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      Whack! Whack!

      Lauren groaned as she rolled over and pulled a pillow over her head.

      Bang! Bang!

      Whack! Whack!

      A muffled curse came from under the pillow. It was too freaking early in the morning. Lauren tossed the pillow to the foot of the bed as she rolled onto her back and covered her eyes with her arm.

      Something banged hard against the wall behind her head. She sat up and rubbed her eyes. It was too early for the construction crew to be there, but that’s what it sounded like; a construction crew banging on her house.

      Lauren stretched out her arm and grabbed her cell phone off the corner of the nightstand. Pressing the button at the bottom, the screen lit up, almost blinding her in the semi-darkness of the room. She blinked several times to get her eyes to adjust.

      Lauren stared at the screen. Her eyes widened.

      Crap!

      The construction crew wasn’t early. She was late!

      With a groan, she flopped back onto the bed and covered her face with both of her arms. Oversleeping was not something she did, but then, her alarm had not gone off at seven. Unfortunately, she had no one to blame but herself.

      No, that wasn’t right; there was someone she could blame. A shiver ran down her spine.

      Moving her arms, she looked at the cell phone she was still holding. A few taps on the screen and a glance at the button on the side told her everything she needed to know. The alarm had gone off at seven, but she did not hear it. She turned off the sound after the fourth phone call at three a.m.

      Whoever was harassing her was now causing her more problems than lost sleep. Something had to be done about the problem. Sheriff Todd Anderson suggested she change her phone number. Yeah, that was a sensible solution, but not a practical one. She had too many clients. It would be chaos trying to get everyone the new number, and most likely, her phone stalker would get it, too. She couldn’t rule out any of her clients as suspects. The sheriff hadn’t said the words, but she knew he was thinking about them.

      Lauren pushed off the covers and rolled to the edge of the bed. She sat up and laid the cell phone on the nightstand. She yawned and stretched her arms up over her head.

      Caffeine.

      She rubbed her eyes. The coffee would not come to her. She was going to go downstairs and make it. With that thought, she hopped out of bed and walked across the room to the large antique dresser. After pulling out underwear and socks, she walked to the closet for a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt.

      Spring was around the corner, but the mornings and nights were still chilly enough for sweaters. Lauren sighed. She hated seeing winter go. It was her favorite time of the year, especially during the holidays, even though she didn’t have anyone to celebrate with.

      Lauren pushed aside the thoughts of loneliness. She knew from experience, being alone was better than being with an abusive, controlling jerk like her ex-boyfriend, Roger Mercer. A shiver raced down her spine at the thought of him. Lauren shook her head. She would not waste her time or energy on him. He wasn’t worth it. Besides, he was in jail with no chance of parole for a long time. He couldn’t hurt her anymore. Grabbing her favorite pair of jeans and a light blue sweatshirt, she walked to the bathroom.

      Fifteen minutes later, Lauren opened the door and stepped out of the bathroom. The hot shower helped get the kinks out of her muscles, but her brain was still fuzzy and demanding caffeine.

      She needed caffeine.

      Lots and lots of caffeine.

      Lauren picked up her cell phone and shoved it into a back pocket. She needed to check on the construction crew, but she needed the coffee even more.

      As Lauren walked downstairs, the sounds of hammers and saws grew louder. The noise didn’t help her brain, but she was glad the work on the roof and porch had started. It was going to be so nice sitting on the porch in the evenings and not having to worry about getting hurt when she stepped on a section of rotten wood or if she fell through the porch.

      Lauren paused at the bottom of the stairs. Curiosity gnawed at her. After a few seconds, she turned and entered to the kitchen. The need for caffeine won out over her curiosity.

      Ten minutes later, Lauren was halfway through her second cup of coffee, and feeling awake and ready to take on the day. She pulled her phone out of her back pocket. She checked her emails. After deleting most of them, she moved to her voice mail. In seconds, Skylar Anderson’s deep voice filled the room.

      “I was checking on you to make sure everything was okay. You didn’t answer the door when I knocked this morning, and I was worried since you knew we were coming. I told the crew to start on the porch and the roof. Adam Anderson, my cousin, is the foreman. If you have questions, you can ask him or call me.”

      Lauren sighed. Abby Anderson was one lucky woman to have a man like Scott in her life. She deleted the voice mail and stared at the phone. She thought she had found that special someone. Lauren shook her head. She was lucky. Mercer hurt her, but he had not broken her.

      She still had hope.

      Hope that one day she would find a man like Skylar Anderson or Sheriff Todd Anderson. A man who would love her for her brains, her curves and everything else about her without trying to control or change her to something he thought she should be.

      Lauren smiled.

      The Anderson men were hot, and even though they didn’t realize it, the Anderson men she had met were good for her bruised ego. They proved to her what she believed in her heart. There were gorgeous men in the world who cared for and loved the curvy women in their lives. She saw how the Anderson men looked at and treated their wives, and she wanted that for herself.

      One day, she would find a man like them. Lauren hoped she wasn’t too old to enjoy him. She snorted. Even if she were old and wrinkled, she would still jump his body, especially if he looked like one of the Anderson men. Too bad they were all taken.

      Lauren rolled her eyes as she skimmed through her contacts and tapped on Anderson Construction. She waited as it started ringing.

      “Anderson Construction. Skylar Anderson speaking.”

      “Skylar, this is Lauren Masters.”

      “I’m glad you called. Is everything okay? I was worried when you didn’t answer the door.” He didn’t tell her how close he came to breaking into her house to check on her. Todd had told him to keep an eye out for anything suspicious and to fix any potential security defects he saw. Todd had not gone into any details. He couldn’t, but it wasn’t only Todd. Abby was worried about her, too. Besides, Skylar thought of Lauren as a sister.

      Lauren heard the concern in his voice. “Yeah, everything’s fine. I overslept. I turned off the sound on my phone, so I didn’t hear the alarm this morning.”

      “I’ve done that a time or two.”

      Lauren chuckled. “I feel a little stupid.”

      “Don’t think that. It happens to everyone.”

      Loren sighed. Yeah, but everyone doesn’t have a phone stalker who likes to call in the early hours of the morning, she thought.

       “I want to apologize and let you know nothing was wrong, other than my oversleeping.” Lauren felt her cheeks warm. She was glad Skylar could not see her.

      “I’m glad everything’s okay with you. I cannot afford to let anything happen to my web designer. Have you met Adam yet?”

      “No, I haven’t been outside.”

      “If you have questions, you can ask him or call me.”

      “Thanks. I understand you’re busy, so I’ll let you go. Thank you for being concerned about me.”

      “No problem. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Lauren ended the call and slipped the phone into her back pocket. She looked around the kitchen and spotted the boxes of muffins and cookies she bought yesterday for the workers. It was as good a time as any to make amends for her tardiness. She grabbed the boxes and headed for the front door.

      Lauren juggled the boxes as she opened the front door, only to have a blast of cold air greet her. She shivered, but was glad she had put on a sweatshirt. Lauren, out of habit, looked down before she took a step. She stopped and jumped back, almost dropping the boxes. She stared wide-eyed at the enormous gaping hole where her front porch was supposed to be. “Guess it was a good thing I looked before I made that first step. That would have left a mark.”

      “And a broken limb or two.”

      Lauren looked up and stared at the most gorgeous man she had ever seen. He was tall—over six feet tall. He was muscular, with broad shoulders tapering down to a narrow waist. There had to be a set of washboard abs hidden under his shirt. Her hands itched to find out. She bit her bottom lip.

      Her eyes traveled up to his face, and she stared into the most beautiful gray eyes she had ever seen. It was like looking into a swirling thunderstorm. Lauren felt a jolt of electricity shoot through her body, causing her panties to dampen.

      “It would be safer if you went back inside the house.”

      “Huh?” The deep voice was the most beautiful sound she had ever heard. Lauren licked her lips.

      “If you need to come outside, the back porch is still intact. We will have the front ready for paint or stain before we leave today.”

      “Okay.” Lauren couldn’t get the word out, and she couldn’t move. She stared at the gorgeous hunk of male flesh. She was sure her IQ had dropped several points, but she didn’t care.

      The man took a step toward her. “Are you all right?” He sniffed the air.

      Lauren blinked. She had seen both the sheriff and Skylar do the same thing.

      “Go back inside,” growled the man, causing Lauren to jump.

      “I—it’s just that—” Lauren stuttered.

      “Go inside,” the man ordered again with a louder growl.

      Lauren’s eyes widened. “Did you growl at me?”

      “Go inside before you get hurt.”

      She blinked. It was not possible. She blinked again and frowned. Lauren could have sworn the man’s eyes had changed from gray to red. She shook her head. It was not possible. Human eyes did not change colors like that. Not without the help of contacts, and he didn’t look like the male who would wear crazy contacts to get people’s attention.

      “Now!”

      The man’s order caused Lauren to jump. She backed up a couple of steps. Without a word to him, she closed the door, and leaned against it and listened to the pounding of her heart. She wondered what was wrong with her.

      Lauren looked at the boxes she was still holding. She frowned again before she pushed herself off the door, took the boxes back to the kitchen, and set them on the counter by the coffee pot. She turned and stared at the front door.

      The urge to go look out a window in the living room was strong. She had to see the man again. Lauren shook her head. “I’m not making that mistake.” She wrapped her arms around her waist and squeezed her legs together. Never in her life had she ever felt the raw need she was now feeling.

      Lauren glanced back at the window as she chewed on her bottom lip and wondered what it would be like to have his hands on her body.
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      Adam stared at the door separating him from his mate. He ran his hand through his short hair. She wasn’t good looking. She was smoking hot with curves in all the right places, and not small curves. The full curves he dreamed about most of his life would spend years exploring and never tire of them.

      The sweet, faint scent of honey and oranges had teased him all morning. His bear wanted to go in and find the source of the scent, but Adam had kept a tight hold on him. Face-to-face with his beautiful mate had changed the game.

      His bear was clawing its way out of him. Adam did not know if he was going to keep the beast away from their gorgeous mate.

      There was the million-dollar question. Did he want to?

      It would be so easy to let his beast have its way. Adam knew the animal would charge into the house and claim the woman as their mate. It wasn’t afraid of the past repeating itself like the man was. The beast did not care about anything except the present and the smoking hot mate hidden in the house.

      She almost fell and killed herself, he told his animal.

      Our mate did not fall. Our mate wants us.

      Adam felt like his bear was using his spine to sharpen its claws. Would you quit clawing my insides? He was sure one of the beast’s claws was going to pop out of his side and rip open his skin.

      Go get our mate and I will stop clawing.

      Adam snorted. Blackmail won’t work.

      I am not blackmailing anyone.

      What do you call it? Adam raised an eyebrow.

      Getting what I want, declared his bear. It raked a claw across Adam’s ribcage.

      Adam flinched. I want her too. He tipped his head back and sniffed. The faint scent of honey and orange still hung in the cool air. He growled and tried adjusting his jeans, but it helped a little. If her scent caused this reaction to his body, what would it be like when he had her in his arms?

      We go find out.

      Adam drew in a deep breath and let it out. We have a job to do.

      His bear growled.

      We have to replace the front porch so our mate doesn’t fall and hurt herself. Tomorrow, we have to replace the back porch. Adam stared at the door separating him from his mate. The need to claim her threatened to consume him, but there was no way he was going to jump in headfirst. He had done that once before and was still paying the price for his mistake.

      Adam picked up a board and put it up on the sawhorse. He unclipped his measuring tape, measured and marked the board, cut it on the table saw. After tossing the scrap end into a pile behind him, he put the board in a pile with other boards waiting to become the new porch. He picked up another board and repeated the process.
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        * * *

      

      Lauren poured another cup of coffee to give herself something to do. She took a sip as she leaned against the counter. The sound of a saw filtered into the house. She bit her lip again as she stared at the living room windows.

      The need to look out the window was driving her crazy. She tried telling herself it was because she wanted to see what the construction crew was doing. She was lying to herself. It wasn’t the construction crew she wanted to see. Lauren wanted to see the gorgeous man again.

      She sighed.

      The sound of his voice made her want things she couldn’t have. Why would a man, as good looking as him, want anything to do with a short, fat female?

      Nothing, she told herself.

      She didn’t think she was bad looking. She had all the right curves. They were padded a lot more than the curves of most women, but there was nothing wrong with that. It was the way she was built, and some men liked it. Maybe Mr. Gorgeous would like them too.

      Lauren touched her left cheek.

      Mercer had told her she was beautiful, but then the police department forced him to go on an extended leave of absence. For the first time in their relationship, Lauren saw the real Roger Mercer.

      At the beginning of his leave of absence, he complained about her work. He said it took up too much of her time, and therefore, she couldn’t give him the attention he deserved. She rearranged her schedule and for a short period, Roger was happy. At least he seemed happy.

      The complaints began again.

      Her cooking was not good enough. Her clothes were too tight. She flirted too much with other men. and she needed to lose a few pounds. She needed to give up her apartment and move in with him to take care of him full time like he deserved.

      Lauren tried convincing herself Roger’s behavior was due to stress and depression, but it didn’t work. It was time to step back. She saw no one as angry as he was when she told him they needed some time apart to re-evaluate their relationship and decide what they wanted out of it.

      Roger’s face turned purple. He yelled at her. Called her names and accused her of having an affair behind his back. Lauren grabbed her purse and keys, but before she left his apartment, Roger grabbed her arms and threw her against the kitchen counter. Pain radiated through her back. She gasped for air.

      She was stunned.

      How could Roger, a cop sworn to uphold the law, hurt her this way?

      When Lauren looked at Roger Mercer, her blood ran cold. She did not recognize the man standing between her and the door. She didn’t know if she was going to get away from the monster.

      Roger lunged at her. Lauren grabbed the first thing off the counter she could to defend herself. She was not going down without a fight. The platter shattered as soon as it connected to the side of Roger’s head.

      Lauren knew he was going to hit her, but she wasn’t ready for the strength behind the fist when it struck the side of her face. For the first time in her life, she saw stars. The pain was so intense, her knees buckled and Lauren fell to the floor. Roger kicked her multiple times in the stomach, back, and her face.

      Someone screamed.

      It took a few seconds for Lauren to realize she was the one screaming. As blackness threatened to take over, Lauren heard a loud crash and a growl. As the darkness claimed her, a voice told her help was on the way.

      Lauren let out the breath she was holding.

      She was lucky. If it hadn’t been for the timely arrival of Detective Travis Walker, she would be dead. Lauren had no doubts about it. Roger Mercer would have killed her.

      In the last three years, Lauren moved to Bryant Station and had developed a growing web design business. She refused to let what Roger did define her, because she was stronger than that. She dated, but she was more cautious about who she dated, met them in a public place with lots of people, and refused to go to their house or to let them into hers.

      Lauren glanced at the living room windows again. Mr. Gorgeous turned her on in ways she had never been turned on before. She didn’t understand the attraction, but it was intense. It wasn’t because she wanted to look at him; she had to look at him.

      She fought the urge.

      Lauren chewed on her bottom lip as she stared at the windows.

      I’m going to regret this. She shook her head as she walked to the living room, not believing what she was doing.

      Lauren peeked through the slats in the blind of the largest window. It was cold outside, yet Mr. Gorgeous had taken off his shirt, giving her a good view of his back. She watched him pick up several boards. The muscles in his shoulders and back flexed and rippled.

      Lauren closed her mouth and wiped off the drool with the back of her hand. drool worthy and I’ve lost a few IQ points.

      She watched him drop the boards closer to the house, and go pick up another load. He dropped the boards with the others and stood up. He stretched his arms and turned toward the house.

      Lauren’s eyes widened.

      He stared at her. He knew she was spying on him.

      She dropped the slat as if it were burning her hand and jumped back. Lauren didn’t dare breathe. She was afraid he heard her.

      The sound of her phone made her jump and scream. She slapped her hand over her mouth. She retrieved her phone from her back pocket and almost dropped it several times as she tried answering it.

      “Hello, Lauren Masters speaking.”

      “Lauren, this is Maggie Winston. I need to get you to make some changes to my website.”

      “What changes do you want?” Lauren glanced at the closed window blinds. She wanted to peek outside, but was afraid Mr. Hunk would catch for her.

      “Well, I was thinking…”

      Lauren walked to her office as she talked to Maggie Winston, one of her many clients.

      An hour later, Lauren emerged from her office. She frowned. No hammering. No saws buzzing. It was too quiet. Lauren walked over to the front window. Her heart pounded. She raised the slat in the blind and looked out. No one was outside. Even the trucks were gone.

      Lauren glanced at her watch. It was already ten minutes into the lunch hour. Her stomach growled. Yeah, it was time for lunch. Lauren walked to the kitchen and rummaged through the refrigerator for something to eat. A few minutes later, she emerged with several containers, put them on the island, and pulled down a plate off the shelf behind her. She filled her plate and popped it into the microwave.

      Two minutes later, the microwave dinged and Lauren pulled out a plate of steaming food. She took it to the table in the corner of the kitchen and sat down to eat alone, as she did. She wondered whom Mr. Hunk was eating with, some cute, skinny female.

      Lauren sighed.
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      Without looking up from her computer, Lauren reached for her coffee mug and brought it up to her lips. She frowned at the cup. It was empty. Fuck. She didn’t even remember drinking it. She put the mug down and looked at the computer screen. Did she want to work on the changes Maggie Winston wanted without more caffeine?

      She rubbed her eyes. The answer was no.

      Lauren saved the changes she had already made. She grabbed her coffee mug and went to the kitchen in search of more of the needed caffeine.

      Halfway through another mug, someone knocked on the front door. Lauren frowned, wondering how someone was at the front door when the porch was gone. She giggled. The image of someone standing on his tiptoes to reach the door flashed in her brain. She set her coffee mug on the counter and walked to the front door.

      She noticed three things when she opened the front door. First, the sound of hammers and saws was everywhere. She shook her head, as she wondered how she had managed not to hear it while she was working. The second thing was that half of her front porch was back; or rather, it was new. It was raw, unpainted wood, but it was new. The last thing was the tall man standing a few feet away from her. She did not know who he was, but he was one of the construction workers. “Can I help you?”

      The man had blond hair and was not as muscular as Mr. Hunk was, but he wasn’t shabby either. A blush spread across his cheeks. “This was left on the front steps while we were gone to lunch.” He held out a blue gift bag with green tissue paper sticking out of it and an envelope. “The card was leaning against the bag.”

      Lauren frowned. She stepped out onto the new section of her front porch. “That was left on the steps?” She looked around the yard.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Did you see anyone leave it?”

      The man shook his head. “No. Just saw the bag and the card. I figured I would give it to you so it doesn’t get messed up while we’re working on the porch.”

      She reached for the bag and card.

      “Are you okay?” asked the man.

      Lauren nodded. She stared at the bag. It had been almost two weeks since the last one showed up. She had hoped there would not be anymore. Guess I was wrong.

      The envelope was not sealed. She bit her bottom lip as she pulled the plain white card out of it. Her heart pounded. She opened the card and read the handwritten message.

      

      I dream of the day when I have you tied to my bed. You won’t have to wait long either. Put my gift on your nightstand and dream of me. Soon, we will use them.

      

      Lauren trembled. She pulled the green tissue paper out of the bag and looked in it. She stared at the boxes of condoms. First, it was the jewelry and perfume, then the sheer, skimpy negligee, along with a vibrator, now this. When was it going to end?

      She was so lost in her thoughts; she did not notice Adam walk up behind her. “Is everything alright?” Adam put his hand on her arm.

      Lauren jumped and screamed at his touch. She took a step back, but her foot connected with nothing but space where the porch was missing and fell.

      Adam’s heart skipped a beat when he saw Lauren step backwards off the porch. He grabbed her and pulled her into his arms. The touch of her warm, trembling body against his sent his body into overdrive. He enjoyed having her in his arms. He buried his nose in her dark auburn hair and breathed in her sweet honey and orange scent. She was his mate, and he would do whatever he had to do to protect her, even if it was from him, but he would protect her.

      Lauren took several deep breaths. She should have hit the ground, but something had stopped her. She was safe. Lauren relaxed against the strong warmth. Her mind tried to make sense of everything that had just happened.

      The note.

      The condoms.

      Roger Mercer was after her.

      Arms wrapped around her. Roger was after her. She screamed and clawed at the arms, but they would not loosen. She remembered her defense class. Lauren stomped her foot down as hard as she could on her abductor’s foot.

      “That hurt! Don’t do that again,” said a deep, sexy voice close to her ear.

      Lauren’s thoughts were about getting away. She slammed her head back into the man’s face. She heard a loud grunt and a few curses, but the arms let her go.

      “Damn it, woman! I think you broke my nose.”

      Lauren didn’t look back. She ran into the house and locked the door. She ran up the stairs, through her bedroom, and straight into her bathroom. Leaning against the locked door, she wrapped her arms around herself and slid to the floor. She cried as she rocked back and forth.

      Five minutes later, Lauren crawled over to the toilet and pulled some tissue off the roll on the hanger next to it. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose. No one had chased after her. She chewed on her bottom lip as she thought about what had happened.

      Then it hit her.

      Lauren groaned and covered her face with her hands. She had overreacted. The arms that had wrapped around her had pulled her to safety. They weren’t trying to hurt her, but she had hurt the man.

      She climbed to her feet and looked in the mirror over the sink. Lauren shook her head. Puffy red eyes stared back at her, and to make matters worse, her face was blotchy. She was a mess!

      Lauren turned on the hot water and let it run until it was warm, then washed and dried her face. She looked in the mirror again. There wasn’t much she could do about her eyes or her red nose, but at least the tear stains were gone. Now she had to go downstairs and apologize to the man she attacked. Way to overreact!

      Guilt ate at her. She had hurt someone who was trying to save her from a severe injury. It was at least a four-foot drop. She would have broken a bone, or worse.

      At the bottom of the staircase, Lauren turned to go to the front door, but stopped after a couple of steps. With only part of the front porch finished, it wasn’t a good idea to go back out there. The backdoor was her best option. She turned around and went back toward the kitchen. She was almost there when someone knocked on the door.

      “You need to check to see who it is at the door before you open it,” said Mr. Gorgeous when Lauren opened the door.

      “Excuse me?” She stared at the man standing in front of her. She blinked and gasped. Drops of blood covered the front of his shirt. “You’re the one I hit. I’m so sorry I freaked out like that.”

      “I’m fine. Since we have already wrestled, I should introduce myself. I’m Adam Anderson.” He held out his hand. His bear was still laughing at him.

      “Lauren Masters.” She shook his hand. “Skylar said you were the foreman in charge.” She shifted from one foot to the other. Why did the guy have to be Mr. Gorgeous? “I’m so sorry about what happened.”

      Adam stepped into the kitchen, forcing Lauren to take a couple of steps back. “We need to talk about this.” He held out the blue bag.

      “It’s nothing.” She tried grabbing the bag, but he moved it out of her reach.

      “It’s not nothing. You need to explain to me what is going on.”

      Lauren’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t have to explain anything to you. Why don’t you give me the bag and go back to work?” And to think she had been sorry about what she had done to the guy.

      “Yes, you do.” He closed the door.

      She crossed her arms and glared at Adam. “If you don’t leave, I’m going to call Skylar.”

      “When you call him, tell him about this bag and the note.”

      Lauren turned red. “You-you read the note?”

      “Yeah, I did. Something needs to be done about this creep before he hurts you.” Adam set the bag on the counter. “I don’t want you to get hurt.” He stepped closer to her.

      She looked up at Adam. Something in the back of her brain told her he would do everything in his power to keep her safe.

      “Don’t be afraid of me. I will never hurt you.” He prayed she would accept his bear.

      “I know you won’t. Don’t ask me how I know, I just do.” Her voice was little more than a whisper.

      Adam was encouraged when she stood her ground instead of backing away from him. He wrapped his hand in her hair at the base of her neck and pulled her closer to him.

      She licked her lips. “What are you doing?” His touch sent electricity coursing through her body. It scared her and excited her at the same time.

      “What do you think I’m doing?”

      “I think you’re going to kiss me.”

      Adam chuckled. “Are you going to stop me?”

      Lauren licked her lips again. “No,” she whispered.

      Adam couldn’t stop the growl of approval any more than he could stop his bear from chanting, mine, mine, mine. “Do you realize what your sweet scent does to me?” He bent down and captured her lips with his.

      She was not surprised that he kissed her, but the whirlwind of emotions he caused in her were a surprise. He alternated between suckling her lips and tracing them with his tongue. Desire swept through her, making her quiver with need. Liquid heat pooling between her legs, soaking her panties. She wanted more. She needed more.

      At some point, his other arm had gone around her waist. She was glad, because at that moment, his arm was the only thing keeping her standing. His kiss was deadly. She was playing with fire, but she liked it. Her arms snaked their way around his neck, pulling him closer.

      Adam ended the kiss. He rested his forehead against hers, giving them both a minute to let their breathing return to normal. The rich honey scent of her desire filled the room. He lifted her and buried his nose in her neck. He kissed the spot where his mark would go, and she trembled in his arms.

      “Please, I need—” Lauren swallowed. She had just met the man, yet she wanted him to take her up to her bedroom and spend the rest of the day making love to her. I have lost my mind. That is the only explanation.

      Adam let her slide down his body until her feet touched the floor.

      Lauren’s eyes widened. There was no disguising the enormous bulge in his jeans.

      “I need you too.”

      “What is going on between us? Why do I feel such intense desires for you?”

      Adam sighed. Keeping the truth from her was not an option. The sooner he told her, the sooner she would understand and accept what he was. “There are things in this world that can’t be explained, and there are monsters.”

      She put her hand on his cheek. “I know about the monsters. I’ve already met one of the worst monsters a person can meet, and I survived.”

      He nuzzled her neck again.

      “And there are other unexplainable things besides monsters in the world. Some things are beautiful,” she said.

      “You are my mate.” Something told Adam he wouldn’t be able to keep anything from her.

      “I’m your what?”

      “My mate. You are my mate.” He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “I will protect you.”

      Lauren pushed Adam away from her. “Back the trolley up. What do you mean that I’m your mate?”

      “It’s nothing—a term.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You drop a bomb on me, and then you try to blow it off like it’s nothing. That is not the way it works. You need to explain yourself.” She plopped her fists on her hips.

      Adam stared at his mate, and he realized the fear she had earlier had nothing to do with him. He grinned. She was not afraid of him.

      “And you can wipe silly grin off your face.”

      He chuckled. “You’re not afraid of me.”

      “Is there a reason I should be afraid of you?”

      “I’m huge, and I’m a monster.”

      Lauren blinked. “Yeah, you’re big, and you would squish me like a bug, but I don’t think you will.” She looked at his biceps. “Ex-military. Maybe some type of Special Forces unit, or even a mercenary. And yeah, you have demons you’re battling, but don’t we all? As for the monster part,” she paused. “I’ve seen actual monsters before and I witnessed first hand what kind of evil they are capable of.”

      Adam saw the flash of fear in her eyes when she spoke of monsters. He stepped to her and lifted her face. “Who was the monster that hurt you?”

      She gave him a quick, weak smile. “It’s not important.”

      He sighed. His bear was pushing him to mark her as theirs, but she would freak out if she had a huge Kodiak bear in the middle of her kitchen. “Go out to dinner with me so we can talk.”

      Lauren stared into his stormy gray eyes. “And you will explain to me what you mean by mate?”

      “If you will go out with me tonight.”

      “Just dinner? No strings attached.”

      “Just dinner and conversation.” He wasn’t sure what he would do if she said no.

      “Okay. Dinner tonight, but nowhere fancy. The Blue Plate will be fine.”

      The weight had lifted off Austin’s shoulders. She had agreed to dinner. It was a good start. “The Blue Plate it is. How about I pick you up around seven?”

      “I would rather drive myself and meet you there.”

      Adam frowned. “After this, I don’t think it’s safe for you to drive by yourself or return to the house alone. The male who left this might be waiting for you.”

      Lauren sighed. “You’re right.” She stared at him. Something told her he was safe. She nodded. “Seven would be good.”

      “Seven it is.” He brushed his lips against hers. “I have to get back to work. I need to make sure we finish the front porch so you don’t fall and hurt yourself.”

      “Okay.” Lauren watched him leave. Her lips were still tingling from his touch. If his lips got her all hot and bothered, what would it be like when they made love? I won’t survive. 

      For the hundredth time, she wished she could talk to her mom and stepdad, but it was not possible. Some narrow-minded bigots had made sure of that. She pushed the memories into a small box in the back of her brain and locked the lid. A trip down this memory lane was not what she needed at the moment. There were just too many things on her plate she needed to deal with, and the first thing was the bag and note.

      Lauren turned to retrieve it from the counter, but it wasn’t there. She frowned, wondering where it had gone. She closed her eyes and shook her head. Adam Anderson was the reason it was gone. It was the only explanation. But why did he take it?

      She was about to go outside when her phone rang. “Hello, Lauren Masters speaking.” She answered the phone without looking at who was calling.

      No one spoke.

      “Hello.”

      Again, no one spoke. Heavy breathing was all she heard.

      “I’m sick and tired of your stupid joke. You need to get a life and leave me the hell alone.”

      “You are my life and you are mine.” The voice was male, but it was low and the words were a bit slurred.

      Lauren ended the call and looked at the telephone number. The number said unknown. Shaking, she turned off the volume, and set the phone on the counter and backed away from it. As if on cue, the phone lit up as another call came through. Lauren glanced at the screen. The number again said unknown.

      Lauren put a hand over her mouth. I will not cry. I will not cry. She repeated the phrase until it was more of a chant than a single repeated sentence.

      The call ended, and Lauren sighed with relief. She chewed on her bottom lip. She should change her number like Sheriff Todd Anderson had suggested. If she gave it out to just her clients and no one else, it might narrow down the list of suspects. It made her sick to her stomach to think the gifts and calls were coming from one of her clients.
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      Lauren looked at the pile of clothes on her bed and shook her head. The small pile looked pathetic.

      No.

      Correction.

      It was super pathetic!

      She had plenty of t-shirts, sweatshirts, and jeans, but almost no dress clothes. She didn’t need them. The computer did not care what she wore. Comfort was her only concern, not what other people thought about what she was wearing.

      Why am I having such a hard time picking out something to wear?

      Lauren rolled her eyes.

      Because you are worried about what Adam will think.

      She stuck out her tongue at the offensive pile of clothes, then turned her back to them and looked in the closet again. It was still cool in the mornings and evenings, so she needed something with long sleeves. She shoved one hanger after the other out of the way, as she dismissed each shirt hanging on them.

      “I need to organize this mess,” she grumbled. “At least put all the long sleeve shirts together.” Too bad the closet fairies wouldn’t stop by and do it for her.

      Lauren stopped and stared at a shirt. It was a little lighter weight than what she was thinking of wearing, but she could put her denim jacket over it. She pulled the sapphire blue shirt out of the closet. She set it by itself, then grabbed the pile of clothing and put the items back into the closet.

      Lauren walked over to the dresser and pulled out a pair of jeans and underwear. She laid the jeans down beside the sapphire shirt, she took the underwear to the bathroom.

      Thirty minutes later, her hair was dried and hanging in loose waves down her back, and she was dressed. Lauren pulled her denim jacket out of the closet and walked downstairs.

      She glanced at her phone. She had about fifteen minutes before Adam was supposed to be there. Would he show up, or would he decide he had made a mistake and leave her waiting and wondering what had happened? She walked over to one shelf in the living room and rearranged the glass bear figurines. The collection filled most of the shelves in the built-in unit.

      The collection was her most prized possession and resulted from years of gifts and collecting. She remembered her stepdad teasing her about her fascination with bears when she was younger. He would laugh and tell her she was giving his lion a complex. Yet, he bought her the very bear figurine that started her collection—a small black bear that had been hand-carved out of cherry wood.

      Lauren smiled as she picked up the small black bear. Other than a few pictures she had taken with her to college, this was the only thing she had left to remind her of her family. She blinked several times, determined not to cry. She put the wooden bear back on the shelf.

      The knock on the front door caused her to turn around. She sucked in a deep breath and let it out. The thought of Adam being on the other side of the door sent quivers of excitement through her body.

      Lauren opened the door and forgot to breathe. The black sweater Adam wore molded to his chest and shoulders, showing off his broad, muscular frame to perfection. His jeans fit like a second skin. She bit her bottom lip to keep from moaning. He was hot. She felt she was going to have to sit on her hands to keep them off his body.

      “Hi.” Adam drew in a deep breath. He grinned.

      “Hi yourself.” Her voice sounded breathless because she remembered to breathe at the last minute.

      “Are you ready?”

      She nodded. “I just need to grab my jacket.” She picked up her jacket, phone, and keys off a table by the door.

      Adam took the jacket from her and helped her into it. “Is the backdoor locked?”

      “I locked it earlier before I went up to shower and change.”

      Adam’s cock jerked at the image of her taking a shower. His bear’s ears perked up, too. “Where’s your purse and keys?”

      “No purse.”

      Adam raised his eyebrows. “Don’t women carry purses?”

      “The only time I carry a tote is when I take my laptop with me. Otherwise, it’s just my keys and phone.”

      “What about id and money?” He did not like the idea of her running around without either.

      She held up her phone. “The case has a compartment for my id and a credit card. I’ve got some cash in my pocket, and my keys will slip into my other pocket.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “What you see is what you get. I dress for comfort and I wear almost no makeup.”

      “Good.” Adam grinned. “I don’t care for the fancy trappings, and makeup only gets in the way when I do this.” With the speed only a shifter could have, he pulled her into his arms. He tilted her head up and seared her lips with a passionate kiss.

      Lauren threw her arms around his neck and kissed him back with the same intensity.

      Adam broke the kiss. He closed his eyes and let his head drop to her shoulder. As they both struggled to breathe, he pulled her tight against his body.

      Lauren felt his bulge pressing against her stomach. She tightened her arms around his neck and caressed his jaw with kisses. His cock twitched, and she heard a low growl.

      “We need to get going.” His voice was rough.

      “And if we don’t?”

      “We won’t be coming out of your bedroom until sometime tomorrow evening.”

      Lauren gasped at his declaration. Her womb clenched and her panties grew damp. “That might not be such a bad idea,” she whispered in his ear. Her stomach took that moment to growl in protest at being empty.

      Adam smile and kissed her shoulder before he pulled away from her. The urge to sink his teeth into the tender spot where her neck and shoulder meet was growing stronger. Sooner than later, he was going to do just that and mark her as his. He just hoped she would understand and accept his animal side. “I need to make sure you eat first. I wouldn’t want you fainting from the lack of energy.” He wrapped his hand in her hair and gave her a quick, hard kiss on the lips.

      “That wouldn’t be a good thing to happen. Because then you would leave.” Lauren tried to hide a smile. “Playing with myself isn’t all that fun.”

      Adam couldn’t stop the growl any more than he could stop his cock from growing. “Woman, are you trying to kill me?”

      “I think we should go eat and talk.” She put her hands on his chest. “You know, get to learn about each other, at least a little, before we go any farther.”

      Adam smiled. “Does that mean I have a chance of getting lucky tonight?”

      “That depends.”

      “Depends on what?”

      “Whether I’m too tired.”

      He frowned. “And why would you be too tired?”

      “All the swing practice I’m going to do to night.”

      “Swing practice?” Adam’s eyebrows arched.

      “Yeah, swing practice.” Lauren smiled at him. “For when I beat all the women off you with my baseball bat.”

      Adam threw his head back and laughed. It felt good. It had been a long time since he felt like smiling, let alone laughing. “I don’t think you have to worry about that.”

      “Have you looked at yourself in the mirror?”

      “There are no other women in my life. I’m not a likeable person.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      Adam sighed. “I’m former military.”

      “Figured that out earlier today, remember?”

      “I’m considered the black sheep of the family. Most everyone is scared of me.” He waited for her to break their date. His own family thought he was cold-hearted.

      “You haven’t scared me away. So, that is a plus in your favor. Why don’t we go to dinner and see what happens from there?” Lauren bit her bottom lip, wondering if he was trying to break the date with her.

      Adam stared at her. The only thing he sensed from her words and tone was honesty. “Give me your keys.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m going to lock the front door.”

      Lauren snorted. “I can lock the door all by myself.” She held out the house key. It must be a shifter thing. She rolled her eyes. Her stepdad pulled the same thing with her mom and it drove her nuts, too.

      “I realize you’re capable. It’s just a—”

      “A military thing?”

      “Yeah. Something like that.” He locked the door, then led her to his truck.
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      Lauren could not believe the nerve some women had. The blonde bimbo couldn’t take the hint that Adam was not interested in her. She kept leaning on the table, displaying her breasts for everyone to see. Lauren wondered how the woman’s low-cut blouse kept them from falling out. “I should have brought my baseball bat,” she muttered.

      Adam raised an eyebrow.

      Lauren gestured to the blonde bimbo, then pointed her finger at her head and twirled it. She saw the corners of Adam’s mouth twitch. Being polite to the woman was not working. Lauren sighed.

      “Why don’t we ditch this boring place and go to O’Malley’s for a drink, or we could go back to my place? I will make it worth your while.” The blonde bimbo rubbed her hand up and down Adam’s arm.

      Adam pulled his arm away from her. “I think you need to leave.” His voice was low, and there was a dangerous undertone to it.

      “That’s it!” Lauren slapped the table with the palms of her hands. The sound was loud enough it caused people around the diner to turn and stare, but Lauren didn’t care.

      The blonde bimbo turned her head and glared at Lauren. “What is your problem?”

      “You.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. You are the problem. Adam is not interested in you. He is not going anywhere with you. I am his date. That is why I came in with him and why I am sitting here trying to have dinner with him. When he gets ready to leave, he will go home with me. Not you.”

      The bimbo stared at Lauren. “Why would he want to go home with a fat cow like you when he can have this body?” She gestured to her thin body.

      Adam growled. His eyes started changing colors. It was bad enough the woman’s sour scent irritated him and his bear, and she would not take a hint that she wasn’t wanted, but now she was calling his mate names.

      Lauren reached across the table and took his hand. Her touch soothed his bear. She looked at the intruder. “Some people are just not into doing used trash.”

      Adam snorted. He squeezed Lauren’s hand.

      “Darla, I think it’s time for you to leave.” Joy Anderson walked over to the booth.

      “Why should I leave? She’s the one who is calling me names,” whined Darla, aka the blonde bimbo.

      “I’ve warned you once about your behavior. My diner is not your personal dating grounds. Leave and do not bother coming back. You are no longer welcomed in here or the bakery.”

      Darla’s face flushed as she glared at Joy Anderson. She looked at Adam. “You would have had a much better time with me than with that fat cow.” She turned and stormed out of the diner.

      “I’m sorry about that. Since she came back to town, she has been a problem. Your food is ready. Do you want to stay, or do you want me to box it up to go?” asked Joy.

      “What do you want to do?” Adam asked Lauren.

      Lauren smiled. “I’m not letting that woman ruin my evening.”

      “We’re staying.”

      Joy smiled. “I’ll bring your food out.” She turned and went back to the kitchen.

      “Are you sure you want to stay?” Adam asked Lauren.

      She smiled at him. “And you thought I was joking when I said I was going to be too tired from swinging my baseball bat.”

      “Here you go.” Joy reappeared with a tray loaded with plates of food. “One chicken fried chicken steak with gravy and baked potato with everything on it for you.” She put the plates down in front of Lauren. “And a T-Bone steak cooked rare and baked potato with everything on it for you.” She put a couple of plates down in front of Adam. “I’ll be back with some rolls and refill your iced teas.” She left to check on customers at another table.

      “So, you don’t care for salads?” The few times Adam had taken women to dinner, they all ordered some type of salad and then spent the entire meal picking at it.

      “Salads are fine as a side dish, but they are not the main course. I am not a rabbit. I like meat.” She saw the twinkle in his eyes and the slight hint of a smile on his face. He was teasing her. She got the feeling he had had little to smile about over the years.

      “You like steak?”

      “Doesn’t everyone?” She pointed her fork at his plate. “I like steak, but not when it’s still mooing at me.” She gave an exaggerated shudder. “My mom and stepdad liked it that way, too. I can deal with a little pink in the middle, but not like that.”

      “Where do you parents live? I would like to meet them.” Adam took another bite of his steak.

      Lauren grew quiet and a sad look crossed her face.

      “I’m sorry. Did I say something wrong?”

      Lauren shook her head. “You said nothing wrong.” She assured him. Lauren gave him a sad smile. “I wish you could meet them. They would have liked you, though Dad probably would have given you a hard time.”

      Adam put his knife and fork down and took her hands in his. “What happened to them?”

      “During my last year at college, they were murdered.” Her bottom lip and chin started trembling. “Excuse me.” She pulled her hands out of his and headed toward the restroom.

      Adam’s features darkened as he watched her walk away. There was more to the story. He looked around. This wasn’t the place to talk about it, either.

      Go after our mate, growled his bear.

      She will be back, and then we are going to take her home. I will take care of her.

      We will take care of our mate. His bear rammed its massive head against Adam’s ribs, causing him to grunt and rub his side.

      Would you stop that?

      His bear growled, but sat down.

      “Is everything okay?” Joy stopped at the table.

      “Would you pack these to go?”

      “Yeah, no problem.” Joy frowned, but picked up the plates. “I’ll be back for the rest in a minute.”

      “Thanks.” Adam turned his attention back to the direction Lauren had gone. By the time Lauren emerged from the restroom, Joy had brought a ‘to go’ bag to the table.

      Lauren was walking back to the booth when she heard someone call her name. She looked to her left and groaned. Dennis Jones, one of the real estate agents in town, walked toward her.

      “What a surprise to see you here.” Dennis walked up and tried to hug her.

      Lauren stepped back as she pushed his arms off her shoulders. “I don’t know why it’s a surprise to you.”

      Dennis narrowed his eyes when Lauren brushed off his hug. “I’m surprised because you’ve turned me down every time I’ve asked you to go out.”

      Lauren wanted to take another step back. Hell, she wanted to run to Adam. “I’ve told you on several occasions that I’m not interested in going out with you. I can’t make it any clearer. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to my date.” Lauren walked around him, but he reached out, grabbed her arm just above the elbow, and squeezed.

      “You won’t go out with me, a respectable business owner, but you will go out with that killer.” Dennis leaned closer. “Are you sleeping with him, too?”

      “Let go of my arm,” hissed Lauren.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You may be a respectable businessman, but you’re a filthy piece of trash.” She jerked her arm.

      Dennis tightened his grip. “You aren’t going anywhere until I say you are.”

      “Let her go.” Adam appeared next to Lauren.

      Dennis had to look up. He took a step back, dragging Lauren with him. “You are not part of this conversation. So why don’t you just leave?”

      “Take your hand off of Lauren.” Adam’s voice was different, and his eyes had a silvery swirl in them. Lauren realized he was close to shifting.

      “Or what?”

      Adam grabbed the man’s wrist and squeezed.

      Lauren almost laughed.

      Dennis squealed like a pig caught in a trap. Two seconds later, he let go of Lauren’s arm as he dropped to his knees.

      Lauren stepped behind Adam and put her hand on the small of his back. She understood he needed her touch.

      “You broke my wrist.” Dennis whined like a little kid. He cradled his wrist against his chest. “I’m dying,” he cried.

      Adam growled. His bear wanted out. It wanted to rip apart the man for touching its mate. It wanted to kill the man for daring to harm her. Adam struggled to keep his beast under control. Dismembering the idiot in the middle of the diner was a bad idea. Joy would not be happy with the mess, and he did not want to introduce Lauren to his bear quite that way. It would send her running for the hills. That was the last thing he wanted. He lived with what happened to his high school girlfriend when she found out about his bear. If something happened to Lauren, he would not survive.

      “Adam?”

      Lauren’s soft whisper wrapped around his brain. He felt her hands slide from his back to his arm.

      “He’s not worth it,” she said.

      Adam’s bear growled. The man touched our mate. He tried to take her away from us. The man hurt her.

      I want to rip him apart, too, but we have to think about Lauren. She has to be our priority. Adam reasoned with his bear.

      After a few growls, the beast backed down a little, but it watched for any problem. Adam realized it would not take much to set off the monster. There would be no stopping it from protecting their mate.

      “Adam?”

      He looked down at his beautiful mate. Did she even realize how she was taming the beast? “Our food is in the bag on the table. I thought you might like to go somewhere a little more private and talk.”

      “I like that.” She smiled.

      He turned his back to Dennis, who was rolling around on the floor, moaning like a child. Adam guided Lauren back to their table. He picked up her jacket and helped her put it on.

      “Thank you,” she said as she reached for the ‘to go’ bag.

      “I’ve got it.” Adam picked up the bag. “Are you ready?”

      Lauren nodded.

      Adam stared at her for a couple of seconds, taking in her downcast eyes and her bright pink cheeks. “You have nothing to be embarrassed about. None of that was your fault.”

      “I know. Dennis caused the scene. I’m sorry you got dragged into it.” She bit her bottom lip.

      Adam could not stop the low growl in the back of his throat. “I will protect you any way I can. You are—special to me.” He put a hand on the small of her back and guided her out of the diner and to his truck.

      Lauren stared at the enormous truck. “Have you ever thought about investing in steps?”

      “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Steps would make it a lot easier for your dates to climb into your truck.”

      He put the bag in the back seat and then opened the passenger door. “Then I wouldn’t be able to do this again.” He lifted her and put her in the seat.

      “You need to quit picking me up or you’ll end up hurting your back.”

      “You are not heavy.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “I’m warned. Now, buckle up.” He closed the door. Adam chuckled as he walked around the truck. He stopped for a second. When was the last time I found anything funny? He couldn’t remember, but it was because of Lauren.
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      The ride back to Lauren’s place was quiet. Adam pulled into the driveway and parked. He went around the truck and opened Lauren’s door. She slid out and into his arms.

      Adam wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tight against his body. She molded perfectly against him. He buried his nose against her neck and breathed in her sweet honey and orange scent. He nuzzled the spot where his mark would go. His bear pushed against him, wanting to taste the delicate skin of their mate.

      Lauren melted against him, soaking up his warmth and his peppermint and chocolate scent. He nuzzled her neck. She sighed and tilted her head a little more, giving him easy access to her neck. The feel of his lips on her neck sent ripples of pure sexual energy through her body and straight to her clit. She wanted him to touch her. She needed him to touch her. He made her forget everything except him and her need for him.

      Adam pulled back. “We need to go inside.” The sweet scent of her arousal drove his cock to a new level of hardness. If he didn’t get her inside, he was going to take her right against the truck.

      Lauren nodded. She was breathing hard and did not trust her voice to work.

      “I’ll get the bag.” He let her go.

      Lauren’s whole body trembled, but she remained standing. He was dangerous. He was the one her mom had warned her about years ago. The one who would drive her crazy with need and then be the only man who could ease the fire threatening to burn her alive.

      “Ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      Adam put his arm around her shoulders. She fit perfectly against him. His bear was all but purring like a damn cat.

      The smell of fresh wood grew stronger the closer they got to the house. “You’ve done a good job on the porch.” Lauren smiled, thinking how nice it was to walk on the porch without worrying about falling through.

      “I aim to please.” He grinned. Even his bear was preening at the compliment and it hadn’t even done any of the work.

      I was there. I gave you strength to keep going.

      Adam coughed to hide his snort.

      “Something wrong?”

      “No. Nothing’s wrong.”

      “Okay.” Lauren knew he was covering up something he did not want her to hear. Her stepdad did the same thing when they were in public. She wondered how Adam would react when he found out she knew about shifters.

      Lauren glanced at the front door. Her eyes widened. “Adam.” She stopped and stared. Her hand covered her mouth.

      Adam heard the fear in her voice. “What’s wrong?”

      She pointed to the door. “Someone’s been inside. They left the door partially open.”

      He looked at the door. Sure enough, it was not shut. Someone had either gone in through the door or out of it. Either way, whoever it was did not belong in the house.

      He sniffed the air. The scent of the fresh lumber hung like an enormous weight in the air. It overpowered any scents lingering around the house. “Stay here,” he growled.

      “Not on your life. I’m going with you.”

      “I need to check the house for any intruders. It’s too dangerous for you to follow.”

      “It’s too dangerous for me to stay here,” insisted Lauren.

      “What?”

      “In horror movies, the female who stays behind in the safe place is the first one to die a horrible death. I will not be that female. I’m going with you.”

      “You are safer staying here.”

      Lauren shook her head. “No way. I will not be the first victim of some hatchet wielding, chainsaw loving maniac just because you think it’s safer here than with you.” She put her fists on her hips. “I’m sticking with you.”

      “If they’re still in there and I have to fight, I’ll be worrying that you will get hurt.”

      “And you won’t be worrying about me out here dealing with the unknown monsters while you’re inside?”

      Adam pinched the bridge of his nose. “You will not listen, are you?”

      “No.”

      “I think you have been watching too many horror movies.” Adam sighed. “Stay behind me, and if I say run, you run.”

      His bear grumbled and growled its displeasure. This is not keeping our mate safe.

      Shut up.

      Our
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