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        Asher is determined to never settle down—until he meets his mate.

        

      

      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.

      A feisty human, she teases him at every turn. Makes him want something more. Especially after they spend a weekend as a pretend couple to avoid trouble with his old Pack.

      Problem is he’s got a secret, a howling and hairy one. And she's mentioned more than once the fact that she’s not crazy about dogs.

      Things come to a head when Valencia is threatened and he’s forced to show her his feral side. Will she run or stay to tame the beast?
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      Before Asher started working at the ranch…

      The cowards jumped Asher as he left work.

      As a bartender in downtown Edmonton, he was always the last one to leave because he made sure all the girls on staff got into their cars and on their way safely before he locked up. Which left him alone in the alley when the gang ambushed him.

      Tired after his ten-hour shift, he never heard or smelled them coming. Blame the clanking of the HVAC system and the stench of the dumpsters.

      As he walked past the garbage bin, headed for his motorcycle, a fist clocked him out of nowhere and his head snapped back. Before he could recover, the pummeling came fast and furious. Boots to his ribs. Blows to his face.

      Things cracked.

      Bruised.

      Bled.

      And fucking hurt until he passed out and woke in the hospital. Or so he assumed by the smell of antiseptic and the steady pinging of machines. The swelling around his eyes meant he could barely open them. Via a tiny slit, he noted an IV in his arm dripped fluids.

      “Asher!” The cry drew his squinting attention to the left side of his bed, where his sister stood, expression drawn, hands wringing in anxiety.

      “Hey, Winnie.” Asher tried to smile for her, only to grimace instead as his bruised jaw protested.

      “Thank goodness you’re awake. I’ll get the nurse.”

      “No, nurse. Just you. Please.” He wasn’t ready to deal with anyone else yet.

      Tears filled her eyes. “Oh, Asher.” Not the first time she’d cried over him. His pretty face and loose tongue meant he drew more than his fair share of fights. He also liked doing the dumb shit brash young men enjoyed like jumping off cliffs into water without checking the level or rocks first. He’d spent part of that summer in a cast.

      He tried to push himself up and grimaced as pain shot through him.

      At his expression, she hastened to jab at a button, angling the bed so he could sit at an incline. He should have remained lying down, not that he mentioned the discomfort to his baby sister.

      “I’m okay, Winnie. Betcha it looks worse than I feel.” A lie. He felt plenty shitty.

      Her lower lip wobbled. “Do you know who attacked you? The police couldn’t find any clues.”

      “No idea. It was dark. Guess it was my turn for a mugging.” Another fib. He’d gotten a glimpse of the ringleader. Rocco Durante. Son of the Pack’s Alpha. A veritable asshole and a bully when paired with his two closest allies, Larry and Ben.

      “I was so worried. The hospital said you showed signs of a brain bleed. They weren’t sure you’d wake up or be okay.”

      He wouldn’t have survived if he were human. A Were had a better constitution than most. “Bah. It will take more than a few love taps to hurt me,” he soothed. He hated seeing Winnie, the baby sister he’d always coddled, worried. “Surprised Mom isn’t here.” Ever since his dad died, more than ten years now, Mom had a tendency to hover.

      “She just left. She’s been at the hospital since they brought you in.”

      “How long?” He felt stiff, and not all of it was because of his wounds. His muscles protested his long nap.

      “Someone found you yesterday morning, and it’s late afternoon now.”

      A wince tugged his mouth. He must have been in really bad shape to be unconscious that long. No wonder they thought he might not recover.

      Winnie kept talking. “Mom is going to be so peeved you woke up while she went to grab a shower and something to eat.”

      “Food sounds good about now.” His body would require plenty of nutrition to speed up the healing process.

      Winnie’s expression brightened. “You’re hungry? I’ll let your nurse know to bring you a tray. You should also be checked over.”

      “No nurse. They’ll want to feed me shitty hospital food.” He’d had it before. Bland broth. Stale bread. A carton of milk. “I want real stuff. I’m a growing boy.” He wasn’t sure his winsome smile had the proper effect given Winnie swallowed hard and blinked back fat tears.

      Her words were choked as she muttered, “I’ll run to the coffee shop across the street and grab you something.”

      Before he could tell her not to leave, she was gone. She obviously said something to a nurse because one wearing a patterned scrub top with matching cap came bustling in.

      “Look who’s back in the land of the living.” Her greeting was boisterous. “How are you feeling?”

      He wanted to snarl that he’d rather be dead, or at least still unconscious, because he hurt all over. But that wasn’t the Asher he showed to the world. He managed a wan smile that didn’t send the nurse screaming and said, “Not great, but I’ll live. Thanks for looking after me.”

      “Bah, it was no problem. You were pretty quiet.” The nurse offered a smile as she placed her fingers on his wrist, eyeing her watch.

      They exchanged small talk, the bantering kind to soften her toward him. Asher had a way of putting people, especially women, at ease. Sometimes more a curse than a boon.

      As Nurse Marge, according to her nametag, checked him over and took his vitals, detailing how lucky he was to be alive, he kept his replies vague. Chances were he’d have to chat with the police, and he didn’t want to screw up whatever story he settled on. Despite knowing who put him in the hospital, he couldn’t exactly tattle. One didn’t rat on other Pack members. Besides, Rocco—the man leading the beating—had reason to be angry with Asher.

      As Marge finished checking his vitals, a sound at the door caught his attention.

      A beautiful woman stood framed. Melinda. Rocco’s ex-fiancée and the reason for his current condition.

      Marge eyed Melinda with a frown. “Are you family?”

      “A friend,” Melinda declared, suddenly flustered.

      

      “Family only.” Marge moved in Melinda’s direction to escort her out.

      “Please, Marge, I’d appreciate it ever so much if you’d let my girlfriend stay.” Asher uttered the plea using his best poor-little-boy expression and voice. It worked even with his face battered.

      Marge wagged a finger. “Only for a few minutes. The doctor will be in to see you momentarily.”

      “You’re an angel,” he declared.

      Melinda said nothing until the nurse left, and then it emerged in a soft rush. “I’m sorry, Asher. I never expected this to happen.”

      “I kind of expected it. Can’t really blame Rocco either. Losing you would be a hard pill for him to swallow.” Melinda had, until recently, been engaged to Rocco, but then she met Asher and it was love at first sight.

      Poor Rocco. He must have been devastated when she broke things off. Pity he’d found out about Melinda and Asher so quick. They’d been so discreet last weekend, their first time together. A torrid moment he’d never forget.

      He’d not seen Melinda since the kiss he’d given her before she got in her car and drove back to the city. As for him, he’d enjoyed a leisurely meal at a local restaurant then took the scenic route so he’d arrive much later. It wouldn’t do to rub their new couple status in Rocco’s face. They could wait a while before going out in public.

      Asher had texted Melinda when he arrived home, missing her already. She didn’t reply, but Sundays she usually had dinner with her family. He’d tried again the next day before work. Oddly, she’d still not replied.

      But she was here now. His mate, whom he couldn’t smell because of his swollen nose. He had no doubt, though, that after the passion they’d experienced, she bore his scent. The distinct aroma a sign of a true claiming, a rare bond that occurred when two fated people had orgasmic sex for the first time.

      He reached for her hand, but she didn’t grab it. Instead, she remained standing with her hands tightly clasped.

      “Are you okay?” he asked since she appeared upset. “I know I’m a little hideous right now, but I’ll heal. Promise.”

      “I’m sure you will.” She glanced over her shoulder.

      So beautiful. From the first time he’d seen Melinda, his blood boiled. They’d barely known each other or spoken much before they got together. What was there to say? He knew how he felt, and she had to feel it, too, given what she’d given up to be with him.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” he said, reaching for her again. “Come closer. I won’t bite.” As if he’d ever leave a mark on her smooth skin.

      Once more, she remained in her spot. “We need to talk. About Rocco.”

      He stiffened. “What about Rocco? Did he threaten you? I’ll kill him if he did.”

      “No. He would never lay a hand on me.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I didn’t actually dump him,” she blurted out before biting her lower lip.

      “What?” He must have heard her wrong. “You told me you had.” He had insisted she be free before he’d get involved. A hard thing to tell a woman who tempted his moral fiber by saying, “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      “You didn’t seriously think I’d cancel my engagement? The wedding is two weeks away.”

      “I’m confused.” Actually, he wasn’t. He’d heard her quite clearly, and what he understood peeved. “Are you saying you never planned to ditch Rocco?”

      She nodded.

      “You said you wanted me. Why the fuck did you lie to me?” The expletive slipped out.

      “I didn’t lie about wanting you. Just the part when I told you I’d dump Rocco.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you left me no choice.”

      He blinked. “The choice was if you want to be with me, you have to be single. But instead, you chose to tell a bald-faced lie just so I’d make you cream.” A crude thing to state. The throbbing pain in his body made it hard to feel charitable.

      “I know it was selfish. I just couldn’t help myself. I wanted you so bad.”

      The words managed to reassure him that his cock remained functional. He’d wanted her badly, too, else he would have never even considered dating another guy’s girl.

      Could he really blame her? As his mate, she couldn’t deny the connection between them. While he wished she’d done things in the proper order, at least now the wolf was out of the trap.

      “Well, I won’t say I’m happy about how things transpired, but at least now Rocco knows and we can be together.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Asher. You’re a super guy, sexy and awesome in bed, but we can’t be together.”

      “I don’t understand.” Her words made no sense. Or was it the pounding in his head making comprehension elusive? “You said you loved me.” Yelled it as he pounded into her as a matter of fact.

      “Yeah, but—”

      “There is no but. Either you love me or you don’t. There is no middle ground.” A harsh rebuke. He’d never used such a stern tone with her before.

      “Fine then. I don’t.”

      The claim hit him in the gut. “What’s happening?” Had his beating addled his wits? Was this some kind of coma nightmare?

      Her expression turned haughty. “What’s happening is you’re acting dense. Did you really think I’d dump Rocco, the Alpha’s son who is going to inherit leadership of the Pack one day, for a bartender?”

      The sneer turned her into someone he didn’t recognize. The beauty that had captivated him was apparently only on the outside, the love he’d felt a sham. “You used me. You never had any intention of breaking up with Rocco. Only I guess the joke is on you now that he found out we fucked. Let me guess, he dumped your ass.”

      “Hardly. That was my freebie.”

      “Your what?”

      “We both had one. A last hurrah before the wedding.”

      “If you both agreed to cheat, why did he kick the shit out of me?” And why couldn’t he go back to sleep? Because this shit was making him hurt even worse.

      “What can I say? He’s a jealous man. I had to reassure him he was the better lover.”

      Well, that was a low blow. With the heat of lust extinguished, he looked at her and wanted to slap himself for being stupid. Blame the alcohol for not seeing her clearly before.

      He couldn’t help the bitter tone of his words. “You’re mediocre yourself.”

      Her expression turned frosty. “You don’t have to be a jerk about it.”

      “I’m the one lying in a hospital bed, which your fiancé put me in because you’re both assholes.”

      “If you’re going to be like that, then I’m done here.” An indignant reply to her own perfidy.

      How dare she act the victim in this? And how could he have been so fucking dumb?

      “So long, Melinda. Do let the door hit you on the way out.”

      She wasn’t the only visit he endured that day. Rocco’s father was next, a grim but usually fair man, unless it came to his son.

      The moment Bruce entered the hospital room, he said, “You’ve placed me in a fine pickle with your actions, Asher.”

      It shouldn’t have surprised Asher he’d be getting the blame. The unfairness made him uncharacteristically sharp. “How about we discuss how your son and his coward friends jumped me? Wasn’t even close to a fair fight.” Asher might be in the wrong; however, that didn’t excuse Rocco’s methods.

      Bruce rubbed his jaw. “What the boy did wasn’t right. He and I will be having a talk about how to conduct a proper challenge. But can you blame him? You screwed his fiancée.”

      “Only because she told me she was done with Rocco.”

      “Shouldn’t have mattered.” Bruce slashed the air. “Guy code says you don’t fuck your friends’ current or ex partners.”

      “We’re not friends.” Never had been.

      “Doesn’t matter. You belong to the same Pack. You should have walked away.”

      “I thought she was my true mate.”

      “Is that the bullshit excuse you’re going to use?” Bruce barked. “You seduced her.”

      “No, I fucking didn’t. I told her to break things off with Rocco if she wanted to be with me. She came to me and said it was over. That she loved me. Turns out it was some kind of deal she had with Rocco. A last chance to fuck someone else before she marries your son.” He wasn’t about to lie to protect her.

      “Doesn’t fucking matter. You should have never even talked to her knowing she belonged to another man. And this isn’t the first time you’ve been caught fucking people you shouldn’t, Asher Donovan.”

      Bruce might have a small point there. There’d been his grade twelve math teacher. Totally mutual, and he was technically eighteen when it happened and already set to graduate. Then there was that landscaping crew he worked with that next summer. The boss and his wife were technically separated at the time.

      At the same time, there was no actual law that stated a man couldn't fuck whoever he liked, whether in a relationship or not.

      “Would you feel better if, from now on, I promise to only date women outside our Pack? Hell, I’ll even promise to stick to humans.” He’d get into less trouble that way.

      “That’s not enough. I can’t have you around anymore. You’ll have to leave.”

      “Hold on a fucking second, you’re banishing me?” Astonishment hued his query

      “You can’t stay. How is Rocco supposed to hold his head high with the man who cuckolded him still around?” Bruce held out-of-fashion views when it came to relationships.

      “Are you even listening to yourself? You’re kicking me out because Rocco’s lying fiancée wanted not just the cake but the pie, too.” He stopped short of calling her a nasty name.

      “My decision is final.” Bruce’s firm statement on it. And absolute bullshit. A clear case of a father favoring his asshole of a son. Not a surprise. Bruce might be a fair alpha when it came to everyone else, but he had a blind spot where Rocco was concerned.

      Asher wanted to launch himself from the bed and show Bruce exactly what he thought of his edict. He swallowed the anger. “Where am I supposed to go?”

      “That’s your problem.”

      “What of my mom and sister?”

      “They’re welcome to stay.”

      A small consolation. “Am I at least allowed to visit?”

      “Not until you’ve mated or married.”

      In other words, never.

      There was no point arguing, and quite honestly, Asher had no interest in seeing Rocco and the duplicitous Melinda, so he left. Mis mom and sister cried, but ultimately, they had no choice. He was twenty-three, a grown man who could make his own path in the world.

      He wandered for a while before ending up working in Northern Alberta, which was where he ran into Amarok, another wolf and outcast, who took one look at Asher and said, “If you need a place to stay, we’ve got room on the ranch.”

      Asher found a new home. A new family. But he made a vow long before that he would never get wasted or be fooled by love again.
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      Years later…

      A mighty pounding at the door drew Asher’s attention. He debated answering, given the last time a stranger came knocking, his friend, Rok—short for Amarok—got mated. What if answering the door was the equivalent of catching the bouquet?

      Instead, Asher helped himself to one of Poppy’s epic cupcakes. Waiting until later wasn’t an option. Even blinking wasn’t recommended, as Poppy’s baked confectionaries had been known to disappear.

      “You gonna answer that?” Lochlan groused from his spot at the table.

      “Why don’t you?”

      “Because I don’t like people.”

      An honest reply, and the opposite of Asher. “I do, usually.” Bang. Bang. “But that’s some angry knocking.”

      “Yup.”

      It also tickled his curiosity. Asher moved to the hall and stared nervously at the solid wood door. Which wasn’t like him.

      “Open this door before I call the cops!” hollered a woman. “Meadow! You in there? I’ve come to rescue you.”

      His brows rose. Whoever it was appeared acquainted with their Alpha’s new mate. Who could it be? Because Meadow didn’t have a sister.

      “Would you fucking answer it already?” Lochlan hollered from the kitchen.

      Asher swung it open to see a tall brunette with flashing angry eyes.

      “Where’s Meadow?” snapped the stranger without preamble.

      “Around here somewhere,” was his cautious reply.

      “Are you Amarok?”

      “Who’s asking?”

      “Her best friend, Val, asshole. What have you done with her?”

      Asher perused Val up and down. Her heaving bosom. Her flushed cheeks. The shaking fist.

      It hit him like lightning. A tightening of his groin. Tremor in his soul. A bolt of knowing that had his eyes widening.

      Mine, oh, mine.

      Uh-oh.

      He now understood why Rok had slammed the door in Meadow’s face the first time they met. Panic filled him. This couldn’t be happening. This angry human couldn’t be his mate. He was supposed to live a lonely bachelor life.

      Yet there she stood, maybe five nine-ish inches of bristling woman with a slim figure, olive complexion, and a firm shove as she pushed past him to step into the house.

      And what did his dumb ass do to stop her?

      Nothing.

      A man never laid hands on a woman. Asher didn’t care if today’s world demanded he treat them as he would a guy. He just couldn’t. He held open doors for women. Let them in front of him in lines—which often times meant he waited twice as long. Stood until they were seated first. And always spoke respectfully—to a gal’s face, at least. With the guys, he tended to be a little loose with his language.

      “Meadow!” Val bellowed, entering the living room.

      “She’s not in the house,” Asher declared, sauntering in her stormy wake. The stories he’d heard of her from Meadow hadn’t mentioned her anger issues.

      “Then where is she?” Val spat as she whirled.

      “Probably playing with her beaver again, ma’am.” He said it with a straight face.

      The woman gaped at him for a minute. It wasn’t the dimpled innuendo she reacted to but the last part. “I am too young to be a ma’am, asshole.”

      The vulgar word lifted the corner of his lip. “Well then, what should I call you? Last I heard, darling, honey, sweetheart, and babe were off the list.”

      “My name is Valencia Berlusconi, dickwad.”

      “The famous Val,” he said with a nod of his head. “Meadow’s mentioned you.”

      “Did she mention I’m a black belt? So don’t you try any cult business with me, or I will drop you,” she threatened.

      “Cult business?’” He couldn’t help an inquiring lilt.

      “How else to explain why my best friend went away for a few weeks and suddenly decided she wasn’t coming home because she’s marrying some backwoods mountain man.”

      “Not hard to explain. She fell in love.”

      Val snorted. “It’s lust, not love, which is why I’m here.”

      “Oh, it’s love all right.” It might seem too fast and impossible to a human, and yet to the Were, of which Amarok and Asher belonged? They could love many in their lifetime, but there was only ever one true mate, and once they met, they couldn’t bear to be apart.

      Please let me be wrong about her. Valencia didn’t seem the type to let a man enjoy alone-time with his
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