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Chapter One

 


“I can’t get no satisfaction.” Emma
Matheson drummed her fingers against the steering wheel of her
ten-year-old pickup, tapping out the beat as she belted out the old
Rolling Stones classic.

“They got that right,” she muttered.
Pretty bad when the only action a healthy twenty-five-year-old got
was from her battery operated boyfriend.

In her defense, it wasn’t easy to date—let
alone indulge in a booty call—not while living at home. Which was
the reason she was on the road at—she glanced at the clock in the
dash—nearly midnight. She’d volunteered to take the overnight trip
to deliver a piece of custom furniture, with every intention of
remedying the problem.

She’d checked into her motel and gone to a
bar to have dinner and scope out the local action. After two hours
of being hit on by six men and one woman, she’d thrown in the
towel.

There hadn’t been one single spark among the
bunch.

After all her plotting and planning—all the
lobbying she’d done to convince her family she could handle this
trip on her own—turned out, she wasn’t a one-night-stand kinda
girl. Go figure.

“Time to face the facts,” she
announced to the empty truck cab. “I’m going to die a virgin.”
Right on cue, Madonna broke into “Like a Virgin.” Snorting, Emma
switched to the next song on her playlist, which happened to be a
classical piece.

Her taste in music was eclectic. It ran the
gamut of early rock—Elvis Presley and Chuck Berry—all the way to
Foo Fighters and Billie Eilish and everything in-between. It was
all thanks to her parents’ influence. They’d been older when they’d
met and mated. Long past the age where they’d been thinking about
children. Surprise!

She had brothers who’d been mated when she’d
made her appearance in the world. Hell, she had nephews older than
her.

If she’d been human, she’d be visiting her
folks in a retirement home.

Fighting a grin, she grabbed her coffee and
took a long swallow. Trying to imagine her active mother and big,
strong father ever slowing down was impossible.

Thanks to werewolf genetics, they were
blessed with the gift of long life—twice that of humans. So while
her folks were skimming ninety, they both looked like they were in
their late forties.

She made a face at her lukewarm coffee and
set it back in the holder. Should have opted for a Coke when she’d
stopped to gas up the truck. She rolled her shoulders and cracked
the window to allow the cold air to flow in.

“I should have stayed at the motel.”
The sound of her voice helped drive back the exhaustion pulling at
her. “That would have been the smart thing to do.” She’d been on
the road before it was light this morning, eager to get her journey
started. Now all she wanted was to fall into her own
bed.

A yawn caught her unawares, her mouth
opening so wide her jaw made a cracking sound. “This is stupid.”
But once she’d figured out sex wasn’t on the agenda for tonight,
she’d wanted to go home. In hindsight, the entire idea seemed
tawdry.

“What was I thinking?” That she was
horny, for one thing. Her need to be rid of her stupid virginity
had overridden her common sense. It was one thing to use a vibrator
in the privacy of her bedroom, another to have sex with an actual
living, breathing person. “I thought I’d walk into a bar, talk to a
guy for a few minutes, and take him back to my motel.”

Not her finest moment.

Glassy eyes flashed on the right-hand side
of the road. She eased up on the gas and passed the two deer
without incident. If her father had any idea she was driving this
time of night, he’d lose his mind. As it was, she was in for a
lecture about safety.

At least the roads were clear. It was late
March, the temperature just above freezing. Excellent
conditions.

“Another hour.” She could make it.
Maybe she’d get up early and cook breakfast for her folks. Assuming
she could sneak past them tonight, which was nothing more than
wishful thinking. No one got by her dad.

Crash!

The impact snapped her head forward. The
seatbelt pulled tight, preventing her from catapulting through the
windshield. Her phone and coffee flew through the air. Her purse
upended on the floor. The tail of her truck spun.

Gripping the wheel, she hung on as she slid
off the road. Just before the front end slammed into a tree, she
raised her arms to cover her face. The airbag deployed. Metal
crunched. Her head struck the side window. The tree trunk snapped
and fell partially on the bonnet.

The silence in the aftermath was
deafening.

Blinking several times, she lowered her arms
and took stock of the situation. What the hell had happened?
“You’re okay.” Her voice sounded hollow and distant. Her ears rang.
Maybe she wasn’t totally okay, but she was alive and in one
piece.

Fingers shaking, it took three tries to
unlatch the seat belt. Before she could shove at the door, it was
ripped open. A large male filled her vision. She jerked back when
he reached for her.

Ignoring her attempt to get away, he leaned
closer. “I saw you go off the road. Are you okay?”

“I think so.” She rubbed her temple,
not surprised when her fingers came back bloody. Her head had taken
a hard whack. The rush of adrenaline had her stomach churning and
her limbs trembling. “Did you see what happened?”

He hesitated the briefest of seconds.
“No.”

Inside, her wolf began to growl. While she
was tired, she’d still been aware. And right now, she’d swear on
her life that there hadn’t been anyone behind her. She would have
seen the headlights. Had he been driving toward her?

Shaken, Emma wasn’t thinking straight, but
something about this guy didn’t sit right. He was big and tall with
brown hair. The way he was invading her personal space was making
her uncomfortable.

“You need to take a step back.” Where
was her phone? She wanted to look for it but didn’t dare take her
eyes off him. Her wolf didn’t like him. Not one bit.

One corner of his mouth edged upward. The
expression in his eyes went from concerned to calculating. “Now why
would I do that, sweetheart, when I worked so hard to get your
attention?”

Acting on instinct, she swiveled, leading
with her fist. He howled when it made contact with his nose.
Ignoring the sting in her knuckles and sharp pain in her ribs, she
turned her entire body and kicked out with both feet. She barely
missed his balls, catching him in the thigh. When he stumbled back,
she slid out of the truck. Her legs buckled, but she grabbed the
doorframe and pushed off, heading for the woods.

Whoever he was, whatever his intentions, she
wasn’t about to hang around and find out.

“You bitch.” He gave a long, low
whistle. “Don’t make us chase you.”

Us? Oh, God, he wasn’t alone. Her head
ached. Probably a slight concussion. Her ribs might be cracked, but
that wasn’t serious. Wolves were notoriously hard to kill and
healed quickly.

The first howl had the fine hair on the back
of her neck standing on end. The second one knotted her stomach.
These men weren’t human. They were wolves, like her.

Running would do her no good. They’d chase
her down like prey. Probably enjoy every minute of it. Putting her
back to the thick trunk of an oak tree, she took a deep breath and
tried to calm her ragged breathing. “What do you want?” If she
could figure that out, maybe she could brazen her way out of this.
If not, maybe she could figure out a way around them. She’d have to
steal their vehicle, since hers wasn’t going anywhere without the
help of a tow truck.

“What do I want?” The voice came from
off to her right. “I figured the answer was pretty clear. I want
you.” His eyes flashed as he stepped into view. It was a clear
night, the moon bright. Even without that, her preternatural vision
would have allowed her to see him.

“I don’t know you.” Her heart was
beating a mile a minute, thumping so hard her chest hurt. Or maybe
that was her ribs trying to mend.

“But we know you.” Three more imposing
men, big and silent, appeared behind him.

“You ran me off the road? You could
have killed me. Are you out of your damn mind?” Fury was beginning
to override caution and fear.

His growl vibrated in the still night.
“Watch yourself, girl. He wants you alive, but it’s a long journey
home. You’d heal from a beating before we get there.”

A cold shiver raced down her spine. Who were
these people?

“Besides, I was careful. I hit the
back of your truck. Not the front. We followed you from your motel.
We’d planned to take you from there, but you skipped
out.”

She didn’t know what would have been worse,
having them grab her there or what she was dealing with now. Back
at the motel, there would have been people and possible help. Here
she was totally alone.

She could fight. Her father had made damn
sure she was trained and could defend herself. Against one wolf,
she’d have a chance. If these men were human, she’d lose them in
the woods. But four male wolves? She was screwed.

“Passed you when you stopped in at the
gas station. Took us a while to find the perfect place to ambush
you.”

This wasn’t a whim. This had been planned
all the way. “Why? I don’t know you. I’m no one special.” None of
this made any sense.

“Oh, that’s where you’re wrong.” The
brown-haired male, the one who seemed to be their leader, took a
step toward her. “You’re Mikhail Matheson’s daughter.”

“That’s right.” Pride had her chin
tilting up. She refused to be cowed by the likes of him. “Who wants
me? Who sent you?”

The smile was cruel. “Gregor Gribkov, his
former alpha.”

****

Dmitri Gribkov scanned both sides of the
road as he drove. His foot pushed down on the gas pedal. The
speedometer inched up to eighty. The powerful truck surged forward.
He could go faster but didn’t want to risk missing his target.

“Where the fuck are they?” He’d
tracked Ivan Volkov and his crew all the way to the North Carolina
border. It had taken almost twenty-four hours for word to reach him
that they’d gone on this crazy mission for their alpha. That gave
them a full day’s head start, but he’d only been one step behind
them the entire way.

His wolf growled, ready to track and hunt.
He’d thought he understood the depths of his father’s hatred.
Obviously, he’d been mistaken.

This latest stunt was a desperate one. Not
to mention dangerous. Before he could continue that line of
thought, he caught a glimpse of mangled metal just off the road.
Another truck was parked further up on the shoulder. He pulled in
around it. The front fender was damaged. “Fuck!” They’d
deliberately forced the other vehicle off the road.

Before his truck had finished rocking to a
stop, he was out and running, a sense of urgency propelling him
forward. He cleared the distance to the wreck in a single leap. The
metallic scent of metal and blood filled his nostrils, along with
another he knew well. “Ivan,” he muttered. The chase was over. He’d
found them.

A hint of light floral tickled his senses.
Not perfume. Not strong enough. Maybe soap. It reminded him of
summer. The sight of an upended purse made his stomach clench.

He slipped off his clothes and embraced his
wolf. Fur pushed out from beneath his skin as his limbs contracted
and reformed. His head flattened. His jaw elongated, teeth becoming
sharp fangs. On silent, claw-tipped paws, he loped forward and
began to track his prey. It wasn’t difficult. They weren’t trying
to hide.

Voices pinpointed the location. Keeping
downwind, he eased closer.

A woman stood with her back to a tree. She
was about five ten, her build lean. Blood stained her forehead. Her
T-shirt had a tear near the neck. It and her jeans were covered in
a pale dust, likely from the airbag. Ivan and his crew—Boris, Luka,
and Pavel—spread around her, blocking any escape.

He knew who she was, who she had to
be—Emmaline Mikhala Matheson. The woman his father, the alpha of
the Sitka Pack, was obsessed with.

He clamped his jaw tight to keep from
growling. As he’d done his entire life, he channeled his fury,
using it to center him.

“What does my father have to do with
this?” Her voice washed over him, ruffling his fur like a physical
caress. It was husky with the slightest of trembles. His wolf
chuffed, interest piqued.

She might be outnumbered, but there was
nothing subservient or reticent about this female. Her green eyes
glittered with anger. He raised his nose into the air and caught
the stench of sweat and fear on the breeze. She might be afraid,
but she wasn’t backing down.

Everything inside stilled. His wolf
stretched toward her, yearning to be nearer. He yanked the beast
back under control. Usually, they were in total accord when they
hunted, the two of them seamlessly working as one deadly killing
machine.

This woman was trouble.

It would be easy to walk away. His fate
didn’t have to be tied to hers—no matter what his father wanted.
Dmitri could lose himself in the wilds of Alaska or slip over the
border to Canada. If it came to it, he could go back to the land of
his ancestors. Siberia was nice this time of year.

His wolf dug his claws into the ground, his
entire body quivering. The message was clear—walking away was not
an option. Not that it ever had been. No way could he leave an
innocent woman with Ivan. Not if he wanted to be able to look at
himself in the mirror every morning for the rest of his life.
People feared Ivan for a reason. He liked to hurt people, to throw
his power and weight around against those weaker. He took sadistic
pleasure in punishing those who offended him in any way.

“Mikhail Matheson killed the alpha’s
brother. He left his pack and family behind without a backward
glance.”

Another thing about Ivan—he liked to talk.
Or rather, he liked people to listen, to impress upon them his
importance. Personally, he thought the man was too fond of the
sound of his own voice.

Since this was a story Dmitri had heard a
thousand times before, he made a wide circle around the group,
coming up behind the male furthest away from the action. Between
one breath and the next, he shifted back to human, slapped his big
hand over Luka’s mouth, lifted him off his feet, and faded into the
darkness.

His prey stilled. He damn well knew who had
him. Was aware how easily Dmitri could kill him. He adjusted his
hold, wrapped his thick forearm around the male’s neck, and applied
pressure. Not enough to kill but to incapacitate. Luka didn’t even
try to fight. Maybe there was hope for him yet.

He’d grown up with Luka Petrov, had eaten
meals at his family’s home. For the sake of that childhood memory,
he spared him. Not to mention, the shitstorm it would bring down on
him if he started killing members of his own pack.

“They were cowards. They waited until
my dad was gone to try to force my aunt to mate. They banished her.
She ran and never looked back.”

The way she stood up for her family spoke
well of her. And she was right. It had been a cowardly act. He’d
come to the same conclusion when he was still a kid. From a young
age, he’d had no illusions about the male who’d sired him. His
father had wanted the Gribkov family line linked to the Mathesons
through mating. Didn’t matter to him if the woman was willing or
not. Gregor was single-minded when it came to getting his own way.
It rarely occurred to him that others might object. He was shocked
when it happened.

“Rina Matheson’s purpose in life was
to mate with the male her father and alpha chose. It wasn’t her
brother’s place to interfere.” Ivan gripped her chin, his fingers
digging into her skin. It would leave bruises. They’d heal, but in
the meantime, they’d hurt.

The other two were so intent on the drama
unfolding before them, they hadn’t missed Luka yet. Dmitri slid up
behind Boris. He choked him until he lost consciousness and lowered
him to the ground.

“My father loves his sister. Aunt Rina
found her mate. One who loves and cherishes her.”

“Weak.” Ivan leaned down until his
lips were a hairsbreadth from hers. “A real male takes what he
wants, what belongs to him.”

If he kisses her, I’ll have to kill him.

“If you think he’s weak, why don’t you
follow me home? I’m sure my father would love to prove otherwise,
but you’re afraid of him, aren’t you.”

It wasn’t smart to taunt Ivan. His temper
had a hair-trigger. When provoked, violence was swift and bloody.
The only thing in her favor was he obviously had orders. If they’d
wanted her dead, she’d already be dead. While he admired her
courage, it might get her killed before he could find a way to
extricate her from the situation.

“Ah, Ivan?” Pavel turned in a circle,
finally cluing in they weren’t alone. “Where are Luka and
Boris?”

“Shit.” Ivan yanked the woman—Dmitri
didn’t want to think about her as Emma, didn’t want to feel
anything the least bit personal for her—into his arms and wrapped
his forearm around her neck. “Come on out, Dmitri. I know it’s
you.”

With the element of surprise gone, he
stepped out from behind a tree, a mere foot away from Pavel, and
slammed his fist into the male’s face. He went down like a
stone.

“Was that necessary?” Ivan asked. When
his captive clawed at his arm, he lifted her off her feet. Her
weight pulled her downward, making it more difficult for her to
breathe. He had to force himself not to look at her and focus on
his nemesis.

“It really was. Release
her.”

“No. Are the others dead?”

“No.” They eyed each other, aware of
the other’s strengths and weaknesses. Wasn’t the first time they’d
locked horns over an issue.

She bit down on her captor’s arm, hard
enough to draw blood. “Fucking bitch,” Ivan roared as he shook her.
Undeterred, she brought her arm up and back, clawing at his
eyes.

Taking advantage of the distraction, Dmitri
leaped forward and slammed his fist into Ivan’s face. It didn’t
take him down, but it loosened his grip. She hit the ground and
scrambled away on her hands and knees.

When Ivan started after her, he stepped into
his path. “Let her go.”

“Can’t. Orders. Unlike you, I obey my
alpha.” He yanked his shirt over his head and tossed it
aside.

“This doesn’t have to happen.” Even as
he said the words, he knew them for a lie.

Ivan kicked off his boots, shifted, and
attacked.

Dmitri’s wolf, eager for the fight, leaped
forward. The two wolves slammed together in a flurry of fur and
fangs and claws. He raked his opponent’s sides, drawing first blood
before jumping back, making sure to keep himself between Ivan and
the woman.

Ivan feinted to the right and then the left.
Not taking the bait, he watched his adversary, his wolf alert and
ready. His very calmness pushed Ivan over the edge. His back
quarters quivered as his hind legs bunched. He leaped into the air.
Not at Dmitri, but over his head.

He’s going for Emma.

He went vertical, locking his jaws around
his prey’s neck. They slammed to the ground and rolled. Dmitri
ended up on top. It would be so easy to kill the other male. He
sank his fangs deeper. Blood spilled from the wound, soaking into
the ground.

A whimper made his heart stop. Emma was
watching.

He shifted and leaned down to whisper in
Ivan’s ear. “I don’t want to kill you.” He stepped back. Ivan
struggled to his feet and growled before disappearing into the
woods to lick his wounds.

There wasn’t much time. It wouldn’t take
long for Ivan to heal and his temper to flare. The others would
wake soon.

He strode to Emma. She was real to him now.
No longer a name his father tossed out during one of his rants
about justice and retribution. Now she was a flesh-and-blood woman,
one of courage and heart. One who drew him physically. They hadn’t
formally met, but she’d already melted some of the ice that
shielded his heart.

He held out his hand. “Come with me if you
want to live.”

 



Chapter Two

 


Fear had a taste, something she’d never
realized until tonight. It was metallic and nasty. Her shirt, damp
with sweat, clung to her torso. Some of her hair had escaped her
braid and fell into her eyes.

She’d thought she was going to die.

Her throat throbbed. Her ribs ached. And
tears filled her eyes.

Not yet. She couldn’t break down until she
was safe. She sucked air into her starving lungs, unable to
remember ever being so winded. Exhaustion, along with an adrenaline
dump, was making it difficult for her body to heal.

It was the first time in her life anyone had
intentionally tried to harm her. Growing up with an overprotective
father and overprotective siblings, she’d lived a charmed
existence, filled with love and acceptance.

None of it had prepared her for this …
hatred. Ivan despised her, had enjoyed hurting her. Now he was
gone, driven away by this mountain of a male.

She blinked several times, but he didn’t
disappear, wasn’t a figment of her oxygen-deprived brain. The
wolves of her pack were the deadliest she’d ever known. This one,
the one Ivan had called Dmitri, might be the most dangerous she’d
ever met.

Shaggy black hair fell around massive
shoulders. The lower half of his face was covered by a thick beard.
His eyes were the same color as the dark amber honey she used to
sweeten her tea. Every muscle was sculpted and rippled when he
moved. There wasn’t a spare ounce of fat on him anywhere.

She tried not to notice he was naked.
Really, she did. But that was impossible. He was built to scale …
everywhere. Muscular forearms, enormous biceps, six-pack abs that
would make any woman drool, and legs as thick as tree trunks.

Not to mention what was between his legs.
Talk about impressive. And arousing. And, okay, a bit intimidating.
It was rude to be checking out his private parts, but she couldn’t
seem to look away.

“Emma.” His sharp tone broke through
her reverie.

What had he said to her? She replayed it in
her head. “What are you, the werewolf terminator?” When he
continued to stare, a blank look on his face, she shook her head.
“Like the movie. The Terminator. ‘Come with me if you want to
live.’ That’s what Arnold Schwarzenegger’s character says.”

She bit her bottom lip. God, she was
babbling. Loopy from exhaustion, the accident, and pure terror of
the unknown. His hand never wavered. It was broad, the fingers
long.

Emma said a silent prayer she wasn’t making
a huge mistake and put her hand in his. Not that she had much
choice. As options went, he was currently the best.

His grip was firm as he pulled her to her
feet. Her head didn’t even hit his shoulder. He had to have a good
foot on her, putting him at about six ten. Until tonight, she’d
thought Cole Blanchard, one of the founding members of her pack,
the biggest wolf in existence. She’d been wrong.

“We need to go.” He glanced over his
shoulder. A low groan reached her ears. Her kidnappers were coming
around. They weren’t going to be happy. Not to mention the very
scary Ivan.

She’d taken two shaky steps when he scooped
her up in his arms and began to run. “I can walk.” Rather than
fight or try to push him away, she looped her arms around his neck
and held on. The wind whipped by them, the trees a blur.

“No time.”

He was right about that. The faster they
were away from here, the better. She looked over his shoulder. No
one was giving chase. Yet.

They got to the road faster than she’d
anticipated. It felt as though she’d run forever, but it really
hadn’t been all that far. The sight of her truck made her stomach
clench. When he hurried past the wreckage, she yelled, “Stop!”

Rather than ask questions, he skidded to a
halt. Surprised by his compliance, she patted his chest. “Put me
down.”

“Why?” His arms tightened around
her.

“I need my purse. My
phone.”

“Right.” Ignoring her request, he
sprinted to a nearby truck, yanked open the passenger door, and set
her on the seat. “Wait here. I’ll get it.” When she opened her
mouth to object, he pressed a finger against her lips. “I’ll be
faster.”

He wasn’t wrong. She gave him a jerky nod.
His lips twitched. Not a smile. More a hint of one. Then he was
gone. For a big man, he moved with grace and economy of motion, as
if every muscle in his body was under his complete control.

When he leaned into the damaged vehicle, she
admired the shape of his ass. His nudity didn’t affect his
efficiency, didn’t hinder his ability to get the job done. When he
straightened, he had not only her purse but her tote bag, as
well.

She sucked in a breath, her heart rate
increasing when he headed back toward the woods, but the panic
subsided when he stopped beside a tree and scooped up a bundle of
clothes.

Purpose in his stride, he came to her side
of the truck. “Here.” He thrust her purse and bag into her arms,
tossed his boots and shirt on the floor, and tugged on his jeans.
She was sad to see his bare skin disappear, but it was probably for
the best. This was no time to notice how sexy he was or how much he
appealed to her. It was nothing more than her brain’s way of
distracting her from the nasty reality of her situation.

Time to face facts—wolves wanted to kidnap
her.

When he reached toward her, she flattened
her back against the seat and sucked in a breath. Ignoring her, he
grabbed her seat belt, pulled it across her chest, and buckled her
in. With a satisfied nod, he shut the door and strode back to the
truck behind them.

Curious, she watched in the side and
rearview mirrors as he lifted the hood, tinkered with something,
and then dropped the hood.

The cab seemed to shrink when he joined her.
He took up so much space. Her arms wrapped around her belongings,
she ordered her erratic thoughts. “Thank you.” She couldn’t
remember if she’d actually thanked him for rescuing her. “I don’t
know what would have happened if you hadn’t come along.” Which
begged the question, “Why did you come along?”

He cranked the key and the powerful engine
roared to life. She hadn’t even realized it was there. She could
have taken the truck while he’d been occupied and driven like a bat
out of hell to safety.

He didn’t pull back onto the road, but swung
around, heading back the way she’d come. “Hey, that’s not the way
home.” Maybe he didn’t realize. “Salvation, North Carolina is that
way.” She pointed in the opposite direction.

“I know.”

Her stomach knotted. As the saying
went, looks like she’d jumped from the frying pan into the
fire. Okay, Emma, you can handle
this. Since his attention was on the road, she dug
into her purse, trying not to be too obvious about it.

“It’s not there.” His voice was so
deep, it practically vibrated through her bones.

“What’s not?” She worked up a shaky
smile. Best to play dumb.

“Your phone. I didn’t see it in the
wreck. Not sure I’d have taken it if I had.”

Well, crap. “Can I borrow yours? I need to
call home.”

“No.”

That was blunt enough. She gripped the strap
of her seat belt. He’d saved her. He hadn’t hurt her—yet. He’d
taken down four wolves with ease. How was she going to get away
from him?

She needed the element of surprise.

Watch for your
opportunity. It’s better to do something than nothing.
Her father’s instructions came to her, as if he was
whispering in her ear. If she survived this, he was going to kill
her, metaphorically speaking. In truth, he’d never lay a finger on
her. Then he’d roll her in bubble wrap and lock her in her room for
the next decade or two.

There was a bridge coming up with a few
rough road bumps before it. She remembered it from her trip. She’d
had to slow down. So would he. If she could get to the river, she
might be able to lose him.

Then all she’d have to do was work her way
to the nearest town and wait for a business to open so she could
call home. As plans went, it wasn’t great, but it was all she
had.

She hadn’t escaped one lot of kidnappers to
be taken by another.

The bridge was coming up just around
the next corner. She slid her hand to the latch of the seat belt.
“Where are we going?” she asked loudly, to cover the
snick of the latch. It was open, but
she was holding it in place. She went over the moves in her
head—release the belt, open the door, leap out of the vehicle, and
run like hell.

He didn’t answer. Not surprising. He struck
her as the strong, silent type. Maybe that was his nature. Maybe he
didn’t care enough to answer. Either way, in less than twenty
seconds it would no longer be her problem.

Too bad about him. Unlike the other
kidnappers, she didn’t find him repulsive. The opposite, in fact.
Likely because he’d saved her. Or she’d thought he had.

The truck slowed and rolled over the
bump.

Emma released the seat belt, shoved open the
door, and jumped.

****

Dmitri slammed on the brake. The passenger
door was open. Emma was gone.

She jumped from a moving truck.

Cursing himself for an idiot, he bailed out,
careful to take the keys with him. He couldn’t afford to lose his
sole means of transportation. Underestimating her would be stupid.
She sure as hell shocked him with this move. He’d thought her too
scared and tired to try anything.

Should have talked to her.

But talking wasn’t his strong suit. His
attention had been on the road behind them. He expected Ivan and
his crew to be in pursuit sooner rather than later. Their alpha had
given them a mission. Failure was not an option, not when it came
to Gregor Gribkov. Mercy wasn’t in his vocabulary.

He charged down the bank behind her. She
wasn’t even trying to be silent. Rocks slid under his bare feet and
bit into his skin. “Fuck,” he muttered. This was his own damn
fault. He should have taken the time to put on his boots but had
wanted to be ready to shift, if necessary. “I shouldn’t have gotten
involved.” But he had. There was no backing out now. He’d come too
far.

“Emma.”

She glanced over her shoulder. The fear in
her eyes almost stopped him cold. She was looking at him the same
way she had Ivan. His stomach turned sour. The last thing he’d ever
do was hurt a woman.

She doesn’t know that, you idiot.

All she knew was that he’d “rescued” her and
then refused to take her home.

“Emma, wait. I’m not going to hurt
you.” Reassurance was better late than never.

Ignoring him, she picked up her pace. She
was hurt and exhausted. Where was she finding the energy? The woman
was stronger than he’d thought. Good, she’d need it to survive the
shitstorm coming her way.

His legs were longer than hers. With each
stride, he got closer. She was gasping, sucking air into her lungs,
her feet slapping hard against the ground. She began to weave, her
movements jerky. Her right foot slipped on the damp riverbed. Her
body pitched forward.

Dmitri dove, grabbing her in midair and
rolling. He slammed down onto the rocky ground, taking the brunt of
the damage. “Are you okay?”

But she wasn’t listening. Fists battered his
shoulders. Sharp teeth sank into his chest. “Fuck! Let go.” He sat
up and deposited her on the wet ground beside him, grateful she
hadn’t taken a chunk of flesh out of him.

A trace of his blood was on her lips. Rather
than disgust him, he found it … arousing. His wolf liked that she’d
marked him. He shook his head. She hadn’t been claiming him. She’d
been fighting him. There was nothing sexy about that.

“I’ll answer your questions as soon as
we’re safe.” He tilted his head toward the road. “Ivan and the
others will be looking. They’d expect us to head to your
pack.”

Sitting in the muck, clothes dirty, hair
disheveled, dark circles under her eyes, she chewed on her bottom
lip. Something inside him shifted. She wasn’t the most beautiful
woman he’d ever seen, but dirty and tired, Emma drew him in a way
no other woman ever had.

Mine!

He shook his head, trying to dispel
the unwanted sensation. No how. No way. He didn’t want a mate.
Especially not this
woman.

Shoving to his feet, he held out his hand.
“I said it before and I’ll say it again, if you want to live, come
with me. Your only other option is to wait until Ivan and the
others find you.”

“The saying is, ‘Come with me if you
want to live.’ And we could call my father. He’d come. My pack
would come. They’d kill Ivan and the others.”

Bloodthirsty. Not that he could blame her.
“That would start a war with the Sitka Pack. Is that what you want
for your family? Your pack?”

If possible, her face paled even more. She
was a walking ghost, a woman pushed to the edge of her physical and
emotional limits.

“You don’t know me. You have no reason
to trust me, but I’m asking you to. It’s enough for you to know
that the alpha of the Sitka Pack and I don’t see eye-to-eye on
anything. Whatever I can do to thwart his plans, I
will.”

“So the enemy of my enemy is my
friend.”

“Something like that.” Standing out in
the open was making him antsy. They were sitting ducks here. The
truck was too visible, the location too remote. A perfect place for
an ambush. “What’s it going to be?”

She lifted her hand and put it in his.
“Don’t make me regret this.”

He pressed his lips together to keep from
smiling
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