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        There is nothing sexier than a werewolf who finds his mate, unless you multiply that times four. Fall in love with:

      

      

      Alpha Unbound ~ Amarok likes his privacy but when a human ends up on his doorstep, he finds himself wondering if it’s time to take a risk on love.

      Beta Untamed ~  Asher is a flirt and the fun-loving joker of the Pack. He’s determined to remain single forever, but that plan goes out the window when Valencia arrives.

      Enforcer Unleashed ~ As an enforcer for the Lykosium, it’s Kit’s job to ensure the Were secret is safe, which is how he meets Poppy, a woman with secrets who flinches at shadows. Unacceptable since she is his mate.

      Rogue Unloved ~  Lochlan would have hidden forever if Luna hadn’t come along. The woman is trouble, and this cynical wolf knows he should walk away. However, he can’t abandon his mate.

      
        
        *Previously released as single titles, now bundled into a handy collection.

      

      

      For more info on this book or more Eve Langlais titles, please visit, EveLanglais.com.
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      Such a nice, sunny morning. Meadow got to see it in all its glory on the drive to White Wolf Ranch, a gorgeous place set in the woods. The air was fragrant the moment she stepped out of her car. Pine and green stuff growing. Which her mom said wasn’t a description and yet it summed it up perfectly for Meadow.

      Bees hummed. Branches creaked. The noises of nature. She felt utterly at peace and couldn’t help but smile with happiness as the door to the house opened before she could even knock.

      Startled, she clung tight to her binder and chirped, “Hi. How are you? Me, I’m feeling pretty darned good. This place is absolutely marvelous.”

      “What do you want?” snarled a beautiful man with eyes the most stunning color of amber, which she saw only because she craned. He towered over her, which wasn’t hard to do. He scowled, quite formidably, not that it detracted from his attractiveness.

      She’d never truly grasped the term dumbstruck until now, which led to her babbling. “Are you psychic?”

      He blinked. Sinfully long dark lashes as silky looking as his hair, which was pulled back from a face with sharp features. “What?”

      “You must be psychic. You opened the door as if you just knew I’d be there.” She beamed. Could this meeting be karma?

      His displeasure deepened. “It’s called a fucking window. I saw you getting out of your car. If you can call that thing a car.” His disparagement was clear.

      But Meadow had been fielding that attitude since she bought it. “Isn’t it adorable? That’s part of the reason I bought it, but it’s got more than just cuteness going for it. I never have trouble parking, and you wouldn’t believe how cheap it is to run!”

      “Because you tuck it in your purse and carry it?” he drawled.

      She laughed. “You’re funny.”

      That only had him grimacing more fiercely. “I’m not funny, nor are cars supposed to be adorable.”

      “You must be a truck guy.” She bobbed her head. One thing she’d learned since leaving the familiar confines of the city was just how many people owned big gas guzzlers.

      He leaned against the doorjamb. “Yup. Big fucking V8 that could fit two of your toy cars in the back.”

      “Guess a truck would be a little more practical given this is a real ranch.”

      “As opposed to?”

      “A fake one.”

      “I don’t even want to know. Are you ever going to get to the point? What do you want?”

      “I would love to have a word with the owner of the property, please.” According to her research, it used to be Tomas Silla, but when he passed, he left it to his nephew, Amarok Fleetfoot, who had absolutely no online presence.

      “Why?”

      “I have something of great importance to discuss with him.” She clung to the edges of her binder and rolled on the balls of her feet. She’d taken a big risk driving out here when she couldn’t find a phone number or email contact.

      “Did one of the ranch hands knock you up?”

      Her mouth rounded in surprise. “No.” But the mere fact he asked? “Does that happen often?”

      Rather than reply, he had a new question. “Are you selling farm equipment or supplies?”

      “No, I—”

      “Then we have nothing to talk about.” He went to close the door, but she’d not driven this far to give up that easily.

      “Please, hear me out.”

      “I’m not interested in your sales pitch.”

      “No sale pitch, more like a request. And a harmless one, I swear. Won’t cost you a thing.”

      “Not interested.”

      “But you haven’t even heard me out.” She didn’t mean to pout, but her lower lip did jut, and his gaze flicked to it.

      “Doesn’t matter what you want. The answer is no.”

      Spoken in a firm tone that indicated he meant it, but Meadow was determined. “I swear I won’t interfere with you or your ranch. I just need access to the creek running through your property.” She finally drew his full attention.

      “Why?”

      “Because of Weaver.” She hurried to explain. “Weaver is a very rare albino beaver I’ve been studying and documenting since his birth inside a sanctuary. He was recently fitted with a tracker and released into the wild, which was terrifying. He was raised in captivity. He’s not like other beavers.”

      “Does he chew wood?”

      “He did when he was in our care, but now that he’s free, we have no idea what he’s doing. Not to mention, his coloring makes him stand out. Given how special he is, I’d like to document his progress, which I can only do with your permission since his tracker shows him having chosen your land as his home.”

      “If he made it here, then it sounds as if he’s doing just fine.”

      “If it is him. Could be something ate his tracker.” She hated saying it, but she had to know.

      “He’s not dead.”

      “You’ve seen him?”

      He didn’t reply, but she could tell.

      She clapped her hands. “That’s amazing. If could just have a few days to look? Maybe—”

      “No.”

      “But—”

      “N. O.”

      The door slammed in her face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Asher, who’d been standing to the side listening the entire time, burst out laughing. “Dude, I can’t believe that just happened.”

      Him either. Who the fuck showed up unannounced to ask if they could spy on his land? Document his ass. Even if the little lady spoke true, like fuck. The ranch was a safe place for his kind. Weres. Not one for humans. Although the beaver could stay.

      “She’s still here,” Asher whispered suddenly.

      Rok already knew. He could feel her on the other side. Didn’t like it one bit. The moment he’d opened that door he’d been hyper aware of her—practically drooled at her scent, orange citrus shampoo and motel soap. She was pretty up close. Mid to late twenties. Hair wild with natural curl. Finger bare. But that didn’t mean shit these days.

      “Why isn’t she leaving?” Asher continued to whisper.

      They got their answer a moment later as a scrap of paper slid under the door. They all stood there staring at it as if it might explode if they touched it.

      All fucking dumbasses. Scared of a little human woman. Amarok snared it from the floor and read the message.

      In case you change your mind. She’d included a website address along with a phone number. But the thing that had him balling it up and tossing it into the fireplace? The fucking happy face she drew.

      He glanced out the window to see her getting back into her clown car. Since the road only went one place, she’d end up back in town. Good.

      She didn’t know what she asked. Letting a human, even a cute and tiny one, poke her nose around his woods wasn’t a good idea. He owned this ranch for a reason, and it wasn’t because it made good money. It didn’t. Or because he liked farming. He fucking hated it. But he loved this place. The only place he’d ever lived and been happy. He had his uncle to thank for that.

      Tossed out of his pack at sixteen, he’d been homeless. A lone wolf was rarely welcomed by other groups, especially a boy with Alpha tendencies. The rejection didn’t really bother him since he had no interest in following anyone’s rules but his own.

      But living on the streets quickly lost its allure. Desperate, he remembered a letter he’d gotten as a boy. From his mother’s brother. Inviting him to visit anytime. His father refused. A sixteen-year-old on the streets had nothing to lose. It turned out to be the best thing he ever did.

      “I’m going for a walk.” Rok remained in is two-legged shape for it, his long, easy stride taking him to the creek and the recently constructed beaver dam. Spotting it brought her to mind, and he growled.

      Why couldn’t he get her out of his head? He stripped and ran. A good hard panting sprint that eased some of the tension. Until he got home. The moment he hit his porch, he’d have sworn he scented her still.

      Fuck.

      He eschewed the front door for the back and stalked inside and snared some clothes out of a basket kept there for just that reason. The mudroom with laundry led to the kitchen, where Poppy, Darian’s sister, cooked at the stove.

      “Who pissed in your coffee?” she asked, stirring the giant pot of soup. The twelve-burner stove held two giant cauldrons, and the oven was roasting meat and potatoes judging by the smell. Almost dinnertime.

      “Actually, it was Darian’s raspberries that got peed on.” He didn’t yell at Poppy. No one did. She’d come to the ranch along with her brother a few years ago, the pair of them shadow eyed and serious. Like him, they’d had nowhere to go.

      “I heard. He is so pissed.” She seasoned a pot before turning to eye him. “Heard we had another visitor today.”

      “You don’t have to worry,” he soothed.

      “I wasn’t.” She claimed it, and yet she sometimes flinched if someone knocked at the door or the lights flickered. Poppy might deny it, but in her head, the nightmare hadn’t ended.

      “You missed the city chick wanting to take selfies with our new resident beaver,” he told her, taking a spot at the counter and reaching for a cookie under the dome. Poppy always had something fresh for them to nibble on.

      “The white one?”

      “You’ve seen it?”

      She nodded. “He’s been busy.”

      Meaning the critter was doing well for the moment, but that could change. These woods were wild. Untamed. Dangerous. Like the people living here. They all had their stories. Their very grimness bound them together.

      Dinner proved to be a raucous affair, as it always was every night in the massive dining room. The ranch didn’t just come with land and a house. It also had people his uncle had gathered. People like Rok who didn’t fit anywhere else.

      After the cleanup, Asher said, “Anyone in the mood to line dance and drink shitty beer?”

      No and no, but there was one more thing Amarok could get in town. “I’m in. Just let me shower first.” Freshly showered men tended to have better prospects with the ladies than the scruffy, drunk ones. It wasn’t long before Amarok piled into Big Betty with Asher and Hammer.

      Asher had been kicked out of his pack for the sole crime of being a single male, and while he didn’t have alpha tendencies, he was popular with the ladies. Too popular. Hammer came to them because he let his fists do the talking one time too many. In his defense, he had a low tolerance for bullshit. So did most of the people at his ranch.

      The drive to town was a long one, but sometimes a man needed to get out of his space and blow off some steam. A bar provided the perfect respite. He already knew Asher wouldn’t be drinking. The man, for all his light-hearted nature, never did. No booze. No drugs. No one knew why, and they respected his privacy enough to not ask.

      The closest bar, and the one of choice given their limited options, was across the highway from a lodge that could get busy depending on what hunting season it was. Even in the off times the tavern hopped at night. Unemployment checks didn’t just pay rent and buy food for the men left behind when the jobs ran dry. Not to mention, there wasn’t much else to do.

      Seeing the parking lot full of trucks and ATVS, it occurred to Rok he wasn’t feeling particularly social. Maybe he should have stayed home. Then again, the tension in him needed release, the kind found between a pair of willing thighs. There weren’t many options in a town where men outnumbered women by a ridiculous amount. But in good news, a guy like Rok never had problems getting someone to ease his needs. Maybe Patsy would be working the bar tonight. She was always up for a quick pounding in the backroom.

      Upon entering the bar, the noise hit him in a wave. Country music. Loud voices that would get louder the more the beer flowed. The thwack of pool cues against balls. The televisions playing constant sports were the only things muted.

      Norman was manning the bar. Seeing Rok, the big bald man nodded and filled a mug from the tap.

      While Asher went looking for newbies to fleece at billiards, Rok and Hammer found a table in the back. Since facing the room would lead to people either thinking they could chat, or braggarts wanting to challenge, he made a statement by sitting with his back to the door. It wasn’t as if anyone could sneak up on him.

      He nursed a beer. Checked out the room. Saw a few women he’d slept with before, even a pair of out-of-towners that would do. None of them really appealed, though. He’d need more beer. Or a different woman…

      Unbidden—and unwanted—he couldn’t help picturing the little lady from earlier. Perfectly shaped. But her scent…it screamed danger.

      He knew it the moment she entered. Almost choked on his sip of beer as his whole body jolted to attention. It was more than scent. More than being aware of his surroundings and those in it.

      Within, something primal—and terrifying—unfurled.

      A certainty.

      Mine.

      Go to her.

      Like fuck. He chugged his mug and choked when Asher slapped his back with a drawled, “Don’t look now, but hamster girl is here.”

      “Hamster girl?” The name caused Hammer to chuckle.

      Rok poured more beer from the pitcher into his glass. It was home brewed and stronger than the stuff bought in a can or bottle. To get really drunk he’d need hard liquor, but he preferred the nicer buzz as opposed to the ugly that came from swigging whiskey.

      His dad drank the amber devil, and Rok still remembered the aftermath. His teachers thought he was the clumsiest kid growing up because of course he lied about the bruises. Everyone knew foster care was worst, especially for mixed kids like Rok.

      “Is it true? She wanted to study a beaver?” Hammer’s query held a note of incredulity.

      “I’d study her beaver.” A comment Asher had made thousands of times before, and yet, in this instance, Rok took offense.

      “Watch your mouth,” he snapped.

      Asher lifted a brow. “I didn’t realize she was spoken for.”

      “She’s not. Just stay away from her. She’s trouble.” His gut said so, and he always trusted it. It had saved him more times than he could count.

      “If by trouble you mean the kind of woman to make a man think of settling down. I don’t think she’s the casual type,” Hammer opined.

      “Meaning not our type at all, eh, boys!” Asher slapped his hand on the table. “I’m gonna go and see if those city slickers brought anything fun with them.” Asher loved sharking those who came here with their expensive gear to go hunting and fishing in the wilds. Rok might have interfered except for the fact Asher never fleeced them too much. Nor was he a dick about it. Won a hundred dollars playing pool? He bought a round. Score a bag of weed? The joint went around.

      When Hammer left to play darts, Rok almost switched seats, which would have given him a direct line on hamster girl. A horrible nickname for someone so delicate. Someone who really shouldn’t be in this type of bar. Then again, what did he know? He’d spoken to her for a minute. Could be he got her all wrong and she was here to party.

      It took more will power than it should have to resist the temptation to look, but eventually, when nature called, his head swiveled as he rose. Right away his gaze zoned in on her tucked at the end of the bar, munching on some fries and a burger, a clear fizzy drink by her side.

      For a second her gaze met his, as if she’d known when to look. Their eyes locked. Hers widened as her lips parted and then curved into a smile that hit him below the belt.

      He replied with a grimace. The urge within that wanted him to go to her could fuck right off.

      Not his type. Too happy for one. Too short for two. And he was sure he could think of more reasons. He broke off their staring match and headed for the bathroom to break the seal. It was easy to forget about a woman when standing at a urinal trough that stank, the walls scrawled with missives.

      For a good time call…

      Joe’s mom is a whore.

      Fuck solar.

      And then one that caused him to freeze mid-shake.

      Who’s afraid of the big bad wolf? Then in a violent scrawl. I’m coming for your pack.

      Probably nothing. Amarok and his ranch crew weren’t an official pack, just a bunch of misfit wolves who happened to live in the same place. No legal status with the Lykosium, the group that monitored all things Were. A group he avoided because he knew they wouldn’t be pleased about the number of loners gathered in one place.

      Was he being watched?

      Most likely he was overthinking shit. Probably some hunter, drunk and excited about a planned expedition. After all, it was legal to shoot wolves, which was why during that part of the season they all knew to stick to their grounds and only go out on four feet at night.

      Rok washed his hand and dried them on his pants, grimacing at the wet marks on the denim. Fucking bar could at least install blowers given they weren’t good about refilling the paper towels. Too many fucktards using them to clog toilets and the urinal.

      Exiting the bathroom, he thought about calling it a night. Asher and Hammer could keep the truck. He’d stuff his shit inside and head home on four feet. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      A glance that was less than casual showed the beaver lady flanked by Wes and Bowie, good-looking local boys, or so the women claimed. But that was on the outside. Inside, they were pure trash. The kind he’d punched out before when they got handsy with Nova. Not that Nova couldn’t handle herself. She’d taken care of one while Rok beat the shit of the other. Only when they were crawling away, crying for their mommas, did he warn them, “Touch any of my friends and next time they won’t find your body ‘til spring.”

      The little lady wasn’t his friend.

      She was nobody.

      Explain why, then, his stride took him to the end of the bar in time to hear her politely but firmly decline their invite to go somewhere private.

      “No thank you. It’s really nice of you to offer, but I need to get to bed early for work.”

      “We can go to bed,” cajoled Wes.

      “We just won’t sleep,” Bowie added, hooking his thumbs through his belt loops. “We’ll tag team you all night long.”

      She shook her head. “Sorry. I’m not into that kind of thing.”

      “Only because you haven’t tried. You’ll have fun. Promise.” Wes wouldn’t let up and hemmed her in close enough that Rok could see the discomfort on her face.

      They took away her smile, which really bothered him for some reason.

      Leave it alone. Norman would handle it. The barkeep wasn’t one to let women be harassed. But the guy was at the far end, and no one was listening to her polite refusal.

      Once more, Rok had no control over himself. “You heard the lady, she said no. So fuck off.” His voice was low. Firm. And despite the music, they heard.

      Their heads swiveled. Wes snapped, “You fuck off!”

      Amarok grinned. “Hello, boys, remember me?”

      Judging by their blanched expressions, they did. Bowie backed away first. “We didn’t know she was from the ranch.”

      “She’s not.” A dumb thing to admit given his interference.

      “I’m afraid Mr. Fleetfoot won’t let me study his beaver.” A guileless reply that almost had him rolling his eyes, especially since it led to Wes and Bowie snickering.

      “His beaver, eh? Always thought he looked girly with that long hair.” Wes snorted. His own pate was shaved down to hide the signs of balding.

      Just one slap. One. His fingers itched.

      But his rescue came from elsewhere with a pert, “Only the ruggedly handsome can carry it off.” She eyed Bowie with his shaggy waves of hair. “I wouldn’t advise it.”

      It was elegantly done. She took a sip of her drink while Bowie turned red.

      While her head was bent, Rok mouthed, Fuck off.

      The two dicks, who really should think about relocating before their bodies were discovered after a snow melt—tragic accident—moved away to harass someone else. Before Rok could leave as well, she turned a smile on him that sucker-punched his dick.

      “Thanks for helping me out there. They really were persistent.”

      “We don’t often get new folks around. Especially pretty female ones.”

      “Thank you.” She blushed.

      He scowled. He shouldn’t have said pretty. He wasn’t trying to flirt. “You should be careful. Some of these guys don’t take no for an answer.”

      “And some know how to use it all too well.”

      For some reason, the smartass reply made him grin. “Never was a yes man.”

      “I take it your sudden interest in my presence isn’t about changing your mind?”

      “No.”

      “I don’t suppose you could explain why? I really wouldn’t get in the way. A few weeks of me studying Weaver, taking pictures, and I’d be gone. I promise you wouldn’t even know I was there.”

      He highly doubted that. “It’s not safe in the woods.”

      “Because of the bears. I know. I have a bell.”

      He blinked. “What’s a fucking bell supposed to do?”

      “You ring it, and it scares them off.”

      His jaw just about hit the floor—and almost didn’t recover given the filth. “What fucking moron told you that?”

      She gnawed her lower lip, tempting him something fierce. “The guy at the sporting goods store assured me it was the thing to have. And I saw a few videos.”

      “A tiny bell ain’t scaring off a grizzly. Even if it could, it won’t do shit for wolves.”

      More sucking on that lower lip had him almost growling. Did she realize what kind of invitation that sent?

      “Are they active in these parts? Have you had attacks?”

      “Yes.” Mostly because the ranch raised animals they could safely hunt. Being a shifter meant enjoying a fresh kill from time to time. “The woods are dangerous.”

      “Oh.” Such a small sound.

      He felt like the biggest cur for wiping her smile. Still, it had to be done. He didn’t need a cute little human poking her nose where she shouldn’t.

      He threw her a bone. “Tell you what. If it makes you feel better, I’ll keep an eye on your albino beaver.”

      “Will he be safe with all those wolves and bears around? He doesn’t have the same camouflage as others. How will he hide?” She sounded genuinely worried.

      With good reason. “Only the strong survive.”

      He didn’t realize he said it aloud until she stood, barely reaching his chin, and frostily said, “I see. I’m sorry to have wasted your time. Good evening, sir.”

      And then she walked out.
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      Meadow positively simmered.

      What a rude man.

      Only the strong will survive, indeed.

      So much for being her hero and sending those pushy guys packing. Amarok Fleetfoot remained just as prickly as before. Just as sexy. But he wasn’t the one offering to take her to bed.

      She sighed. Apparently, she’d wasted her time coming here. She’d set out with such high hopes, too. Had programmed the most epic playlist of songs for the road trip. Brought tons of snacks and drinks. Gotten some lovely images on the way and admired the beauty of her province. So not a total waste!

      Her ill humor eased. She might not have gotten to see Weaver, but she’d enjoyed the drive and would take her time going back, seeing the sights. Given Amarok’s adamancy, there was no point in staying. In the morning she’d filled up her car, a delicate process her best friend called Extreme Tetris. She might have a point, given Meadow made judicious use of every spare inch of space, including the passenger seat.

      At least Valencia would be happy. Her best friend had argued against her coming here.

      “That’s mountain man territory! You’re so tiny they’re liable to toss you over a shoulder and run off with you to their cave.”

      Valencia might be right about the first part. There was definitely something wild and untamed about Mr. Fleetfoot. A predatory look in his eyes. A strength in his body that clothes couldn’t hide. Meadow usually didn’t pay much attention to someone’s looks, but there was something about him that made her want to openly admire.

      Whatever she felt, it wouldn’t go anywhere. Tomorrow she’d return to her job at the sanctuary. Her blog on Weaver would see its last update. So much for making a documentary about the cute beaver that stole her heart.

      The parking lot was full of trucks, the neon light of the bar flashing erratically. She hugged herself and stayed to the wide-open areas. This place did have rougher sorts than she was used to. Those two men Mr. Fleetfoot scared off had been pushy. Pushier than she usually had to deal with.

      The lodge wasn’t far, part of the reason she’d come to the bar to eat. The restaurant inside the place she was staying turned her stomach with its mounted heads and the stuffed animals used as decor. Real ones, not the plush, squishy kind that she sometimes slept with for something to hug.

      The noise of the bar spilled into the parking lot and didn’t fade until she’d crossed the road. It made the scuff of a step behind her noticeable, and she shivered. Probably just someone else heading to their room.

      Her steps quickened. It didn’t matter. She found herself suddenly flanked by the very same men Mr. Fleetfoot had chased off.

      “Hey there, beaver girl.”

      She did her best to not show fear. “What a coincidence. Are you staying at the lodge, too?”

      “We are now.”

      Her blood chilled, but she didn’t let them daunt her. They were in public. She’d had defense lessons—Valencia insisted she take them, calling Meadow too gullible.

      “It’s a lovely place. The staff is so kind.” At least the woman at the front desk was. Although now she had to wonder why that woman stressed she’d placed her in a room with a deadbolt. Perhaps she should have ordered room service.

      The lodge’s front entrance wasn’t far. She would be fine. The grip on her arm steering her to the left indicated otherwise.

      Her heart thumped. Raised to use her words and stand up for herself, she said with only a hint of a tremor, “Please, let go. I’m not comfortable with this.”

      “We’ll have you feeling good real soon. Relax.”

      “I said no.” She tugged. The beginnings of panic hit.

      “Calm down. Here. Have a pop of this.”

      “I don’t—”

      The bigger of the two held her while the other thrust something into her mouth. Acrid on her tongue, it melted right away. She did her best to spit it out, but already she felt herself getting sluggish.

      “What did you do?” she slurred.

      “Just loosening you up for the big event,” was the chuckled reply.

      When he tried to kiss her, she roused enough to yell. “No. Stop. Help!”

      A hand clapped over her mouth, cutting off all sound. She found herself tossed over a shoulder just like Valencia predicted!

      But before the brute could take her to his cave, she heard a low voice. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      She was abruptly dumped on the ground. She blinked heavy lids and tried to make sense of the commotion. Meaty thuds. Whimpering. Then nothing.

      She lay on the ground, trying to stay awake and failing.

      The handsome Mr. Fleetfoot crouched over her. At his scowl, she managed a smile. “My hero.” Then fell asleep.
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      What the fuck?

      Amarok stared at the sleeping little lady and wanted to curse a bit longer. A good thing he’d decided to follow her to make sure she ended up back at her hotel safe. Although he’d spent a minute longer arguing with himself about it than he should have, which was why he arrived as Dead and Deader were already leading her away. To add to their heinous crime, the fuckers had drugged her!

      That wasn’t the only reason they were about to disappear tonight. It was one thing to be annoying and pushy with women. Drugging and an attempt to rape? That crossed a goddamned line.

      He glanced at Wes and Bowie, who were knocked out on the pavement. They’d need to be handled, but he couldn’t exactly leave the woman alone.

      A text later and both Hammer and Asher were by his side. They didn’t need explanation. They could see the crime.

      “Want me to take her to her room?” Hammer offered.

      Amarok knew Hammer could be trusted. The man would never take advantage. But this was something Rok had to do himself.

      “I’ve got her. You handle these assholes.” Because while he might not be Alpha of an official pack, this was his town. His people. His responsibility. Even the visitors.

      Gently, he scooped her into his arms and then eyed the lodge. He couldn’t exactly walk through the front door. That would cause too many questions and probably end with the cops showing up. No way would they believe him innocent—at least until she woke up. Spending the night in a cell wasn’t his idea of a good time.

      Best he use the rear entrance, which was locked, but a quick search of her jacket pocket found her keycard.

      Beep. He was inside with no idea what floor she was on or what room. Fuck. It meant sticking his head through every stairwell door and giving the hallway a sniff until he found the right one. He followed his nose to her room and let himself in.

      Using the heel of his foot, he closed the door and then headed for the bed to dump her.

      She barely stirred, murmuring in her drugged slumber. She’d have to sleep it off. He turned to leave, only to catch sight of her shoes and jacket.

      She’d be fine.

      You wouldn’t leave one of your friends like this. This was just like the times he’d taken care of Lochlan, the oldest guy on the ranch at over forty and a man haunted by his past.

      Her shoes were easy to slide off, but the coat required handling her body, tugging her arms free, and then removing it. The rest of her clothes—bra, jeans—would have to stay. He didn’t want her waking and panicking. Wondering what might have happened.

      Nothing happened because he’d been just in time to rescue her. A few minutes more? It didn’t bear thinking.

      My hero.

      If she only knew. He was far from a hero even if he wasn’t a villain. Rok had become a man who didn’t tolerate bullshit. Just look at how he’d handled Wes and Bowie. It should be noted his guys wouldn’t kill them in cold blood, but they would dump their rapist asses deep in the woods. Naked with only their wits, of which, between the pair, they didn’t have many. They could technically survive and find their way out. Unless something hungry found them first.

      Like a wolf.

      He eyed the lady in the bed, sleeping peacefully. Her delicate features were a reminder she didn’t belong here. Judging by the items packed by the door, she planned to return home.

      He should, too, but he remained rooted to the floor. Once he walked out that door, he’d never see her again. Guided by an impulse he didn’t understand, he returned to the side of the bed. What if she woke groggy? Afraid? What if she reacted badly and puked? People had died from choking on their own vomit.

      Fuck.

      Since the room only had one bed, and the chair looked uncomfortable as all hell, he sat on the floor, back to the door. He pulled out his phone and sent another text.

      Gonna stick around and make sure the drug passes thru.

      He got a thumbs-up in reply. He should sleep but instead found himself remembering the website she’d written down. It loaded, and the first thing he saw was a banner of her and the beaver, cheek to cheek, both with their teeth out in a grin.

      Nope. He wasn’t doing this. He shoved the phone in his pocket, closed his eyes, willed himself to sleep. Hadn’t quite managed it when she stirred and mumbled, “I don’t feel good.”

      In seconds, he was by her side. He carried her to the bathroom then held her hair while she puked. When she finished, he wiped her mouth and face with a warm cloth and handed her a glass of water.

      “Rinse and spit,” he ordered.

      She’d yet to say anything but did as told, swirling and spitting a few times before grabbing her toothbrush for a scrub. Which was when he left her alone in the bathroom. She emerged a few minutes later. Wan. A bit shaky.

      “Get back to bed.” He sprang to guide her as her first trembling step had her swaying. She crawled under the covers and closed her eyes the moment her head hit the pillow.

      He thought she went right back to sleep, only to hear her say, “Thank you.”

      For some reason it angered him. Not the thanks but the fact she’d even needed him to protect her. What kind of world let people abuse those weaker than them?

      The same kind that let an alpha beat on his son for the simple fact he existed.

      A few hours later, one more puking incident, and the worst of the drug having passed through her, he deemed it safe to leave.

      He had to. The rage inside was building. Hard. Intense.

      Only one thing would assuage it.

      His howl could be heard for kilometers around.

      The white wolf, a legend in these parts, was on the hunt.
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      A pasty mouth greeted Meadow in the morning, but it could have been worse. She had no problem remembering those pushy men from the night before. The way they’d drugged her, intending nefarious deeds.

      Then rescue by the most handsome man she’d ever met.

      A glance showed her room empty. Mr. Fleetfoot was gone, but she remembered he’d stayed long enough to ensure she was okay. Held her hair as she puked. No wonder he’d fled.

      She grimaced as she peeled her jeans and bra off, the marks left overnight in her skin painful to the touch. The shower was welcome, and a brush of her teeth got rid of the sour taste left behind. Her head was still a bit cloudy, but coffee and food would probably fix that right up. She had time before checkout.

      She decided to brave the restaurant with its macabre display rather than leave the lodge. Emerging on the main floor it was to see it mostly deserted but for one man.

      A smile spread across her face. “Mr. Fleetfoot!”

      He appeared startled even as he approached her. “My name’s Amarok. Rok to my friends.”

      Rok. She liked it. Strong. Dependable. Just like him. “And I’m Meadow. Meadow Fields.” Which always caused people to groan. Her parents thought it amusing though. “What a delight to see you. Thank you for your assistance last night.”

      His expression darkened. “Don’t thank me for doing the right thing.”

      “You went above and beyond.” Only her mother ever stayed by her side when she had an upset tummy.

      “Bah.” He scowled. The type of man who didn’t like compliments.

      “What brings you here this morning?”

      He grimaced. “You.”

      One word and it warmed her head to toe. “Aren’t you just the cutest, checking in on me. As you can see, I’m fine, thanks to you! Although I am hungry. Are you hungry?” she babbled, and yet she couldn’t stop herself. There was just something about this man…

      “Yeah. I guess I could eat.” He ran a hand through his hair as he glanced at the podium in front of the restaurant. “Don’t suppose we could go somewhere else?”

      “Please! That place is creepy.” She almost begged.

      A hint of a smile tugged his lips. “Come on. I know a place.”

      He led her outside but, rather than walk, headed for a beast of a truck. So big she eyed the daunting height to the passenger seat.

      Standing behind her, he chuckled. “Need a boost?”

      “If it’s not a bother.”

      Right away, his hands spanned her waist and he lifted. There was nothing inappropriate at all in his touch, and yet she sucked in a breath and tingled.

      He slammed the truck door and climbed into the seat beside her. He smelled of the woods. Fresh and crisp.

      The truck started with a mighty rumble. “Goodness, it’s loud.”

      “Because it runs on horsepower, not hamster.” He said it so deadpan it took a moment to realize he joked.

      She laughed. “Don’t dismiss my Ladybug. She might be tiny and quiet, but she’s dependable and, best of all, friendly to the planet.”

      He snorted. “Until a snowstorm hits and they don’t find you until spring.”

      “I take transit or work from home on those days.”

      “Not an option out here,” he noted as he drove a few minutes to a restaurant that was attached to a home. Mama’s Grits read the hand-painted sign.

      The inside was mismatched furniture, most of it worn out and wobbly on the sloping floor. The food was delicious and copious. She couldn’t finish hers, but Amarok did. The man could eat, but he didn’t speak much, meaning she spent most of the breakfast hogging the conversation, telling him all about nothing. Seriously. He must think her so boring, and yet he spent the meal staring at her.

      When she tried to pay, he growled. Like literally growled, “I got this.”

      Then they got back in his truck. The thrill of him lifting her remained just as intense. It was only as they pulled into the lodge, he finally said, “So I’ve been thinking.”

      “Yes?” She glanced at him, and his gaze met hers.

      “I—” He shook his head and looked away before saying, “I was thinking that if you’re really that keen on studying the beaver, you can. But only for a week.”

      “Really!” She squealed, clapped, and bounced in her seat.

      “Yeah, really, but with some rules, though, to keep you safe.”

      “Anything you say.”

      “Don’t be so quick to agree.”

      “I’d do anything for my beaver.”

      “Jeezus,” he hissed.

      “Are you religious?”

      “No. But I am apparently insane.”

      “More like wonderful.” In her excitement she threw herself across the middle console and hugged him. No surprise, he stiffened. She continued to squeeze him nonetheless. When she pulled back, she chirped, “How soon can I start playing with my beaver?”

      He coughed and turned away. “Today, I guess.”

      “Yay. I’ll pack my things and head over. Thank you.” On impulse, she leaned in and gave him a quick peck on the cheek and whispered, “You’re the best. My beaver and I thank you.” Then she hopped out of his truck and ran to the lodge before he could change his mind.
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      As if it wasn’t bad enough what he pictured each time she said the word beaver, she’d she kissed him! Why the fuck did she have to go and do that?

      The touch of her lips on his flesh burned him all the way home. A long ride because he not only gave her permission to study one fucking beaver, he’d also waited for her to pack that ridiculous, tiny car of hers—impressively he might add. He’d been convinced it wouldn’t all fit and when it did, that it would probably tilt over. But she got it putting along the road, and Rok followed it.

      No surprise, she drove the speed limit. Probably sang along to the radio, too. She certainly did talk a lot. Usually that would drive him nuts, but she was so animated about everything. Being a man, he couldn’t help but wonder if she’d be that excitable in bed.

      Bet I could pleasure her hard enough she runs out of breath.

      The very idea made him fucking hard. What was it about her that attracted him? Fascinated him to the point he said yes to her request? He never said yes. She’d pegged him correctly as a “no” kind of man and didn’t seem daunted. The woman had no fear of him.

      Like no fear at all.

      She thought him a hero. A good guy. One she could just hug and kiss as if it were nothing. It set off a baffling chain reaction within that now had him craving her even more than ever.

      Perhaps he should just fuck her and get it over with. Sink between her thighs until she clamped hard around his cock as she came.

      He shuddered like an inexperienced boy with no control at the thought. Then found himself suddenly terrified. What if once wasn’t enough? What if—

      He pinched his lips. He wouldn’t think it because he didn’t believe in it.

      Meadow eventually pulled into his driveway without losing her car to the wildlife. He’d worried about a Sasquatch deciding it wanted a shiny Hot Wheels car. According to his uncle, it had happened once before. The driver escaped. The car didn’t survive being vroomed and shoved down a steep hill.

      Despite no one being outside, their arrival didn’t go unnoticed. A text pinged.

      Wassup? Why is hamster lady back?

      How to explain he’d changed his mind? She should have been driving back to the city at this very moment. She’d been ready to go. Then he opened his mouth. Now she’d be underfoot for the next week. Staying in his house because he sure as fuck couldn’t let her sleep outside.

      Maybe he should go camping during that time. And leave her alone with the boys and Nova? Jealousy reared hot and fierce. It made no sense.

      He held it back as he texted. Meadow is gonna check on the beaver. Make sure everyone knows to steer clear of that area.

      Meadow, eh? There was a string of emojis mocking Rok after that.

      His jaw tightened, and he hesitated to reply because his attention got snagged as Meadow emerged from her car for a stretch. The lift of her arms pulled her shirt high enough he got a peek of skin. A lickable strip.

      He was being a perv while Asher waited for a reply.

      He typed, Felt bad about her trouble in town. Thought I’d make it up to her. He hit Send too quick and regretted it immediately.

      Especially since Asher didn’t give the expected reply. He should have mocked Rok’s softness.

      Instead, Path by the woodshed is clear, but she shouldn’t go alone the first time.

      Asher was right. While only a twenty-minute walk, it put her far from help if she ran into something too stupid to recognize wolf territory.

      Asher texted again. Want me to take her?

      No. I’ll do it. He typed it so fast he blinked.

      Aren’t you supposed to be doing paperwork? Asher reminded.

      Reece, the guy who kept everything running smoothly, insisted on them going over the most boring details.

      It can wait. I’ll take her.

      The only answer that eased his irrational jealousy, which he wasn’t going to question right now. Must be the approaching full moon making him feel off.

      He hopped out of the truck, a thump of two booted feet. The laces were undone, so he could easily kick them off.

      Meadow reached into her car and into the pile filling it. In an impressive Jenga move, she pulled out a sweater and a hat.

      “You got bug spray?” he asked, joining her, thumbs tucked in his belt loops.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “Although I don’t usually get eaten.”

      Then she’d not met the right wolf.

      Bad. Mind out of the gutter.

      She reached in, bending over in a way that had him quickly shifting his gaze from her ass, because that would really lead to some X-rated thoughts.

      She emerged with a bag and dangled it. “I also have the stuff to rub on if I do get a bite.”

      He’d help her rub, although everyone knew saliva would do the trick in a pinch. He’d lick every inch of her.

      There went his thoughts again.

      He glanced to the woods. “There’s a path from here to the creek. It’s about a twenty-minute walk.”

      “Fantastic. Is it okay if I use your bathroom first? I’m not big on the peeing in the woods and carrying around my tissue in a bag.” Her nose wrinkled.

      His did, too. Men had it much easier when it came to pissing. “Of course, you can use it. Bathroom’s right off the front door, and there’s another by the kitchen mudroom entrance.”

      “Yay!” She skipped off to use it, and he stared at her ass. No man could have resisted that sweet bouncing thing.

      His phone pinged. No words just a drooling emoji.

      He lifted a middle finger. No privacy.

      By the time Meadow emerged, he’d had a chance to regret his invitation and practice a speech to revoke it.

      A speech that died as she approached grinning. “That is some wallpaper you got in there.” She spoke of the newspaper clippings that dated back decades, snipped out and then glued to the wall. It made for interesting reading while on the can.

      “So listen, about the beaver—”

      “I can guess what you’ll say given it’s obvious you’re an animal man. I won’t disturb Weaver. Promise. I know better than to muck around habitats or sully their hunting grounds. I will stay out of the way. Scout’s honor.” She crossed her heart.

      Telling her no now was the equivalent of kicking a pup being cute. He sighed. “Don’t litter.”

      “That goes without asking.”

      “Don’t wander off from that area.”

      “I’ll stick to the path, no worries.”

      Would she stop being so fucking amenable?

      Before he could say something to finally wipe her smile, an ATV came whipping around the side of the house, driven by Darian, bareheaded and looking grim, which wasn’t unusual. Most of those at the ranch were grumpy fuckers with the exception of Asher, who could be his nastiest when he smiled.

      Darian pulled up and offered a nod to Meadow. The engine turned off, and he swung a leg saying, “You must be the beaver hunter I’ve heard all about.”

      “Not a hunter! Goodness. I could never kill anything. I shoot videos and study so I can share a comprehensive learning experience with those who love those beautiful and majestic beavers like I do.”

      For some reason, neither he nor Darian laughed despite it being the most ridiculous thing ever. How could they when SHE MEANT EVERY SINGLE FUCKING WORD?

      She was nuts and so fucking cute it hurt even more.

      Darian remained sober. “He’s an interesting fellow. I can see why you’d want to study him. Did you perhaps want company? Someone who knows the land?”

      Wait, was Darian flirting with his Meadow?

      Rok glowered. “I’ll be sticking close to her to make sure she doesn’t run into trouble.”

      “Someone else should do that because you have things to do.”

      “I’ll handle the paperwork later,” he grumbled.

      “Not later. Your attention is required now.” Darian gave him a pointed look that said this was more than regular business.

      “She can’t go alone.” Darian opened his mouth, but before he could offer his services again, Rok wheeled and jabbed a finger in Lochlan’s direction as he emerged from the workshop. “Loch, you will escort Meadow.”

      Lochlan’s epic dark scowl managed to double. “Fuck off. I ain’t a babysitter.”

      “Oh, you don’t need to bother anyone for me. I am quite comfortable in the woods,” Meadow interjected.

      “If you mention that bell…” he threatened.

      “I have it. And I practiced ringing it really hard.” She smiled impishly.

      Was she fucking joking? Darian’s chuckle indicated she just had.

      “Lucky for you, no bears in that section. But you don’t want to stray far from that area. Once you’re out of sight of that creek, and the path, it’s really easy to get turned around,” Darian said.

      “You’re sending her to the new beaver dam?” Lochlan suddenly veered toward them.

      “Something wrong?” he asked.

      “Current’s still running fast since the storm two days ago.”

      “I wasn’t planning on going in the water,” Meadow replied.

      “Still dangerous. Fuck.” Lochlan grunted. “Lucky for you, I’m in the mood for fish. I’ll drop a line and keep an eye while she plays explorer. Let’s go.”

      “Thank you!” She clapped her hands. “I just need to grab a few things.”

      While Lochlan rolled his eyes, she popped her trunk.

      It physically hurt Rok to see the lack of space. Whereas Darian breathed, “How the fuck did she pull it out without dumping it all on the ground?”

      Because she was nuts. And so was he. “Later.” He walked off with Darian. Don’t look back.

      Hard to do when she chirped, “Thank you again, Rocky. You are the best!”

      He winced, not sure which was worse. The compliment or the fucking name.

      Darian outright snickered. “Rocky? Someone made an impression. What happened? I take it this has to do with Wes and Bowie getting dumped past the ravine? Asher and Hammer told me about it when they got home.”

      On four feet since they decided to leave Rok the truck in town.

      “They assaulted and drugged her.” No more needed to be said.

      Darian went quiet before saying, “So that’s why you didn’t come home last night.”

      “She was pretty out of it. Just wanted to make sure she’d be okay.”

      “And then took her to breakfast.”

      He winced. Someone had seen and reported. Fucking small towns. It was a wonder he and the crew at the ranch managed to keep any secrets. “She was hungry.”

      “Why not just admit you like her?”

      Like seemed tame for the inferno that swept him when she was around. “She’s cute.”

      Darian snickered. “Which is why you sent her off with Lochlan. The man hates cute.”

      Did he? Because he’d ended up going of his own volition. Volunteering even. What was that about? Surely Lochlan had no interest in Meadow. He never paid women any attention.

      But Meadow was different…

      “Are you listening?”

      “What?”

      “Get your head out of your pants for a minute. I gotta show you something.”

      “You going to tell me what, or is it a surprise?” he muttered with only a hint of sarcasm.

      “Remember how the other day someone pissed on the raspberries and didn’t leave a trace?”

      “Yeah. Did we find more piss?”

      “Not quite.”

      They were well behind the house, heading for the gardens maintained by those with a green thumb, meaning Astra and Gary.

      “Poppy sent me out for some veggies for dinner. That’s how I found the footprint.”

      No need to ask. It wasn’t one of theirs. “What can you tell me about it?”

      “Look for yourself.”

      Darian indicated one of the well-tended boxed beds. The dark soil moist, leafy green tops bushy by the row. Set very clearly in the dirt was a five-toed footprint.

      “No shoes?” Rok crouched but getting closer didn’t net a scent.

      “That’s not the only thing. I just found the one footprint.”

      “Impossible.” He glanced around. “There must be something else.”

      “I looked.” Given Darian was no slouch at tracking, that said something.

      “There has to be something. Everyone leaves a trace.” Footprints might be easy to hide but scent, presence, had a tendency to linger.

      “Nada, hence, the mystery.”

      Rok ran his fingers over the ground. There was crushed stone between the raised beds. Someone walking wouldn’t leave a print.

      He made his way to the edge closest to the woods and kept looking. He came across all kinds of normal scents: rabbit, squirrel, chipmunk, raccoon, fox.

      No pungent, earthy aroma of bear. Nothing human. Just the scents of those he lived with.

      The footprint was a mystery. One he didn’t like because it could only mean one thing. “Someone is fucking with us.”
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      Meadow hummed as she set up a space for herself in full sight of the dam Weaver had built. Weatherproof cushion to sit on. Book. Snack because breakfast was a while ago and a tripod holding her camera, which was set on detect motion.

      She’d not seen Weaver yet, but she could tell by her tracking device he was nearby. Would he remember her?

      She’d certainly been permanently marked by her experience with him. His mother had come to the sanctuary injured and pregnant. She didn’t survive, but her baby did. Meadow had spent countless nights with Weaver, cradling him close to keep him snuggly warm, feeding him milk via a dropper. But she’d been responsible enough that once he could start eating on his own, she put him outside to run around in their treed acreage. The sanctuary even had a pond, which he tried to build a dam in with the saplings he felled.

      Then the storm hit, flattening part of the fence and flooding their yard, including the building that housed the animals. To save them, they’d had to release them. Not all of them were recovered. Weaver was found, but because he’d managed to survive for months on his own, animal activists protested for his right to be free.

      And won.

      The tracking device was Meadow’s desperate last-ditch idea to see if that proved to be the right decision, arguing they should know for future cases. Thus far, it seemed as if Weaver’s freedom worked. He’d travelled far from home. Built himself a lovely dam on a creek. Best of all, he remained alive.

      As part of her documenting, she took pictures and measurements, got all that without incident. It was when she rinsed her hand from her sticky apple that she managed to fall in the water, which was crisp and caused her to gasp. She emerged, soaking wet, to find Rok standing on the bank.

      “Rocky!”

      “What the fuck?”

      She beamed. “Just refreshing myself.”

      “I thought you were told no playing in the water.”

      “Apparently nature thought I need a bath. Good thing I keep my phone in a waterproof case.” She held it up.

      He arched a brow. “You don’t appear to be as protected.”

      “I’m a little wet.” She shrugged off her damp jacket to find her shirt underneath soaked through, the fabric clinging to her skin, especially her breasts.

      He noticed, even stared for a second with smoldering eyes before he turned away. “Do you have dry things to change into?”

      “In the car.”

      “Let’s go then. It’s time for dinner anyhow.”

      “Really? You don’t have to feed me. I did bring some stuff,” she stated, shivering a bit as the wet fabric attracted the late afternoon breeze.

      “I highly doubt it will be as good as what Poppy makes. Lochlan caught a few fish for dinner.”

      “He’s quite impressive. I swear the fish jumped onto that man’s hook on purpose.”

      “It helps they’re plentiful,” was his grumbled reply. “Anyone can fish like a champ in that creek.”

      “I can see why you love living here. It’s so beautiful.” She spun as they followed the path going past her minicamp. Her knapsack hung in a tree to keep it away from ants and most pests. She hung her coat beside it. “It should be dry by morning.”

      “There’s no food in the bag?” he asked.

      “I know better.” She laughed. Her bathroom breaks were when she grabbed a snack from her car. Although, on her second trip in to use the bathroom, the Poppy he’d mentioned made her take a banana muffin and an iced tea. Delicious.

      “Did you get a lot of good images?” he asked, head down, hands shoved in his pockets. Stiff, as if small talk didn’t come easily.

      “Tons of pics, but not of Weaver. But that’s par for the course with him. Even as a little guy he was a night beaver. I’m hoping he comes out tonight. The moon is almost full, and the sky is supposed to be clear, meaning I should be able to spot him easily.”

      “You want us to come back out tonight?”

      “You don’t have to. Now that I know where I’m going, I’ll be perfectly fine.”

      “Says the woman who fell in the creek after being told to stand clear.”

      “I won’t be anywhere close to the water at night.”

      “No, you won’t because you won’t be out here. Too dangerous.”

      Overprotective, how adorable. “Don’t worry, Rocky. I’ve done this before.”

      “Not in these woods you haven’t,” was his dark reply. “And it’s Rok, not Rocky.” He took the term brooding to new heights.

      “Then I guess you’ll have to be my hero again and keep me safe.” The flirtatious words left her mouth, and he immediately stumbled.

      “Fucking tree roots.” The path was smooth.

      She inwardly smiled and then kept grinning at dinner. Apparently, while Rok might own the ranch, he wasn’t some snobby guy who kept apart from his workers. They not only lived in the house and the various cabins scattered nearby, but they also ate together at the massive table—two tables pushed together actually—with benches on either side. It made for a large gathering and lots of listening as she tried to grasp who was who.

      There was Darian, a serious guy, brother to Poppy. She was also somber but in a more tragic sense. Her cooking, though, had to be most joyful thing Meadow had ever put in her mouth.

      Asher appeared to be the playful one of the group, teasing and chuckling constantly, in direct contrast to the very grouchy Lochlan, who rarely said much or cracked a smile. Although he’d been the one to tell her that Weaver chose a fine spot for his dam.

      Reece, who apparently handled the ranch books, sat by his husband, Gary, whose tomatoes were doing very well this year. Although, according to Astra, who was very pregnant and married to Bellamy, her crop of eggplants, while of lesser volume, was impressive due to it being more difficult.

      Nova was the last woman in the group. Her hair was undercut so it shagged on top, and her eyes were a vivid blue. Her nose piercing sported a jewel that matched them.

      Missing were Hammer and Wallace.

      A lot of people who might not be related but laughed and talked like family.

      Meadow drank it in and soon was conversing just as animatedly as the others. Rok didn’t say much, but she found him eyeing her often.

      Around eight, she stood and said, “I should get out there and grab those pictures.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Rok volunteered and rose to his feet immediately, which led to some quieting and many eyes suddenly trained on him. “I’ll be back later,” he gruffly added, moving stiffly as if embarrassed.

      Such a funny man, and she’d get to spend time alone with him. Under a glowing moon.

      Anything could happen.

      She first used the bathroom before joining him outside. He stared up at the sky. She headed for her car and the things she’d need.

      He eyed her bundle and frowned. “Sleeping bag?”

      “To stay warm, of course. A little chilly at night to be sleeping without a blanket.”

      “What? You’re not sleeping outside. I’ll find you a spot in the house.”

      “I don’t want to put anyone out. It’s okay. I do this all the time.”

      Before he could reply, she jammed her headband on and lit the lamp.

      He hissed. “What the fuck are you doing now?”

      “Light to see in the dark, silly. Not all of us know the path that well.”

      “I wouldn’t have let you fall.” He sounded most put out.

      “I’m starting to think you like saving me,” she teased as she skipped for the woods, only to find herself halted.

      “Give me that.” He insisted on carrying everything. Just like Lochlan with her knapsack. Chivalry was not dead.

      As they strolled through the woods, she breathed deep. “You’re so lucky to live here.”

      “It is a nice place.”

      “It’s beyond nice. It’s perfection. I could stay here forever.”

      “But aren’t. We agreed on a week,” he stressed.

      She laughed. “I won’t overstay my welcome. Promise. Just envious you get to wake up to paradise every day.”

      “If you like it so much, why live in the city?” The question showed he’d been paying attention at dinner as she spoke with the others.

      “It has everything close by. Friends. Family. My job.” She grimaced.

      “Sounds like that last bit isn’t all that great.”

      “It is. Was. We’re having problems lately because animal activists think we should shut
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