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Chapter One

 


Her daddy was going to kill her.

Not literally. There wasn’t a more
protective parent alive than Cole Blanchard, which was why he was
going to kill her for running off on her own.

Amy Blanchard wiped down the table, picked
up her tray of empty glasses and bottles, and headed back to the
kitchen, quite certain her daddy’s idea of safe didn’t include her
working at a roadhouse bar in Tennessee.

The cook—who she still only knew as Tom
after two weeks of working here—was busy manning the grill. They
did a brisk business, even on a Tuesday night.

“I need two deluxe burgers and an order of
nachos.” She deposited the dirty dishes into large plastic bins,
separating glasses, plates, and cutlery.
They were a small operation, so everyone pitched in on the
cleaning. The waitresses sorted to the right bins, and Tom would
load them in the dishwasher when he was between orders. On the
weekend, when things were really hopping, they had a part-time cook
who handled it as part of his duties.

Tom grunted and kept flipping burgers.

Taking a breath, she tucked a strand of her
blonde hair behind her ear. Her ponytail was sadly drooping after
over six hours of nonstop work. Good thing she was in such great
shape. Waitressing wasn’t for sissies.

For the millionth time since she’d left a
note for her folks and taken off, she wondered if she’d done the
right thing. Pressing her hand against the ache in her stomach, she
pulled out her phone, fingers hovering over the keypad.

Swearing, she jammed it into the pocket of
her jeans and headed back to work. The music system was pumping out
yet another country song. Customers laughed and danced, swore and
drank.

It was fascinating to watch, if overly loud
for her sensitive ears. And completely different from how she’d
been raised. She’d lived a sheltered life, had never gone to a
public school or had friends outside their home in Salvation, North
Carolina.

Werewolves didn’t mingle well with humans.
Not that it didn’t happen. But, as she was quickly learning, it
came with complications and compromises.

Inside, her wolf whined, not happy at being
unable to run free. She’d only shifted once since she’d left,
afraid someone would see her. Even then, she was careful to make
sure the door was locked—something she’d never thought about before
leaving home—and the drapes pulled.

There were times she feared she’d suffocate
from lack of oxygen, boxed up tight.

“Suck it up,” she muttered. “This was what
you wanted.” Only it wasn’t anything like she’d thought it would
be.

God, she’d been so naive. It made her cringe
to think about.

“Amy.” A regular customer waved his hand to
get her attention. If she weren’t careful, she’d lose her job,
which would force her to dip into her already dwindling
savings.

Plastering a smile on her face, she hurried
over. “What can I get you?”

The night was a blur of orders and faces.
Amy liked people, had always been outgoing, but by the end of the
night, she was more than happy to see the last one stagger out the
door.

“That it?” Gracie, the bartender on duty
tonight, started the process of closing the cash register for the
night.

“That’s it.” Amy went around the now empty
room, clearing the final few tables and collecting the tips left
behind. Tom had shut down the kitchen over an hour ago, and
everything was clean and in readiness for tomorrow. After dumping
her final load of dishes for the night, she pulled off her
“Milton’s Roadhouse Bar” apron and tossed it into the laundry bin
in the employee’s bathroom before grabbing her sweater.

Not that she needed it. It was early May,
but the temperatures dipped at night. The cold didn’t bother her,
since she could regulate her body heat, but it would draw attention
to her. Something to be avoided at all costs.

“Night, Tom.” She waved at the older man,
who grunted and nodded in her direction. He lived in a trailer out
behind the bar and was always the last to leave.

“Want me to wait for you?” she asked Gracie.
Somewhere in her forties, Gracie dyed her hair jet black and
favored vintage T-shirts from rock bands. She was steady and had a
no-nonsense demeanor that kept even the rowdiest customer in line
with little more than a stern look.

“I’m the one who should be asking you that.”
She folded the register printout and stuffed it into the deposit
bag. “I don’t like the idea of you walking home by yourself at
night. It’s not safe.”

Smiling, Amy slid onto a stool and rested
her elbows on the bar top. “Now you sound like my daddy.”

“Sounds like a smart man to me.” Gracie
leaned across the counter and patted her arm. “Maybe you should
listen to him. This is no place for a girl like you.”

Curious, she tilted her head to one side.
“What do you mean? A girl like me?”

“Don’t get your panties in a wad. Milton’s
is a great place to work.” She pointed her thumb at herself. “For
someone like me. You’re not tough or hard enough. And, honey, you
don’t want to be. You hold onto that innocence as long as you can.”
She dragged her fingers through her short hair. “Maybe it’s none of
my business, but if you need help, if you’re running from
something…”

Amy shook her head, both touched by the
concern and disgruntled by the assessment. “I’m not running away.
Not really.” She huffed out a sigh and gave a sad laugh. “I’m
running toward something. Only I have no idea what it is.”

Brisk once again, Gracie grabbed the
paperwork and headed to the office. “Nothing wrong with that. Just
make sure you don’t get hurt in the meantime. If you want a ride,
I’ll be another five minutes.”

It would be smart to wait. Gracie was only
concerned, but it had ignited a pang of guilt that threatened to
choke her. The air in the room disappeared. Her skin rippled, fur
appearing and retreating. God, this couldn’t be happening. Not
here. Not now. Stumbling for the door, Amy yanked it open and
bolted for the woods.

Her wolf clawed inside her, begging for
release. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she ran in human form.
Branches slapped her face, but she didn’t care, welcomed the
pain.

What am I doing?

Blinded by tears, she didn’t see the rock in
her path until it caught the toe of her sneaker and she went
flying. Tucking her head toward her chest, she landed hard and
rolled before coming to an abrupt stop at the base of a tree.

Flat on her back, she stared up through the
thick canopy of branches and leaves. Clouds slipped over the moon,
dimming it briefly before letting it shine once again. An owl
hooted in the distance, and a raccoon scampered by. Inhaling
deeply, she let the familiar sights, sounds, and scents comfort
her.

I miss my family.

She had no one to blame for that but
herself. In her defense, it had seemed like a good idea at the
time, the only option.

Sitting up, she buried her face in her hands
and tried not to think about it. That was a losing endeavor. Her
momma had to be worried sick, even though she’d been texting every
few days to let her parents know she was okay. She was twenty-four
years old. Not like she was some teenage runaway.

“Damn it.” She pulled her phone out of her
back pocket, grateful it hadn’t been damaged in her fall. Leaning
against the thick trunk of an oak, she stared at the dark screen.
She’d been keeping her phone turned off, using it sparingly. They
might be wolves, but many members of the pack embraced technology.
She feared they’d use it to trace her whereabouts, which was why
she’d spent her first month traveling around, depleting her
savings.

Not that they could make her go home. It was
more that she’d cave and run home if they came for her. She’d spent
her entire life surrounded by a loving, extended family. She had no
idea who she was outside her identity as a female wolf in the
Salvation Pack.

She rubbed her chest, but the ache didn’t
leave. “I need to find out who I am. I need to discover myself.”
And she couldn’t do that unless she stood on her own two feet. How
was she to know what she was made of if she didn’t test her
limits?

Her parents were both amazing people, each
of them strong and sure in themselves because of the hardships
they’d endured. They’d come through events that would have
destroyed weaker wolves.

The worst thing she’d ever gone through
before leaving home was being smothered by protective concern.
Yeah, she’d had it so rough.

Tilting back her head, she gave a watery
laugh. She’d had the best childhood ever, had never questioned her
life until recently.

It wasn’t that she wanted anything bad to
happen to her, but she wanted to live, wanted her life to matter.
How could that happen if she never left home?

Deciding to take a risk, she turned on her
phone and went into her contacts. A few seconds later, it was
ringing.

“Amy!”

“I’m sorry, Momma.”

“Are you okay? Where are you? We’ll come get
you.”

She closed her eyes and swallowed heavily,
knowing she was about to hurt one of the people she loved most in
the world. “I don’t want you to.”

Silence. “What happened? What did we do
wrong?”

“Nothing.” Silent tears trailed down her
face. “You did nothing wrong, Momma. I love you and Daddy. I need
space. I need to figure out what I want to do with my life.”

“And you can’t do that here?” The gentle
understanding almost broke Amy.

“I wish I could.” Her voice trailed off into
a hoarse whisper. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I need to do this,
for me. I have to know if I’m strong enough to stand on my
own.”

“Baby, wolves aren’t meant to be alone.”

Talking was becoming impossible. “I’ll call
again soon. Love you.” She turned off the phone before she caved
and asked someone to come for her.

Curling up on the cold, hard ground, she
wrapped her arms around her legs, buried her face against her
knees, and cried until there were no tears left. Arms aching, legs
cramping, she released the desperate grip she had on herself,
pushed to her feet, and walked back to the rent-by-the-week motel
room that she currently called home.

****

“You heard from her?”

Etienne Rollins leaned against the wall,
looking relaxed, but every muscle in his body was tensed and ready
for action.

Cherise Blanchard nodded at Jacque LaForge
in answer to the alpha’s question. “Yes.” She swiped at her eyes.
“It was brief. She said she was safe but didn’t want to come
home.”

The pack had been summoned for an early
breakfast meeting and was gathered in the alpha’s home. Jacque,
Cole, and the women were all seated. The rest of the men leaned
against the walls or hovered behind their mate’s chairs.

“Why did she leave?” Jacque asked the
question they all wanted the answer to.

Cherise buried her face against her mate’s
neck. “She said she needs space to find herself.” The words were
muffled, but everyone heard them loud and clear. Cole Blanchard
looked angry enough to destroy the world single-handedly.

Etienne’s wolf howled inside him, no happier
about the situation than he was. She’d run away to find herself,
but he was the reason behind that sudden decision. Every muscle in
his body tensed. He forced himself to relax and pay attention.

There were rumblings from the males in the
pack and sorrow in the eyes of the women. No one was happy, but Amy
was an adult. There wasn’t much any of them could do if she didn’t
want to be here.

This is my fault.

Everything had changed in the space of a
heartbeat about six weeks ago, and there was no going back. Not
that he would. He had no regrets, but Amy obviously did.

A great weight pressed down on his
shoulders. Maybe he could have handled things differently, but he
was who he was. They’d been friends their entire lives. She should
have understood she didn’t need to run.

The ache in his chest grew until he could
barely breathe. His wolf wanted out. He clamped down hard,
maintaining iron control over himself and his wolf.

“Do we know where she is?” Jacque asked
Armand. Cousin to the alpha, Armand LaForge had a way with
computers and ferreting out information.

“She’s been smart, moving around a lot. And
she kept the call short.”

“Does that mean you’ve found her or not?”
Jacque was as impatient as he was. Etienne leaned forward.

“I traced the call to a cell tower in
Tennessee. It narrows down the search, but it’s still a big area.
That’s assuming she wasn’t just passing through.” Armand looked to
Cole and Cherise. “I wish I could give you more.”

Cherise nodded, but Cole shook his head.
“I’m going after her. She belongs at home.”

“If you do that, she’ll run again. Next
time, she might not call,” Etienne said. Every eye turned to him.
He met their gazes unflinchingly.

Cole pushed back his chair, set his mate
down in it, and walked around the table. At six three, Etienne
still had to look up at the man. “What do you know?”

Etienne’s wolf growled inside him, not
willing to back down from the older and larger male. His father
stirred, a wave of menace rolling off him. The last thing he wanted
was to cause a rift between the two men who’d been best friends for
decades. No, this was between him and Amy’s daddy.

“If I’d had any inkling she was thinking
about leaving, I would have stopped her or told someone.” That
wasn’t a lie. He hated the idea of Amy being out there on her
own.

Cole’s massive shoulders slumped. The lines
on his brow deepened. His expression was haggard. He likely hadn’t
slept in weeks. He rubbed his hand over his face and then turned to
Gator. “I would not have hurt your son.”

Etienne’s father gave a curt nod.

“Not too much,” he added. The other men
chuckled, defusing some of the tension, but the facts hadn’t
changed.

“Amy left to spread her wings. While I don’t
agree with how she did it, I understand why she did.” But there was
no way Etienne would share. That was between him and Amy.

Gator raised an eyebrow. “Anything you want
to tell me, mon fils.” His father had left Louisiana decades
ago, but the Cajun came out whenever he was stressed. There was no
man tougher than his father, no man he admired more.

“Non, I’m happy here. Can’t imagine
living anywhere else.” But this wasn’t about him. “It is harder on
her. Whether we meant to or not, we’ve all hovered over Amy her
entire life, protecting her.” Slender and blonde, she was the
epitome of a woodland fairy. Her sparkling green eyes held the
secrets of the world. Her smile lit up every room she entered. Her
laugh lifted the darkness. But those smiles had become less
frequent this past year.

He held up his hand before the men could
protest. “I didn’t say it was wrong, but it is the truth. We’re
male wolves. We’re protective and domineering by nature. While we
recognize and respect the strength of the women—”

“If you know what’s good for you, you
do.”

Etienne grinned at his mother. “You taught
me well.” Sylvie Rollins had lived through events that would have
broken most people—male or female. The jagged white scar on her
right cheek was a testament to the brutality of her past but did
nothing to mar her beauty. She’d been forged by the fires of
adversity. There was no other woman he admired more.

Or there hadn’t been.

There had to be a way to make them
understand. “Rightly or wrongly, I have more freedom than she does.
So does Nicholas and Aaron.” Those were the alpha’s sons and his
best friends. If they wanted to blow off steam at the local bar,
they did. No questions asked. They wanted to take a few days and go
hunting and camping. No problem. If Amy wanted to get away, someone
had to go with her. For such an independent soul, it had to be
frustrating as hell.

“If you try to force her to come home,
she’ll dig in her heels. She’s stubborn when she sets her mind on
something.”

“She’s like her daddy in that way.” Cherise
swiped the tears from her face. “You’re her friend. What do you
suggest?”

Heart pounding, Etienne laid out his plan.
“I’ll go. I’ll find her.” Failure was not an option. “I’ll talk to
her. Find out what it will take for her to come home.” To him. “But
I won’t force her.” That would only succeed in driving a wedge
between them.

Cherise looked to her mate, and with no
words spoken, they came to an understanding. “When will you leave?”
Cole asked.

“As soon as I’m packed.” Hurry.
Hurry. The chant pulsed through his veins. “Send the
coordinates to my phone,” he told Armand.

Armand looked to Jacque, waiting until the
alpha gave him a nod. Etienne’s phone vibrated in his back
pocket.

“As soon as you find her, text us your
location.” An order from the alpha.

He nodded and headed for the door.
“Etienne.” Cherise’s call stopped him. “Will you wait while I pack
a bag? Amy didn’t take much when she left.”

He walked back around the table and hunkered
down beside her. “I’ll wait. I promise I’ll do my best to convince
her to come home.” It would take some fast talking, and unlike his
father, he didn’t have a silver tongue. “I’ll protect her. I won’t
leave her out there on her own.” If she refused to come home, she’d
gain a shadow.

Cherise hugged him. “Thank you.”

He shook his head. “You never have to thank
me. Not for this. Not for anything.” Pack took care of pack. It was
what they did.

Giving Cole a solemn nod, he headed for the
door, his father a few steps behind him. He waited to speak until
they were far enough away from the house their voices wouldn’t
carry.

“What aren’t you telling?” Gator asked.

“I was totally honest. I knew nothing of
Amy’s plans.” It stung that his father might think that about
him.

Gator shook his head. “That is not in doubt,
but you spend more time with her, are closer in age. You see
things.”

He took the back steps to their home in one
leap and headed to his bedroom. “Amy hasn’t been happy for some
time.” He pulled out a duffel bag and began to fill it.

“Her smile has been missing.” His father sat
on the side of the bed and tapped his fingers on his thigh. “I
thought it was some woman thing.”

He paused for a second and then stuffed a
handful of T-shirts into the bag. “Some woman thing?”

“Oui. I assumed her mother would see
and speak to her. I should have said something.”

“This is not on you.” Etienne stood in front
of his father, putting his hands on the man’s shoulders. “This is
on me.” He hadn’t meant to say anything, but he needed to unburden
his soul. “She left because of me.”

Gator shook his head, his blue eyes
flashing. “You did nothing to hurt her. You cannot convince me
otherwise.”

That bedrock of support was unshakable. Had
always been there and always would be. “Let’s say I confused
her.”

“Ah.” His father nodded knowingly. “I’ve
seen how you look at her. It has changed, non?”

“Are you going to tell her parents?” He
should have considered that before opening his mouth. No one else
knew what had happened between him and Amy.

He gave a shrug. “You are my son. Since you
wouldn’t force her to do anything she did not wish, there is
nothing to tell unless you and Amy wish to share.”

Etienne went into the bathroom long enough
to collect what he needed. When his bag was full, he hefted it over
his shoulder. “I’ll keep in touch.”

“You do that.” He rose from the bed and
pulled Etienne into his arms. “Your mother will worry.” They both
understood his father would, too. “Do not blame yourself. If she
was set on leaving, she would have found another reason to go.”

He prayed his father was right. It was
eating at him to think he’d been the only reason. But the fact
remained—he’d been the catalyst, the spark that had set things in
motion. He tightened his arms and then dropped them. “I need to get
going.”

“You have to wait until Cherise arrives with
Amy’s belongings. I’ll make sandwiches for the road since you’ll
miss breakfast.” His father was tough, a badass by anyone’s
standards, and the man lived to feed those he loved.

“Thanks.”

Gator paused by the door. “I hope you know
what you’re doing.”

“I hope I do, too.”

 



Chapter Two

 


Amy rolled over in bed and punched her
pillow, determined to sleep. Restless, she slammed her eyes shut
and took a deep breath in before releasing it. Another long shift
in the bar. Another lonely night alone.

My choice, she reminded herself.

A new restlessness had her groaning and
turning onto her back, staring up at the stained ceiling of her
room. Not even a separate bedroom to escape to. Bed, table and a
single chair, ancient television—everything was in one room.

The walls aren’t moving in. That’s an
illusion.

She closed her eyes again, but her mind
continued to race. Exhaustion and the coming dawn finally dragged
her kicking and screaming into sleep…

 


Amy’s breath hitched. Tilting her head back,
she stared into the face of a man she’d known her entire life,
seeing him as if for the first time. His features were sharp, as if
nature had carved away anything unnecessary, leaving pronounced
cheekbones and a stubborn chin. His eyes darkened, reflecting
something she’d never seen in them before.

Desire.

When she licked her lips, his pupils dilated
and his nostrils flared. A new sense of power flooded her. His
heart slammed against the palm of her hand where it rested on his
chest.

“You shouldn’t do that.” The rough warning
sent a shiver down her spine. Not fear, but something far
different.

“Why not?” She walked her fingers up to his
shoulder and squeezed. The man was in superb shape, not only due to
his werewolf DNA but also because of the physical work he did
daily. No gym body for him. All lean, rock-hard muscles. With his
piercing blue eyes and shoulder-length black hair, he was both
dangerous and captivating.

When had he stopped being her childhood
friend and become someone that made her body tingle in her most
private places?

He grabbed her hand but didn’t push her
away. Instead, he brought it to his lips and kissed the tips of
each of her fingers. Goosebumps raced up her arm. Beneath her
T-shirt, her nipples pebbled.

“Don’t play with me, chère. Not about
this.” He was always so calm, so self-contained. He was only two
years older than her but seemed more mature. It wasn’t always easy
to tell what he was thinking.

“Who says I’m playing?” Now that she’d
thought about kissing him, it was all she could think
about.

Growing up in a small pack, they’d always
run and played together. That hadn’t changed as they’d grown older.
They’d shifted and run as wolves. Seeing a
naked male body wasn’t new. Not that anyone flaunted themselves,
but it was impossible not to see things.

Yet when she’d watched him peel off his
shirt a week ago, exposing a hard, tanned chest and muscled abs,
something inside her had come alive. Her wolf had sat up and taken
notice.

Since then, she’d watched him constantly,
which had led to their current discussion. There was no one around
but them. No one to interrupt.

Never shy about going after what she wanted,
she went up on her toes, fisted her hands in the silky strands of
his hair, and tugged his face lower. His full lips were currently
set in a thin line. Not about to let that stop her, she brushed her
mouth over his, making a sound of pleasure. Other than his
eyelashes, which were sinfully long and dark, it was the only
softness to be found.

His breath caught, but he didn’t back away.
Emboldened, she kissed him again, this time, teasing the seam with
her tongue. When he groaned, she pushed inside. He tasted of the
rich, dark coffee he’d had with breakfast, along with a naturally
masculine flavor that made her crave more. She stroked his tongue
before mapping out his mouth.

It was everything she’d imagined it would be
and more. Etienne Rollins was sin on two legs.

She was enjoying herself so much it took her
a minute to realize he wasn’t returning the embrace. His hands were
fisted by his sides, his entire body rigid.

Heat flushed up her cheeks. What have I
done? Releasing him, she took a quick step back. She’d
practically jumped the guy.

“Amy.” He was breathing heavily. Otherwise,
he looked the same as always—totally unruffled. She, on the other
hand, was burning up.

She raised her hand. “No, please don’t say
anything. I’m sorry.” Oh, God, had she ruined their friendship? “I
shouldn’t have done that without permission.” She bit her bottom
lip to keep from babbling, her gaze on the ground. Anywhere but his
face.

“Did you hear me object?”

Her head snapped up. Hands on his hips, he
studied her like she was an interesting science experiment. Her
embarrassment dissolved beneath a blast of anger. “I can tell how
into it you were. Not,” she muttered. “That shouldn’t have happened
and won’t again.” Best to lay down some new guidelines going
forward. She’d bury her newfound interest in him if it was the last
thing she did.

Spinning around, she started to stalk away,
but he caught her hand and tugged her back around.

“What?”

Calmly, he placed her hand over the bulge in
the front of his jeans. Her fingers automatically curled around his
thick erection. When she realized what she was doing, she yanked
her hand away.

“You’re aroused. So what? You’re a guy.” In
her limited experience, men, especially male werewolves, had a very
high sex drive. It wasn’t something she thought about often,
especially not in regards to her parents. Nope, not going there. It
didn’t matter that she was an adult. They were her parents.

“I don’t want any woman, Amy. I want you.”
The low growl raised all the fine hairs on the back of her neck.
Her wolf whined inside her, unsettled. “You’re testing yourself,
discovering the sensual side of your nature.” He trailed his index
finger down her cheek and over the curve of her jaw.

Such a little gesture, but it packed the
punch of a bomb. Her nipples tightened, and a low throb pulsed
between her thighs. She swallowed heavily. When had she lost
control of the situation?

“I… I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Don’t lie, little wolf. You’ve snuck out
several times these past months and gone to the bar outside town.”
He leaned down and nibbled her neck. Her knees went weak.

How does he know?

“I’m not some human male, chère,
content to dance to a song or two, maybe share some hot kisses.” He
caught the lobe of her ear and nipped.

“Etienne.” A shudder went through his big
body.

“Say my name again.” His breath was hot
against her neck.

“Etienne.” It was a mere whisper on the
breeze.

On a groan, he captured her mouth. He didn’t
kiss her—he consumed her. Heat poured through her. Thick arms
wrapped around her, holding her a willing captive.

She’d been kissed before, but this was
something entirely different. This was a claiming. Her wolf whined
even as Amy surrendered to the potent desire. Their tongues
tangled, breath mingled. His erection pressed against her stomach,
but he made no move to do anything more.

He was always so in control. It made her
crazy, made her want to smash through the wall of his composure.
Sliding her hand down his abs, she paused at the band of his jeans.
He caught her hand before she went any lower.

Breathing heavily, he rested his forehead
against hers. “You do that, and I won’t be able to stop.”

The raw confession should have pleased her.
It was what she’d wanted. The air around them was charged. One
wrong word and the world would explode. She swallowed heavily. But
he was right. He was no human male, but a primal male werewolf.

“Make no mistake. I want you. I have for
some time, but you didn’t see me. Something changed. I don’t know
what and I don’t care.” When he raised his head, she jerked back.
His fangs had dropped. Something dark and deadly was reflected in
his gaze.

Fear seeped into her consciousness.
“Etienne.”

His big body shuddered. “Unless you’re ready
to face the consequences of being with me, run.”

Clear warning given and received, Amy
bolted. When he didn’t pursue her, she glanced over her shoulder.
He was standing alone, hands fisted by his sides, head thrown back,
the cords of his neck rippling. He was a man in pain.

Her wolf howled, wanting to return.

Amy ran…

 


Beep! Beep! Beep!

She bolted upright in bed, lungs heaving and
heart pumping. After slapping her phone to silence the alarm, she
buried her face in her hands and sucked in a deep breath. She’d had
the dream again. Only it was no dream.

“Shit.” What else was there to say? Putting
hundreds of miles between them hadn’t worked. Etienne and the
memory of what had happened between them had followed her all the
way to New York, up to Maine, and now all the way to Tennessee.
She’d considered heading to California but hadn’t wanted to be that
far from her family.

I want to go home.

The confession was bittersweet. So much for
testing her wings, for being brave. She missed her parents, her
friends, and extended family. Her wolf whined, in as much pain as
she was.

Bolting from bed, she headed to the
bathroom. A cold shower was what she needed to clear away the
cobwebs and cool her heated body. It was embarrassing how arousing
the dreams were. Even after all this time, she could still feel his
mouth on hers.

Her lips tingled.

“Don’t think about it.” Cranking the taps, a
barely adequate trickle flowed from the showerhead. She stepped
beneath the meager spray, gritted her teeth, and soaped up quickly.
Lingering was out of the question.

There was no relief to be found from the
desire pumping through her veins. Pleasuring herself worked short
term but seemed to make things worse. It had been nothing but cold
showers for the past month.

Hands planted against the chipped tiles, she
bowed her head. It would be so easy to go home. If she did, she’d
end up mated. She wasn’t stupid, understood that was what Etienne
had meant.

A chill shook her.

Turning off the tap, she dried herself.
After hanging the towel to dry, she stared at herself in the
mirror. Outwardly, nothing had changed. She was tall and lean, the
blonde hair and green eyes familiar. Inwardly, she was a
stranger.

“I don’t know what I want.” And that was the
problem. Etienne was a force of nature. It would be so easy to give
in to the potent desire between them. But was it real? Did he love
her? Did she love him? Or was it simply proximity and limited
choices?

Mating with a human was rare. Finding that
special person was almost akin to discovering a unicorn. It did
happen, but not often. And where was she going to get the chance to
meet such a man? Not at home. Another werewolf wasn’t likely
either. Her pack kept to itself.

She grabbed her brush and dragged it through
her hair, wincing when it caught on tangles. Forcing herself to be
more careful, she finished and braided it for work.

She’d been asking herself the same questions
for weeks and was still no closer to an answer. “I have to do
this?” Talking to herself was a way to ease some of the loneliness.
She was used to being surrounded by people. Heck, she still lived
with her parents at twenty-four. Etienne lived with his. That’s how
it was in a pack.

Back in her living space, she dressed in a
T-shirt and jeans and grabbed her sweater. She never bothered with
a purse, keeping the key to her place and her wallet in one back
pocket and her phone in the other. If she had to run, she had
everything she needed.

Another shiver ran down her spine. Going
still, she listened intently. There was nothing beyond the regular
sounds of the people living on either side of her and traffic from
the nearby road.

“It’s time to go.” Maybe she’d been here too
long. It was Saturday night, which meant good tips. She got paid on
Monday. Once she got her money, she’d hit the road.

Feeling better now that she had a plan, she
gave the place one last look. Her clothes were all in two bags—one
clean, one dirty. She never unpacked. Her stomach growled,
reminding her she hadn’t eaten since her supper break last evening.
It was already noon. There was time to get a bite to eat and get to
work before her shift began at two. She was covering part of a
shift for another waitress, as well as her own.

It was going to be a long day.

****

Etienne pulled into the gravel lot and
parked in front of an older motel. According to what he’d found
online, some enterprising soul had set up some of the rooms as
cheap efficiency apartments a person could rent by the week or
month. The red sign was chipped, but enough remained to let people
know what it was.

A small office crouched on the far left of
the long, single-story L-shaped building. It had seen better days
thirty years ago. There was no cafe or restaurant attached. The
only food and beverages available came from several battered
vending machines close to the office.

Is this where she’s staying?

Climbing out of his truck, he took a deep
breath, tamping down the hope that welled inside him. He’d been at
this for days and hadn’t picked up her trail yet. He’d lost count
of how many cheap apartments, diners, and bars he’d trekked
through.

Imagining Amy in any of those places was
enough to make him feral.

Rolling his shoulders, he walked along the
front of the building, starting at the office and working his way
forward.

The fine hairs on his arms rose as he caught
a scent. Freezing, he sniffed again. Picking up his pace, he loped
toward the far end. The scent grew stronger, fresher the closer he
got to the last unit.

I found her.

Inside him, his wolf howled.

Standing outside her current resting
place—he would never call it a home—he placed his hands against the
thin panel, struggling to suppress his anger. There was no
protection here. Anyone could have broken in
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