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        The first time I saw you, my heart whispered, “That’s the one.”
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      “It’s not too much longer,” Skye said in her high singsong voice.

      Her six-month-old son, Rolf, just wasn’t taking that answer.

      It had to be the third time she’d said the same thing.

      Just a little longer and they would be at their destination.

      His fussing calmed slightly. She glanced in the rearview mirror and caught sight of his bare chubby foot headed toward his mouth.

      She bit back a chuckle. The boy always managed to kick his socks off. She just didn’t understand the fascination of putting one’s foot in their mouth.

      But if it was going to keep him from screaming bloody murder, then have at it.

      Skye relaxed slightly in her seat and concentrated on the scene before her. There was nothing but open skies and road ahead of them. Her small sedan ate up the distance as she tested the engine. Her foot was a bit heavy on the gas pedal, but she had somewhere to be.

      She and Rolf were on their way to make a new life for themselves. She was lucky to have escaped the clutches of her deranged father-in-law.

      A shiver passed through her at the thought of that maniac. Her grip tightened on the steering wheel. A nervous breath escaped her. She flicked her gaze at the mirror and checked the road behind her.

      Nothing.

      The California highway was clear for the early Sunday morning trip. She had waited for the perfect moment to disappear from her small town of Half Moon Bay. It had been her home since she was a child, but now it was going to be a distant memory.

      Howling Valley was her destination.

      It was her hope and prayer that her son would be accepted amongst the Nightstar Pack. She had researched Howling Valley and the pack that had claimed it. From what she had learned, the Nightstar Pack had an alpha who was trustworthy and would help her.

      He had to.

      There was no way he would allow a woman on the run to continue on with her infant child.

      Not with a monster like Barone Westway on her tail. She was sure every alpha in the state of California was familiar with Barone.

      Her hands trembled at the thought of the large shifter taking her son away from her. What if this Evan Gerwulf was an ally to Barone? She couldn’t imagine Barone would have many, but there was a slight possibility.

      Was she unknowingly driving into a trap?

      “No. Reade wouldn’t have led me astray,” she muttered. Her heart ached at the thought of her ex.

      Reade Westway was a shifter who had been sweet on her. Skye had grown up amongst the shifters of her town, and she was very familiar with their ways. She had long known that she wasn’t Reade’s mate, but he had insisted on pursuing her anyway.

      He had been kind, and she was unsure how he was the son of the alpha who ruled their local pack. Skye was naturally shy and had been taken aback that the wolf with warm eyes had been interested in her.

      Skye’s lips curled up into a smile when she thought of the first time he’d approached her. She had been waiting tables, and every night she worked, he had dined in her area.

      Their friendship began, and before long she found their relationship moving to the next level. Skye knew what they had wouldn’t last, but Reade was stubborn and claimed he didn’t care about finding his mate. He wanted to be with her.

      But that was not the way of wolves.

      Barone did not accept that his son had stooped so low to court a human. He wanted his son to mate with one of their own and rule at his side then take over the pack.

      The alpha had much on his hands with the unrest of his own people. He was challenged multiple times for his seat. The town had become dangerous. The humans afraid for their lives.

      In Half Moon Bay, a civil war soon broke out. It was all too much. The war had spilled out into the town.

      There were human and shifter casualties.

      Her son’s father was one of them.

      Not trusting Barone, she grabbed her son and ran.

      Skye blinked and almost missed the sign on the edge of the road.

      Howling Valley.

      They had arrived. She pressed down on the pedal to speed up her little car. Now they were in Howling Valley, Barone wouldn’t have any pull in this town. This wasn’t his territory.

      There were laws shifters were to abide by.

      Reade had once mentioned this town, and even he had thought to bring them here.

      “Finally.” She took the next exit and could have wept.

      They had made it.

      Now she had to follow shifter laws.

      When a shifter was in a territory not their own, they had to inform the leaders of their business.

      Even though Skye wasn’t a shifter, her son was, and she didn’t want to chance the wrath of the new alpha by not following the laws.

      Soon she was driving down a long winding road. Her GPS directing her to the home of the Nightstar Pack’s alpha.

      A large house with a wraparound porch came into a view. Skye parked at the edge of the drive and killed the engine. Her hands trembled with the fear of the unknown.

      “Keep your anxiety down,” she murmured.

      Wolves could scent fear and any emotions. That was a painful experience she’d learned.

      The front door opened, and a short female exited the house. She looked to be in her mid-forties, but Skye understood that shifters stopped aging at one point in their lives.

      The woman stopped at the edge of the stairs and had a welcoming smile on her face.

      Skye exhaled.

      “Now or never,” she announced. Rolf’s babble was the only response. She turned around and peeked at him. Now both of his feet were free from his socks. “Come on, baby boy.”

      She got out of the car and took Rolf out. He squealed and held on to her shirt. She took his diaper bag out and rested the strap on her shoulder. Shutting the door to the car, she walked around to the front.

      “Hello there,” the woman called out.

      “Hello. I’m Skye, and this is Rolf.” Skye walked over to the porch and stopped at the foot of the stairs.

      “I’m Jena. Welcome to Howling Valley. How can I help you?”

      Jena Gerwulf. Skye relaxed as she returned the woman’s smile. Rolf reached out and waved his fingers at the alpha’s mate.

      He didn’t appear scared at all by her. The baby had a way of detecting a person’s character. It must be his shifter genes.

      “I’m wanting to relocate here. I’ve heard great things about the town and um…” She paused and glanced at her son. She was here for him. She had to be truthful with them if she were to request their permission to settle in their town with her tiny shifter son. “My son is a shifter, and we need help.”

      Jena’s smile disappeared. Her gaze darted to Rolf. She inhaled sharply then gave Skye a nod.

      “Come in, dear. Evan, my mate, is home.”

      Skye tightened her hold of Rolf. She walked up the stairs and followed the wolf inside her home. The vibe she was getting was that of a house where it was lived-in and welcoming. Photos were placed with who Skye assumed were family members and grandchildren.

      She passed by a few men scattered throughout the structure who appeared to be enforcers.

      Skye was familiar with the hierarchy of wolves. Reade had been an enforcer for this father.

      They entered the living room where Jena ushered her over to the couch.

      “My mate should be here in a moment. Can I get you something to drink? A snack?” Jena asked, taking the seat on the couch that faced Skye’s.

      “I’m good. Just tired. We’ve driven a long way, and I’m just looking forward to being able to lie down and sleep.” She smiled sheepishly.

      Heavy footsteps carried down the hall outside the room, and soon a tall, broad-shouldered man with dark hair came in.

      The air around him screamed alpha. His laser-sharp gaze landed on her. She stiffened slightly.

      This was not Barone.

      She’d heard plenty about Evan Gerwulf.

      Reade had mentioned this pack and was confident this alpha would be fair and honorable.

      Too bad Reade hadn’t been able to come with them.

      “Who do we have here?” Evan asked. He stalked over to his wife and stood behind the couch.

      “Come sit down, Evan. You’re scaring her.” Jena motioned for him to sit next to her.

      So much for Skye trying to keep her fear down.

      Jena’s nose must be extra sensitive.

      The alpha didn’t put up a protest but moved over and settled beside his mate. His long legs were stretched out in front of him.

      “Hello, sir. My name is Skye Lennon, and this is my son, Rolf Westway.”

      “Westway?” Evan’s eyebrows rose. Curiosity filled his gaze. He sat forward and rested his forearms on his knees. “Any relation to Barone Westway?”

      Skye swallowed hard and exhaled. Her shoulders slumped at the realization she wouldn’t have been able to hide who she or her son were.

      Not that she wanted to.

      She’d had thoughts of not using her son’s real last name, but she didn’t want to be dishonest.

      “Yes, my son’s father was Reade Westway, the son of Barone Westway.”

      Jena’s sharp intake of breath was the only sound in the room. Evan stared at her momentarily then moved his gaze to her son. Rolf, sitting on her lap, turned his head, his eyes connecting with the alpha’s.

      Skye’s hands grew moist. She rubbed them on her jeans and waited.

      “I’m sorry to hear of your mate’s passing.” Evan leaned back, resting his arm along the back of the couch.

      “We weren’t mated.” Skye cleared her throat. “But thank you.”

      “Why are you here?” Evan asked.

      His facial expression was unreadable, and Skye’s nervousness was increasing rapidly.

      “After Reade passed away, I just wanted a new start and I heard Howling Valley was a great place to raise a child. I wanted Rolf to be around good wolves and have a stable environment.”

      “And this didn’t have anything to do with the war I heard that broke out in Half Moon Bay or that Barone has been on a rampage searching for his heir?”

      Skye froze in place. She tried to hold the alpha’s hard gaze but couldn’t. Her gaze dropped to the floor.

      “Please don’t send me away. I’m willing to do whatever I have to in order to stay,” she whispered.

      As if sensing his mother’s emotions, Rolf leaned into her and sighed.

      “Evan,” Jena snapped.

      “What?” Evan turned to his mate.

      “Don’t be so hard on her.” She glared at him.

      Skye was impressed. Her father-in-law wouldn’t have stood for anyone talking to him in that manner.

      Not even his own mate.

      “It’s okay, ma’am. If we aren’t allowed to stay, all I ask is just a night to rest and we’ll be on our way.” Skye hadn’t been prepared for this. If she couldn’t stay, then she would have to figure out something else. There was another town over in Arizona she could go to. Maybe they would help her.

      Ideas flew in her mind. She’d have to fill up on gas, grab something to eat. To save money, they could sleep in the car—

      “Nonsense.” The alpha’s low grumble cut into her thoughts.

      Skye blinked and found the alpha staring at her.

      “I know Barone and how dangerous he is. I’m sure he will be hunting that baby down, and there is no way I can just sit back and allow him to take that child from you.”

      Tears blurred Skye’s vision. She inhaled a shaky breath and tightened her grip around Rolf.

      “Thank you, sir. You’re correct. He wants my son and couldn’t give a damn about me. I will do whatever I must to keep him safe. I can’t have him grow up in the environment his father did.”

      “You can stay here in Howling Valley. You and the child are welcome.” Evan glanced at his mate who was beaming at him. His facial features softened slightly.

      Skye would kill to be able to have that with someone. It didn’t take a shifter to see these two were meant to be together. Jena patted Evan on the chest, then they both turned to her.

      “I really appreciate this. I am willing to contribute to the pack and carry my weight.”

      “Don’t worry.” Evan held up his hand. “It won’t be safe for now. I will try to reason with Barone on your behalf, but I expect a fight to come out of this.”

      “No.” She jumped to her feet. She shifted Rolf around onto her hip. Another fight or war was what she was trying to avoid. “I can’t ask that of you. I wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt because of us. I’ll figure something else out.”

      “Stay.” The alpha’s voice was low and unthreatening.

      Rolf paused his wiggling in her arms as if his own little animal detected the alpha’s beast was nearby.

      “Your best option is here with the Nightstar wolves. We will offer you protection and a safe place to stay.”
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      “You all should be proud of yourselves,” a deep voice rang out.

      Ricca Radcliff stood to her full height. She held her chin up high as pride filled her.

      She had finally fulfilled a long-time dream.

      Now, she was an official enforcer for the Nightstar Pack. It had been hard work, and she had persevered.

      She peeked down the line with the other wolves who stood beside her. They had grown close through their training and trials to complete the requirements to work underneath their alpha and protect their pack.

      From the time she was a pup, Ricca had known she wanted to join the ranks of enforcer. She had admired her older cousin, Decker, who had been like an idol to her. She didn’t have any siblings, but that didn’t bother her one bit. Her family was close, and her cousins filled the void. Decker had joined the enforcers when she was in high school. He was about ten years older than her and was senior enforcer.

      It wasn’t too long ago she had been working in her stuffy office in cyber security. Decker had called her and shared with her they were looking for wolves to join the enforcers and specifically a few females.

      Sitting behind a desk all day just wasn’t for her. Her wolf was dying for some action.

      It was as if the gods above knew what was in her heart.

      Protecting people was her calling. She was good at her previous job, but this was something she was destined for.

      The Nightstar Pack was one of the most well-known packs in all of the state, and their enforcers were one of the toughest out there. The training was rigorous, but Ricca had been determined to make it.

      Today was the day they were made official. She glanced over to where the families and public were seated watching the ceremony. Her gaze landed on her parents, Roger and Cinder, who smiled and waved to her. Cinder had tears streaming down her face. Ricca grinned at them curiously, taking in who else from the town was there.

      It was a small gathering, and important members of their community were there to witness the pinning of the new enforcers.

      She was met with the intense gaze of the alpha, Evan Gerwulf. He gave her a nod, turning his attention away. He was seated in the front row with his mate and the beta’s mate.

      That look meant everything.

      She glanced back over where Mick, the beta, was giving a speech.

      “It is important to remember what it means to be a member of a strong team. We wanted the best our pack had to give us, and it was you.” He waved his hand toward them.

      Ricca peeked at the others and was met by the gaze of the only other female to make it this year. Ginger was cool and had grown up in Howling Valley. Through their training they had stuck together. There weren’t that many female enforcers around, and they had grown close. They had to make sure they were better than the guys to even make the team.

      Mick completed his speech and stepped down for the pinning ceremony. He stopped in front of each recruit. It didn’t take long before he made his way to her.

      “Ricca Radcliff. I should have known you’d make it. You are one stubborn wolf, and I’m proud of you. The cyber team has lost a great person, but the pack will be in good hands with you as an enforcer.” He took her jacket and gently applied her pin to it.

      “Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down,” she said. Her wolf whined slightly, bowing her head. She sensed the beta’s beast and was ready to submit to him.

      “I know you won’t.” He gave her a nod and moved on to the next person.

      Ricca gazed down at her bright shiny gold pin that was resting on her chest. This was a tradition for those who had completed the training and approved for the job to receive not only the symbol of their pack, but an official uniform that denoted her position in the pack.

      “To the citizens of Howling Valley, I now present to you the new members of your protectors,” Mick announced.

      Applause thundered around them.

      The ceremony was over.

      “Congratulations.” Armel, who had been posted next to her, turned and held out his hand.

      “Thanks.” She grinned and took his hand in a firm grip.

      A few others in their group surrounded them. Laughter filled the air. There were a few candidates who hadn’t made it, and the seven of them were all that was left from their class. In the months they had to work together, they had grown close. They were going to have to continue to work close together along with the older members of the enforcement team.

      “My baby!”

      Ricca turned around to find her parents racing toward her. She gave a wave to her team. “I’ll see you guys later.”

      She met her parents who immediately brought her in for hugs and kisses.

      “Hey, Ma.” Ricca laughed.

      Her mother’s arms were tight around her. Cinder was known to be overly dramatic. Both Roger and Ricca knew how she was, and they adored her. In her animal form, Cinder was a fierce wolf who was highly protective of her family.

      “I’m so proud of you.” Cinder laughed. She planted another kiss on Ricca’s cheek and released her.

      “My turn,” her father grumbled. He snagged Ricca’s hand and brought her into his embrace.

      She leaned into it, loving how her parents were always supportive of her.

      “Hey, Dad.” Ricca squeezed him tight then let go.

      “We are so proud of you,” Cinder said. She wiped her cheeks and smiled. “Why don’t you come over to the house and I
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