeding into their depths. The beast was close, wanting its mate, and Dean was tempted to just let himself go, let the beast take over.

“No,” he said aloud. That was not him, nor was it his wolf. Neither man nor animal would ever hurt its mate. She was too precious. That evil voice in his head was his anger and self-contempt, and that needed to be squashed. Tonight was about Kaylie and what he could do to please her.

At the image in his mind’s eye of Kaylie lying so trustingly on his bed, the amber faded from his physical eyes, and the rage began to dissipate.

Dean felt the change and, recognizing it for what it was, spoke to his image in the mirror. “There’s no denying she’s good for you, for us. But don’t even think about keeping her.” His wolf disagreed, and Dean felt the beast take a swipe with sharp claws. Great. Now he was going to have to fight both his beast’s possessiveness and his body’s desire to keep Kaylie near.

But taking our mate is what we are meant to do. Take her, protect her, and love her.

With a silent curse, Dean yanked on the hot tap and ran the water over his hands, knowing that Kaylie would probably jump two feet if he touched her with freezing cold hands.

That brought a whimsical smile to his face. The woman was truly making him crazy. One minute he was angry and the next amused. He felt twisted inside, with lust, confusion, amusement, and something else, something he’d never felt before. That little extra something had caused a painful knot to form deep in his chest that he didn’t appreciate and wouldn’t examine. Worse yet, when she wasn’t around he found himself distracted by thoughts of her. His day could start off like shit, like this morning, and one thought of Kaylie turned it around. Even now he remembered Thursday afternoon and how lush and tight she’d felt when he’d been inside her, how sweet she tasted, and then how she’d come apart under his touch. Despite his lack of control and his struggle to remain aloof, she’d pulled him into the most exciting and emotionally engaged sexual encounter of his life. And made him feel like a king even when he got greedy.

Calmer now, and still determined to keep their relationship casual, he shut off the faucet and dried his hands. But the time apart hadn’t cooled his ardor in the least. His jeans were no looser when he finally left the bathroom.





Chapter Eleven

Back in the bedroom, trying hard not to pounce at the tempting sight of a nearly naked Kaylie in his bed, Dean yanked of his boots and gingerly climbed onto the mattress. He straddled her thighs, keeping his weight off her, and laid his hands on her slim back. She jerked at the touch. “Are my hands cold?”

Eyes closed, Kaylie swallowed. “No. They’re just right.”

That inflamed remark had his cock twitching with urgency, and it swelled even more. If he didn’t get out of his pants soon, Dean was sure the buttons of his jeans would do permanent damage. But stubbornly wanting to make amends for the fast and furious fucking that had had him blowing his wad before Kaylie had even had a chance to get up to speed, Dean gritted his teeth against the pain and began to rub his hands over her skin.

His thumbs dug gently into the smooth flesh in widening circles from the base of her spine to the nape of her neck. He pulled out her ponytail holder so he could run his hands through her hair, flexing his fingers soothingly along her scalp. She let out a small moan of pleasure that filled Dean with an odd mixture of contentment and sexual hunger.

Gulping down his own moan, Dean started a return trip down her body, lingering for long moments on her shoulders. The slim column of her neck drew his eye, and a strong desire to take a bite of her soft flesh filled him. Not enough to hurt, but enough to mark her as his.

Roughly shoving that desire away, he caressed her back, stopping when he encountered her bra closure. With one hand he popped the clasp free and pushed both ends off her body. “It was in the way.”

Though she may have snorted in disbelief, Kaylie didn’t say anything. But a tiny smile curved her lips. Until he reached the lace of her thong. He kept his eyes on her face as his thumbs slid under the edge of her panties. Her lips parted, but once again she didn’t say a word. His thumbs slipped lower, kneading the flesh of her ass, his hands at her hips. The scrap of material stretched over his hands. “This really should go to.”

As if in agreement, Kaylie raised her hips. Dean shifted to her side and slowly drew her panties down her legs.

Damn but her ass was biteable! Resisting the urge again, Dean ran his hands from rounded cheeks to neck and back down again. His blood pounded in his veins and his cock pulsed with the need to be buried inside her tight body. Hands flexed and shook as the need began to overtake every other thought.

But not like this. Not yet anyway.

Dean drew back from her and gently rolled her onto her back. Her eyes popped open, not with confusion or anger, but with lazy amusement. “What are you doing?”

Dean grinned. “Gotta get the front as well. You did demand a full body massage after all.”

“Mmm,” Kaylie purred. “I did, didn’t I?”

Murmuring in agreement, Dean slid the bra off her unresisting body. “Very aggressively, if I recall.”

Kaylie slid her arms along the bed cover until her hands disappeared under one of the pillows. The small change in position lifted her exposed breasts, and to Dean’s baser thinking, up in offering for his hands and mouth to take and enjoy.

“I can be a bit aggressive when I want something. I hope I didn’t offend you,” Kaylie murmured.

Dean let out a snort of laughter. “Because touching your body is repulsive.”

Kaylie shrugged and Dean’s gaze shot down to see her breasts jiggle with the movement. His mouth, dryer than dirt not long ago, watered at the erotic sight. He hissed in a breath. He felt like a randy teen, ogling her rosy brown aureoles and the budded nipples that seemed to tighten further under his heated stare.

Dizzy from the sudden flare of sexual hunger, he reached out and covered one plump breast with his hand, rubbing his thumb over the hardened peak. Kaylie sighed and arched into his touch.

Growling, Dean opened his grasp, just enough to take her nipple in his mouth. His tongue swirled around the tight bud and when he drew it between his lips and suckled, she brought her hands down to cup his head, pressing him to her chest.

As if he would ever want to leave this bounty!

One hand braced his weight while the other left her breast to slid slowly down her ribcage, across her trembling belly to cup her hip. He teased her flesh, sensuously tracing his thumb over the silky skin between her thighs. To his delight, Kaylie spread her legs to give him better access.

Unable to deny her, he danced his fingers along her skin, over her mound, and cupped her, grinding the heel of his palm into the swollen knot at the top of her wet slit. Her breath turned ragged and she pushed against his hand, her body wiggling as if to get him into a better position.

The pounding of his heart grew furious, causing his hand to tremble when he used two fingers to open the delicate folds of her pussy. His middle finger shot out and stroked her clit in unsteady circles. She gave a sharp cry and her hips bucked up. His fingers flexed up and down, coaxing more wetness from her core. His eyes wanted to cross at the bliss. “You’re so soft here,” his voice was harsh, raspy. He dipped one finger inside her sheath to the first knuckle and then withdrew. “And so fucking tight here.” On the next thrust he filled her. This time when he pulled the digit back he twisted his wrist so he touched every nerve ending he could reach. Her inner muscles tightened around his finger, as if trying to hold him in place, and she continued to meet him thrust for thrust.

The throbbing pressure built inside him, threatening his control. From his position, head at her breast, eyes looking down the soft curves and hollows of her body, he watched his hand playing her flesh. He could not only scent her arousal, he saw it glistening on his fingers with every plunge into her eager body. It was all so damn erotic. Turning her on was driving his desire to the boiling point.

“Kiss me,” she demanded

Unable to do less than what she desired, he snaked one arm under her neck, holding her in place. Then he licked a hot path from her breast, up and over the fluttering pulse on her neck, and finally took her lips in a fierce kiss.

“I want you to come, Kaylie.” Because if she didn’t soon, he would, and once again shame himself as an inconsiderate lover. His voice grew rough. “Come for me.”

“And I want you inside me. I need to feel you inside me, Dean. Please.”

He wanted to howl. Yes, he wanted to bury his aching cock inside her more than he wanted his next breath. But … “I don’t know how long I’ll last, sweetheart.” He nuzzled her ear. “You feel too damn good.”

“I don’t mind trying.” Her hands tunneled under his shirt, stroking his hot flesh. He rose up, throwing his head back, his eyes snapping shut. Her touch was electric, making him tremble violently.

“I want you so damn much.” Too tame, those words, for what he felt. He needed her, ached for her. His free hand clenched into a fist, grasping the bed cover as if trying to hold on to some sanity.

“Then take me,” her voice was low, throaty, and so damn sexy it finally spurred him to action.

Carefully pulling his fingers free from her wet clasp, he ripped off his clothes and tossed them heedlessly over his shoulders. Then he yanked open the top drawer of his nightstand and pulled out a box of unopened condoms. A box he’d purchased Thursday night in preparation for more exotic adventures with Kaylie.

Only, the fucking box wouldn’t open!

Claws sprung from his fingertips and fangs popped out of his gums as rage at the inanimate object reared to life. In less than a second he’d shredded the box.

“Stop.”

At Kaylie’s quiet command he froze. Oh, hell no. Really? Was the witch trying to kill him? “Stop?”

Kaylie smiled at his disbelieving tone. “Easy there big boy. The box never did anything to you.”

Dean huffed in a breath, already calming “That’s what you think.” He spied an intact foil packet, and then glanced down at his hands. Claws were good for tearing, not so good for rolling on a condom.

He was mentally cursing his loss of temper when Kaylie plucked the foil up, tore it open and reached for his rigid shaft. On her knees she stroked him lightly, tormenting him, pleasing him for a few brief moments before sheathing him. Then she twined her arms around his neck and aligned her body to his. “It’s all good. I’m still here, and I still want you.”

He didn’t want to touch her, terrified his claws might hurt her. So he kissed her, thrusting his tongue between her lips, urging her back to the heights of passion.

Kaylie reached for his hands and drew them around her body. “Touch me.” When Dean resisted she added, “You won’t hurt me, Dean. I’m your mate.”

Whether because of her words or her total acceptance of who and what he was, something suddenly happened inside him. He couldn’t have described it for the world. But whatever it was had his claws retracting just as he touched the twin globes of her ass. His fangs faded back into their sockets, and he pressed her close.

With a growl he pushed his legs between hers and eased her back down on the mattress, following, one hand holding their weight, until he lay over her, on her, pressed her into the soft bed. A stunned sense of relief mixed with roaring desire filled him at her sigh of pleasure. She wasn’t repulsed or scared by his loss of control. With a few words and gentle caresses she’d brought him back from the brink.

Her took her mouth with purpose, thrusting his tongue in deep, sucking at her lips. His hips mimicked the motion and his cock unerringly found the wet slit of her body, slipping with ease along the soft folds, but not entering her. As the scent of her arousal grew, his body tightened with tension.

Take what belongs to you. Possess her completely.

Not completely. He couldn’t. But he could fill her completely, and give her pleasure like no one ever had.

Easing down her body he closed his mouth around a breast, swirling the nipple with his tongue. One hand drifted down over her body to replace his cock. One finger slid in with ease, and then two. He rubbed his face against her breasts, breathing deep as he made sure she was ready for him, fucking her with his fingers. A haze covered his eyes, blood roared in his ears. The feel of her plush wetness clenching on his fingers was driving him out of his mind. Again.

He jerked up on his knees, dragging her willing body up until each leg draped over his thighs. Perfect.

He was so hard he didn’t need to use his hand to guide his aching erection into her. All he needed to do was thrust. At the first breach of her body she let out a low moan of pleasure, and Dean let one out of pained frustration. Every hair on his body stood on end. Her pussy was like a fucking light socket, sending a scorching current of heat and electricity from his cock to every extremity and back again. The pleasure was so intense it bordered on pain. And he wanted more.

“Deeper.” He demanded, working his shaft slowly inside her, inch by slow, thrusting, inch. When he was seated to the hilt, he ground against her, his hips undulating into the swollen folds.

Kaylie arched up. “Oh, God. Yes. That’s so good, Dean.”

Holding her hips immobile, Dean bucked hard and fast into her. Over and over again, her whimpers and cries for more ratcheted up his need with every forceful thrust. Her breasts bounced each time skin slapped skin, and his eyes focused on the tight points, wet from his mouth.

His body was on fire. Sweat ran in rivulets down his back and temples. Thoughts grew dim as the pleasure increased. Her nails dug into his forearms sending little darts of pain to heighten the exquisite experience. His voice was rough, guttural as he hissed out, “Not gonna last, Kaylie.” He cursed. She was so wet his cock pumped into her tight sheath with mind-numbing bliss. “Fuck, Kaylie. I’m going to come. Do you want that?” Shifting his gaze he saw her eyes were shuttered. “Look at me,” he ordered.

When her eyes opened he saw they were glazed with pleasure. He knew that look, knew she was close. But not as close as he was. Too close to losing control of everything. Her heart was racing, the wild pulse at her throat beckoning, and his instincts were screaming at him to sink his fangs in the soft skin where her shoulder met her neck and mark her as his forever.

Fighting against the need to swoop down and do just that, he rose higher on his knees, angling her body like a bow. One arm slid under her waist to support and hold her immobile. The new position eased the temptation for fang penetration, and heightened his arousal by adding a sense of dominance, knowing Kaylie was near helpless to move on her own, and totally dependent on him to give her what she needed. It also caused his shaft to rub harder against the front of her sheath, an exquisitely sensitive spot that wrenched a choked cry from Kaylie. Her hands were now grasping the bedding, her head slightly up as she took in the sight of his cock, glistening from her juices, sliding in and out of her pussy. Watching Kaylie watch him feed her his raging erection was beyond erotic, but despite the orgasm bearing down on him, her release came first. A mate’s pleasure always came first. He planted his free hand on her navel, slipping his thumb through her drenched folds to her clit. All the while he kept her eyes prisoner. “Do you want that sweetheart? Do you want me to come inside you?”

“Y-yes.” She panted out.

Snarls erupted from his throat even as he continued to plunge between her thighs. Delicate muscles tightened around his pulsing cock and another snarl escaped, this one in approval. “Yes. Like that. Tighten around my cock. Grip me hard and don’t let go. Never let go.”

He flicked his wrist, circling his thumb hard and fast against the knot of nerves that made her twist and arch in abandon under him. His hips moved faster, blurring with motion as he fucked her with everything he had. He knew he was being rough but he couldn’t stop driving into her. His control was gone, there was nothing left but a rutting beast. “Come for me.” His voice was no longer his own and his body shook violently. “Yield to me.”

Just when Dean didn’t think he could possibly fight back his release a second longer, Kaylie screamed, her shoulders lifting completely off the mattress as her back arched even farther. Her thighs clenched and spread wider to take his engorged shaft deeper into her spasming pussy.

With a twisted groan, Dean followed, shouting out as he came, his seed pumping from his body in hard, searing waves of ecstasy. Yet when he’d finished, he couldn’t seem to stop thrusting, She was his haven, and he never wanted to leave.

Finally he collapsed over her. Her soft breasts were molded to his chest and he felt a sense of … hell, he didn’t know what he felt. Only that it was damn good. Beyond sated and unable to hold back his thoughts, he murmured against her neck. “Want to be here forever.”

Even as he savored her scent, her heat, the gentle way she cradled his body with hers, a sudden surge of possessiveness took root. He knew he was perilously close to blowing his sense of right and wrong to hell and claiming her as his forever. The thought of another man in this very position, taking, tasting what belonged to Dean, caused a red haze of to form over his mind. Unbidden, his arms slipped under her body to hold her tighter, as if keeping another from whisking her away. Her breath fanned over his ear and cascaded down his cheek and jaw. Somehow that soft caress of air seemed more intimate than the fact they were still joined. The sense of contentment that swept through him was new, and vaguely worrisome. Keeping his emotions at bay was what he needed to do, but every time they came together he could feel his rigid barriers crack just a bit more.

Suddenly he needed space, needed to breathe in something other than Kaylie’s bewitching scent. While he was reluctant to leave the haven of her body, he needed to distance himself for his own peace of mind. Carefully, he freed his cock from her warmth and rolled over onto his back.

As if sensing his withdrawal, Kaylie didn’t move to nestle against him, which both pleased and upset him. Totally illogical.

Christ, he thought, squeezing his eyes shut. This mating heat is making me fucking crazy.

Even as he lay silent and still, he felt Kaylie’s eyes on him. Then she moved. Away from him. He slitted his eyes to watch her slip off the bed and pad, beautifully naked, to the bathroom. He heard the toilet flush, a cabinet door open, and then running water. When she returned she held a washcloth and a hand-towel.

Dean didn’t say a word as she came to him, only raised an eyebrow in question. It was the most he could do, mesmerized by the sight of her swaying hips and her bare breasts that jiggled with every step.

She curled one leg up under her as she sat next to him on the bed. Then she reached out and removed the spent condom. The washcloth turned out to be warm and wet. Though not nearly as blissful a feeling as her body, his heart gave a jerk as she cleaned him up and dried him off.

She tossed the towels to the end of the bed and looked back at him, a mischievous little smile on her lips. “It’s my turn now.”

* * * *

Dean felt a sense of emptiness when he woke early the next morning, and he knew instantly that Kaylie was gone. But not gone long. The sheets were still warm from where she’d lain next to him, her scent lingering, sweet and arousing.

Why should he feel empty, disappointed? Surely not because he wanted to wake to her sleepy smile or feel her snuggle against him? He’d never desired that with another woman. Granted, Kaylie wasn’t like other women, and their joining last night, and the Thursday before, had been more explosive, and yes, more emotional, than any previous sexual encounter. But why?

Because Kaylie was his mate. Because, in all male honesty, he wanted her. So much that he once again felt trapped in a cage. But this time the cage was built by his own limitations, his own demands, his own sense of honor. Because she was gone, and he wanted to hold her in his arms, feel her soft body mold to his. He wanted to drink in her scent, run his fingers through her silky hair and make love to her again, so very slowly this time.

Swearing, Dean shoved the palms of his hands over his eyes. He should be grateful she was gone. That she’d taken their brief night of passion with such casual ease that she could leave him without even a goodbye. But he wasn’t grateful. Not by a long shot. He wanted her here, right next to him with a longing that bordered on pain.

Edgy from that uncomfortable feeling, Dean tossed the sheet aside, glancing at the clock on the nightstand. Nearly seven. So Kaylie hadn’t run away like a thief in the night. With the blackout curtains over the windows in his bedroom he couldn’t tell night from day. Maybe she would have stayed if she hadn’t already made plans. Plans that included him.

Despite the few hours of sleep he’d had, he felt, maybe not energized, but renewed. Eager to face the day and Kaylie. Even if it meant spending time in a dank cave.

It wasn’t until he was in the shower that he realized that last night was the first time in a long time that he hadn’t been plagued with nightmares or woken to a pounding heart and feelings of anger or regret. No. What he was was horny. He reached down with soapy hands and palmed his hard cock, the hot spray from the showerhead beating on his back. Even taking Kaylie twice last night, this morning really, he wanted her again. Wanted to feel her warm, wet pussy welcoming his penetration. The way her inner muscles fluttered around him when she came was pure magic and remembering, he brought himself to orgasm in under a minute.

While the tension that burned inside eased a bit, the release wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. He wanted Kaylie, and he could have her, if only for a short time. He needed to remind himself of that. Kaylie couldn’t be his permanently, but she was his for now, and recalling their bet, she wanted him to act as a true mate.

His wolf prowled just under his skin, and Dean growled in agreement and anticipation. Kaylie wanted him to act as a mate. And this wolf wanted its mate. He was a predator, stealthy and strong. And suddenly, spending time in a dank, dark cave with Kaylie was no longer undesirable.





Chapter Twelve

Kaylie wasn’t sure how she would act when—if? —Dean arrived at her house ready to head off to Everett Tours. Hell, she hadn’t even known if he would show. He’d had a long day yesterday. Granted, so had she, helping him in the kitchen after a full day’s work. But Dean had been very physical last night.

Kaylie shivered under the hot spray of the shower remembering all the things he’d done to her last night. Her body had responded to every touch. Even now, when she should be sated, she could feel herself grow damp. She knew a chunk of her physical arousal was due to the mating heat, but how much, she wasn’t sure. It shouldn’t affect any emotional connection, but she was quite aware that more than her body was engaged every time he was near. He’d struck a cord with her the very first time she’d seen him all those years ago, and being home had only made that thread thicker with every encounter. She was very much afraid she was going to end up tangled in knots by the time this mating heat passed. And she was terrified she would be able to do nothing but watch Dean walk away.

She groaned at the direction her mind was taking and roughly turned off the faucets. After sneaking in the house fifteen minutes ago she’d hopped in the shower and, with regret, washed away all the evidence of their love-making. She dried off and then dressed in jeans and a tank top and covered that with a snug, long-sleeved but thin pull-over shirt. She tossed a sweatshirt on the bed, which she would don just prior to leaving. For now, despite the morning chill still lingering in the house, she was warm enough that she could manage without the extra material. The mating heat was keeping her body temperature higher than normal.

Kaylie frowned, making a mental note to talk with Tess about that. Female shifters had lower body temps then the males, which made her wonder if that oddity was another reason for the mating heat. Maybe the reason for the lack of cubs was due to the difference in body temps, and thus the only time a female could get pregnant was during that specific cycle. According to Jacklyn Chavez, mated females go through an intense period of arousal once every year or so. Could be nature’s way to keep the population in check. But did such medical reasoning apply to the human female mates? Would Kaylie go through this every year? And what would happen if Dean was no longer available to attend to her?

With a heavy sigh Kaylie padded back into the bathroom and put her hair up in its customary ponytail. Though her eyes were on her reflection, she was remembering how it felt when Dean ran his hands through her hair. He’d seemed fascinated with it, splaying the strands all over his pillows.

Frustration with herself, Kaylie shook her head to clear it. Great sex and four hours of sleep were making her discombobulated. She couldn’t continue to think about Dean’s very clever hands, his memorizing green eyes, or his yummy body. Despite her worry about their future, or more probably the lack there of, she was getting riled up, and she’d only left his bed thirty minutes ago.

But once again her traitorous mind hopped back on the remembrance wagon. This time to the faint indentation on his left ankle. Dean’s skin was naturally dark so the mark hadn’t been noticeable, but when she was returning the favor of a full body massage, short as it was thanks to Dean’s voracious appetite, she’d felt the rougher skin, and had wondered. Was it something from birth or had he had an accident? As a veterinarian she had come across dogs that bore similar marks around their throats, ones that had been chained up and abused. God, had something like that happened to Dean? Had he been chained or shackled in some way as a child?

“Don’t,” she told herself, heartsick at the thought of Dean as a boy, or of any innocent child or animal for that matter, imprisoned in any fashion. “Wondering only makes it worse. You can’t do anything about it now.”

But she could ask. Maybe. Or would that only ruin the flimsy relationship they had? Dean was so adamant about not committing and claiming a mate that any too personal questions might drive him back behind that horrid façade of mild interest she hated so much. Or worse yet, might push him to look at her with disdain. Then again, whatever happened to him as a child, chained or not, no doubt had a direct correlation with not only his attitude about his unmated future, but also that loss of temper he’d had when he’d decimated the condom box. While Kaylie hadn’t been afraid he would physically harm her with those very sharp claws and fangs of his, she had been momentarily taken aback by the display. And as a female, she wanted to know the reason for it.

“Stop it,” she said aloud and distracted herself by strapping on a fanny pack and checking the contents one by one, from a mini medical kit to a trash bag. Peter would have the caving gear all ready when she and Dean arrived. A glance at the bedside clock showed the time as two minutes to eight. While she hadn’t been exactly quiet on leaving his house, she now wondered if she should have set an alarm for Dean.

“Well,” she muttered to herself as she bounded down the stairs. “Too late now. You told him about it Thursday, and reminded him last night. If he shows, great, if not, then you’re still going to have fun with the others.”

Kaylie popped her head in the kitchen to tell her mom goodbye. “I’ll be at the fair about two so you can take a break,” she said, snatching the offered blueberry muffin out of her mom’s hand and eating it with gusto.

“You look a bit tired, honey,” Ruth said, giving Kaylie an appraising stare. “Didn’t have a good night sleep?”

Thinking of those Twix commercials and needing a moment, Kaylie stuffed the rest of the muffin in her mouth. She murmured as she chewed, avoiding a reply as she set about fixing a giant to-go thermos of hot coffee.

“I take it that’s a no?” Ruth pressed.

Unable to look her mom in the eye, she stammered, “Ah, not really.” Kaylie lifted the mug to her lips.

“Hmm. Well, knowing you had a full day ahead of you, you probably shouldn’t have stayed up half the night playing doctor with Dean.”

Shocked, Kaylie spewed out a mouthful of coffee all over the countertop. “Mom!” She squeaked.

Ruth laughed and first swiped Kaylie’s mouth with a wet towel before wiping up the spill on the counter. “Go on with you. I heard him pull up as you were coming down the stairs.”

Even with a face red with embarrassment, her heart picked up at the affirmation of Dean’s arrival. Glad there wasn’t time for her mom to pry further, Kaylie gave Ruth a quick peck on the cheek. “If you get tired before I get there, have Tess take over. Don’t overdo it. You’re still recovering.”

Ruth rolled her eyes. “Yes, doctor.”

“I love you,” Kaylie called out as she rushed to the front door.

“I love you more.” Her mom’s voice followed Kaylie down the hall making her grin. With her sweatshirt riding one shoulder and one hand full of coffee, she opened the door and stepped out into the morning sun.

Kaylie spotted Dean immediately, and not just because he was leaning against his black truck, which sat directly in front of the steps of the porch. She could be blindfolded and still zero in on his location. Like a damn—darn!—homing beacon, his mere presence called to her. And despite his relaxed stance, she could almost feel the tension flowing through him. His expression may have the usual mild interest that he showed the world, but his eyes. Oh! His green eyes glowed with heat and predatory intent. She suddenly got the feeling he was in stalking mode, and she was the prey.

Her step faltered for a split second as she took the first step down from the porch. But before she could fall the rest of the way and land in an undignified heap at Dean’s feet, he bounded up the steps and steadied her with a firm grip on her upper arms.

“You okay?” He asked, his gaze now alight with concern.

“Yeah, thanks. These steps and I have an ongoing war. Sometimes I win, sometimes they win.”

One side of his mouth curled up. “Battling against an inanimate object, Kaylie? Didn’t you scold me only last night about that?”

Heat reddened her cheeks at his reference to the shredded condom box. As much as Kaylie would have sworn Dean would act today as if nothing had happened between them, he surprised her by bringing their previous evening’s entertainment to the forefront. The teasing actually delighted her. To Kaylie it meant he had no regrets.

She chuckled. “You caught me, Dean. I’m not always open to advice but I sure do enjoy doling it out.”

His eyes had been focused on her mouth as she spoke, making her self-conscious. Thinking she had muffin crumbs on her face, Kaylie licked her lips.

The innocent action had a deliciously sensual affect. His eyes briefly flicked a look behind her before he framed her face with his hands. Then he swept down to cover her lips with his. She opened instantly to his demanding tongue, sighing with pleasure, as he tasted her in a deep, almost desperate exploration. His hands slid down, leaving a hot path of desire over the fluttering pulse at her throat, down further until her breasts filled his palms. Her nipples responded immediately, the hard nubs seeking his touch and eliciting a deep growl from Dean. “I want you, Kaylie.” He hissed against her lips, grinding his pelvis into hers, making her very aware of the erection rubbing along her girl parts. She bit back a moan of her own. “Again. I want you again. Damn. How long does this mating heat last?”

And like a bucket of ice water had been thrown over her head, Kaylie froze. Lucky for Dean, he realized his mistake immediately. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

Kaylie tried to jerk out of his arms, to no avail. “Really. Then how exactly do you mean it?”

“I just—” He stopped and frowned at her. Finally he seemed to make up his mind. “This is making me crazy. You are making me crazy. I think about you all the time and now that I’ve been inside you, I can hardly wait until I get another chance to be there again. Barring any stupid comments on my part.” He grabbed her chin in a firm hold when she made to turn her face away. “But seriously, Kaylie. Don’t you find this situation a little distracting? And to a shifter, distractions can be deadly. I’ve got tunnel vision and the only thing I see is you. Naked. In my bed. Or on my desk. Hell. The truck will work just as well. And as much as I would like to forget the world for a week and burrow under the covers with you for non-stop mind-blowing sex, I have too many other responsibilities to do so. As I know you do as well.”

Though Kaylie continued to glare at him, she knew her eyes held no heat, just logical acceptance. Dean was only repeating her earlier thoughts out loud. The mating heat was distracting. Though the burrowing under the covers for a week sounded like a great idea. “Yeah, I get that Dean. And as contrary as I like to be, it’s hard when I feel the same.”

“Good. Then we ride this out together.” Although his tone seemed relieved, something flashed in his eyes that might have been … hurt? Nah. She dismissed that idea to a lack of sleep. Cool and casual. That’s the way he wanted it. Except last night he had mentioned something about staying inside her forever. Bed talk or truth? His actions were so at odds with his words. Just when she thought she had him figured out, he pulled the rug out from under her. And time was running out on both figuring him out and making him understand that they belonged together. Nothing like a little pressure to start the day off right.

“Agreed,” she replied tightly, the answer short as she didn’t think she could string more words together. She’d been waiting for him to notice her for years, and now that he had, how could she not be hurt that he wanted the situation that had thrown them together over with. Logic be damned!

“Kaylie …” Whatever he was about to say was interrupted by the ringing of her cell phone.

“Probably Pete wondering where we are,” she muttered. “Better get it so he doesn’t become concerned.” She knew her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes, but at the moment she didn’t care. What she did find interesting was the sudden clenching of Dean’s jaw. Whether because he thought her action rude, or was it something more?

Wishful thinking again. Stop it, Kaylie, she berated herself as she leaned inside the truck to set her coffee container in the middle console, and then hopped into the truck, chatting with Peter the entire time, even through the slamming of the truck door—both doors actually—she noticed with a hidden grin. Just like that she felt more upbeat. Dean was talking a good game again, but what he was saying wasn’t what he was feeling. Now if she could only figure out how to tear his barriers down. Baiting him did seem to work, but how far could she push him before it backfired on her?

“Turn left up here,” Kaylie directed after she ended her conversation with Pete.

“I know where it is,” Dean replied gruffly.

Kaylie stared out the passenger side window, laughter bubbling up inside her along with a healthy dose of sadness. Hell. Dean was right. The mating heat sucked when it came to anything beyond the bedroom. She felt as if she had a serious case of PMS. Her emotions were all over the place, her confidence shot, and her hormones out of control. An outsider might not realize it, but this time period was not something to be envied.

Trees passed unseen as she ruefully contemplated how much money could be made if one could capture the mating heat in a bottle. Millions of dollars were spent every year by individuals looking to rev up their sex drive, and here she and Dean were, bleating that theirs was, although temporary, too distracting.

When the sign proclaiming “Everett Tours” came into view, she blinked at it owlishly. “Oh. We’re here already?”

Dean grunted. “Obviously something had you lost in thought. Want to tell me what that was?”

“Ah.” Tell Dean about her yo-yoing emotions and scattered thoughts, ranging from PMS to entrepreneurial endeavors? She so didn’t think so. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“And someone else would?”

Kaylie turned wide eyes to him as the truck came to an abrupt halt and he jerked the gearshift into park. “Sometimes,” she said lightly, facing him more fully, “I don’t even understand my thoughts.”

He was silent a moment, his eyes boring into hers as if trying to read the thoughts she declared few could understand. Then his gaze shifted to something over her shoulder and a deep scowl marked his features. Kaylie followed his line of sight and quickly opened her door before Pete reached it.

“Hey, beautiful,” Pete wrapped her up in a warm embrace.

“Hey, yourself,” Kaylie answered, returning his hug. She had no problem showing affection to her friends, but when Dean came up behind her, curled the fingers of his left hand into the top of her jeans, and gave a not-so-subtle tug, she broke free of Pete’s hold. “You know Dean Kinigos don’t you?”

Pete sent her a “duh” look and shook Dean’s hand. “Like I don’t know the mayor. Glad you could make it. Sure you’re feeling up to this, Kaylie?”

“I’m fine. Why are you even asking?”

“You look a little pale.” Pete tapped a finger to the side of his head. “Head bothering you at all?”

Kaylie felt the tension increase in Dean’s body, along with the sound of material ripping. She had a feeling she might need a new pair of jeans. “I’m good.”

Pete’s eyes flickered from Dean to Kaylie and back again. “Well, then. The Jeeps are ready and the gear is packed. We’re all set to go when you are.” He sent her an odd look. “I’ll, uh, just give you a minute.”

Kaylie frowned at Pete than lifted her gaze to Dean. When she noted the amber rims of his eyes she shot her own back to Peter. “Or two.”

Pete nodded, a clear warning in his expression before walking away. A warning Kaylie understood clearly. She turned to face Dean and shuffled around so that his back was to the small group of waiting humans. “What’s wrong with you?”

Dean growled. “What do you mean, what’s wrong with me?”

“You’re going all wolfy.”

Dean growled again and Kaylie shivered. For some reason the sound was turning her on. Like she needed to be turned on right now. Or more turned on she should say. Her panties were already damp, and the Alpha attitude and possessive gestures were just making her want to melt into submission. So not like her.

“You touched him.”

“And your point? I touch a lot of people. Some of them even men.”

Dean glared at her, his lips curling up and showcasing pointy fangs. Oops. Not the time to bait the beast, even unintentionally. “I. Don’t. Like. It.”

Kaylie swallowed at the guttural tone and wanted to slap them both. Herself for her stupidity in forgetting that male shifters, especially newly mated ones, could hardly stand other males to stand too close to their woman, much less touch them. And Dean for, well, just for making her crazy.

She laid a hand on his chest, right over his racing heart. Dean closed his eyes and, surprising the hell out of her, wrapped one of his hands around her wrist and slid her hand up until she was touching the bare skin at his throat. The flesh there felt hot enough to burn, and the heat radiated down her arm, through her body and right to her core. She let out another shiver and leaned in to him. Her touch seemed to sooth him, and she gave herself another mental scolding. She knew shifters enjoyed touch immensely and that it both calmed and reaffirmed affection among their kind. Just like humans. And while she once thought Dean was the exception to the rule, she now knew otherwise. The need was instinctive, and whether Dean liked it or not, his beast needed her touch. And Kaylie was more than happy to give him everything she had. “I’m all yours, Dean. See? I’m right here.”

The hand at her back tunneled under all three layers of clothing and flattened against her skin, pressing her even tighter to his muscled chest.

“Okay. So no touching other men. What else got you riled up?”

The silence stretched until she thought he wouldn’t answer. Finally he muttered, “I should have asked you about your head.”

Kaylie smiled into his shirt. “In case you haven’t notice, I don’t have too much of a problem voicing my concerns.”

He grunted. “Yeah, I noticed. But I’m supposed to protect you, tend to your needs.”

Hot damn. Things were looking up.

“I think you tend to my needs quite well.” She rose up on her tiptoes and buried her face in his neck. His scent was strong here and she couldn’t resist a small lick. And then another.

He growled in approval and his fingers flexed. “If you don’t want me to tend to your needs right now, you need to stop.”

She rubbed her hips against the wonderful bulge in his pants and actually had to think about it for a moment. She licked him again. Not only because he tasted so yummy, but because pushing the envelope was who she was. “But you like it.”

“I like it too damn much.”

Kaylie didn’t try to stop Dean as he let go of her and moved back a step. A quick scan from head to toe showed no signs of wolfiness, just an intense sexual hunger. That she could understand. But since now was not the time she changed the subject. “Summary. Peter knows about the shifters but his family, and Julie, don’t.”

Though obviously calmer now, Dean narrowed his eyes in irritation. “I’m not an idiot, Kaylie. I don’t walk around announcing what I am to the world.”

Kaylie tilted her head to the side and said with faked innocence, “Then maybe you should work on your temper.”

His face turned into a scowl. “It’s not my temper. It’s this damn mating heat.”

“Uh huh.” She so didn’t believe that for a second. Part of it sure, but she had a feeling there were other contributing factors to the rage he bottled up. Namely, whatever had caused that impression on his ankle. Being chained up would cause anyone to have anger issues.

“So, go retrieve my coffee, put on your mayor face,” she patted his cheek, “and let’s get going.”

Dean squinted at her. “You really should show some respect, woman. I’m a dangerous shifter. Alpha of the largest pack in the United States. A little fear is healthy.”

Kaylie shrugged, noting that, while his words might seem a warning, his tone and stance were no longer screaming Danger, Will Robinson. In fact, if she didn’t mistake it, the slits of green that peered out from his face held a glint of relief, and maybe a bit of appreciation.

She gave him a fake yawn. “Color me awed. Now hustle that gorgeous ass of yours. We’re burning daylight.”

At that his eyes rolled up in exasperation and she knew the danger had passed.





Chapter Thirteen

The ride to Kitchell Cave took only fifteen minutes, much of it over bumpy and sandy earth. Kaylie and Dean were in the spacious backseat of the Jeep with Peter and Julie. Julie chatted nearly non-stop the whole way. Kaylie knew from experience that it wasn’t nerves, it was all Julie. The other woman, while kind, vibrated with so much energy that she at times bugged even easy-going Kaylie. It amused Kaylie to no end when Dean sent the younger woman another exasperated glare. She had to smother her chuckle as Julie prattled on about some movie she and Pete had seen the night before. Kaylie hadn’t seen the movie yet, and didn’t need to now since Julie had provided enough explicit details and commentaries to rival professional movie reviewers.

When they finally reached the caverns Dean all but jumped out of the jeep. Grinning openly, Kaylie unsnapped the rear canvas top and whistled before he could stride away. “Here, boy.”

At his glare she pursed her lips together and made a kissing sound. Dean dropped his head, shaking it. But he finally moved up to her as Pete and Julie came around the vehicle.

“Belt,” Pete said, reaching in and then handing her said item. “Gloves and helmets for both of you.” Dean held the later items as Kaylie put on the belt underneath her fanny pack. He raised one dark brow at the bright yellow helmets with attached flashlight.

“Pretty, huh?” Kaylie said, taking one helmet out of his hand and popping it on her head. “I’m ready for my close-up, Mr. Kinigos.” She batted her eyes coquettishly at him.

Dean’s lips twitched. “You are so odd.”

“Yes, but I’m an adorable odd.”

“That’s debatable.”

Kaylie yanked the other helmet out of his hands and plunked it down on Dean’s head, giving it a hard push for good measure. “Safety first.”

Dean scowled. “And the point of these?”

Kaylie put on the gloves, motioning for Dean to do the same. “To protect your head from any falling debris. The attached light allows you to see where you’re going while leaving your hands free. Gloves protect your hands from sharp rocks, bugs, and anything else yucky in the caves. The belt holds a secondary flashlight, a rope to which we attach one end to an anchor in the main cavern and use as a guide for getting back, a walkie talkie, and other odds and ends.”

Dean eyed the belt. “Is all that really necessary?”

Kaylie gave him a raised eyebrow for raised eyebrow. “Some of us don’t see as well in the dark as others and the farther back you go, the less light there is. Some of us can get hurt easier than others, and some of us take every human precaution as possible.”

Dean pulled on the gloves with obvious reluctance. “I get it already. So what if something happens to the rope while you’re in the caverns?”

They moved toward the mouth of the cave where the others already gathered. “What do you mean?”

Dean shrugged. “Say it gets unhooked from the anchor or frays in half from friction against one of those sharp rocks you were talking about. You could drag around ten feet of rope behind you even though you’ve gone fifty. How do you know which way is out?”

Kaylie snapped open a small container attached to the belt and held out a neon pink piece of chalk. “I also use this. For backup.”

Once again Dean shook his head, this time grinning in admiration. “You think of everything.”

“Not really.” She flashed Dean a sheepish smile. “Back in high school a bunch of us got lost in one of the larger caves called Maze’s Cavern. There were, are, so many dead-end crevices and tunnels that turn back onto each other that it took hours to find a way out. We were smart enough to bring chalk to mark our path, but because everyone had white chalk, and no one knew which way they were going, we ended up with arrows pointing in all different directions. I not only use this color, which shows up quite nicely under any light, but I also put my initials next to the arrow so I know which indicator is mine.”

They reached the others by the time Kaylie finished her explanation and Pete snickered with brotherly affection. “Pink is such a girly color.”

“Because black shows up so well.”

“Hey,” Pete held out his hands. “I only did that once.”

Dean even laughed with the others at that.

“So the four of us,” Pete pointed to himself, Julie, his brother Stephen, and his sister-in-law Meg, “want to go to Wester’s End. Meg wants to take some photos and copy down some wall etchings for the anthropology class she’s taking online.”

“It’s for my paper that’s due in a few weeks.”

Stephen slung an arm over his wife’s shoulder. “More like a month. But that’s my woman. Proactive instead of reactive. Well. Most of the time.” He bussed her cheek and she flushed to the roots of her light brown hair, giving Kaylie an idea of what she was mostly reactive about.

“Yes, well. Uhm.”

Pete grinned and, saving Meg, said “And I want to take Julie to Markum’s Well which is a short distance behind Western End. There’s something there I want to show her.” Pete shot Kaylie a hard look and she had to stifle a giggle. Kaylie knew good and well what Pete wanted to show Julie, and it wasn’t the four-foot dry well. On second thought, Pete will probably introduce Julie to the rock ledge of the well.

Kaylie nearly snorted at that and had to clamp down on her lips. Out of the corner of her eye she caught Dean giving her a quizzical look but she only shook her head.

“Doesn’t that sound so interesting? I’ve never been in a cave before so I hope I’m dressed warm enough.” Julie started the prattle again and Kaylie, though she wasn’t looking at him, could almost see Dean’s eyes begin to glaze over. “Pete says the well is dry. Oh. How funny is that?”

Dean cleared his throat. “That’s fine. Kaylie wanted to show me Maze’s Cavern.”

Pete groaned. “Better bring more chalk.”

“Hey!” Kaylie retorted indignantly.

“I’m kidding. Anchor up boys and girls. Meet back here in two hours unless there’s a problem or you get bored.”

Everyone, except Julie who didn’t wear a watch, noted the time. Then Pete, Kaylie and Stephen hooked the end of their leader ropes to the various main anchors hammered into the hard granite walls next to their respective cavern of choice, and they all set off.

The entrance leading to the Maze Cavern was narrow and Dean took the lead so he wouldn’t get caught up in Kaylie’s rope. The morning light quickly faded into blackness and Kaylie switched the light on her helmet. When Dean didn’t follow suit she asked, “Can you really see in total darkness?”

“It’s not completely dark. There’s actually a dim bluish glow. It’s quite interesting. But to answer your question, no, shifters can’t see in total darkness. But even during the new moon there’s light from the stars. I don’t recall ever needing a flashlight to see before.”

“Huh. So all your senses are superior to humans?”

“Mmm. But not as strong as when we’re in wolf form. Our eyesight is actually the weakest sense in human form, our smell the strongest.”

Kaylie winced, thinking about some scents she’d caught over her lifetime, and wished she hadn’t. “That can’t always be pleasant.”

Dean snorted. “A couple years ago two of the three trash pick-up trucks broke down, in the middle of a rare summer heat-wave. About three-fourths of the shifter population became ill just from the scent of rotting garbage. Now we’ve got five trucks that go in for monthly service, no matter what. None of us want a repeat of that.”

They entered a small cavern. “Is this it?”

Kaylie looked around, her light bouncing off the jagged walls. “No. I forget the name of this one, but there’s another passageway over there that leads to Maze’s Cavern.” She dug out her chalk and drew a thick arrow with her initials on the wall at eye level.

Dean grunted and set off in the direction Kaylie indicated. “So you’ve been here a lot then?”

“Not a lot, no. Once in high school and three times since. The last time was just over a year ago. Pete and his father were taking a tour group through Wester’s End, and I tagged along. Jack, Pete’s father, had some interesting tidbits of information on the wall etchings and then took us back all the way through those caverns. Anyway, the tour ended abruptly for Pete and me when I ripped one of my gloves on the granite ledge that partially surrounds Markum’s Well and cut my palm pretty good. Pete had to take me to the clinic. He was so pissed.”

Dean stopped and turned back to her, anger on his face. “Because he had to leave the damn tour early?”

Kaylie shook her head. “No. Because I’d turned down the use of his special caving gloves,” Kaylie made air quotes around caving and turned her hands, palm up. “Like these. I didn’t think I needed them. Turns out they’re made of some heavy duty material, stronger and harder to tear then the ones I had and would have probably saved me fifteen stitches.”

Dean reached for her hand, turning it over and back again. Then he covered her gloved hand with his bare one. When had he taken his gloves off? “That’s why he was holding your hand at the game.”

“Huh?” Kaylie sent her mind into rewind. “Oh. Our softball game. Yes. Hey! That means you were there.”

“Of course I was there.” His eyes narrowed against the beam of her light and she tilted her face higher, causing the light to shine over his head. “I picked you up off the field after that bitch knocked you out.”

Kaylie scratched her nose with her free hand as Dean was currently rubbing the palm of her left one with his thumb. There was something a little too personal, too forceful in his tone. “So, ah, are you calling her that because she’s a female dog or because she’s a mean female?”

He barked out a quick laugh. “Both actually.”

“So you know her?”

His eyes captured hers, the green gleaming with heat. But a heat of what kind? Kaylie swallowed.

“I knew her before you moved back to Woodcliff, Kaylie. Leave it at that.”

Kaylie yanked her hand back. “It’s left.”

A huge sigh escaped his lips. “Look. She thought she could manipulate me for her own purposes and when I declined, she didn’t take it well.”

“So why did she take her anger out on me?”

His head tilted slightly. “I’m sure I don’t know.”

That sounded like a lie. “Why am I not believing that?”

Another sigh. “I have an idea but since I don’t have confirmation I can’t say for sure.”

“And leave it at that?”

He grinned, and it went all the way to his eyes. Sometimes, okay always, when he graced her with such an expression it just made her want to melt. He took her chin in his hand and kissed her. No tongue, dammit, but a nice solid lip crushing kiss. “Something like that.”

She blinked as he walked away. Something like what? Oh. That’s right. Leave the subject of his ex alone. Because really, would she want to talk about her exes with Dean? Not.

But she did want to know what was up with that kiss. Kaylie licked her lips, tasting him. And how soon before she could have another?

“Are you coming?” Dean called back to her.

Kaylie eyed his retreating back and sighed with longing. “Not yet, but I’m hopeful.”

“Kaylie?”

“Right behind you.” She hurried across the cavern and entered the secondary passageway that led to Maze’s Cavern. Dean was pretty far in front of her but she was fine with that. She needed some time to gather her hormones together.

With her hands trailing over the amazingly smooth walls on either side of her, she picked her steps carefully, making her way slowly through the narrow rock corridor. She could no longer see Dean so she picked up the pace.

Then she entered the cavern, she nearly forgot about Dean as she marveled at the various stalagmites rising from the floor. While she hadn’t forgotten about them, she was amazed at how large they’d become in eight years. She looked up and let out a breath in awe at the stalactites reaching down from the ceiling.

She paused long enough to draw another chalk arrow on the wall and then spend several minutes wandering through the stalagmites and getting her rope caught up. Then she spent several more retracing her steps. When Dean hadn’t reappeared by the time she straightened the lead rope out she called his name. “Dean?”

Her first thought was that he’d lost his way or had fallen down some unknown hole. He could very well be hurt or unconscious, or both. Trying not to panic she called his name again, her voice reverberating off the walls. She waited for what seemed like an eon, holding absolutely still, straining to hear a footfall, a groan or anything from Dean. When only silence met her ears her heart began to pound. She crept a few steps farther into the cavern and moved around a particularly large stalagmite. Twisting in a slow circle, she scanned the area as best she could, the beam from the helmet light didn’t provide enough visibility to see into the far reaches of the cavern. The darkness felt cloying, and a shiver of fear raced down her spine. To her vivid imagination, the once magical stalactites and stalagmites suddenly seemed like razor sharp teeth. Teeth that had gobbled Dean up and were now anxiously awaiting a second course.





Chapter Fourteen

A slight noise from her left had her spinning around, and then spinning again, the beam bouncing off the walls in an eerie play of shadows as the muffled sound echoed throughout the large cavern.

“Dean, where are you? Answer me or I’m leaving you!”

Nothing. After another minute of creepy silence Kaylie had had enough. She needed the others, and a wall at her back. She once again reeled in the slack of her lead rope as she made her way toward the passage. Once there she reached for the walkie-talkie and brought it to her lips. Just as she was about to press the talk button, another sound, almost a rumble came from her left.

She was so out of there!

As she turned to head back through the tunnel a large hand covered her mouth and another wrapped around her waist in an unbreakable hold.

“You’re mine now,” came a guttural whisper.

Terrified, Kaylie immediately fought back, digging her short nails into the hand over her mouth and using the walkie as a blunt instrument to knock whatever flesh she could reach. She heard a satisfying thunk as it connected, and then came a pained curse. “Christ! Hold still you little witch.”

She froze, her nostrils flaring as she drew air in through her nose. She knew that voice and that scent. And by the way her nipples were tightening into hard buds of excitement, she knew that hard body pressing into her back. Her mind might have not recognized Dean right away, but her body had.

“Mmff, nu massrd.” Muffled as her words were under his hand, Kaylie had a feeling Dean understood she’d just called him a bastard by his response.

He chuckled low, brushing his lips along the side of her neck. Goosebumps rose on her flesh and she stifled a moan. Pissed she might be, but she was also relieved he was okay, and if that hardness digging into her ass was any indication, very aroused. She muttered again and he removed his hand, only to lower it to cup a breast as if he owned it.

Sucking in a gasp at the possessive touch, she scowled over her shoulder, unable to see a damn thing in the dark as the helmet had fallen in the short scuffle, extinguishing the light. “What the hell were you doing?” She hissed.

“Stalking you,” he said, no remorse in his tone. “And since I caught you, I get to do whatever I want.”

“I don’t, ohh …” Her protest died as the arm around her waist dropped and he cupped her mound. He removed the hand from her breast just for the length of time it took to tunnel under all her clothes and reattach to bare flesh. When he strummed his thumb over her nipple, liquid heat flashed through her, soaking her panties.

He growled low and arched his hips into her ass. “You’re scent has been driving me crazy all morning.” His teeth nipped the rapid pulse at her neck.

“S-so,” she gasped, all anger and terror replaced by greedy arousal. “What are you going to do about it?”

“Mmm.” He angled his head and sucked her earlobe. Her thighs quivered in response. “I’m going to fuck you senseless.”

She let out a surprised squeak. “Here?”

“Anywhere I can get you. Put your hands on the wall and don’t move.” He ordered.

Part of her wanted to argue against his dominant attitude, but another part of her thrilled to his command. She slapped her hands on the wall with a bit more eagerness than she would have liked, but she was so aroused she couldn’t stop herself.

“Good girl.” Dean praised her. She felt his face against the top of her head and could only imagine that he was smelling her hair. A simple act that seemed so erotic, she closed her eyes and let out a little whimper.

He unbuttoned her jeans and slid one hand inside and under the waist band of her cotton thong, his movements sure as he made a beeline for her dripping folds.

A groan seemed to rip from his throat as he traced calloused fingers over the delicate seam. “I knew you’d be wet for me.” He rubbed his jeans covered erection over her ass. “What do you want, Kaylie?”

She moaned as his fingers slipped through her folds to caress sensitive flesh. What she wanted was their clothes gone. “You.”

He pinched a nipple gently and then rolled it between his thumb and forefinger. “And how do you want me?”

She flung her head back and rocked her hips into his nimble fingers. He was purposely teasing her, whispering over the clenching ring of muscles at her core, not once touching her throbbing clit. The hand at her breast flexed and he kneaded the flesh, now ignoring the pebbled nipple begging for his touch. The deliberate evasion of every erogenous zone was making her insane. She twisted in his arms, trying to get his hands were she needed them the most. “Inside me. Dean, please. I want you inside me.”

He made a low sound in his throat that, had she been in her right mind, might have given her pause. “I told you not to move, Kaylie. Now I’ll have to punish you.”

“You’re doing that already!” She wailed, her voice husky with desperation. Her belly tightened and blood pounded through her veins. Inner muscles clenched, trying to grasp something, anything to make the terrible ache go away. She was ready to beg, plead, promise him anything if he’d move a hair to the right and slide one long finger inside her.

Abruptly he withdrew his hand from her pants altogether and Kaylie nearly screamed with frustration. “No!”

He pulled her back a few steps and wedged a leg between hers, his hands at her hips. Somehow he unbuckled both the utility belt and fanny pack, dropping them on the cavern floor. His hands followed that action by gripping her jeans and panties, dragging them to her ankles in one fast motion. “Spread your legs as far as you can and bend over. Hands back on the wall.”

Crazy relief coursed through her. For a second she’d thought he was actually going to leave her, aching and wanting. Even so … “I can’t see the wall.”

Another chuckle, a little wicked this time. “Can’t you? I can.” His hands grasped her shoulders, then slithered down her arms to her gloved ones. He carefully adjusted her stance and placed her in a position he obviously liked, if his growl of approval, and kneading of her ass, was any indication. “Perfect.”

Knowing how much better he could see, that he could see damn near everything, open and vulnerable in this position as she was, was an erotic thrill. The fact she was, for all intents and purposes, blindfolded only added to the thrill.

His hands squeezed once, then moved down the outside of her thighs to her knees, and back up along her inner thighs. Another shot of fiery excitement rushed through her, making her pussy spasm in desire. Her arousal trickled down her thighs and she waited impatiently, although quietly, recalling his demand, for his penetration. And waited.

Suddenly his hands spread her cheeks and she almost let out a sigh of relief. Until he said, “I want to fuck this beautiful ass of yours.”

She’d never let a man do that before, had never wanted to. The idea that Dean might do something she wasn’t ready for caused a small kernel of fear to rise up and she clenched her anal muscles against the twin thumbs rubbing her juices over that virgin territory.

Before she could deny him, he murmured, “But I can see you’re not ready for that. Tell me, Kaylie, have you ever had a cock in your ass?”

Such crude words. She should have yelled at him, shaken loose and run, but those light caresses were oddly starting to feel good. Nerve endings she never knew she had began to spark to life. “No-o.”

She felt his breath on her wet skin and shivered, though not with fear. “So I’ll be your first.” His voice was so low, so thick, his words were barely unrecognizable.

“I don’t—” her words died as she felt his tongue lick up the inside of her thigh. Her muscles quivered in reaction.

“So good,” he murmured. “You taste so fucking good.” His shoulders moved between her legs, his hair brushed over her heated flesh and then his mouth was on her.

The touch was so electrifying she nearly shot off the ground.

His tongue danced over wet flesh, rimming her entrance before plunging deep, again and again. The soft intrusion tantalized her senses, making her wish she could see his head between her legs. Her knees were jelly and she didn’t know how much longer she could remain on her feet.

He licked her, one hard swipe from sheath to clit. A soft cry flew from her lips as the tension coiled tighter. “Come on my tongue, Kaylie. I want to swallow your pleasure.”

She shivered at his words, wanting that so damn much. To have her essence in him, her brand in his body. Her breath came out in soft pants as the fire stoked higher, her inner muscles fluttering around his marauding tongue in desperate need. It felt so good, so wicked. She couldn’t see, was in a place where they could be discovered at any moment, and his touch was sending her to new, sensuous heights. But it wasn’t enough. She was on the edge of a glorious precipice but just couldn’t find her way over. A frustrated whimper caught in her throat.

As if understanding, Dean moved one hand from her thigh, over her hip and cupped her mound. He pressed hard, grinding his palm into her clit just as he changed the pumping rhythm of his tongue. Instead of thrusting inside her, he swirled his tongue in circles, providing a thicker, if not deeper, sensation. His lips suckled at the engorged ring of muscles, adding to the feeling of fullness, and it was enough.

Kaylie gasped in shocked delight, her fingers flexing on the hard cave wall as the orgasm rushed through her body. It was short but intense, making her deaf for a handful of blissful moments. If not for Dean’s support, she would have fallen into a heap on the cold, cave ground.

When the ringing in her ears finally subsided, she heard Dean’s low growl, felt him stand up behind her still spread-eagled body. “Not good enough, Kaylie. I want you so far gone you’re screaming my name.”

Like the difficulty she had in reaching an orgasm was her fault. Both personally and medically she knew that for many women, having an orgasm was a complicated and long process. For some it never came. No pun intended. For herself, she was just relieved she could have one now and then as it eased the stress in her life, if only for a little while.

But for Dean to say such a thing after her release rubbed her the wrong way. “Then maybe you’re not doing it right.”

Silence stretched and for a moment she thought that, just maybe she’d gone too far. Then he laughed. Actually laughed. The sound was rough and quick but it eased the new knots of tension that had formed in her shoulders. Of course that may simply be from holding a position she wasn’t used to.

She felt him stand up, his hands dancing along her exposed flesh. “Always arguing. I can think of better things to do with that pretty mouth of yours.”

She felt the back of his hand on her bare ass as he undid his own jeans, then his erection sprang free. He rubbed through her wetness, coating his cock with her juices and, just like that, she was ready for another round. Blind in the dark, her back to him, every move, every touch magnified her lust. Evidently the earlier orgasm was just an appetizer.

She felt the tip of him at her entrance and she arched her butt higher. .

A light slap on her ass had her jerking in shock. “What the …?”

“I said don’t move.”

Kaylie hissed at him over her shoulder. “I am so going to kick your …”

With the first thrust he buried himself deep inside her, shocking her with the intensity of his thrust, which bordered on pain. “Easy there, Wolfy!”

He stilled immediately. Then leaned over her, wrapping one arm gently over her shoulder and chest and the other around her waist. His lips brushed her neck, her ear in apology. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I got carried away. Are you all right?”

She breathed out. “Just let me get used to you. You’re not exactly small, you know. And as much as I want you deep inside, we need to go slow at first.”

He kissed her temple. “Anything you want.” He didn’t move a muscle until her body had adapted to his penetration. When she was ready for more, she pushed her hips back, letting him know. He slid his cock almost free and then he inched back in, further forward this time. Three thrusts later had him seated to the hilt. That was when she realized he still had his pants on. The buttons from his fly rubbed against her inner thighs, just like the first time. Again, not being able to see she could only imagine how they looked coming together in this position, and that image heightened her arousal.

Dean buried himself deep again, before withdrawing, his plunging cock creating a delicious friction over tissue already super-sensitized by her earlier orgasm.

“Feel me, Kaylie?” he rasped, his breath was a warm caress on her neck.

Feel him? How could she not? He surrounded her, filled her to the brim. He was everywhere, and everywhere he was felt incredibly hot.

She moaned. “Yes. Yes.”

He was sliding in her with ease now, hitting all the right spots, locked into a rhythm that had her blood thrumming, her hips wiggling against his for more. And he gave her more.

One hand slipped between her legs to spread her wet folds, his clever finger unerringly locating her throbbing clit. He caressed the bundle of nerves with unsurpassed skill, eliciting a gasp of pleasure.

Dean groaned hoarsely as he rocked his body into hers. “I hope you’re close, sweetheart, because I hear footsteps.”

Kaylie jerked her head to the passageway but couldn’t see a damn thing. “Oh God. Oh God.” The thought of being caught at any moment freaked her out. But it also made where they were and what they were doing all the more naughty, and tantalizing. The tension in her belly only grew and there was no way in the world she could tell him to stop. “Dean. Are you sure?’

His hips slapped against her ass as his pace quickened. His cock felt impossibly thicker as he tunneled through her sheath in heavy lunges. “Who do you think it is? Pete and Julie, or some strangers? They’ll see us Kaylie because I can’t stop. They’ll stop and watch my cock plunge in your tight pussy over and over. And they’ll see you come.” He rasped the latter against her ear.

Kaylie didn’t know if she should panic or just let go. When she felt his fangs graze her neck, though, she no longer had a choice, she climaxed with a severe burst of pleasure so intense, white light blinded her. Her cry of pleasure was echoed by a roar from Dean, who surged against her with a ferocity that nearly planted her face first in the cavern wall.

It took a few minutes for the trembling of delicious aftershocks of pleasure to subside. When it did, she knocked the side of her head into Dean’s, who was still wrapped around her and fully lodged inside her. “Did someone come?”

He snorted and bounced his hips off hers. “I’d say two people did.”

Amused at him she snickered. “You know what I mean.”

A groan of reluctance as he pulled free from her body. “No.”

Kaylie yanked her pants back up and toed around blindly for her fanny pack. “So you were teasing me?” She should feel outrage, but frankly, she didn’t. What could she say? Dean turned her inside out and upside down. The second he touched her she seemed to lose all inhibitions. He could probably take her in the middle of a busy intersection and she would be lost.

“Yeah. Mmm.”

“What?”

“I, uh, should have thought about this better.”

Kaylie found her pack and buckled it on before rummaging around in it, seeking an item by touch alone. “I thought it went quite well.”

“Too well.” He paused as if watching her. When she pulled out a tissue she heard him murmur, “I’ll be damned.” Then, “Can I have one of those?”

Kaylie laughed. “I also have a small trash bag here. If I could see to find it.” She hissed that out as if she considered it Dean’s fault she couldn’t. Just then a helmet dropped onto her head. The light was switched on, the tissue removed from her hand. She watched in silent fascination as Dean used the tissue to remove his condom and then clean himself off, completely at ease in her presence. And as much as she was starting to feel the same, there were some things a man just shouldn’t see in Kaylie’s opinion. Like watching a woman pee. She’d wait until she got home to clean up.

Dean put the tissue on the plastic bag she provided, shaking his head as if tickled and approved her preparedness. “You crack me up.”

“Yeah? Well you’ve tired me out. I need a nap. Don’t you?”

He knelt and gathered her utility belt. “I’m good.”

Kaylie grinned, pleased she could see his gorgeous face again. “I knew that. I’m just saying that when I get home I’m taking a nap before heading to the fair to relieve mom at her booth. What are you doing later?” She truly was interested and not just angling for another sexual encounter. Of course that would be nice too.

Dean settled the belt around her hips. “I’ve got to prep the bar and work tonight.”

Kaylie blinked. “But I thought you switched with Scott last night?”

“Shifters don’t heal that fast.” He shook his head. “No, the moron won’t be any good until tomorrow. Sure, he could hobble around if I insisted, but for a busy Saturday night, it’s not good enough.”

Tilting her head in concentration, she thought about everything he did. “When do you have a chance to relax?”

“What?” He’d been staring up at one of the stalactites and turned his gaze to her.

“I mean,” she inched up to him and laid a hand on his shoulder. “You own Thirio’s Keep and the Woodcliff Lumber Yard and work long hours at both. You’re also the mayor of Woodcliff and the Alpha of the shifter pack. When do you ever have to time to just enjoy life?”

He jerked his eyes away and shrugged. “They don’t take up that much time.”

“Which job? How much time to you spend at the Lumber Yard?”

Dean grinned. “As your sister is a dynamo, maybe thirty to forty hours a week.”

“Hmm. And the bar?”

Now he frowned. “Maybe twenty hours. Maybe more.”

“And as the mayor?”

“That’s definitely not a full-time job. Maybe ten to fifteen hours a week. What’s with the questions?” Dean stepped back and her hand fell to her side.

“Just curious. And as Alpha?”

His eyes slowly narrowed into slits of glowing green. “The leaders and I have weekly meetings. Because of the way we set up the pack leadership, it doesn’t take as much of my time as it could. But as I’m definitely a hands on leader, I’d guess fifteen hours a week.”

Kaylie just stared at him until he evidently had enough. “What?”

“That’s eighty to one hundred hours a week, doing nothing but working. Why are you driving yourself that hard? Penance for something you feel you did wrong in a past life?” Though Kaylie was half joking, his response was quite the opposite.

“You have no idea what my life was like.” Talk about a sudden deep freeze.

Undeterred, Kaylie glared right back into angry eyes, letting her lack of fear of anything he could dish out at her very clear. “That’s because you won’t tell me, Dean.”

His lips tightened into an uncompromising line. “And I’m not going to. It’s none of your business.”

Kaylie jerked back as if he’d slapped her. Well. She’d been put in her place. It’s not like he hadn’t warned her from the onset. She’d just hoped she was changing his mind about her, about them. Apparently not.





Chapter Fifteen

Dean woke early in a cold sweat Sunday morning from yet another dream were he took Kaylie on the stage at Eros. As horrified and disgusted with himself in reality as he’d been in the dream, he flung himself off the sweat-soaked linens and stood, naked, glaring at the bed as if the inanimate object was once again the cause of his nightmares. He irrationally placed some of the blame on Kaylie, because her scent had lingered on the sheets, tormenting his sleep and making him damn near insane with want of her.

He ripped off the sheets, contemplating another run in the forest to ease the restlessness that seemed to seep from every pore. But oddly enough, he didn’t want to be alone. True, Kaylie was the first person to come to mind—which caused him to groan in self-deprecation, remembering his outburst yesterday—but right now, anybody would do. Any distraction for that matter.

He quickly donned sweats, sneakers and a black T-shirt and remade the bed with clean sheets. Then he grabbed his keys and headed out the door, pounding silently down the steps that led from the small apartment over his bar to his truck, which was parked beside the rear entrance.

He could have easily bought a house. God knew he had the money. He’d even toyed with the idea of building a home on the two acres he owned a mile or so from the wolf compound. But a house meant permanence, and since striking out on his own, he’d never stayed in one place longer than two years. Well, except in Woodcliff.

It wasn’t until he’d started the truck and glanced at the dash clock that he realized what time it was. Six-thirty. Who the hell else was up on a Sunday this early? He groaned again, remembering Kaylie’s words from yesterday. Yes, he kept himself busy, but it wasn’t out of some weird sense of self-punishment for past deeds. Though God knew he probably should be atoning for something. No, he liked being busy. Liked interacting with others and, truth be told, liked not being alone. Alone time meant thinking, and thinking, about his past, his present, his future, pissed him off. Busy kept the thinking at a minimum.

Desperate for some physical activity to distract his wayward thoughts, he drove to Moon Haven and let himself into the compound’s exercise room. He’d blow off some steam, and time, lifting weights until he could find someone else awake. But when he entered the room he realized immediately he wasn’t alone. Dean didn’t remember seeing Caleb’s truck out front, but there the police officer was, innocently doing bicep curls. Which was odd because the other shifter had a warm and willing woman in his bed. Why was he here? Trouble in Paradise?

“You know,” Caleb said in greeting. “I don’t know if I should punch you out or congratulate you.”

Dean dropped his keys in one of the cubbyholes next to the door and picked up a towel from the stack next to the shelving unit. “Because?” As Alpha, Dean did demand, and received, his due respect from his pack. But from Caleb and Brandon, his two best leaders, confidants, the closest things to best friends he’d ever had, Dean let many of their comments pass.

Still not looking at Dean, Caleb continued to flex and retract his arm. “You’re sleeping with my sister.”

“Ah, no. I’m not sleeping with your sister.” Dean stacked weights on the leg press machine, wandering what Caleb was blabbering about. The loud crash of a weighted dumbbell had Dean spinning around to see Caleb glaring at him.

“You dare to stand there and tell me you didn’t have sex with Kaylie?”

Dean glared right back, feeling his own sense of ire rise. “Kaylie is not your sister, and who I sleep with is none of your business.”

“She might as well be as I’m marrying Tess. And yeah, as Alpha, you have a lot of leeway, but not when it comes to screwing around with someone I care about.”

“Yeah?” Dean snarled. “You didn’t seem to have a problem with me banging her a couple of weeks ago.”

Caleb snarled back, his eyes shimmering with amber as his beast rose up. Suddenly the two men were toe to toe, both exuding massive amounts of shifter power, blood in their eyes, claws extended in fury.

“Saying it and smelling the truth are two different things,” Caleb spat.

Recalling the restless night tossing and turning in Kaylie scented sheets, and what they’d done in those sheets the night before, Dean flashed his fangs in a smirk. “The physical reality is even better than the fantasy.”

“If you hurt her …”

Dean’s eyes flashed hot, mean. “I didn’t do anything to Kaylie she didn’t beg for.”

“You cold bastard. She’s my sister!”

“And she’s my mate!” Dean’s vehement declaration reverberated in the room, shocking him to his core. Though it had an opposite affect on Caleb.

The other shifter’s anger melted into self-satisfaction. He grinned. “Glad you finally accepted it.” Then as if they hadn’t been about to rip each other apart, Caleb went back to his original position in front of the mirror and picked up the dumbbell.

“What?” Dean stood there a moment, unsettled and not a little panicked. “What?”

“Thought you needed a little push.”

“And pissing me off was your idea of a push?” Still confused, Dean scrubbed his hands over his face. Luckily his claws had already retracted.

“Got you to admit Kaylie’s your mate.”

Dean choked at that. “I already knew that. Told you that.”

“But now you two have started the mating dance. You only have to claim her.”

“I can’t.” Dean’s words were muffled behind his hands.

“Oh, don’t give me that ‘not good enough’ crap again. Our past has shaped us, physically, mentally and spiritually, into who we are today. If our past played out differently then the people we care for, we may never have known. And those who care for us may not view us in the same light. Think about that one.”

Thinking about it gave Dean a headache. “You’re an ass.”

Caleb sent his Alpha a wink. “But I’m a smart ass.”

Shaking his head, feeling a thankful grin curl his lips, Dean settled into the leg press. “Truer words were never spoken. Speaking of which, why are you here instead of with Tess? Were you an ass and she kicked you out?”

“Nah,” Caleb switched to a higher weight. “She cooked again for Dolen last night and I had the night shift. She called me last night at midnight and warned me that if I touched her before seven-thirty she would rip my head off, and not the one on my shoulders. But come seven-thirty, I get to have my way with her.” He glanced up at a clock on the wall. “Well, looky there. Time to go.”

Dean only shook his head. Yeah, one might say Caleb was whipped, but seriously? Sex whenever he wanted? Who wouldn’t be whipped?

Hours later Dean found himself at Dolen’s Cafe to help with an oven that was giving the man fits. Dean had stayed at Wolf Haven for over an hour, contemplating Caleb’s words and mixing them with Kaylie’s observations. Then he stirred it all with his feelings for Kaylie.

He’d made a mess of things, but to be sure, he was already messed up. Fighting himself and his beast to protect Kaylie was taking its toll. He wanted to keep her, wanted to love her forever, but his past—despite Caleb’s words—still haunted him. Was it more selfish to go with his heart and soul and claim her, or to follow his head and let her go when the mating heat ended? He just didn’t know, and the internal battle was messing him up even more. The only thing he did know for certain was that loving Kaylie was so fucking easy it was almost as if they’d been together for years, not days.

Loving Kaylie? Where the hell did that come from? He meant fucking Kaylie. Yeah. That was it. Every stroke was so acutely erotic it bordered on pain.

Dean’s body shivered in remembrance, his cock swelling even now, in the bright, late morning sun, as he pictured Kaylie’s lips around his cock, her tongue teasing his shaft.

“Hey,” Dolen called out to him from the back door of his cafe. “You gonna sit in your truck all day or what?”

Dean glared at the older man through the open driver’s side window. He just might sit there all damn day if Dolen was going to give him shit. Or at least until the current cockstand he was sporting eased up. “Give me a minute.”

Dolen grunted, eying Dean with suspicion. “You okay?”

“Working on it.”

Another grunt, and then the man thankfully left Dean alone to get himself under control. Five minutes later his head was in an oven and he was able to put Kaylie out of his thoughts for several minutes at a stretch while he banged away and cursed along with Dolen at the temperamental appliance.

By the time Dean headed back across the highway for the judging of the pies, which he couldn’t avoid, he was back to his normal self, ready to handle any situation, namely Kaylie. But what he wasn’t ready for was her absence. He tasted and rated each contestant’s offering along with the other judges, and picked out a winner. Of course it was Ruth Gentry. Her pies were legendary. But Kaylie was nowhere to be seen. And that ticked him off. He was ready to face the woman, and she was AWOL.

He finally found her buying cotton candy from a vendor. Dean reached her side just as she started walking off in the opposite direction, heading for the rides that were located in the school parking lot across a large expanse of grass from the edge of the south loop.

“Didn’t see you at the pie judging,” Dean said casually, as if he hadn’t been frantically scouring the grounds for the last fifteen minutes, scenting her everywhere, and finding her nowhere.

Kaylie looked up at him, her eyes guarded. “Someone had to stay at the booth.”

That might be the case, but considering his bipolar moods of late, her standoffish attitude now was a clear sign of avoidance. Not that he could really blame her. But now that he’d found her she wasn’t getting away until he was good and ready. Double standard? Definitely. So sue him. “Hmm. Where are you heading?”

She suckled on a large wad of the sweet confection, drawing his eyes to her pink lips. “Ferris wheel. I love being at the top. You can see for miles. It’s beautiful. Don’t you think?”

“I’ve never been on one.”

“What?” Kaylie exclaimed, nearly choking on the spun sugar. “You’ve never been on a Ferris wheel? Are you serious?”

His lips curved in an amused smile, pleased his Kaylie didn’t hold a grudge for long. Wait. His Kaylie? He eyed her speculatively. Temporarily or permanently? God, he was so not in control.

“Yo, Wolfboy. Are you going to answer me?”

Shaking off his thoughts Dean responded. “It’s not all that odd, Kaylie. I’m sure many people haven’t been on one.”

“You not afraid of heights, are you?”

“No,” he shook his head. “Nothing like that. Just never had the desire.”

“Well you’re going to go now.”

“Am I?” He asked a bit distractedly, catching an out of town shifter looking at Kaylie a little too long and hard for Dean’s taste.

“Definitely. It’s just over there.”

As they made their way through the jubilant crowd, Dean noticed more of those lingering stares from various shifters. Instinctively he put his shoulders back, eyes flitting from side to side as if sensing danger. In a way he was. Belatedly he realized that the male shifters were ogling Kaylie, not just because she was a fun, friendly and beautiful woman, but because of the mating heat. The shifters scented a female in full arousal, and that made her all the more enticing to each and every unmated shifter. Which meant, if he let Kaylie go when their time was over, she wouldn’t want for male companionship.

Dean growled low in his chest. He wanted to snatch Kaylie up, throw her over his shoulder and run from this place. He wanted to hide her away from the heated gazes that he damn well knew were coming from shifters imagining what she looked like under her clothes. He wanted to pound every man that looked at her with lust in their eyes into dirt. He wanted to shout at them that they would never have her, that Kaylie was his.

The possessiveness didn’t take him by surprise but the shear intensity of it, mixed with a strong surge of jealousy, was startling. Even though she was by his side, she wasn’t claimed and by shifter law that made her open season. Until the full moon, the males would remain in human form and try to lure Kaylie into their beds by human seduction. At the time of the full moon they would shift into wolf form and some, if not locked up at the Haven, would attempt to simply take. And Dean would have to kill them. Not only because he was Alpha, but because Kaylie belonged to him, whether he claimed her or not.

Oblivious to Dean’s contradictory and dangerous thoughts, Kaylie meandered through the crowd, smiling or waving to friends and acquaintances as they made their way to the Ferris wheel. She popped another wad of the pink cotton candy into her mouth. “Guess it’s a good thing you aren’t a vampire else you wouldn’t be able to enjoy this beautiful day.”

With his eyes on three particular shifters, not of his pack, who were openly staring at Kaylie, Dean answered without thought. “With enough blood, vamps can walk in the sun.”

Because Dean was busy picturing stalking up to the three idiots and slashing their leering eyes from their heads, he didn’t realize Kaylie had come to a halt, and was even now several feet behind him. He spun around and, at the shocked expression on her face, rushed back and gripped her shoulders, glowering with suspicion at everyone within touching distance. “What? Did something happen?”

Kaylie, eyes wide, mouth forming a perfect O, just stared at him for a moment. “You said vampires were real. How …”

“Oh, hell.” Dean squeezed his eyes shut as he ran the last few minutes through his mind. “I can’t believe I let that slip.”

Kaylie’s breath came out in a rush. “So it’s true? How do you know? Where did you meet them? Where do they live? For that matter, do they live? I mean do they have heartbeats? Do they live in packs like shifters or in nests or …”

Her words came to a mumbled stop as Dean did the only thing he could think of to shut down the questioning. He snatched up a handful of the cotton candy and shoved it in Kaylie’s mouth.

“This topic is not open for discussion and most definitely not appropriate right here and now.”

The spark of excitement in Kaylie’s eyes turned to irritation and then understanding as she surreptitiously eyed their surroundings. She swallowed. “Fine,” she hissed out. “But I want you to tell me more when we’re alone.”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe? You will because I own you.”

Dean rolled his eyes. “You don’t own me, Kaylie.”

She sniffed in disdain. “Real mates don’t keep secrets from each other.”

His eyes glittered dangerously at the taunt. “A real mate wouldn’t let you out to roam in public while in the mating heat. You’re attracting far too much attention.”

By then they’d reached the short line to the Ferris wheel. As if uncaring, Kaylie hummed and said, “I wondered if that was the reason for the sudden interest from the opposite sex.”

Knowing the males weren’t even attempting to hide their interest, Dean crossed his arms over his chest, clenching his hands into fists as he fought the need to snatch Kaylie up and bolt out of sight. His gaze drifted back to her just in time to see her tongue dart out from between her lips to touch upon and melt a small piece of the cotton candy that clung stubbornly to the paper it had been wrapped around. Instantly every irritation was forgotten has he imagined his cock in place of that twirled up paper. Buttons pressed painfully into his sudden erection and he grimaced.

“Dean?” Kaylie placed a hand on his bicep and tugged impatiently. “Come on.”

It was their turn to slide into one of the cars, together. In close proximity.

Suddenly, the thought of riding in a Ferris wheel with Kaylie took on a torturous angle.

They settled in and began to move backward and up. To take his mind of her presence, her scent and those delectable pink lips, Dean blurted out, “I’m sorry for being a jerk.”

Her small hands rested on the safety rail. At his comment she slowly began to stroke the metal rod. He fixated on the motion. “Which time?”

Dean winced, knowing it was a legitimate question. He let out a harsh breath. “All of it. I’m just … Hell, Kaylie.” He fisted his hands on his thighs. “I’m just messed up.”

Kaylie turned slightly, her eyes soft with emotion. “We’re all a bit messed up, Dean. And I have to say you were right about,” she waved a hand in the empty space between them, “what’s going on with us. It only adds to the confusion.”

A knot he hadn’t realized was coiled in his gut loosened. “So you’re not mad at me?”

One brow hiked up. “Mad? No. Never could hold a grudge. Frustrated? Yeah. I am. Half the time I don’t know if I want to strangle you or kiss you.”

As for Dean, he didn’t know if he wanted to kiss her, or, well, kiss her. He’d known how important her acceptance of him was. Otherwise, why would his past matter so much? But now, sitting in the private car, having Kaylie so close, was escalating his need. He wanted his hands on her, and his mouth. Instead he wrapped his own hands on the safety rail to keep him from snatching up what he desperately wanted.

As they’d been talking, the ride had progressed, one jerking motion at a time. Then they were at the top of the wheel, gazing out over the fair grounds, the treetops and everything as far as the eye could see. Dean sucked in air. Kaylie was right. It was gorgeous.

“So? Am I right?”

Dean shot her a sheepish grin. “Yeah, you are.”

Kaylie opened her mouth to respond when the ride suddenly took off. They flew down and around and then back up again. Dean’s stomach dropped each time they descended, the momentum whipping the tail of his hair into his eyes. Gradually they slowed, only to soar in the opposite direction.

Kaylie, the little witch, laughed as she rocked the cage, sounding so carefree that he felt an answering chuckle rumble in his chest. It broke free as the ride attendant reversed directions once again.

When they at last came to a stop he turned his laughing eyes to Kaylie. “Wow.”

She giggled with a childlike pleasure that warmed his heart. “Told you.”

“So are we done?”

“It’ll take some time to unload and reload so we have a few more minutes.”

As they were currently five cars from the top, Dean guesstimated they had more than a few minutes to wait.

“So,” Kaylie sidled closer, her thigh brushing his. “What do you want to do while we wait?”

Dean choked as her hand covered the bulge in his jean. “What are you doing?”

“Passing time in a constructive manner.” Her hand squeezed gently.

He sucked in a lungful of air, eyes darting around frantically. “Christ, Kaylie. It’s broad daylight.”

The ride jerked up one car.

“Geez, Dean. I didn’t take you for a prude, especially after yesterday.” One handed, she popped open the top button. “Besides, the car tilts back and we’re high enough up, no one can see.”

Greedy lust swept over him, making him want to nip and lick. He closed his eyes briefly before covering her exploring hand with his. “There’s not enough time for that.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She leaned in so that her mouth was a bare inch from his. “After all, you’re already halfway there.”

He snarled. “So are you.”

Undaunted, she grinned. “But you’re easier to get off.”

Male pride demanded he refute that statement. But if he did, she might take her hand away. Two more buttons popped. Dean gritted his teeth. And there was no denying the fact he was already pretty damn close to losing his wad at this very moment. However, that wasn’t the point. The point was … hell. He didn’t know what the point was when she ripped open the final two buttons of his fly and wrapped her hand around his hard length.

The ride jerked up another car.

Dean cursed once and then, with a weak-willed groan, snatched her head with his left hand. “Lusty witch,” he rasped just before he slanted his lips over hers.

She tasted like cotton candy, the sugary sweetness mixing with Kaylie’s unique flavor. Their tongues plunged and tangled. Eager to feel the softness of her pussy, he slid his right hand down and opened her jeans.

Kaylie broke off the kiss. “What are you doing?”

Despite the hunger gnawing at him, he grinned. “Tit for tat, Kaylie darling.”

“But …”

But Dean’s mouth was back on hers and his hand tunneled under her panties to lay claim to the tiny bud at the top of her cleft. Her hand tightened on his cock as he spread her open with two fingers and used his middle finger to rub over her clit.

Kaylie jerked under his hand, her own palm stroking his rigid length faster. Their motions threw the metal car to rocking, which in turn increased the sensations. He bit back a groan. “Open your thighs for me,” he demanded. “I want to feel just how wet you are.”

This time it was Kaylie who sucked in air. But she did as requested, and then tilted back in her seat to give him more room to maneuver. “Dean, please.”

When he felt just how wet her folds were, his cock swelled to be inside. Instead he slid one long finger through her wetness to tease the tight ring of her entrance. Kaylie moaned and rolled her hips up in abandon.

And the ride moved up one more car.

The rising orgasm pulsed painfully in his shaft as he struggled to hold it back. He groaned and bucked his hips, shoving his cock through the circle of her soft hands. Somehow he managed to plunge a second finger into her tight sheath, shuddering at how hot and soft she felt against his skin. He curled the tips, stroking the ridged quarter-sized patch of delicate tissue that made her twitch in abandon. He shifted his free hand down over her belly, placing those fingertips at her clit while he worked her pussy with his other hand. Pressing firmly, he rubbed the engorged bud so fast that his fingers blurred. The rapid caress was akin to a vibrator, causing Kaylie to pant and squirm.

And the ride moved up one more car.

“That’s it. Squeeze my fingers. God you’re going to make me explode, Kaylie.” She whimpered and sucked on his tongue, her hands still busy twisting his cock in long strokes. Suddenly she let out a cry, muffled by his mouth. Dean felt her inner muscles tighten around his fingers and he let loose his control. The muscles in his neck stood out as he forced himself not to bellow as he came. His eyes went blind with pleasure and his seed spilled out, over and over with each heavy pump of his cock.

And the ride moved up one more car.

Both of them were panting heavily as they peered out once again over Woodcliff.

Reluctantly, Dean removed his hands from between Kaylie thighs and, enjoying the sleepy sated look of her eyes, slid his glistening fingers between his lips. He moaned, loving the taste of her on his tongue. “Better than any pie.”

She licked her lips as she watched him suckle her juices, her eyes heating with renewed hunger. Dean let out another groan as his easing cock began to swell once more. “Fuck, Kaylie. You’re going to be the death of me.” He tucked himself carefully back in his jeans and then shoved her to the other side of the car as they began their descent.





Chapter Sixteen

Kaylie eyed the porta-johns with such evident disdain that Dean nearly laughed. “Problem?”

Unabashed Kaylie responded. “Yeah. I need to use the restroom but I hate those things and the shops and restaurants that are open usually have a waiting line.”

Dean’s lips quirked. “Stick with me kid. I can get you what you need.”

A sudden gleam of awareness lit her eyes, making him want to take back the unintended double entendre. “Which you have already proven. What else did you have in mind?” The husky timbre of her voice did strange things to his libido. What popped in his mind was the idea of hightailing Kaylie out of the sunshine and into a cozy, private corner where he could strip her naked and devour every inch of her soft skin.

He couldn’t control the low rumble that started in his chest. Shaking his head to rid himself of the erotic image, he steered them toward one particular squat building. “I meant that I can get you inside town hall.”

“Really? How?” But before Dean could respond she laughed at herself. “Oh. That was dumb of me. You’re the mayor. Of course you have keys.”

Dean tossed her a grin as he glanced at their surroundings. When he surmised a lack of interest from those milling about, he clasped Kaylie’s hand in his own and quickly ducked between two red brick buildings. At the side entrance he dug out his keys and unlocked the door. Handing Kaylie the ring he said, “Lock it behind you once you’re inside and then again after you leave. We don’t want any tourists traipsing through.”

Kaylie wrapped her fingers around the appropriate key. “You’re not coming with me?”

A sharp wave of lust caught him in its greedy claws, and he knew his own eyes reflected the heat in hers. Their intimate interlude on the Ferris wheel might never have been considering how starved he felt for her at that moment. Baser needs warred with his conscience. He wanted nothing better than to toss Kaylie onto the closest flat surface and rekindle what they’d started. He didn’t even need a flat surface. A wall would do. Hell. He was a shifter. He didn’t even need that. He could easily hold her slight weight in his arms as he thrust his aching cock into her welcoming pussy.

Clenching his jaw, Dean took an unsteady step back. He had to leave. Not just to prove to Kaylie he wasn’t some uncivilized beast, but he also had some pack business to take care of. His nostrils flared. Though the scent of her arousal was making him think twice.

Kaylie cocked her head and looked at him with a frown. “Dean?”

He growled. “There’s nothing I would like more.”

When he remained still she raised a brow. “But …”

He barely managed to change the embarrassing whimper of need that escaped into a groan of frustration. “But I saw Henry Harkins out front and I need to check on him.”

Kaylie’s expression ebbed into one of understanding. “Really? Henry’s here. How odd. Of course you must go to him.” Surprising Dean, she closed the distance between them and pressed her lips to his in a soft kiss, her hand lingering on his chest. “You’re a good Alpha, Dean Kinigos.” Then she slipped inside the building.

When Dean heard the bolt slid home he left the area, bemused by both the sweet kiss and the easy acceptance. It all felt so right, familiar even. And Dean found himself liking it, a lot.

His booted feet chewed up the distance to the front of the building. While a true mate would have gone inside for protection, whether necessary or not, as Alpha, Dean didn’t have that kind of luxury. His needs were secondary to those of his pack members. If he ever did mate, he would need a strong and understanding female. Someone like Kaylie.

Hhmmm. You think? His wolf growled sarcastically in his head.

Dean couldn’t deny it. That was only another reason to claim her, and the pros were definitely outweighing the cons. Hell, there were no cons. It was only his fear that kept him from taking the final step. Fuck. He really was a coward.

Spying Old Henry sitting alone on one of the wooden benches in the grassy park situated across the street from city hall, Dean quickened his steps. He made his way through the throng of humans and shifters with agile grace, pondering what might have brought the curmudgeonly old shifter out into the crowded fair. Hiding his impatience, Dean responded to some of his pack’s exuberant greetings, and then took precious minutes to chastise a group of mischievous juvenile shifters he overheard contemplating teepeeing the school later that night.

Refraining from knocking their smaller heads together, Dean sent them on their way with a disapproving glare. At some other time he might have been amused, but right now he wanted to get any and all Alpha business taken care of so he could get back to Kaylie.

Finally reaching his destination, Dean settled next to the older shifter, stretching out his long legs and crossing his ankles.

“It’s good to see you Henry, but I have to say I’m a bit surprised. You normally shun these types of events.”

Henry shrugged his thin shoulders, his shaggy brows drawn together in a tight frown. “Too noisy, too many scents, too human. But I knew you would be here.”

Dean felt his lips twitch at the grumpy response. He’d learned fairly quickly upon arriving at Woodcliff that while Henry Harkins acted like a cranky old man, the ancient shifter knew more about what was happening in the town than anyone else. Dean also learned that Henry had some great advice, when he chose to share it. While Henry could have easily called Dean on the phone, Dean knew he preferred to make physical contact, suggesting that he either disliked technology or secretly enjoyed the results of his physical interactions with others. Dean leaned toward the latter.

“And lucky for me, here I am.” Dean responded without sarcasm to Henry’s comment. “Anything you need to tell me?”

“Death is upon us.”

While most humans, and shifters alike, would have rolled their eyes at Henry’s cryptic comment, Dean’s gaze remained fixed on the ease-way between the town hall and the library where Kaylie would appear.

Dean always wondered if shifters were created by God in love, or as a punishment for some evil deed executed by their ancestors. Because God knew that carrying the beast was both a blessing and a curse. As difficult as it was to walk that thin line between man and wolf, Dean had known a handful of shifters that grappled with even greater supernatural powers, one of visions. Henry was one such shifter. Which probably accounted for his grumpiness. Nothing like being treated as twisted in the head year after year to turn your mood sour.

Actually, Dean knew of another shifter that had visions, dreams actually. Tess Gentry. Caleb had told Dean about a dream she had back when the Frank Kolter and Matt West situation was going on. It could have simply been her subconscious working things out in her sleep. Or it might not. Either way, as a mythical being himself—because werewolves and vampires weren’t supposed to be real—how could Dean ignore the possibility of foresight? If he did, that would make him a hypocrite.

Because he knew better, Dean listened, and pondered and scanned the area, his eyes zeroing in on the passing people. Some laughing, some eating, some eagerly heading toward the rides or simply standing in twos and threes chatting happily. Finally he asked, “Can you be more specific?”

“It is aimed to hurt you.” Henry murmured, his tone gruff with weariness.

The response had Dean swinging his head around to stare at Henry in surprise. That sounded as if someone Dean cared about was going to be killed.

His claws extended, fangs burst from his gums as fury replaced the ball of fear. He’d rip anyone who dared touch what was his to shreds. “Kaylie.” It wasn’t a question.

At the mention of her name, a twinkle suddenly sparked in the old shifter’s clear brown eyes. “Little Kaylie Gentry,” he mused on a strangely approving tone. “She’s grown into a beautiful woman. Intelligent, strong. Full of vim and vigor. That one will make a good Lupa.”

Dean’s head flew back as if struck. “What?”

Henry finally turned to peer into Dean’s face. “You don’t know she is your mate?” he asked quizzically.

Dean shook his head but didn’t respond because really, what could he say? That he wasn’t going to claim her? That was sacrilegious to shifter thinking.

As if reading Dean’s thoughts, a very scary possibility, Henry stated with grudging honesty, “Despite her humanity she is a keeper. If you decide to renounce her than you are a fool.”

Uncomfortable, Dean leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. “It’s complicated.” An explanation that was beyond worn out.

“Only if you make it.”

“You don’t understand.”

A sigh reached his ears, and Dean peered back to see Henry staring at him with a combination of disappointment and exasperation. And because it made him want to fidget in his seat, he forced himself to hold still under the older shifter’s gaze.

“And how might you have turned out had your blooded pack lived?”

That was so far from what Dean expected that he could only gape for a moment. “You knew my family?”

Henry’s eyes took on a hard glint. “The Kinigos line is extremely strong and fierce, but unnecessarily violent. The males were known to dominate to the point of brutality, subjugating their pack to their every sadistic whim. Even beating their women into submission, which is a sacrilege.”

Dean looked sharply away as flashes of remembrance tore through his mind through a filter of the frightened eyes of a child. “It’s not like I had it any different after my family was killed. I was turned into a slave.”

“Bah. You learned to hold your temper and gained the power of tact. Women became more than just instruments of use, and took on positions of power. Respect begat respect. Had your family won the battle, you would have been taught the ways of your pack and become a cruel taskmaster, doing unspeakable acts to your race just because you could. Instead, and due to your forced and unforced experiences, you turned into a strong, diplomatic man. A shifter that I am proud to call Alpha.”

Dean stared at the ground, moved, and at a total loss for words. He didn’t want to be like the horrible monster he remembered his father being. He didn’t want to force anyone to submit to him based on a mere whim. That’s not who he wanted to be.

Once able to speak, Dean tried to define his unprecedented decision to not claim Kaylie. “My bloodline or my period in … servitude are not the only things against me. I’ve made mistakes, Henry. My past.” He stopped and shook his head recalling Caleb’s declaration of one’s past. On the heels of that though followed Kaylie’s comment that everyone was messed up a bit. And now Henry? Either this was all a coincidence, or someone was trying to knock him over his stubborn head.

The sound out of Henry’s mouth could have been a growl or a snort of contempt. “We’ve all made mistakes, Dean. Things we’ve done that we regret. We are, after all, only flesh and blood. The thing is to learn from those mistakes, and to not regress or make more. If you think those regrets haunt you now, think how much worse your ghosts will be if you give up that which is most precious to you.”

Dean already knew giving up Kaylie would probably kill him, and he’d been waffling ever since he’d told Kaylie he would never take a mate, never keep her. One minute he was going to claim her, the next he didn’t want to chain her. He was sick to death of his own inconsistency.

“Kaylie, keeper of the keys.”

The odd comment caught Dean off guard. “Excuse me?”

“Kaylie means ‘keeper of the keys’. She is the key.”

Thinking of Henry’s earlier words and whimsical prophecies, Dean laughed without any merriment. “You’re not going to tell me she’s the key to my past.”

“Not your past, son, your future. If you don’t keep the keeper of the keys, your future, and possibly the future of the shifter race, could stay locked, stifled. Hidden away.”

Dean flinched. Thinking the old shifter really was crazy he scrubbed his hands over his face. But if he was right, which happened nearly every time they spoke, then Dean’s decision didn’t just affect his life, but possibly affected thousands.

He wanted Kaylie, there was no doubt about that. Wanted her in his life, in his future. But he thought that selfish. Now here was Henry, a grumpy old man who was rarely seen in public, stating with certain knowledge that Kaylie was not only the one to unlock Dean’s future but potentially the key to the whole shifter race. How was he to fight that kind of undeniable surety?

Suddenly, a slow smile crept up his face still hidden under his hands.

And why should he fight it?

It wasn’t just too incredible for words, it was perfect. He could claim Kaylie like he wanted, and not just because he would give his right paw for her, hell, his very life for her, but because his race needed her. Self-serving, perhaps, but the end justified the means. As Alpha his needs where secondary to those of his pack. If he had to keep Kaylie because of it, well, who was he to go against the grain?

The kernel of hope that began to bloom in his chest was mowed down when Henry suddenly blurted out in a stage whisper, “Tend to your woman. She comes in fear.”

Straightening, Dean watched as Kaylie approached, the fear Henry spoke of clear on her face. He reacted without thinking, meeting her at the edge of the grassy park and wrapping his arms around her in a protective hold. “What is it?”

Kaylie’s eyes were wide. “I saw Kyle Kolter.”

Dean’s fingers flexed as he went on high alert. “Where?” He growled out as he scanned their surroundings.

“Back behind Town Hall. In the woods.” Kaylie breathed in, her voice unsteady as she continued. “I was looking out the bathroom window and I saw him, staring between the buildings as if fixated on prey. Then he suddenly took off into the woods. Dean. He had blood all over him.”

“Shit.” Dean glared at the sunny walkway between the buildings Kaylie mentioned. “You stay right here. I need to go after him.”

“Forget it. He’s long gone.”

“I need to try. He’s a danger to everyone in this town, human and shifter alike.”

“Dammit. Don’t you think I know that?” She pleaded. “But you can’t just take off by yourself like a bat out of hell and—”

Dean’s cell phone rang, cutting Kaylie off. The ring told him it was Caleb, and based on what Henry said earlier and what Kaylie had seen, Dean had a very bad feeling. “What’s wrong?”

There was a moment of silence before Caleb said, “How do you know anything’s wrong?”

“Because Kaylie just saw Kyle Kolter covered in blood and taking off through the forest behind Town Hall.”

“Fuck!”

“Exactly.”

“Well, hell. Now we know who, we just don’t know why.”

A fierce desire to reach through the phone and strangle Caleb burst through Dean. “What happened?”

Caleb sighed. “Dean. Celeste Davi is dead.”

Dean frowned. He wasn’t cold enough to think “so what.” After all, he’d had a sexual relationship with the woman for a long time, albeit very casually. But then again … “And as much as that’s a bummer for some male out there, why is that a problem?”

Dean could actually hear the grinding of Caleb’s teeth. “Because she was found in your bed.”





Chapter Seventeen

Kaylie wasn’t sure what was going on, she just knew it wasn’t good. It was several more minutes after his loud curse before Dean ended his conversation with Caleb. Then he immediately dialed another number and barked into the phone. “I’m in front of Town Hall. Get here now.” He snapped the phone shut, shoved it in his back pocket, snatched up Kaylie’s hand, and tugged her across the street.

“You just left Henry,” she muttered as she glanced over her shoulder. But Henry was gone. Scanning the crowd that threw curious glances her way, she couldn’t find any sight of the old shifter. “Oh. Well never mind. Dean. What’s going on?”

Dean didn’t answer as he threaded his way through the fair goers, his stony expression causing most to turn away in trepidation, and then peer after them in confusion. Kaylie just raised her brows and shook her head at the gawkers.

Up the steps they went, Dean silent as the predator he’d suddenly turned into, while Kaylie tripped over her own feet trying to keep up with his long and purposeful strides. Finally she yanked her hand out of his. “That’s enough,” she hissed at him. “I don’t like being treated like some troublesome child.”

Her eyes flashed with irritation and fear, and she was a hair’s breadth away from beating him. He gazed at her a moment and then his shoulders slumped a fraction. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking of you as a troublesome child. I was just reacting to some news.”

Kaylie stared at him with a “go on” expression. When he didn’t “go on” “go on” she grit her teeth. “What news?”

Dean sidled up so close she could feel the heat of his body. He leaned down until his mouth was next to her ear. His breath made her shiver with excitement, until his words caused a shudder of dread. “We think Kyle killed Celeste, the pitcher for the Togans. The woman who knocked you out last Friday. If that wasn’t bad enough, she was found in my bed.”

It took only a heartbeat of time for Kaylie to go from mild embarrassment at the reminder of last week’s incident to anger that a woman was in Dean’s bed only a few hours after Dean had been in Kaylie’s body.

Furious, she placed both hands on his chest to shove him away. He didn’t budge. “Excuse me? Found in your bed? What the hell was she doing in your bed, Dean?”

“Dammit, Kaylie.” Dean covered her hands with his. “I didn’t have her over. In fact she’s never even been to my place. No woman has.”

Jealous anger melted away. “Oh.”

“Oh, indeed.”

Warily she peered up at him. “So how did she get inside?”

His thumbs began a slow, rhythmical stroking over the sensitive flesh of her palms, though he didn’t seem to notice. “Scott called this morning to let me know he was fully recovered and ready to come back to work. When he got to the bar he caught a whiff of blood and decided to investigate. He noticed the exterior door leading to my apartment was busted open and, concerned for me, Scott checked inside and found some woman in my bed, dead. Then he called the police.”

“Yikes.”

Dean raised a brow. “That’s putting it mildly.”

“So what was with the caveman tactics just a few minutes ago?”

Surprisingly, Dean jerked his gaze away. “Instinctive.”

Kaylie frowned. “Instinctive?”

He swung his head back, his amber-edged green eyes holding a fiercely possessive glint. “I was getting my mate to safety.”

Kaylie gulped but before she could respond, a figure approached. With obvious reluctance, Dean turned his head to the newcomer. “You. Guard duty. Do not let her out of your sight until I tell you otherwise. Do you understand?”

Looking to her right, Kaylie saw Ben Anderson, one of Dean’s leaders in the pack, standing at attention. The shifter was probably around thirty, had a head full of streaked blond hair, dark eyes, and strong physique. Unfortunately when those eyes snared hers a gleam of appreciation began to light in them. Kaylie actually liked Ben, thought he was not only an attractive male, but a good person. She just couldn’t handle any more unwanted advances right now.

Dean seemed to appreciate the appreciation even less. In a blur of motion Dean shoved Ben back against the door of the building and held the shifter’s right hand at an awkward angle between their bodies, hiding what he was doing from any onlookers. Power began to radiate off him, raising Kaylie’s flesh in tiny goose bumps. “If you so much as even think an inappropriate thought, I will rip out your claws. One. At. A. Time.”

Evidently this side of Dean was rarely, if ever, seen by the pack members because Ben paled and visibly swallowed. Dumbfounded, Kaylie swallowed in sympathy. Ben nodded sharply once and nothing but cool professionalism filled his gaze.

Apparently satisfied, Dean dropped the other shifter’s hand and, in front of anybody who happen to have their head turned toward town hall—which happened to be many—Dean stalked up to Kaylie, jerked her head back and covered her mouth with his in a kiss that could only be described as claiming. His tongue thrust past her startled lips, devouring her whole. Shock held her immobile for a second, then she melted into his dominating embrace. As soon as she met his invasion with her own, the tension in Dean eased a bit. He groaned in approval and grasped her ass, pressing her to his body. She felt his erection at the juncture between her thighs. Her breasts were crushed against the heat of his chest. All the while his tongue did a vigorous exploration of her mouth. When air became a real necessity, Dean drew his head back. “Nothing happens to her.”

Kaylie knew Dean was speaking to Ben even though his gaze never left hers.

“I will guard her with my life, Alpha.” Ben’s voice took on a revered tone.

Licking her lips, tasting Dean even as he walked away, Kaylie switched her gaze to Ben. The man, who just minutes ago practically stripped her with his eyes, stood on alert, eyes flickering from hard scrutiny when he wasn’t looking at her, to stunned respect when he was. No iota of sexual awareness was evident.

“Do you wish to stay here or go elsewhere, Lupa?”

At the unexpected title Kaylie’s mouth flew open as wide as her eyes, but no words emerged. Instead she presented Ben with a sickly smile and held up one finger, silently asking him to wait a moment. Then she spun around to stare blindly at a white pillar bearing part of the enormous weight of the building’s heavily ornate porch. Weight that seemed to transfer onto her shoulders.

Panic seized in her chest and her hands flew to her forehead. She breathed deep and counted to ten, making it to five before her brain began to scramble with anxiety.

What had she done? She’d wanted Dean, pursued Dean, and even managed to have Dean for a short period of time. Sure, she was more than a mite upset at Dean’s initial refusal to claim her as a mate, but she also had enough confidence in herself, and Dean’s attraction to her, that she figured it was only a matter of time before she won him over. But never, ever had she thought of the ramifications. Whomever Dean claimed for a happily-ever-after to beget a parcel of kids with, in reality wasn’t just for him and his bloodline alone. That female would come into a ready-made family, consisting of every one of the shifters in the pack. She would, in essence, become responsible for over a hundred lives.

With her head pounding a painful staccato, she dug out her cell phone. “I need to go home, Mom. I’m not feeling so hot right now and no, it wasn’t the cotton candy.”

Disengaging, she turned back to Ben with a guarded expression. “Are you then supposed to follow me around all day?”

Ben nodded. “Yes. I’m all yours.”

Kaylie sighed. “Well as you heard me tell my mom, I’m heading home. Surely you don’t need to hang around there? You’ll be bored stupid.”

Ben was already shaking his head. “Dean said to guard you until he told me otherwise and that means anywhere you go, I go.”

“Fantastic.” Kaylie replied, though her tone said otherwise. She wanted tell Ben to get lost so she could figure out how her life had just done a one-eighty and bitten her on the ass, but she didn’t want to get the shifter into trouble. “Did you walk or drive here?”

“Walked. It’s not far from my apartment.”

“Fine. I’ll drive.”

Thankfully “guarding” didn’t mean being in the same room. Once Ben checked out the house and the surrounding area, he plopped down on the living room couch with one of the numerous books the Gentry room owned and a bag of chips Kaylie gave him. Then she bolted to the sanctuary of her bedroom.

Kaylie didn’t need Ben. What she needed was a brain drain for her colliding thoughts. Instead she opened up her laptop and reviewed her bookmarks on the web. News, entertainment, and then on to the particulars of animal science. From there she moved to her personal research on the physiology, mentality, and pack dynamics of shifters.

Several hours later she realized she’d actually forgotten about Ben. It wasn’t until he rapped his knuckles on the doorframe that she resurfaced from scientific facts and theories. “Oh,” she blinked at him owlishly. “Are you leaving?”

“Yes. Jackson Cole, another pack leader, just showed up with your mom. He’ll take the evening shift.”

Her lips pressed together in a subtle frown. “This is ridiculous.”

Luckily Ben didn’t appear to be insulted. “When a mate’s safety is undetermined, caution is a priority.”

Well, crap. She’d forgotten about that as well, and certainly didn’t appreciate the reminder. “Yes, well, I do apologize that your day didn’t turn out the way you probably planned.”

A warm grin turned his face charmingly boyish and he glanced over her shoulder to look out the bedroom window. “I’m a shifter. My day has only just begun.”

Kaylie followed his gaze, more than a little surprised at how dark it was. She leveraged off the bed. “I should get you home.”

“No need. I prefer walking.”

“But it’s dark out.”

Ben gave her another grin, full of gleaming teeth. “I’m a wolf. We like the dark.”

Kaylie briefly considered that. “Well, if you’re sure?”

“Definitely. I’ll run Jackson around the exterior before I take my leave.”

They headed toward the stairs together. “That’s fine. Thank you, Ben.”

“You’re welcome. Good night, Lupa.”

Stunned once again by the title and the ease at which Ben addressed her with it, Kaylie’s movements became somewhat jerky as she sent Ben on his way, and greeted her mom and Ben’s replacement watchdog.





Chapter Eighteen

Deep in the night, Ruth Gentry jerked awake, a barely audible sound disturbing her sleep. Very aware of every creak and groan emitted by her home, she realized, as she heard it again, this noise didn’t fit. Rising, she slipped into her thick robe and tiptoed out her bedroom door, making a beeline to Kaylie’s bedroom. Ear to the slightly ajar door, she listened a moment, and hearing nothing, she pushed it open.

It wasn’t her daughter, burrowed under the bedding, that made her eyes narrow in concern, it was the second form on the bed. For there, lying alongside Kaylie, his furry head resting on her daughter’s vulnerable belly, lay a big black wolf.

Ruth crossed her arms over her chest as the beast gazed back at her with alert eyes. Though amber rather than his normal memorizing green, they were no less full of intelligence, determination, and adoration. It was the last that gave her pause.

“I wasn’t sure about you.” She finally spoke to the wolf. When it shifted it’s eyes to Kaylie’s face and back to Ruth’s, she said, “Oh, don’t worry. Kaylie sleeps like the dead. Both my daughters do. They take after me.”

Black, fuzzy brows drew together and Ruth smiled lightly. “I have something they don’t have. Yet. Mom alert. Having a baby changes everything.”

He blinked slowly in understanding.

“You’re obviously a powerful shifter, and while you might be a self-made man with a lot of responsibilities, it doesn’t mean you’re good enough for my daughter.”

The wolf closed its eyes as if in agreement. Then he rubbed his chin on Kaylie’s belly and let out a whimper.

Ruth sighed. “But you’re also obviously protective and I think more than a little in love with my baby. And despite the mating heat, you showed up in wolf form, as a protector rather than a lover.” She scowled at him in open reprimand. “But you probably knew if I found a naked man in bed with Kaylie I’d beat you with a broom.”

This time the wolf lifted his head and let out a soft yip.

Ruth smirked, pleased with both herself and Dean. “But most of all, you’re sneaky. You had to have come in the underground passage.” She explained at the wolf’s tilted head, referring to the same passageway Dean had utilized not all that long ago to save both her oldest daughter Tess and herself from a human who’d gone over the deep end. “A good sneaky, not a cruel one like that malicious bastard Kolter.”

This time the wolf growled softly.

Ruth looked at Kaylie, her daughter’s expression so peaceful in sleep. Ruth was well aware how close Kaylie lay to danger. Shifter’s claws and fangs were known for ripping, shredding, killing. And vital for protecting.

Once again Ruth eyed Dean, giving him a steely glare, unperturbed by those deadly extensions. “If you hurt her, I will hunt you down and gut you.”

The predator seemed to accept this as a mother’s due and nodded with a sort of regal grace.

Then Ruth flashed him a smile, a warm and welcoming curling of her lips. “You’ll do Dean. You’ll do.”

If a wolf could grin, this one did. Then slowly, he rested his head back on the soft belly of his sleeping mate, closed his eyes, and let out a sigh of pure bliss.





Chapter Nineteen

At the sound of her alarm clock, Kaylie popped her eyes open, yanked from the strangest dream. A dream where she had felt safe, protected. Her guardian none other than a large black wolf. It had seemed so real that she actually glanced around the room, looking for the beast. Seeing no evidence of a four-legged creature, she pushed from the bed, padded to the bathroom, and readied for the day.

Mondays were the worst, she thought, heading down the stairs. She smelled the coffee—thank you Mom! —but she missed the weekend scents of frying bacon, or sausage or fresh bread or …

She froze, one foot hanging in mid-step.

Missing scent? Could that even be possible?

As a vet, she knew that a dog’s sense of smell was so sensitive that, for example, while a human might smell a pie as a whole, a canine could scent each individual ingredient. Which meant, if the animal knew what belonged in the pie, it could tell what was missing by smell alone.

Which was the same for wolves. Kaylie knew from her research that a wolf’s olfactory sense was just a sensitive and could even detect a scent trace from up to a mile away. So they to could scent the absence of something that belonged, right?

Soooooo …

“Well, hell.” Excited by the theory, she continued into the kitchen where she dug out her traveling coffee mug from a cabinet and filled it up. She had priorities after all. Then she stared at her cell phone, contemplating. She wanted to contact Dean, not only about her idea but because, well, she missed him, the jerk. She wanted to hear his voice. See his face. Breathe in his scent. Run her hands through his dark hair. And screw his brains out.

Damn!

Kaylie thunked her head on the counter. She should have known this would happen. If her emotions were ruled only by the mating heat, she would have wanted to screw his brains out first rather than last. But, while that urge was undeniably strong, simply hearing his voice was stronger.

She cursed again, following that with another thunk, uncaring if she showed up at work with a welt on her forehead because frankly, she’d fallen in love. In love with a stubborn, sexy shifter.

Who’d kissed her in front of the world yesterday.

A shaky hand covered her aching forehead, because if Dean followed that kiss up with a claim, Kaylie would become the Lupa. Ben had already referred to her as such, shocking her to the core.

And a Lupa had to be strong, smart, and protective of her pack.

Which brought her back to wolves, scents, and her theory.

Only now she wasn’t quite ready to hear Dean’s voice. Her realization was just a bit too fresh, her emotions a little too raw. So she dialed her sister.

“What’s wrong?” Tess asked immediately.

“What makes you think something’s wrong?”

“‘Cause you’re calling first thing in the morning.”

Kaylie heard a male voice and then Tess’s undecipherable answer. At the same time Kaylie blew out a breath and muttered, “Where do I start?”

“What?”

“Nothing.” Shaking her head, Kaylie refocused. “I need to ask a question, a shifter one.”

A pause. “Okay.”

Kaylie hesitated, formulating the question. Then she explained the pie theory.

“The absence of a scent? Why are you asking if a shifter can smell a missing ingredient?”

Kaylie frowned at Tess’s tone, thinking she was on the wrong track when something heavy dropped over the line, then came a male curse, then: “You’re a genius!”

Tess’s confused exclamation was cut short by what sounded like a passionate kiss, if the moaning sounds that drifted to Kaylie’s ear were any indication. Kaylie flushed, hoping she didn’t sound like that when Dean kissed her, but had a sneaking suspicion she did.

“Hey!” Kaylie yelled into the phone to cover her embarrassment. “I’m the genius. Why am I not being kissed?”

More muted conversation and then her sister gave a blissful sigh. “Get your own shifter, sister. Oh, wait. You already have.”

Kaylie was so not ready to go there. “Whatever. So tell me what Caleb said.”

“The lack of a scent is just as important as a new scent, and can actually be traced. If, for example, it’s Kyle Kolter producing the non-scent, he’s actually covering normal scents, and that makes him traceable.”

Kaylie took a sip of coffee before answering. “Because the absence is actually a marker. I know what my house smells like, nothing like with a shifter sensitivity, but enough to know if something is missing.”

“Yeah. Caleb was calling Dean as he ran out the door. Even though it’s been hours, they’re probably going to try and see if they can scent out a non-scent at the bar. That sounds so weird.”

“Not really. The olfactory …”

“Don’t even go scientist on me,” Tess interjected. “I’m already going to be late to work. Which makes me wonder. Caleb was so frustrated last Friday, when Dean’s office was ransacked. No scent marker. Maybe that was Kyle as well, and not Rita as both he and Dean suspected.”

Kaylie leaned back against the counter. “Maybe. But why would Kyle want to mess up Dean’s office?” A sudden thought hit her and she tilted her head back, knocking her noggin into one of the cabinets, again. At this rate she was going to give herself another concussion. “Shit! I’m such an idiot. Dean’s office was once Frank’s office, Kyle’s father.”

“Yes, so?”

Kaylie placed a hand on her head and let out an agonized groan. “Sooooo. Frank hated Dean for publicly humiliating him and taking over the position of Alpha. Then, when all that happened to you back in December, Dean was the one who, and as per pack law, killed Frank.”

“And what? You think Kyle is trying to gain revenge on Dean? It was Caleb who fought Kyle and won, not Dean. Besides, we all know Kyle’s no longer in his right mind, not with all those drugs running through his system. Which is probably the reason for his non-scent now. He used to smell like watermelons.” The last was more of a murmur.

“And may change yet again, which is why he needs to be found now. But that’s not what I’m getting at. Pay attention.” Kaylie ignored her sister’s snarl. “What was Frank good at?”

“Being a bastard.”

“Exactly. A manipulative bastard. He knew he could never beat Dean in a fair fight. So, he had to do something else. He needed to do something to turn the pack and the people of Woodcliff against Dean.” But what?

Then she recalled the thickened flesh of Dean’s ankle, his quick temper, and Tess’s words on the Alpha’s unknown history. Not to mention Dean’s own vampire comments. “Oh, hell.” She slammed her palm onto her forehead. Yep. Another concussion was eminent. “His past.”

“His past?”

“Yes. I’m going to summarize. Let’s say Frank dug into Dean’s past and found something that could harm Dean’s present? Frank would wait until the right moment and then boom, he’d strike, hard and fast.”

“So, what?”

“Ugh! Kyle was searching for those documents and when he couldn’t find them in the office that once belonged to his father, he set about framing Dean for murder.”

“But nobody believes Dean killed that woman.”

“Yeah, but you said it yourself. Kyle’s not right in the head.”

“So we need to find those documents and somehow draw Kyle out? They could be anywhere, Kaylie. A bank lock box, the Kolter home, buried in the middle of the forest. Or they might be nothing but a fantasy in your mind.”

Or in a secret compartment in the knee well of Dean’s desk. “How soon can you get to the lumber yard?”

“As talking with you has made me late, twenty minutes.”

“I’ll meet you there in ten.”

Heart racing, Kaylie dialed Dr. Thomas and let him know she was going to be late and raced out the door, not even noticing a very startled shifter clearly on morning guard duty.

Nine minutes later, Kaylie pulled into the Woodcliff Lumber Yard with a sense of déja-vu. The last time she’d been here she left a butt print on Dean’s desk. Remembering just how that print had gotten there sent a warm flush of longing to her nether regions. She pushed the feelings to the side with a muttered, “not now,” then she headed for the building. Though Tess’s vehicle was nowhere in sight, Kaylie was too impatient to wait. Besides, if there really wasn’t a secret compartment underneath the desk, she at least wouldn’t make a fool of herself in front of her sister.

Kaylie passed a sleepy receptionist. A shifter one, who stood up as she dashed by with a muttered “morning.” Normally the woman, Kathy, would stop, forcefully if need be, anyone who came into the building, but Kaylie knew the gossip mill. Knew the woman probably didn’t know what to think. Not only was Kaylie the sister of the CFO—aka Tess—she was rumored to be Dean’s mate. Which made Kaylie Kathy’s Lupa.

Kaylie’s exhilaration was dashed when she reached Tess’s office. Locked. And with a new, fancy, key-needing doorknob. She let out a growl of frustration and kicked the door.

“What is wrong with you?” Tess hurried down the hall.

Kaylie looked over, noting that while dressed like Kaylie in jeans and a sweater, Tess oozed model chic, from her expensive half boots to her dangly earrings. Kaylie wanted to hit her. In love of course. “I need to check something.”

“Are you going to tell me what that is?” Tess opened the door.

“Only if I’m right.” Kaylie was confronted with another locked door at Dean’s office. “You guys wasted no time. This one too.”

“Kaylie.” Tess’s tone was clearly exasperated, but she did as requested. “You’re starting to piss me off.”

Kaylie dropped her purse, key ring in her hand, and moved to the desk. She yanked the chair away and went to her knees, using the mini flashlight on her key ring to light her way.

“Kaylie?”

Ignoring her sister she played the blue light over the wood. There! High up on the left side was a flat metal emblem. One that had a tiny slit in it. Damn. She needed a key. What was it with keys today!?

Tess knelt beside her, squeezing her way until she was under the desk as well. “What are we doing,” she whispered. Then she flicked her gaze to where Kaylie’s light pointed. “What is that?”

“I’m not going to tell you how I know about this, but I need a key.”

Tess snickered. “I can guess about the how and might I just say, ‘naughty,’ little sister. As for the second.” She unhooked an earring. “Scoot.”

“That only works in movies, moron.” Kaylie hissed, but she backed out and around her sister.

“Ye of little faith.” Tess straightened the long end and stuck it in the small opening of the emblem. She leaned in close, eyes narrowed in concentration as she carefully twisted the metal.

After a minute of silence, Kaylie felt her excitement fade and her frustration mount. “It’s not working. We have to find the key.”

“Shut up.”

They stayed that way for another minute, hunched over, Tess wiggling the stupid earring and Kaylie holding the stupid light. Not that Tess was even using it. No. Her sister’s eyes were closed. Kaylie didn’t know if Tess was actually doing anything real or was trying to placate her little sister. Impatience kicked again. “Tess.”

“Aha!” To Kaylie’s total and utter shock, Tess pressed her fingers against the emblem and twisted it to the right. A wide, shallow drawer sprung open and nearly clocked her sister in the head.

“Holy crap.”

“You can say that again.” Tess reached in and pulled out a manila folder, handed it to Kaylie. Then she felt around the drawer. “That’s the only thing in there.” She shut the drawer and they shifted to sit, their backs to the desk. Kaylie handed the light to Tess and opened the folder. And, burrowed together in the knee well like mischievous children, they began to read.





Chapter Twenty

Kaylie shut the folder. “Well.”

“Poor Dean.”

“Poor Dean?” Kaylie looked over at Tess with a glare. “His childhood sucked, definitely, but then he screwed half of Atlanta. For money. I don’t know if that’s worse than just because he could or not.”

“Like you’ve never done anything you regretted. Oh, wait. I forgot who I was speaking to. Miss Perfect.”

Kaylie fumed. “Oh, shut up. Besides, how do you know he regrets it? Maybe that’s why he doesn’t want a mate. He wants to screw half of Colorado. Maybe next month he’ll move on to Florida.”

“Idiot. Does he act like a man who wants to screw half of Colorado?”

Kaylie hunched her already drawn up shoulders. “No,” she sulked, knowing the man now was not the boy depicted in that impersonal report.

“Exactly. Think of it as practice.”

“Practice? For what?”

“For the real deal.”

Confused, Kaylie asked, “What’s the real deal?”

Tess nudged her with her shoulder. “You are, silly.” Suddenly Tess stiffened. Too late. Legs appeared at the desk, followed by the barrel of a nasty looking gun.

“And you’re going to be a dead deal, Kaylie Gentry, if either of you make any sudden moves.”

Kaylie knew that voice, had in fact heard it once before while in the same damn position. Rita Williams. With a gun. Which for some reason didn’t upset her as much as … “How did you know which one was me?”

Rita kicked her foot. “Shoes. Tess wouldn’t be caught dead in those ugly things.”

Kaylie looked down at her well-worn sneakers. All right. Maybe it was time for a new pair. Her eyes flew back to that cold steel held in the other woman’s hand. If she lived through today that was.

“Why do people insist on pointing guns at my family members?” Tess asked sullenly but she shook her head at Kaylie, as if trying to tell her something.

“Maybe because your family members have something they want. Now, both of you. Get out. Slowly.”

Rita moved back to let the sisters slowly edge out from under the desk.

“Now what?” Kaylie eyed Rita, and the gun, with tamped down anger.

“Now set the folder on the far edge of the desk.”

While Kaylie complied she couldn’t refrain from saying, “And then you’re just going to leave with it? We’ve seen you. Everyone in the office has. Once you walk out that door, cops will be all over town, looking for you. You’re not going to get away with it.”

“That’s so cliché.” Rita tossed her head to the side. “Besides. I haven’t gotten that far.”

“Great,” Tess said, rolling her eyes to the ceiling. “We’re being robbed by a woman without a plan.”

“Or bullets.”

The deep, slightly accented male voice had all three women turning to the office door. There stood Caleb and Dean, both looking utterly handsome. Dean mouth-wateringly so with a day’s worth of scruff on his face. Yum!

Kaylie jerked her gaze away from the predatory gleam in Dean’s eyes and glared at Rita. “No bullets?’

Rita sighed. “Yeah. I hate these things. I’m always afraid I’ll shoot someone.”

Kaylie shoved the palms of her hands into her eyes and let out a frustrated growl. At the same time, Caleb strode over and confiscated Rita’s weapon. “I’ll take that.”

Kaylie’s eyes found their way back to Dean, now standing at the desk and flipping through the folder. She saw his throat move and then as if he felt her gaze, his swung to her. Damn those eyes! They pierced into her very soul. Always hot, intense, and mesmerizing when he looked at her, there was now an emotion in them that had her heart squeezing in her chest. A resignation mixed with sadness. Her throat clogged up. He looked defeated.

“What’s going on Rita?” Caleb’s eyes were hard, flat as he focused on the woman. “We know you picked the lock last Thursday, even though you said the door was unlocked. We also know you didn’t ransack the office last Friday. That was Kyle.”

Sorrow filling her, Kaylie turned her gaze to Rita. She would deal with Dean later.

Rita only sent them all a mulish look.

“Are you Kyle’s lover?” Tess wanted to know.

Rita made a gagging sound. “Hell no. He’s my brother.”

Kaylie gaped at the unexpected response.

Tess on the other hand, sent Caleb an indecipherable look. “Then Matt West is your brother as well.”

“Unfortunately.” Rita replied.

“And your sister, Gina, slept with Matt,” Caleb put in, obviously making some connection that had Kaylie frowning.

Rita only nodded, her mouth twisted in anger.

Kaylie and Tess looked at each other and said as one, “Eeww.”

“They’re not blood related.” Rita snapped out. “Gina and I have the same mother. Matt, Kyle and I share the same father.”

Tess turned to Caleb and jabbed him in the shoulder. “I told you Frank Kolter was sleeping around on his wife.”

Caleb merely rolled his eyes.

“Good God. How many of his kids are out there?” Kaylie whispered, knowing full well about the rumored extra-marital activities of Woodcliff’s former, and now dead, Alpha. Seems some mated pairs didn’t work out after all. But then Frank had been a snake to begin with.

Rita only shrugged.

Dean, who’d been silent all this time, sat down heavily on the couch. “And I thought my family was bad.”

Rita glared at him. “They are! You are not fit to be an Alpha. You come from a line of violent, murdering shifters, and you were raised by whoring vampires.”

Dean raised one brow at the woman quivering with rage. “But not one adulterous member in the bunch. And when you offended them in some way they didn’t hide or sneak behind your back. They had the balls to get in your face and tell you why they were going to rip your throat out.”

Something in Dean’s expression made Rita glance away and stare at the floor. “Yeah, well it’s not like Kyle could be the Alpha anymore. He’s too far gone.”

“And wants revenge on Dean I take it,” Caleb stated calmly.

After a moment she shrugged again, all the fight drained out of her. “When neither of us could locate the information Frank had on Dean, Kyle decided to try and frame Dean for murder. When I told him that wasn’t going to work he nearly bit my head off. Literally. Said that his next move was to kill Kaylie. After he had his way with her.” Rita glanced up at Kaylie, her face hard. “That pissed me off. I might steal, but I sure as hell don’t condone rape. I thought I’d try one more time to find that report and give it to Kyle to keep his mind off you.”

Dean’s voice was hard enough to cut glass. “But you never thought about going to Caleb, to me. Hell, to anybody, to let them know what Kyle was planning?”

Rita stared back at the floor. “He told me he’d kill me if I did.” Her chin trembled. “It only took one punch to believe him.”

Caleb blew out a harsh breath. “Jesus Christ.” Then he looked at his Alpha who sent him a slow nod. Wrapping a hand over Rita’s arm, Caleb said, “You need to come with me.”

“Are you arresting me?”

Another look passed between the two male shifters. “Not sure yet, but until Kyle is caught you’ll have round the clock protection. Tess, I could use your help.”

Tess nodded, turning to hug Kaylie. “Go easy with him,” she whispered in her sister’s ear before following Caleb and Rita out of the office.

Finding herself alone with Dean, she looked at him, and he looked everywhere but at Kaylie. After several silent and tense minutes he spoke. “You were never supposed to know.”

The crack in his voice nearly undid her. “Why, Dean?”

His head lifted and his lips tightened as if to refuse her question. Pain was evident in every inch of his drawn face.

Kaylie’s stomach clenched. She wanted to run to him, hold him in her arms, love him. But she was also pissed. Because of those women, but more importantly, because he’d planned never to tell her.

Her temper flared and she was suddenly straddling him, grasping his shirt in angry fists. “Tell me.”

His hands were at her hips, flexing as if he didn’t know whether to push her away or keep her there. “I was young, confused and so full of hate. At myself, at the world. I did—”

Kaylie yanked on his shirt, eyes blazing with fury, even as her body reacted to his closeness. Her hips had a mind of their own, wiggling over the growing bulge in his jeans. He groaned, his hands tightening, his fingers curling into her waistband to caress bare skin. “Not why you screwed all those women, which just pisses me off, but why you weren’t going to tell me the circumstances that led to such a decision.”

He swallowed. “I made mistakes …” He stopped and squeezed his eyes shut, as if it were too hurtful to say anything more. That’s when Kaylie got it. Unbelievably, Tess was right. And Kaylie was right. Dean had been one of those kids, albeit with extremely odd and cruel circumstances, who’d grown up without a proper shifter upbringing, feeling cursed and worthless. Which was so far from the truth she could just scream.

It wasn’t a calm thing, the need that arose inside her. It was as wild as a raging inferno, scorching through dried kindling. Wanting, no needing, him to know what he was to her, she stood up and ripped off her clothes.

Dean gaped, his eyes burning with lust and disbelief as he drank in her nakedness. “What are you doing? Kaylie?” Her name came out as a needy groan as she tackled his jeans. His hands fisted at his side, but he didn’t stop her. “I thought you were angry.”

“Pissed actually.” When his cock sprang free she wrapped a hand around the heavy length, stroking him, sending his body into uncontrolled thrusts. “But you need to know, Dean.” She settled over his lap once again, taking his face in one hand as she guided him through her creamy folds with the other. “You need to know that this is where you belong.” The engorged tip of his cock parted her, causing a spasm of pleasure to burn through them both.

Dean wrapped a hand over the back of her neck, his hips rising to met her descending ones, slowly working his way into her sheath. “Kaylie. God. How could you still want me?”

Kaylie dug her hands into his hair, flinging the leather tie aside as she rose up and down on his thick cock. Working him deeper with every succulent stroke. “I’ve always wanted you, Dean. I’ll always want you.” Her head fell back when he was seated to the hilt, stretching her to her absolute limit. She began to rock, the movements causing an erotic friction of swollen tissue against his hard pelvis. Pleasure built and burned. Holding his head, his gaze, she gave him everything. “I love you.”

Muscles tensed under her hands, his hungry expression giving way to shock. Then he growled and flipped her on her back. She let out a small squeak of surprise and pleasure as he began to move over her, his hips thrusting hard and sure and possessive. “Mine,” he snarled out, the ring of ownership music to her ears.

“Yours,” Kaylie agreed hoarsely. Sweat glistened on her forehead, her body burning as he drove his shaft into her pussy. She wrapped her legs around his waist, the heels of her feet digging into his ass as she lifted her hips to meet him stroke for stroke. Each thrust rasped over delicate flesh, sending a flush of agonizing pleasure through her, building the ever-increasing fire for complete possession.

His head was buried in her neck, kissing and licking her flesh. She was drowning in a violent storm of lust, need and love. Greedy for him, she snarled out a demand of her own. “And you’re mine.”

The sound that came from him was nothing close to human, the vibrations rumbling against her flesh. His eyes burned into hers, the edges bleeding with amber. “Forever,” he choked out before dropping his head once again to her neck.

Love swamped her. He may not have stated it, but she felt it. In his kiss, in the pounding of his cock, in the way he twined his fingers with hers.

Dean whispered her name over and over, keeping time to the pounding of his cock. Her belly clenched as an orgasm loomed. Greedy for it, she clung to him, begged him. Vaguely she felt sharp teeth scrape over her skin. Her eyes shut to welcome heaven when those teeth pierced her flesh, and she screamed as she was hurtled through darkness and light, her body shattering as she came in great wracking shudders.

Dean continued to flex his hips hard and fast through her orgasm, forging through fluttering muscles to increase the pleasure to such a pitch she figured she passed out. Because when she came to earth again, Dean was laying very still above her. Sure, his heart was beating so fast she thought it might burst from his chest, his harsh breathing ruffled her hair, but he was so very still.

“Dean?” She felt him stiffen slightly and bit back a smile, knowing he was probably bracing for her questions about his past. Yes. She wanted to know, but she absolutely needed to know something else first. “How did Caleb know there weren’t any bullets in Rita’s gun?”

For a second there was only that tense silence, then Dean started chuckling. “After everything, that’s the question you ask me?” He rose up on his forearms to look at her.

Kaylie blinked up at him, loving his hair in disarray from her fingers, the affectionate warmth and amusement that made his eyes glow. She traced his lips with her fingertips. “The other questions can wait until you’re ready.”

He searched her eyes for a moment. Then he kissed her, soft and sweet. “There was no smell of gun powder. Thus, no bullets.”

“Oh. So the super sniffer comes in handy.”

Smiling, he nudged her nose with his. “Sometimes.” Then he simply looked at her, one emotion chasing another in his eyes. With his shaft still buried in her warmth, he said softly, “I’m ready to tell you.”

And for once she listened without interruption.





Chapter Twenty-One

Later that day, actually well into the evening, Kaylie looked around her and wondered once again how she got herself into these situations. At least this time she wasn’t alone, though standing in the empty office at Moon Haven, she felt like it.

She eyed the closed door thoughtfully. “What an interesting detail you’ve added to the door, Dean.”

Though she couldn’t see him, or hear him, she knew he heard her. Currently he was ensconced in the security room, a place few were privy to, eyes glued to several computer monitors depicting views of the cameras stationed all over the complex, including his office. Evidently he’d spared no expense, going for video as well as audio. Something that had assisted him to break up more than one shifter fight on those moon filled nights when the facility was filled with wolves. Usually the beasts were too sated from food to get rowdy, but every now and then they needed to be put in their places.

Her phone let out a soft ding and Kaylie looked at the text message.

Lost my temper.

For some reason, Kaylie wasn’t too surprised. Rolling her eyes directly at the camera, she walked into the adjourning bedroom. She got another text message.

No camera in there. Sit at the desk.

She let out an aggrieved sigh. “If I’m supposed to be acting like I’m staying the night, for safety reasons, that means I would be going to sleep. On a bed.”

Humor me.

She plopped down on the comfy desk chair. Leaning back, she closed her eyes.

The plan was dumb to Kaylie’s way of thinking. She’d been paraded around town after work, Dean at her side, the claiming mark on her neck evident to every shifter they passed. Some were shocked, some were knowing, but they were all cordial to Kaylie, some even acted thrilled.

Probably hoping that getting laid regularly would put a smile on their Alpha’s face, rather than the idea of having Kaylie as their Lupa. She shook head. Weird. It was all too weird. She didn’t even know what a Lupa did.

Her eyes popped open and she could have smacked herself.

Her mom was once the Lupa.

Damn, was she slow or what? She’d agonized over that little responsibility when she could have asked her mom this whole time.

U OK?

“Peachy,” she said aloud, not bothering to tell him what was on her mind. It was, after all, a female thing. “I’m bored.”

Think of me, naked.

She snickered. The whole reason for Dean’s lack of presence was to draw Kyle to her, letting him think she was alone at the moment, which included no voice contact. No one was sure how keen Kyle’s senses were, and if he managed to get inside the facility, he had to think Kaylie was vulnerable.

To make the whole situation seem plausible, Dean had set up an emergency shifter meeting. The caveat being that he, Caleb, Phil—one of the shifter deputies—and Ben wouldn’t be there. Ben was currently outside, patrolling the grounds in full sight. Acting like a bodyguard. Dean was in the security room, watching and listening, and Caleb and Phil were outside as well, but in the surrounding trees. While Ben remained untainted, Caleb and Phil had coated themselves in dirt, leaves, and other things Kaylie didn’t want to know about, hoping it would disguise their scents. As for Dean, well the poor guy, to Kaylie’s chortling delight, slathered on Kaylie’s scented body lotion, twice.

“Bet you smell pretty.”

I smell like u. I want 2 lick myself all over.

Kaylie fanned herself at that. She wouldn’t mind a body licking right now. As long as it was Dean’s tongue …

Movement. Stay put.

“Like I’m going to run out into the dark night, alone? Sorry buddy. I’ve seen one to many scary movies to pull that stunt.”

Be quiet. Move around the room.

Kaylie stuck her tongue out at the camera but obliged and rose from the chair to pace the large office.

False alarm.

Great. Now she was stuck longer. She almost wished for Kyle to show up so she could get to more important matters, like being licked. Or licking. Oh yeah. Her eyes shuddered closed at the fantasy of splaying Dean out on that bed in the other room and taking his thick cock in her mouth. Liquid heat damn near melted her panties.

Grrrrr. I can smell ur arousal. What u thinking?

Feeling naughty, she faced the camera once again. “You,” she whispered, raising her hands to cover her swollen breasts. She closed her eyes and moaned. “In my mouth. I love the way you taste. And I want another bite.” She could only image what Dean was thinking as she touched herself. She pinched her nipples through her clothes, then slid one hand down over her belly to finger the top of her jeans. Playing for him, she teased open the top button, then slowly began to inch her way under the thick material.

A sudden and ear-splitting crash jerked her attention to the office window, a window that didn’t look to the outside but to the mini-auditorium sized lounge inside the building. The shades she’d drawn to keep the creepy darkness at bay were now bent and twisted, swinging wildly from the force that had blown through them. A dark grey and furry force that rose to all four legs not five feet from her. The large wolf shook itself, flinging blood from cuts over its muzzle.

Kaylie couldn’t help herself. She screamed like a little girl and bolted for the door, flicking open the lock and then slamming it behind her. She could barely think, because holy hell, no one even thought Kyle was already in the building. They’d checked. Twice. Guess the no-scent theory wasn’t viable.

And where the hell were her guards!

The door was yanked from her hands and she barely caught herself before falling into Kyle’s human and very naked form. “Were you thinking of him when you touched yourself, Kaylie. Or me?”

Kaylie didn’t even blink. She fled down the dark corridor towards the security room. But the pounding sounds and furious snarling of her name had her glancing at the handle. A handle that was even now tied with a thick rope, leading to another door handle across the hall.

Reassessing, she glanced over her shoulder at a grinning Kyle. Dean was stuck behind an eight-inch thick, solid metal door, unable to get out. And until her tardy guards showed, if they ever did, she was on her own.

“Drop dead, asshole!” Kaylie snarled at the crazy shifter. Even as he took a step towards her, she ducked under the rope—she had nothing to cut it with—and ran toward the exercise room. Her thought was to flee out the exterior door as it was a push exit while the front door had two massive bolts and was located down the hall, on the other side of Kyle. The door in the kitchen was on the other side of the facility, and she was terrified Kyle would reach her before she could reach it. Luckily the gym had an open path so she didn’t trip over any equipment as she raced toward the exit. Just before she reached the door a heavy weight knocked her to the side, causing her to cry out in alarm. She rolled away and was grabbed by her ankle.

“Oh good,” Kyle’s eyes gleamed pure amber. His voice so guttural as to not be human. “You’re going to be a screamer. You hear that Dean,” he yelled to the ceiling as he caught her other ankle and flipped her on her back, “your bitch is gonna scream when I shove my cock in her.”

Phone still somehow in her hand, she shoved out with all her might, open-palmed, and planted both gadget and flesh into his upturned face. Bones crunched and Kyle screamed in agony, letting her go to grab at his bleeding nose. “You bitch!”

Far from stupid, Kaylie scrambled over the smooth floor, knowing she only had seconds, maybe, before Kyle would be on her again. Her sneakers finally found purchase and she reached the dumbbell set just as a clawed hand yanked on her sweater and pulled. Fabric tore, giving her the extra inch she needed to grasp one of the dumbbells in both hands. She swung around and up and with a horrifying crunch, connected with the side of Kyle’s head. While the blow would have killed a human, it only forced Kyle’s head to the side, the twenty pound hit barely registering on his drug-induced and psychotic persona. Even as she lifted the weight again an ominous creaking came from above, drawing her attention for a split second to the fifteen-foot high ceiling. With a thunderous howl, a huge chunk of the ceiling rained down on them, throwing plaster dust and chunks of drywall everywhere.

Coughing, Kaylie shook the debris off her face, and saw Dean rise from the floor. At least she thought it was Dean. It wasn’t the white powder from crashing through drywall that threw her, it was the lack of clothing—usually yum but now she could only gape. He was also larger, his frame more muscular. His claws were out, sharper and longer than she’d ever seen on a shifter, and his fangs glinted like miniature daggers in the flickering light. His eyes were pure amber. He had gone wolf, only, he hadn’t. He wasn’t on all fours, and she could see no fur. But to Kaylie’s shocked eyes, it seemed as if she could somehow see the beast inside him, but yet not. The dumbbell fell from her numbed grip. She didn’t even notice Caleb, Phil and Ben rush in from two separate entrances, all three coming to an abrupt halt as they saw their Alpha in a way no one had ever seen him before.

Kyle turned to growl at Dean, seeming to not notice the change in his former Alpha. Time stretched as the two shifters faced off, posturing for dominance. Then, in a sudden blur of motion, Kyle attacked. The two grappled and slashed at each other, fangs flashing as snarls and grunts filled the room. Kyle raised a leg to produce a roundhouse kick to Dean, only Dean caught Kyle’s leg in both hands and twisted hard enough that Kyle spun in the air. He landed on his feet and slashed out with a claw. Dean reared back before the talons could swipe across his belly and followed with his own, grazing four jagged marks down Kyle’s face.

Undaunted, the drugged up shifter raced headlong at Dean, who used the momentum to flip Kyle over his shoulder. Dean swung around, claws outstretched in a crossing motion and caught Kyle again, one gash opened across Kyle’s shoulder and another high on his chest. Blood spilled down Kyle but again, he seemed to not notice as he lunged for Dean. Muscles bunched and hands moved so fast that Kaylie had a sudden image of the martial arts fight in The Matrix. Her human eyes couldn’t keep up with the flashing claws and thudding of flesh against flesh. But what she could see was that, while Kyle was bleeding like the proverbial stuck pig, Dean barely had a scratch on him. Then she realized Dean was playing with Kyle, like a cat might play with a mouse before it killed it. And she had no idea what to think about that.

When Caleb finally spoke, Kaylie couldn’t take her eyes off Dean. “Quit screwing around Dean,” he called out, “I’ve got a warm woman in my bed and I’m anxious to get to her.”

That brought Kaylie’s head around to stare at Caleb, who was watching her with dark scrutiny. He pointed at her and then to his eyes. Kaylie swallowed but held the cop’s gaze, understanding. Dean wasn’t playing with Kyle like prey, Dean was holding himself back because he didn’t want Kaylie see him kill a man. Granted she got the reason why the death sentence was necessary, but honestly? She had no desire to have such an image burned in her brain.

A swoosh of air was followed by a nasty gurgling sound that caused Kaylie to wince. Then silence.

Ben and Phil stepped forward but Caleb continued to hold her gaze until she felt an incredible heat at her back. Hard as rock muscles pressed against her and slowly, ever so slowly, Dean’s arms wrapped around her. Feeling him, whole and safe—even if he was still a bit larger than life—made a little whimper of relief escape her throat. She closed her eyes and turned in his embrace, legs shaking.

“Hey,” he said gruffly, his voice barely recognizable. “It’s okay. It’s over.”

Kaylie only shook her head, barely holding back tears, and clinging to Dean with all her might. “You clawed through the ceiling for me.”

His kissed her bent head over and over. “I would claw through the fires of hell for you.”

After several minutes his racing heart slowed and she actually felt him shrink. It was the strangest sensation. One second her nose was smooshed into his sternum and the next it was buried in the hollow of his throat. She pulled back and hit him in the chest, then cursed at the pain radiating from her fist.

Dean caught her hand and kissed the knuckles. “What was that for?” Surprise and a little panic flared in his now green eyes.

“I told you never to do that again.” She blurted out, referring to the time he’d saved both Tess and their mother’s lives a few months back. “Putting yourself in danger just pisses me off.”

Dean held her close, one hand possessively wrapped around her neck, the other around her waist, holding her tight to his body. “I was never in any danger.”

“Yeah,” she muttered into his neck. “Only because you turned into some kind of incredible hulk, only with claws instead of green skin. And are incredibly naked.” She couldn’t help but wiggle against the erection pressing into her thigh until she trapped it between her legs.

Dean let out a strangled groan, his fingers flexing on her scalp. “I’ve never done that before. Never known anyone could.”

Excitement of a cerebral kind flashed in her brain. “Huh. Another shifter trait I need to research. Maybe it’s genetics.”

Dean grasped her crooked ponytail and gently pulled until she was looking up at him. “Speaking of genetics.” He hesitated, and a muscle ticked in his jaw. “We didn’t use a condom this morning.”

Someone made a choking sound behind Dean and was abruptly shushed.

Kaylie blinked up at that gorgeous face, the idea of a little tousled haired boy with Dean’s eyes making her far from nervous. It made her all gooey inside. “Your point?”

“We should get married.”

Though her heart began a rapid beat, she tried to remain calm. “Because I might be pregnant?”

Dean shook his head even as his eyes drifted down to the mark on her neck. The claiming mark. She squinted at him. “Because you claimed me as a mate?”

Dean shook his head again, but instead of silence, he cupped her face. “Because I love you.”

Okay. Now she did go all gooey inside. And out. She flung her arms around his neck. “And I love you.”

He rested his forehead on hers, eyes twinkling with joy. “You say you love me now, but can you love me forever?”

She grinned, love and certainty radiating from her. “Wanna bet me?”

THE END
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