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        (The Shifters Series Book Four)

      

      

      

      She’ll make him an offer he doesn’t want to refuse.

      

      Wolf shifter, Porter Burke, isn’t interested in finding his mate until the night the fragile and frightened human walks into his bar and asks for his help.  She’s a complication he doesn’t need but resisting her plea for help, and the unexpected payment she offers for his protection proves much harder than he thought.

      Maggie Wallace is in trouble.  A hyena shifter wants her, and when his obsession with her turns dangerous, she’s forced to make a drastic decision.  Alone and desperate, she makes the wolf shifter she’s just met an offer she hopes he can’t refuse.

      With the help of his brother’s security company, Porter promises to keep Maggie safe.  Pretending to be her mate is surprisingly easy.  But with each passing day, their mutual attraction grows stronger, and soon Maggie’s sweet kisses have his wolf howling to claim her as his mate for real.
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        To read more about Porter and Maggie, check out the Shifters Series
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      Porter took another drink of beer and stared moodily at the smooth top of the wooden bar as Arlo stopped in front of him.

      “Hey, Porter.  What’s up?”

      “Not much.”

      Arlo swiped the cloth in his hand across the already-gleaming surface of the bar.  “You working later?”

      Porter shook his head. “No, it’s my night off.”

      “And yet, here you are.  You know there are other bars out there where a guy can get laid.”

      “Shut up, Arlo.”

      Arlo laughed.  “I’m just saying.”

      “Ask Mike to make me a house burger and fries, would you?”

      “Sure.”

      There was a sharp whistle, and Arlo frowned irritably at the shifter waving at him.  “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming.  Keep your fur on.”

      He wandered away as Porter took another drink of beer.  Tonight was Mal’s and Willow’s engagement party, and after it was over, feeling bored and a little lonely, he had stopped in at the bar on his way home.  He was thrilled that Mal had found his mate, but he was also jealous for the first time in his life.

      He groaned inwardly.  What was happening to him?  Since when did he want to settle down with one woman?  Sure, he was thirty, and his mother had been bugging him for years to find a good woman and give her grandpups, but that had stopped the moment Mal brought Willow home to meet them.  He didn’t think she had given up on her quest for him to find a mate, but the upcoming wedding had taken away some of the pressure.

      He laughed a little bitterly.  It was ironic that his mother had stopped voicing her desire for him to be mated, and now it was something never far from the back of his mind.  He shook his head.  He was being ridiculous.  His brother’s happiness with his mate was just making him a little jealous.  Nothing more.  He might enjoy taking as many different women to his bed as possible, but it didn’t mean he didn’t occasionally wish for something more.  Who didn’t come home from work and occasionally wish there was a warm and willing woman waiting in his bed?  Someone to ask him how his day was, someone to listen when he’d had a bad day, someone to curl up against when the nights were cold and –

      He snorted loudly.  He was acting like a love-struck school girl.  These ridiculous feelings of – he could think of no other word than nesting – would fade, and he would find himself perfectly content with bedding a different woman every night.  His mother might act like he was on the verge of dying old and alone, but he was only thirty, for God’s sake.  He had plenty of time to find a mate.

      There was a startled yell from behind him, and he turned to see a boar shifter glaring impudently at the bouncer.  A tall and imposing bear shifter, Judd returned his look with an amused grin.

      “I am not too drunk to enter your establishment!”  The boar shifter raised himself to his full height, looking ridiculously puny next to Judd, and puffed out his chest.  He snorted loudly, his round cheeks bright red, and Porter rolled his eyes when he poked Judd in the chest.

      “Do you know who I am?”  He poked Judd in the chest again.

      “You’re about to become a side of bacon,” Porter muttered.  His eyes widened when the man suddenly launched himself at Judd.  Taken by surprise, Judd staggered backward into a table and roared in anger.

      As the two of them began to scuffle - the boar was shockingly strong and giving Judd a run for his money – a flash of pink caught Porter’s eye.  He watched as a woman wearing a stained and dirty pink dress slipped into the bar past the angry Judd and the indignant boar.

      Porter frowned.  It was cold out, but the woman wasn’t wearing a jacket, and her dress was thin and short sleeved.  He studied her pale legs.  They were bare and streaked with dirt, and the heels on her shoes had been broken off.

      She hovered in the corner for a moment.  She was too far away for him to see her face clearly, but she was obviously nervous.  She was short like Willow and, although not as slender as Mal’s mate, it still looked like a strong wind would blow her over.  Her light brown hair was shoulder length, and it hadn’t seen a brush in a few days.

      He watched as she took a deep breath, straightened her spine, and looked around the bar.  Her gaze landed on him, and she twitched all over as he stared silently at her before nodding slightly and turning back around.  He studied the bottle of beer in front of him and wasn’t at all surprised when he felt a light tap on his shoulder.

      “Excuse me?”

      The woman’s voice was low and raspy, and a weird little shiver went down his spine at the sound of it.  He turned his head and gave her a once over.  She was even dirtier up close.  He could smell her fear pulsing through her like a living, breathing thing and underneath that the sour odour of her sweat.  Her pale face had streaks of dirt, and he frowned at the scratches that ran across her forehead and down her right cheek.  Her eyes were a lovely shade of blue, and they were staring at him with a hint of desperation mixed with fear.

      “This is a paranormal only bar, and you,” he inhaled deeply, “are definitely not a paranormal.”

      She flushed and pulled nervously at a rip in her dress.  “I’m sure there are other humans here.”

      He shook his head.  “Nope.  You’re the only one.”

      She looked around the bar, noticing for the first time that all of the patrons close to them were staring at her with suspicion and hostility.  Her eyes widened, and she stepped a little closer to Porter.

      “The only human?” she whispered.

      “Yes.  You should leave,” he advised before taking another drink of beer.

      Arlo approached them and smiled easily at the woman.  “Can I get you a drink?”

      “She’s human, Arlo.”

      “So?  Humans aren’t forbidden.”  Arlo shrugged.  “What will you have, pretty lady?”

      “Oh, um,” she touched her rat nest of hair self-consciously before clearing her throat, “could I trouble you for a glass of water?”

      “Sure.”

      She cleared her throat again and gave Porter a weak smile.  “So, um, what’s your name?”

      “Porter.”

      “I’m Maggie.  It’s nice to meet you.”  She held her hand out, realized it was covered in dirt and dried blood, and snatched it back.  She wiped it hurriedly on her equally dirty dress before giving him an apologetic look.

      “Forgive me, Maggie, but you don’t look like you’re having a very good day.”  He studied her face and body again, and she flushed to the roots of her hair.

      “It’s been a rough few days,” she mumbled.

      “So, you decided to make it better by waltzing into a paranormals-only bar?”

      “Humans aren’t forbidden,” she echoed Arlo’s words desperately.

      “True.  But shifters in this place aren’t always appreciative of humans who wander in off the street without an invitation.”

      “Are they dangerous?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      He frowned at her.  “Excuse me?”

      Arlo set down the glass of water in front of her, and she smiled in thanks before snatching the glass and drinking all of it in four large gulps.  She wiped her hand across her mouth as Arlo raised his eyebrow at her.  “Do you want another water or something stronger?”

      “Another water would be great.”

      She studied the paranormals in the bar as Arlo left.  “Which one is the most dangerous?”

      “What?”  Porter said. What was going on with this human?

      “Which one of these shifters would you say is the most dangerous?”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to speak to them.”  There was a touch of impatience in her voice, but she cringed back when he touched her arm.

      “You really should leave, Maggie.”

      “I – I can’t.”  The desperation was back in her voice.  “Please, can you just tell me which one of these shifters is the most dangerous?”

      “Tell me why you want to know first,” he said.

      Frustration crossed her face, and she leaned against the bar.  “I’m in trouble, and I need some protection.  I want to hire a paranormal.”

      “Why not just go to the police?”

      “They can’t help me,” she said with a new thread of fear in her voice.

      “What kind of trouble?”

      She picked at the rip in her dress again.  “I don’t want to talk about it when there are so many people around.”

      Oddly fascinated by the woman, Porter slid from the barstool and took her arm.  “Come with me.”

      “Wh-where are we going?” she squeaked out.

      “Just to one of the booths.  It’s more private, and you can tell me what’s going on.”

      She followed him willingly enough to the booth and slid in across from him before giving him a careful look.  “Are you dangerous, Porter?”

      “As dangerous as they come, darlin’.”  He winked at her.

      “What kind of shifter are you?” she asked.

      “I’m a wolf shifter.”

      Her eyes widened, and she blew out her breath in a shuddering rush.  “Wolf.  Good, that’s good.  You’re big and strong, right?”

      He nodded.  “I am.”

      “Okay, good.”

      One of the servers, Tori, stopped in front of them and set down the plate of burger and fries in front of Porter and the glass of water in front of Maggie.  “You want something to eat, hon?”

      “Oh, um, no, thank you.  The water is enough.”  Maggie smiled faintly at her.

      Tori nodded and grinned at Porter, running her fingers affectionately through his dark hair before sauntering away.  Porter watched the sway of her hips for a moment.  Two years ago, he had slept with the pretty brunette shifter, and she had made it clear she was willing to have another go at him.  He hadn’t taken her up on the offer.

      She’d been a firecracker in bed, full of unlimited energy, but rabbit shifters were notorious for accidentally getting pregnant.  They loved nothing more than having babies, and with three kits already, Tori was no exception.

      He turned back to the human.  She stared at his plate of food with a look of feral hunger, and he clearly heard her stomach when it growled.

      “Would you like some?”  He pushed the plate toward her, and she shook her head.

      “Oh no, I don’t want to eat your food.  I’m fine.”

      “Take some, I insist.”  He was reasonably certain she was going to start drooling any moment.

      “I’ll just have one fry.  Thank you.”  She reached out, her hand trembling badly, and plucked a French fry from his plate.  She popped it into her mouth and chewed slowly, her eyes closed in utter bliss.  He used his knife to cut the burger in half before pushing the plate a little closer.

      “Take half the burger and the fries,” he said.

      Her eyes popped open, and she stared at the burger, swallowing thickly as she shook her head.  “Oh no, I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can.  It’s a lot of food.  I’ll never be able to eat it all.”

      There was a stack of four appetizer plates on the table, and he grabbed one and transferred half the burger and half the fries to the small plate.  “Eat.”

      “Well, if you’re sure?” she said tentatively.  He could see the shame in her eyes, and his stomach twisted a little.

      “I’m more than sure.  Eat, Maggie.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      He blinked in surprise, a small smile crossing his face when she nearly inhaled the burger.  She ate quickly and enthusiastically, shoving the fries into her mouth and chewing loudly.  When her plate was clean, she sat back and gave him an embarrassed look.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.  I like a woman with an appetite.”  He grinned at her, and she blushed again.

      “When was the last time you ate?”  he asked.

      She shrugged.  “It’s been a few days.”

      He cursed under his breath before leaning forward.  “So, tell me about this problem.”

      She took a deep breath.  “There’s a man – a shifter – stalking me, and I need someone to make him stop.”

      “Why aren’t you going to the police?”

      “They can’t help me,” she repeated.

      “Of course, they can.  It’s their job to -”

      “They can’t!”  There was a slight note of hysteria in her voice, and he made a soft, soothing noise as she stared nervously around the bar.

      “Please, just believe me when I say they can’t help me, okay?  I’m not stupid!  I would have gone to them if I thought it would help.”

      “Okay, okay.  I know you’re not stupid, Maggie,” he said quietly.  “What kind of shifter is after you?”

      “A hyena shifter,” she said.

      He grimaced.  He hated hyena shifters.  They were sneaky and cruel bastards and were often looked upon as the scum of the shifter world.  They had earned their reputations honestly, and he wasn’t surprised that one was harassing Maggie.  When they wanted something, they stopped at nothing to get it.

      “How did you meet him?”

      “At a party,” she said.  “At first, he was nice and sweet, but then he started to act differently.  He kept showing up at my apartment or job, then at random places when I was out.  I told him I wasn’t interested and broke it off with him, but he – he got a lot worse after that.”

      She grimaced and clutched at her stomach for a moment.

      “Are you okay?”

      She nodded.  “Yes.  I think I, uh, ate too fast.”

      “So, you broke it off with him, and things got worse?” he prompted.

      “Yes.  At first, it was just him showing up but then more and more of his friends started appearing too.”

      “Hyenas are most comfortable in packs.”

      “Right,” she said before rubbing gingerly at her stomach.  “Anyway, he showed up at my apartment a few nights ago, and he – he broke the door down when I wouldn’t let him in.  He was so mean and rough, and he said that I – I was his now and that there was no point in fighting it.  I was going to be his mate, and that was that.”

      Her trembling grew worse, and tears slid down her face.  He reached out and touched the top of her hand gingerly.  “It’s okay, Maggie.”

      “It isn’t,” she said.  She swiped at the tears on her face before taking a deep breath.  “I played along and offered to make us something to eat.  He agreed, and I went into the kitchen and got the biggest butcher knife I could find and then I – I tried to stab him with it.”

      “Did you?”

      She nodded.  “I stabbed him in the thigh.  It made him so angry, and he pulled the knife out, and there was blood everywhere, and then I just ran.”

      She suddenly latched onto his hand and held it tightly.  “I waited a few hours, and then I went back to my apartment, but I was careful, you know?  I hid in the park across the street, and I watched my apartment building.  I was pretty sure he would still be there, but I was wrong.  Vaughn had left, but his pack was there.  All ten of them were just, like, prowling around my apartment building.  They were trying to blend in, but I saw them.  So, I ran again.  I work at a coffee shop, and I went there the next morning.  They were waiting there too.  They – they went to my job and my apartment, and I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “So, you’ve been running since then?”

      She nodded and sniffed loudly before staring at their clasped hands.  “Oh, I’m sorry.”  She yanked her hand free and slid it into her lap, where it twisted and turned against her other.

      “Do you not have any family?  Friends who can help?”

      “I don’t have any family.  My parents died when I was young, and I went into foster care.  I have a few friends, but I can’t involve them in this.  Vaughn is dangerous, very dangerous, and my friends are only humans.  It’s why I came here.  I thought maybe what I needed was a shifter.  A bigger, stronger shifter than Vaughn.”

      He studied the dark circles under her eyes.  “When did you sleep last?”

      “Wh-what?” she said.

      “When did you sleep last?”

      “I don’t know.  What does it matter?” she asked a bit impatiently.  “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but can you help me?  I can pay you for your protection.”

      He doubted that statement was true.  The woman had no purse and was obviously starving.  “What exactly do you think a shifter can do for you?”

      “Well,” she leaned forward eagerly, “I thought maybe they could talk to Vaughn and tell them that I was their mate, not his.  I know a little about shifters, and I know most are very protective of their mates.  If a bigger, stronger shifter – a wolf shifter like you – told Vaughn that I was dating them and that I was their mate, he would back off.  Right?”

      “Maybe,” he said.

      “Once Vaughn gave up, we could go our separate ways.  And if pretending we were dating didn’t work – I thought maybe the shifter could, I don’t know, beat him up?”

      He pressed his lips together.  The woman was almost ridiculously naïve when it came to shifters, but then again, most humans were.

      “Not that I condone violence,” she said hastily, “and I would only ask for that if we had no other choice.”

      He didn’t reply, and she rubbed at her stomach again before giving him a tentative smile.  “Do you think you could help me, Porter?”

      “You said you would pay for protection.  Forgive me, Maggie, but you don’t look like you have money.”

      She took a deep breath.  “You’re right – I don’t.  I didn’t think to grab my purse when I ran, and honestly, I don’t have much, uh, cash anyway.  Working at a coffee shop doesn’t pay very much.”

      She leaned forward and gave him a hesitant smile.  “But I have something better than money.  Something I know will appeal to you even more.”

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “My virginity.”
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      Porter’s mouth gaped open, and he stared at Maggie.  His surprise was so great he couldn’t think of a single thing to say.  She turned a fiery red as she spoke again.

      “A virgin is a big thing to shifters, right?  I know you – your type likes it when a woman is a virgin.  If you help me and agree to protect me from Vaughn, I’ll give it to you.  I’ll spend one night with you, and I’ll have sex with you as, um, many times as you want.  I promise.”

      He continued to stare at her.  She gave him a miserable look before patting her hair self-consciously.  “I know I don’t look like much right now, but I’m pretty once I shower and clean up.  I swear it.”

      She suddenly bent over, grabbing at her stomach and making a small moan of pain.

      “Maggie?  Are you all right?” he asked worriedly.

      “I’m fine.  I just ate too much.”  Her eyes suddenly widened.  “I think I’m going to throw up.  Excuse me.”

      She slid out of the booth and ran across the bar toward the ladies’ room.  His mind whirling, Porter sat back in the seat and stared dumbfounded at his uneaten burger and fries.  The woman had just offered her virginity to him as payment to protect her from a hyena shifter.  For a moment, he wondered if she was playing some kind of scam on him, but he dismissed it almost immediately.  The woman’s fear was genuine, and he felt another strange twisting in his stomach at the level of her desperation.

      When she still hadn’t appeared after ten minutes, he slid out of the booth and started toward the ladies’ room.  He walked down the narrow hallway and was just about to knock on the door when it opened, and she stepped into the hallway.  Her face was pale, but she had washed most of the dirt from her face and hands.  She gave him a wan smile.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “Yes, I think so.”  She swayed a little on her feet, and he took her arm gently.

      “You should sit down, Maggie.”

      “I’ll be fine.  Can you help me?”

      He hesitated before shaking his head.  “You need to go to the police.”

      She pulled free of his grip.  “Thank you for sharing your food with me.”

      She started down the hallway, weaving unsteadily.  He chased after her.  “Where are you going?”

      “To talk to another shifter.  There has to be someone in this bar willing to help me,” she said.

      “That’s not a good idea.”

      “Are you saying there isn’t a single shifter in here who wants my virginity?” she snapped at him.  “Am I that repulsive?”

      “No, of course not,” he said.  “But what you’re offering to do isn’t a good idea.  The shifters in this bar, they aren’t – well, not all of them are good people, and they’re not going to be gentle or -”

      “I don’t care!” she said.  “I don’t care if he’s a good person or if it hurts when I have sex with him.  If he can convince Vaughn to leave me alone, then it’ll be worth it, okay?”

      He retook her arm, and she wrenched it free, staggering backward into the wall with a hard thud.  “You don’t want to help me, and that’s fine.  I get it – I look terrible.  But there has to be someone here who….”

      She trailed off.  The scratches on her face were bright red against the paleness of her skin.  She slid down the wall, and he grabbed her by the arms.

      “Maggie!”

      “I think I’m going to faint.”  Her voice was full of mild bewilderment.

      With a muttered curse, he scooped her up.  Her head fell against his shoulder with a weak thud.  Crying softly, she said, “Put me down,” before her eyes rolled up in her head, and she slumped against him.
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      Maggie opened her eyes and stared at the unfamiliar ceiling.  She was lying in a bed - not her bed - and confusion swept through her.  Why was she not in her apartment?  She sat up and studied the small bedroom.  She had no idea where she was.

      She remembered being at the bar and talking to the wolf shifter, and she remembered throwing up.  Everything after that was a blur.  She slid from the bed as panic set in.  Maybe the wolf shifter had delivered her to Vaughn.  Maybe she was in Vaughn’s house right now, and he was going to hurt her.

      There were footsteps outside the room, and she moaned in fear before snatching up the alarm clock.  She wouldn’t let him take her without a fight.  She stood in the middle of the room and raised the alarm clock over her head as the doorknob turned.

      “Maggie?  Are you awake?”

      The wolf shifter from the bar ducked as his alarm clock came flying at him.  It smashed into the wall behind him, and he gave her a cautious look.  “Maggie?”

      “Oh my God!”  She clapped her hands over her mouth.  “I – I’m so sorry.  I thought maybe Vaughn had found me, and I… I’m so sorry, Porter.”

      “That’s fine.”  He stood in the doorway.  “You’re at my apartment.  I brought you here after you passed out last night.”

      “Right.  Thank you.”  She swallowed nervously.  “I should probably get going.”

      “It’s almost dark.  You’ve been asleep for nearly twenty-four hours,” he said.

      “What?”  she said as shock rolled through her.

      “It’s true,” he said.  “Listen, why don’t you have a shower?  I’ll make us a bite to eat, and we can talk, okay?”

      She didn’t want to talk.  What she wanted to do was find a shifter who would help her get rid of Vaughn, but the temptation of a hot shower and food in her belly was too great for her to ignore.  “Okay.”

      “Great!”  He gave her a wide grin, and the area between her thighs tingled pleasantly.  She squeezed her legs together.  The wolf shifter was very handsome with his dark hair and bright green eyes, and he certainly looked strong.  He wore faded jeans and a tight grey t-shirt, and she studied the faint outline of his abs as he cleared his throat.

      “So, let me show you the bathroom.”

      “Okay, thanks.”  She tore her gaze away from his flat stomach and followed him gingerly out of the bedroom and down the hall.

      “Clean towels are on that shelf, and there’s a new, unwrapped toothbrush in the medicine cabinet.  Okay?”

      “Yes, thank you.”  She was itching to shed her filthy dress and ease away the aches in her body.

      “There’s a shirt hanging behind the door.  Go ahead and wear that,” he said.

      She nodded, and he shut the door.  She locked it before she quickly brushed her teeth and then stripped out of her dirty clothes, shoving them into the garbage can under the sink. She turned the shower on, leaving the water as hot as she could stand, and stood for long minutes under the hot spray.  Her body was peppered with scratches and bruises, and after washing her hair, she washed her body gingerly, wincing a little at the pain. She would swallow her pride and ask Porter if she could borrow some cash to buy new clothes.

      She didn’t leave the shower until the water started to cool.  She dried herself quickly and ran a comb through her hair.  She swiped the steam from the bathroom mirror before studying her face carefully.  It was pale, there were still dark circles under her eyes, and it was covered in scratches from the bushes in the park.

      “Ugh,” she whispered.  No wonder the wolf shifter didn’t want her virginity.

      She slipped into his shirt.  It fell to her thighs and billowed around her small frame, and she felt a little less self-conscious about her nakedness underneath it.

      She followed the smell of toast to the kitchen and stood nervously in the doorway.  Porter stood at the stove, stirring something in a pot.  He gave her another cheerful smile.  “Feeling better?”

      “Yes, thank you very much.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Can I help you with dinner?”

      “Nope.  Have a seat,” he said.

      She sat down gingerly in the chair, smoothing his shirt down over her knees as he placed a stack of toast on the table before ladling soup into two bowls.  He set the steaming bowl down in front of her before sitting down.

      “It’s only soup and toast, but I think you need to eat a bit light,” he said.  “You don’t want to throw up again.”

      She blushed a little.  “Right.”

      The soup smelled delicious, and her stomach growled loudly.

      “Eat slowly,” he cautioned.

      “Okay.”  She forced herself to take small bites of the toast and small sips of the soup.  It was a beef vegetable, swimming with tender bites of carrot and potatoes and well-seasoned beef.

      “This is really good.”  She smiled tentatively at him.

      “Thanks.  I’m not half-bad as far as cooking goes.”

      When they were finished eating, Maggie stared longingly at the pot on the stove, and Porter gave her a crooked grin. “You can have more later.  It’s probably best to see if the first bowl is going to upset your stomach.”

      He waved her off when she tried to help clear the dishes.  “Go and relax on the couch.  I’ll clean up.”

      She wandered into the living room.  It was small but tidy, and she glanced out the window at the traffic below before sitting down on the couch.  After a few moments, Porter joined her and sat down in the large armchair across from her.

      She gave him an uncomfortable smile.  “Thank you again for the shower and the food.”

      “You’re welcome.  Are you feeling better?”  He studied the scratches on her face and legs.

      “Yes.  Thank you.”

      There was an awkward silence, and she started to stand.  “I should go.”

      “Where are you going to go?”  He raised one eyebrow at her.

      “I don’t know.  I’ll think of something.”

      He glanced at her body.  “You don’t have any clothes to wear.”

      “Do you – could I, um, borrow some cash for some clothes?  I’ll pay you back, I swear.”

      He nodded.  “Yes, but on one condition.  You stay the night.  It’ll be getting dark soon, and you shouldn’t be out wandering the streets.”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t take advantage of your generosity any further.”  She smiled faintly at him.  “I really do need to find someone to help me take care of my, uh, problem, and I can’t afford to waste any more -”

      “I’ll help you,” he said.

      She stared wide-eyed at him.  “You will?”

      “Yes.”

      “I – that’s great.  Thank you so much!”  Relief flooded through her, and she sank back against the couch as Porter shifted in his chair.

      “Tomorrow morning, I’ll go to your apartment and check things out – see if the hyenas are still hanging around.”

      “I can go with you.”

      He shook his head.  “Not a good idea.  If they’re still there, I don’t want them catching your scent.”

      “What if they’re gone?”

      “I’ll come back and get you and bring you to your apartment.  You can grab your purse and some extra clothes, and we’ll go from there.  Okay?”

      “Sure, okay.  Thank you, Porter.  I can’t tell you how grateful I am,” she said.

      “You’re welcome, Maggie.”

      There was more awkward silence, and Maggie took a deep breath.  It was apparent what he was waiting for, and, steeling herself, she stood and walked toward him.  The wolf shifter was handsome enough, and he seemed nice.  She hoped he would be gentle with her, but she would just close her eyes and wait for it to be over if he wasn't.

      Her idea of her virginity being a gift, of waiting and giving it to someone she loved, was ridiculously old-fashioned anyway.  The wolf shifter was big and strong.  If anyone could get Vaughn to leave her alone, it would be him.  Giving him her virginity would be worth it to have Vaughn out of her life.

      Vaughn might not want you once he knows you’re not a virgin anymore.  Have you thought of that?

      Of course, she had.  It was part of the reason she had come up with the idea of her virginity as payment.  Her virginity was what appealed most to Vaughn.  He had told her that himself.  Shifters only wanted pure women, he had explained as he held her captive in her apartment.  It was rare for women to be untainted, he’d said, and he wanted her and her unclaimed innocence.

      Her legs shaking with nerves, she quickly straddled Porter in the chair.  His shirt rose to mid-thigh, and she yanked on the hem nervously when his eyes dropped to her pale legs.

      “What are you doing, Maggie?”  His voice was hoarse, and she made herself smile at him.

      “Paying you for your protection, Porter.”  She aimed for sexy and confident and succeeded in sounding weak and terrified.

      She cleared her throat and tried again.  “I want you.  I – I want you inside of me.”

      Even to her, it sounded like a lie.  She cursed inwardly and gave up on the sex talk.  She wasn’t completely naïve.  She might be a virgin, but she’d dated and had her fair share of grope sessions.  But talking sexy to a man was a completely foreign concept to her.  She bent her head to his thick neck and pressed her mouth against his flesh instead.  He didn’t move, and she licked up his neck to his earlobe.  He inhaled sharply, and she sucked on his ear as her hands slipped under his shirt and stroked his abdomen.

      His hand gripped the back of her neck, and she lifted her head and kissed him on the mouth.  He grunted in surprise, and she twitched when he pulled his mouth away.

      “What’s wrong?” she breathed against his lips.

      He studied her quietly for a moment before growling, “Open your mouth.”

      Her stomach twisting and her heart pounding with fear, she parted her lips.  His mouth moved toward hers, and she reminded herself not to pull away.

      You can do this, Maggie.

      She jerked when instead of thrusting his tongue into her mouth as she expected, he sucked gently on her bottom lip.  She closed her eyes as he switched to her upper lip, curving his tongue along the inside of it and sucking a little more roughly.

      She was surprised to feel a soft bite of lust in her belly and even more surprised to hear the soft moan she made when he threaded his fingers into her hair.  He held her firmly as his mouth moved over hers.  She found herself wanting his tongue, wanting to taste it and suck on it.  She made a low whimper of need before licking at his lips.  He captured the tip of her tongue between them and sucked roughly before releasing it.  She moaned again and opened her mouth wide, hoping he would take the hint.

      He didn’t disappoint.  She shivered when he pushed his tongue between her lips and explored her entire mouth.  Her heart was pounding again, this time with lust.  Without thinking, she pressed her body against his.  The shifter tasted wonderful, and he was delightfully warm.

      Her earlier hope that he would be gentle had disappeared under a crush of overwhelming desire.  She urged him to kiss her harder and more deeply.  He groaned, and one arm slipped around her waist, holding her tightly against his hard chest as he explored her mouth with a barely restrained hunger.

      When his hand cupped her breast, her nerves shifted into high gear and pushed her lust away.  She stiffened before forcing herself to relax.  She had to do this.  She had made a promise to him.  She blinked in surprise when he suddenly pushed her back.  Breathing heavily, he stared at her.  His light green eyes were glowing, and she stared at them in fascination as he took a deep breath.

      “You should get some rest, darlin’,” he muttered.

      “I – what?” she said.

      “Go to my room and get some rest.  I’ll sleep on the couch tonight.”

      “Porter?”  She touched his chest tentatively.  “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No,” he gritted out.

      “Then why did you stop?  I told you, I – I want this.”

      “I don’t,” he said.

      “I’m sorry.  I thought you had agreed to - I’ll go now.”  Her face flamed, and she stumbled off of his lap before staring at the floor.

      He stood and caught her arm.  “No, don’t go, Maggie.  I just mean that I don’t want this tonight.  You’re still tired and in pain.  You need more rest.”

      “I am so embarrassed right now.”

      “Don’t be,” he insisted.  “You’re a beautiful woman, and I want you very much.  Really.”

      She didn’t reply, and he tried again.  “Maggie, you’re gorgeous.  Any man would be a fool not to want you.  I just think you should get more rest and then we’ll talk about this later, okay?  I’m worried that you’re not thinking straight, and I don’t want you to regret anything you do with me.”

      “I won’t,” she said.  “Please, Porter.  I can’t live like this any longer, and I don’t care what or who I have to do to get Vaughn away from me.”

      He winced, and she made a soft moan.  “I’m sorry, that didn’t come out right.  I just mean that I -”

      “I know what you mean.  Just go and get some rest, please?  We’ll talk more later about your… your payment to me, okay?”

      “Are you sure?” she asked hesitantly.  “I’m not that tired, and I’d rather just get it over with.”

      He winced again, and she could have smacked herself in the head.  “God!  I’m sorry.  I’m such an idiot.  I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Please, Maggie.  Go to bed,” he said through gritted teeth.

      She backed away.  “Um, okay.  I’ll see you in the morning?”

      He nodded, and she hurried out of the living room, her face burning.
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      Holy fuck, he was in trouble.

      Porter dropped back into the chair as Maggie turned and nearly ran from the living room.  He rubbed a hand over his face.  When Maggie sat on his lap, he was surprised, but his wolf had positively howled with delight.  He wanted to mate with the soft, delicious-smelling female and didn’t care about her reasons.  It was his wolf who had surged forward and growled for her to open her mouth.

      When she obeyed, Porter couldn’t resist tasting the sweetness of her mouth.  But when he cupped her breast, and fear replaced the smell of her desire, his own need disappeared quickly.  He liked his woman willing, and he wasn’t going to take her when she was only doing it as some sort of payment for his protection.

      He sighed and moved to the couch, stretching out with his feet hanging over the end and staring blankly up at the ceiling.  What had he gotten himself into?
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      Maggie took a deep breath and stared around the tidy kitchen.  When she woke this morning, Porter had cooked her pancakes.  Embarrassed but unable to stop herself, she had eaten four of them.  He hadn’t seemed to mind, and she had insisted on helping him clean up afterward.

      Before things could get awkward, Porter got the address of her apartment from her and left.  He had smiled reassuringly at her before promising he wouldn’t be long.  That was an hour ago, and she was feeling restless and worried.  What if Vaughn and his hyena pack were there?  What if they smelled Porter and somehow knew that he was helping her?  If they hurt him, she would never forgive herself.

      There was a loud knock on the apartment door, and she shrieked softly, whirling around to stare out the doorway of the kitchen.  She couldn’t see the front door from the kitchen, and she paced back and forth as her heart pounded.  What now?  Should she creep to the door and check the peephole?  It wouldn’t be Vaughn, there was no way it could be, but what if it was?

      She bit nervously at her bottom lip as there was another knock.  She had to do something.  She couldn’t just stand in the kitchen like a frightened rabbit.  Her eyes widened when she heard a key in the lock, and she looked around frantically for a weapon.  Her gaze fell on the knife block, and she pulled the largest knife from it, holding it in front of her as heavy footsteps thudded down the hallway.

      “Porter?  Are you in here?”  A large, dark-haired man stuck his head into the kitchen.  “You were supposed to meet us at the tux place an hour ago.”

      She swallowed thickly before raising the knife.  “Stay away from me.  I’m warning you.”

      “Who are you?  Where’s Porter?”  The man scowled at her, and she took a step back as he stepped into the kitchen.  She moaned in fear when an even bigger man stepped in behind him.  This one was dark-haired as well with a neatly trimmed beard, and he was so large he had to duck to get through the doorway.  Their wide bodies filled the small kitchen, and her hand shook as the giant of a man stared curiously at her.

      “Who’s this, Mal?”

      “I have no idea, Bishop.  I was just about to find out.”  The man named Mal gave Maggie a stern look.  “Put the knife down.”

      “No.”  She took another step back until her butt hit the counter.  “You’ll stay away from me if you know what’s good for you.”

      The one named Bishop chuckled out loud, and she flushed before glaring at him.  “I’m tougher than I look.”

      Mal took another step forward, and she waved the knife in his direction.  “This is your last chance.  You’d better leave before –”

      She blinked in surprise when a short, slender woman with dark hair in a bun high on her head popped into the kitchen.  She squeezed around Bishop and rolled her eyes when Mal put his arm around her and pulled her protectively into his embrace.  A second woman appeared.  She had long, red hair and was pregnant, and she stared at Maggie as Bishop took her hand.

      “Hello!”  The dark-haired woman said brightly as she stuck out her hand.  “I’m Willow.”  She eyed the knife in Maggie’s trembling hand.  “That’s a pretty big knife you have there.  What’s your name, honey?”
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      Porter opened the door to his apartment and closed and locked it before kicking off his boots.  He hung his jacket on the hook, pausing when he heard the soft murmur of voices in the living room.  Adrenaline racing through his veins, he ran down the hallway and skidded into the living room.

      “Maggie!  What –”

      “Hey, little brother.”  Mal sat on a kitchen chair in the living room.  Bishop, Mal’s best friend, business partner, and a massive grizzly shifter had crammed his large body into the armchair.  Willow sat next to Maggie on the couch.  She stroked her hair gently as Bishop’s human mate, Ava, applied clear salve to the scratches on Maggie’s lower legs.

      “Go on, honey.  What happened then?”  Willow said to Maggie.

      “Well, then I had the idea that maybe another shifter could help me, and I knew about Bud’s being a paranormal-only bar, so I figured that would be my best chance, you know?”

      Bishop stared at her.  “You went into Bud’s on your own?”

      Maggie nodded, and Bishop rolled his eyes.  “Not a smart idea.”

      “Bishop,” Ava said gently, and he flushed slightly before mumbling an apology.

      “I met Porter, and I hired him, and now he’s, uh, helping me.”  Maggie gave Porter a hesitant smile as he sat down on the other end of the couch.

      “Of course, he is,” Willow said.  “He’s a sweetheart.”

      Mal snorted, and Willow scowled at him. “Cork it, Mal.”

      “Porter is not a sweetheart,” Mal said.

      “I am, too,” Porter said.

      “Whatever,” Mal said with a grin.

      Ava patted Maggie’s knee.  “None of the scratches look infected, but you might want to keep using the medicated cream on them for the next few days, okay?”

      “Okay.  Thank you, Ava.”

      “You’re welcome, Maggie.”  Ava was sitting on the floor in front of Maggie, and as she struggled to stand, Bishop stood and hooked his hands under her arms.  He lifted her easily to her feet and rubbed her belly before smiling at her.

      “Take my seat, honey.”

      “Thank you, love.”  Ava stood on her tiptoes and kissed him on the mouth before settling into the chair.  Bishop sat on the floor at her feet, and she stroked his hair as he rested his arm across her lap.

      “Are all hyenas this overzealous about their dates?”  Willow asked Mal.

      He shrugged.  “They’re all assholes, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Really?  There must be one nice hyena,” Willow said.

      Porter shook his head.  “There isn’t.  Trust us, Willow.  They’re assholes.”

      “Were they still at Maggie’s apartment?”  Mal asked.

      Porter hesitated.  “Yeah, they were there.”

      Maggie made a soft moan of dismay, and Willow put her arm around her.  “It’s all right, honey.”

      “How many of them?”  Bishop asked.

      “Two,” Porter said grimly.  “After I left Maggie’s apartment building, I acted on a hunch and drove to the coffee shop that she works at.”

      “And?”  Mal said.

      “There were another three.  One of them was hanging outside, and the other two were in the shop, drinking coffee and, no doubt, waiting for her.”

      “Shit,” Maggie said.

      “Don’t worry, Maggie.”  Willow gave her a reassuring smile.  “Everything will be fine, you’ll see.”

      She stared thoughtfully at Mal.  “We could have Davis keep an eye on her when Porter is at work.  She might as well just stay with Porter for now, especially if they’re pretending to date, while we look into this Vaughn jerk.”

      Maggie frowned at her.  “What?  Who’s Davis?”

      “He’s one of Mal and Bishop’s employees.  They own a security firm and provide personal protection for shifters.”

      “I’m not a shifter.”

      “They protect humans as well.  Anyway,” Willow turned back to Mal, “Porter can keep an eye on her when he’s not working, and Davis can camp out in the
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