
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Finding a mate can be difficult when you’re a werewolf. Your inner wolf often chooses for you. What happens when the human part of you isn’t ready? Or if the chosen mate doesn’t agree?

	 

	 

	The Northwest Maine Pack is settling down now that Diego, the new pack leader, has taken full control. Saoirse presents him with a surprise, making him happier than ever. But making leadership decisions is not always easy.

	John struggles with his place in life but knows one thing for sure. Freddie, Saoirse’s bestie, is his mate. Sadly, Freddie doesn’t know about werewolves. John moves to Boston, leaving a gap in pack security. Diego contacts the family of Canadian hunters to see if anyone is willing to fill the gap.

	Grant volunteers for the position, since he is haunted by the memory of the black she-wolf he saw on pack grounds. His wolf says she is their mate, but he doesn’t even know what she looks like as a human.

	Nathan has been without any real love in his life since his family disowned him years ago. He believes his luck has changed when his wolf meets an unfamiliar she-wolf, and they mate. Unfortunately, the next morning, the woman has no memory of anything they did the night before.

	Everyone has waited a long time for what they want most. But the path to true love is rarely an easy one—especially when you are a werewolf.
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To Paul. Werewolves are not the only ones who mate for life.

	 


 

	 

	Author’s Note

	 

	 

	This is the second book in the Northwest Maine Academy series. The first book, When a Wolf Howls, introduced most of the characters in this book. It was the story of the romance between the Pack Leader, Diego Vargas, and his now-wife, Saoirse McColl Vargas. He is a shifter, carrying a wolf inside of him. She is a scientist who had no idea that werewolves even existed. That is, until she moved into a compound that included many shifters and their families. And she fell in love with the man destined to take over when the old pack leader, on his deathbed, appointed him to the position.

	This book continues their story, as well as exploring the romantic lives of three of the supporting characters from Book One. I love happy endings, so all four of the happy couples will achieve their bliss. But for all of them, it will take what seems like forever, to them. Hence the title: Worth the Wait.

	 


Part One: Second Chance at Love

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“Why did they ask you?” Grant asked, closely watching his mother, Gertrude, as she sat behind her oak desk.

	This office on the first floor of the house he’d grown up in was where she took care of all the family businesses. There were many pictures of him at various ages, along with his siblings. A large portrait sat behind her. It showed her as a young woman on her wedding day, smiling as she held the hand of the young man who was her husband. Grant was always amused by that. Though he was one of the older kids, even he couldn’t remember their father’s hair as blond. It had turned gray at a young age, a silver color that made him look much older than he was until he actually grew older.

	Gertrude shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe because we’re known to them, since we’ve done business together? Maybe because we were just there, and that reminded Diego of our special skill set?”

	His younger brother, Glen, stroked his heavy beard and snorted. “Or maybe he wants one of us around in case there’s any future trouble? Changes in pack leadership can cause lots of unrest until things settle down. And we’ve got a track record of helping them clean up their messes.”

	Gertrude pursed her lips in disapproval. “Glen, stop. We’ve enjoyed their hospitality many times when we’ve wanted a change of location for a holiday. They’ve always been glad to host us, either all together, or in smaller groups. Why shouldn’t we be called when they have problems that they know we can take care of for them?”

	The door was thrown open, and a force of nature entered. Grant’s oldest sibling, his sister Griselda, swept into the room. “Hi. Sorry I’m late. Couldn’t be helped. What’d I miss?”

	Guy, another brother with a beard, snickered. “Take too long kissing goodbye?”

	She shot a withering look at their youngest brother. “No, Guy. I was talking with his mother when I got the text from Mom. And I don’t generally kiss his mother at all... if I can help it.”

	Smiles traveled around the room. Everyone was used to the bickering that ran through the fabric of their familial relationships.

	Gertrude explained. “Seems that the Northern Maine Pack leadership has need of a temporary replacement for one of their ranking members. Remember John, Joe’s second child, and only son? He’s been their second in command, so the head of their security, ever since he got old enough and strong enough to do the job. But he’s taking a leave for a while, and they’ll need someone to replace him.”

	“For how long?” Grant asked.

	“I don’t know. I don’t think they know, either. I got the impression from Diego that this is kind of sudden, and not something he’s happy about. Like Glen said, pack leadership change can be very unsettling, especially for a pack that’s been under the same leader for damn near sixty years. Having another change so soon is adding another layer of uncertainty. I think he’s trying to minimize the number of people who are aware of what’s been going on within their ranks. So asking us to send someone to help out is a no-brainer, since we’re already known to them.”

	“But we’re not very good at following orders,” Griselda pointed out, wearing a grin. “We’re all kind of independent. Our family crest says Doesn’t play well with others.”

	Gertrude sighed. “I know. That’s what I told him. But I said I’d check with my brood to see if any of you might be interested. He’s got a couple of packs he’s in contact with that he can ask next. But we were the first ones he called.”

	“Well, I’m out,” Griselda said with a toss of her white-blond hair. “I’m not about to leave town and have my man be prey to other females while I’m not here to fend them off.”

	Gertrude nodded. “That’s what I figured you’d say.”

	“Can’t let up the pressure now, huh, sis? Almost got him ready to propose? Be a shame if all of that work you’ve done on him, softening him up, made him ready to get married, then some other woman was closer than you when he worked up the nerve to propose.”

	Guy ducked as the accurately named throw-pillow flew his way.

	“I’m not interested,” said Glen. “I’ve got more clients than I can deal with already. I don’t trust any of my partners enough to let them handle the ins and outs of my business.”

	Guy added, “And I just got a contract to photograph the effects of climate change on polar bears, so I’m headed up to the great white north in the very near future. Like, in a week or so.”

	Gertrude turned to him. “Grant?”

	He appeared to be considering his words before speaking.

	“I might be interested. I was talking with Nathan, their fourth, over dinner when we were there. He said it was too bad that their leader’s wife was heading out of town, because she and I would have a lot to talk about. Her degree is in biological research, and she’s been trying to isolate and identify possible markers in the blood to see if there’s any way to predict which young ones will discover they’re shifters when their hormones turn on.”

	Glen grinned. “I think it’s pretty obvious when they fall on the ground and their bones start cracking and shifting around. Yup, that one’s got a wolf inside trying to get out.”

	“But not before that,” Grant stressed. “Lots of people send their kids to the Maine Academy for high school because they don’t know if their kids will present or not... or when. If there was a way to predict it, parents would at least have the peace of mind of knowing their kids were in a safe place for their first time.”

	“Wouldn’t that mean fewer people would send their kids to the academy?” Griselda asked.

	“I wondered about that, too. But Nathan said their belief is that they might actually end up with even more applicants. Right now, some are willing to chance that it won’t happen, and sometimes it’s a disaster when it does. This way, they would know for sure.”

	“It does tend to run in families, but that’s not really dependable. Your father and I were both shifters, and all of you are also. But then there’s Joe and Janine’s Jennifer. Both her parents were shifters, and she’s the oldest. But no wolf inside of her.”

	Grant nodded, agreeing with his mother. “That’s right.”

	She regarded him closely. “So you’re volunteering? What about your job?”

	He shrugged. “I’ve been kind of unhappy at work lately. Running a lab is not what I expected. Having to produce results that the client wants, instead of what actually happens, is totally bogus. I’ve actually been considering going back to earn my doctorate, but I’m not even sure what I’d want to get it in.”

	“I always thought you were heading towards being a medical doctor,” Glen said with a wink. “All of those pretty nurses to toady to your every whim.”

	Another pillow thrown by Griselda hit him in the face, and he pretended to be wounded. “Ow! Mom, did you see what she did? Tell her to quit throwing things around.”

	Gertrude glared sternly at Griselda, her lips twitching in amusement. “Grisel, stop abusing your brothers.”

	Griselda stuck her tongue out at Glen. “Sexist!”

	He laughed. “You’re so easy to bait, sis!”

	“Besides,” Guy pointed out, “the last time I was in the hospital, when I had my appendix removed, many of the nurses were men.”

	Grant chuckled. “I’m pretty sure I’ll eventually become a doctor—or maybe a nurse. But I got too burned out by years of classes. I needed a break. That’s why I’ve been working these past few years. Maybe I just need another change of scenery. And the chance to work in the lab with Mrs. Vargas, trying to do something useful with the skills that I already have? It’s a tempting addition to just being able to live somewhere else for a while.”

	“Just be sure it’s only in the lab that you want to work closely with her,” Guy teased. “Diego might be injured, but he’s not the kind of man to take kindly to anyone flirting with his wife.”

	Grant grimaced. “Not my type. That red hair could stop traffic. Besides, I don’t like my women to be whiter than my ass. I’m not even sure that’s possible, but I’m not interested in finding out.”

	Griselda snickered. “I keep telling you boys, y’all need to do some nude sunbathing.”

	She managed to duck all three pillows thrown her way.

	Gertrude shook her head at everyone. “Fine. I’ll let Diego know that you’ll be heading down there. When? After you give two weeks’ notice at the lab?”

	He tried to look sheepish. “Um, actually I gave notice last week. I only have to work until Friday, then I’m free.”

	Glen got up, stretching. “So, is this family meeting adjourned? I haven’t eaten since early this morning, and I’m not going to make it until dinner unless I grab some kind of snack.”

	Guy headed toward the door. “Race you to the kitchen! Loser has to cook.”

	Griselda was already pounding down the hall, yelling behind her. “I call not cleaning up either!”

	Gertrude shook her head, turning her attention to him.

	“Kids,” he said, rolling his eyes.

	“You’re really serious? You’ll go? What if it gets extended into a longer visit?”

	“You mean if John decides not to come back?”

	She nodded.

	“I guess I’ll cross that bridge when and if it happens. They’ll probably bump everyone else up a notch, so that’ll make me the fourth. They can always promote someone from their security ranks if that happens. We’ll see. But either way, I’m out of a job and need a change and a new challenge. This is just what I’ve been waiting for.” He got up. “I’m feeling kind of peckish, too. I’m going to see what they’re rustling up in the kitchen.”

	“You do that,” Gertrude said. “And I’ll call Diego back.”

	He stopped at the door to blow her a kiss, before heading toward the noise coming from the kitchen.

	 

	It wasn’t until much later that night, after having eaten dinner and gone home to bed, that Grant listened to his wolf berate him.

	Why didn’t you let them know that we claim her?

	Instantly, he was swept along on the current of lust his wolf had felt the last time he was at the Maine compound. He’d been slammed by a tidal wave of emotions when a large black she-wolf appeared in front of them. She had put her body directly in front of the two renegade wolves, thereby protecting the pack leader and his wife. He smiled, wondering what the female might look like as a human. As a wolf, she was enticing enough.

	I can’t do that. If my brothers even suspected we were interested in her, their competitive instincts would take over, and they’d want to fight us for her.

	His wolf snarled softly in his mind. You always underestimate our abilities. We are the oldest. We are the strongest. We would win any battle.

	I won’t fight my own brothers that fiercely. I won’t hurt either of them. It’s better this way, you’ll see. They’ll be miles away, and we can slowly approach the female so as not to scare her off.

	Why not let me approach her wolf? It would be quicker. Wolves mate as they will, with no time wasted in what you call courtship.

	I want to capture her human self also. As you say, the wolf part of her will be easy to convince. It’s the human I have to encourage to see me—us—as her mate.

	Temporarily mollified, his wolf quieted down. And Grant took matters into his own hands, relieving the pressure of their yearnings.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The following Sunday, Grant drove down into Maine from his home in Canada. He’d found someone to take over his apartment completely furnished. Then he’d packed his few remaining belongings into his small truck and headed across the border to a new life.

	At the compound’s gate, he stopped and waited while the security people checked with their leader to be sure he was allowed to enter. An older woman with gray hair nodded to indicate the gate should be opened. Grant recognized her from his last visit to the compound.

	“Welcome to the pack, Mr. Knutsen.” She gave him a small nod with a smile.

	He grinned back. “Thanks... Diya, is it? Never been a part of one before. There’s a first time for everything, I guess.”

	He had no trouble finding the main mansion, despite the many smaller roads that led to the neighborhoods where many of the pack members lived. He’d been the one driving when the family had been asked to come down to hunt and kill the two pack members who had betrayed the leader’s trust. That was when he’d seen the large black she-wolf that had so intrigued him. He had no idea who she was, but he’d been close enough to her to realize simultaneously that she was female, and that he wanted to be her mate. The details still needed to be worked on. But he was a researcher, so details were his specialty.

	We need to find her, his wolf growled softly in his mind.

	I know. We will. We’ll be here for some time, so there’s no hurry.

	We will fight for her if we must. And we will win.

	He grinned at his alter ego’s confidence. He pulled up to the main stairs that led to a patio in the front of the house. To his left was the field where they’d begun their hunt. The mansion was an imposing edifice, strong and sturdy, to survive the brutal Maine winters, yet now covered with the glow of the early evening summer sun.

	He was expected, since he’d texted from the front gate. So he wasn’t surprised to see Nathan come down the stairs to greet him.

	“Hi, Grant. Do you want me to park your truck for you?”

	He shook his head. “Nah. But if you ride with me, you can tell me where a new pack member is supposed to park. I don’t plan on needing to go into town for a while, so I’ll need to know where vehicles are kept until they’re needed.”

	Nathan opened the passenger door and got into the truck. “It’s further away than the visitor lot you parked in the last time. It’s behind the garage, and that’s quite a ways behind the mansion. So just keep heading the direction you’re going, and I’ll tell you when to turn.”

	They chatted about the weather, the current status of their favorite teams in the World Cup standings, and other inconsequential things as he parked the truck, then pulled his two knapsacks out of the back end.

	“That’s all you have?”

	“Why? Will I need more? Mom said I’d have a furnished apartment.”

	Nathan shook his head. “You won’t need furniture. But I’m not sure I could reduce my worldly belongings to just two small packs.”

	He shrugged. “I’ve got my laptop, some clothes, and a few books. What else does a man need?”

	Nathan grinned. “I guess. We’ll supply you with academy polos, which will take care of some of your clothing needs. And you’re right, the apartment is furnished. Let’s go through the back entrance to the dining room. Are you hungry? I think the buffet is still open.”

	“I could eat.” Grant followed the tall, thin but wiry blond man up the back stairs.

	There were few people left in the dining room, and the buffet was in the process of being emptied. Nathan left Grant sitting at a table, saying he was going to the kitchen to tell the chef, Janine Johnson, widow of the late pack leader, that he’d arrived.

	Nathan rejoined him after a few minutes. “Janine said she’d be right out.”

	Ten minutes later, a short but elegant black woman emerged with a covered tray. She had an apron on over her stylish clothing, and her medium-length graying hair was held back by a headband. She smiled at him.

	Grant rose to greet her with a bow. “My lady. You’re even more beautiful than the last time I saw you.”

	“That’s because this is a happier occasion,” she said. “I put some of the food under warming lights when Diego told me you were driving down today.” She removed the cover of the tray she’d set down in front of him.

	Grant inhaled appreciatively. “Smells great! I stopped along the way a couple of times, but not for an actual meal.”

	“Dig in, and enjoy,” Janine said as she sat down, taking one of the cups of coffee Nathan had brought to their table.

	As he ate, Grant glanced around at the people who were finishing up their dinner, but none of them sparked any recognition. Janine asked after his mother before questioning him about his siblings. Janine had known his family since before he was born. She enjoyed hearing about the jobs he and his siblings had, as well as their antics involving family dynamics and romances.

	When he had finished eating everything, he pushed himself back with a satisfied sigh. “If this is the kind of food I can look forward to, I’m even more determined to make myself a place here in your pack.”

	A quick shadow flitted across Janine’s face. “Well, John isn’t sure how long he’s going to be away, so hopefully you aren’t on a deadline as to when you need to get back.”

	He shook his head. “Nope. Footloose and fancy-free, that’s me. I’m here for as long as you need me to be. In fact, I’m honored to be welcomed as a part of your pack.”

	Nathan got a text, which he read. He looked up. “Diego asks that you and I join him in ten minutes, in one of the smaller conference rooms. He wants to formally introduce you to the other ranking members. John will be there, also.”

	Janine’s smile was sad. “He’s planning on leaving tomorrow. He’s already out of his apartment and sleeping on the sofa in my place. He’s anxious to start the next chapter in his life, as he says.”

	Nathan patted her hand, resting on the table. “He’ll be fine. He’s a grown man.”

	“I know. It’s just that I’m a mother, and Jennifer already lives in Portland. Boston is so far away. And now I’ll only have one of my children still living in the compound.”

	“But Jerene is the one with the grandchildren, right? So you’ll still have them to fuss over.” Nathan grinned at her, anticipating her reaction.

	She responded by lightly punching his shoulder as she rose. “I don’t fuss. I take care of. And I feed. Now you better show our new member to his quarters, so he can stash his stuff. Then you need to get to that meeting with Diego.”

	Grant tried to insist that he be allowed to carry the empty tray into the kitchen, but Janine resisted his offer. “No. It’s even lighter now than when it was carrying food. You two run along. You don’t want to be late for your first meeting with your new pack leader.”

	 

	Grant was pleasantly surprised at the size of the apartment he was shown to. It had a moderately-sized sitting area, with a dining room table in front of a counter that had a sink, a microwave, and a medium-sized fridge. Beyond that was a spacious bedroom with a queen-sized bed. There was a balcony accessible from the bedroom, with chairs and a small table, for sitting out to enjoy the fresh air. And the bathroom had a large shower stall, with multiple shower heads for maximum water exposure. “This is much nicer than any apartment I’ve ever been able to afford,” he remarked as he tossed his packs onto a table in the bedroom.

	Nathan handed him the key. “There are a few people who can get in if they want to. There is a maid—I think Sharon takes care of this area. She will clean as often, or as infrequently, as you choose. Just let her know. And of course, Diego has a master key that gets him into anywhere in the building.”

	Grant nodded. “I’d expect as much. I don’t have anything to hide, so that all sounds fine with me.”

	Nathan glanced down at his watch. “We’d better get moving. I think we’re late already. But Diego knows that we were in the dining room before, and you hadn’t seen your place yet. I’m sure it will be fine.”

	They passed up the elevator for the stairs, taking the steps two at a time to get down to the main floor. Nathan led them briskly along a long hallway until he stopped at a closed door and opened it, waving for Grant to go in first.

	John, who was seated close to the door, rose from his chair and held out his hand to Grant.

	“Hello, again. And I have to thank you for being willing to help out this way, especially on such short notice.”

	Grant had clasped John’s hand and was smiling, about to reply, when his nostrils flared.

	She’s here!

	The smile froze on his face as a tall, dark-skinned woman rose from the chair behind where John was standing. She also extended her hand in greeting.

	Grant’s brain went into overdrive. She’s almost as tall as me. She’s gotta be damn close to six feet. Her voluptuous curves don’t stop! He began sweating, so he made himself look at her face instead. Her hair was cut very short, and she wore huge gold hoop earrings that glinted when she moved. But it was her face that transfixed him. Her dark eyes reflected intelligence, her dimples as she smiled suggested good humor, and her full lips made his mouth water. He wanted to take her into his arms, to kiss her, and proclaim his undying love for her immediately. He knew he couldn’t, but his wolf was insistent.

	It’s her! She’s ours! Let her know she has met her mate.

	He was rooted to the spot, at the mercy of warring factions in his head. He was still smiling but realized that he hadn’t stopped shaking John’s hand. He forced his body to obey and turned to shake the woman’s hand. That was a big mistake. Her skin felt like warm silk. Just touching her hand had rendered him even more speechless. His hormones were racing, his cock had hardened to a rock, his heart was pounding, and he was having trouble breathing.

	Take her now!

	“No!” he croaked out. He realized, horrified, that he’d spoken aloud when he was met by puzzled stares from everyone in the room.

	He spoke sternly to his wolf. I have to get control... now! Be quiet!

	He grinned apologetically and forced himself to let go of the hand he wanted to get onto his knees and beg to hold forever. “Um, you know that uneasy feeling when your wolf is talking to you, and you realize you’ve just answered out loud?”

	That made everyone in the room smile. Everyone except the pack leader’s wife nodded in recognition.

	“Oh yeah, that happens more than I like to admit,” John said.

	Grant’s feet finally agreed to do as they were told. He moved farther into the room, collapsing onto an empty chair next to John, and across the table from the beautiful woman.

	Nathan had also moved into the room and sat next to the woman.

	Grant’s wolf snarled a challenge, but he ignored it. He forced himself to look away from her.

	“Well, now that we’re all here, let’s be sure that you remember everyone,” Diego said with a smile. “I’m Diego, but then you know that since you were just here recently. Unfortunately, that day was such a drain on me that I don’t remember much of what happened. I’m told I was all but carried back upstairs, and I collapsed for a couple of days.”

	Grant leaned forward, speaking earnestly. “But you did something that I’d never seen done. You partially shifted and were able to control not only your own wolf but the wolves of two others. They were both unwilling to obey you, but the sheer force of your will made them both shift. That took an enormous amount of power. And to think that you did that while still suffering from the injuries of a leader’s challenge? I’m honored to be asked to serve such a leader for as long as I’m needed.”

	Diego inclined his head in acknowledgment. “I’m grateful. A change in pack leadership always creates a period of unrest. Ours was made worse by a second challenge from the same man. Then we had to mete out pack justice, which was unpleasant. We are very thankful for the services your family provided to help us. Very few remember a time when Joe had to do the same thing, and your parents came down to do him that favor. But everyone remembers that his actions led to fifty years of steady leadership, with peace and quiet. We’re all hoping for that again.”

	“You deserve it,” Grant said emphatically. “And I’m glad to do my part to help.”

	Diego took the hand of the red-haired woman sitting next to him. “You might not remember my wife, since I barely had time to introduce her at your last visit. Grant Knutsen, may I present my wife, and fifth in command, Saoirse McColl Vargas.”

	Saoirse grinned when he stood up and gave her a small bow. “I’m pleased to officially meet you, Grant. And very grateful that you’re willing to join the pack to help us. Your family seems to do that a lot.”

	“Nathan mentioned your degree in biological research. And that you’re trying to isolate any substance in our bodies that might lead to an early indicator that there is a wolf about to present itself... before it actually does?”

	Saoirse looked surprised. “Yes, I’ve been working on that for a while. My more senior students have been helping. I’m kind of stuck right now. Is your background in biology?”

	He nodded. “Yeah. I’ve got a master’s in research, and I’ve spent the last few years running a lab up in Montreal. But I had already given them my notice when Mom got the call about you needing someone to be a substitute in security down here. I’m only too happy to help you in your quest to determine how to predict which kids will ultimately find out they’re not alone in their head and body, before the wolf makes itself known by appearing.”

	Her smile was genuine and warm. “Thanks.” She turned to her husband. “Diego, I approve.”

	The pack leader grinned. “I’m so relieved, cara mia. If you didn’t like him, I’d have a lot more phone calls to make.”

	She stuck her tongue out at him.

	He ignored that disrespect and continued his introductions. “John Johnson is my second in command. He’s the one who is taking leave for an unspecified length of time.”

	“We’ve known each other since we were kids, Diego,” John reminded him, then turned to speak directly to Grant. “See, the thing is, I haven’t lived on my own since college. It’s been a while, and I’m kind of wondering if I’ll be able to handle things away from the pack. Only one way to find out, right?”

	“I’m willing to stay as long as the pack needs me to, so it’s cool,” Grant replied. “I had to move out of my mom’s house years ago, before I could feel like a real adult. And moving down here is the furthest I’ve ever lived away from my family.”

	Diego continued with his introductions. “My third in command is Monique Martin, who will now be moving up to become my second. She’ll take over as head of security and be responsible for working with Diya, the leader of the guards, to maintain pack safety.”

	Grant looked over to find Monique watching him intently, as if she was studying him and his reactions. Her smile when he nodded at her was only on her lips. Her gaze was steady.

	She doesn’t miss much. I wonder if she suspects what my problem was.

	No matter. She will belong to us, his wolf drawled lazily in his mind, supremely confident in the outcome.

	“And you know Nathaniel Taylor, our fourth in command, who will now move up to third. He will be the one to direct the maintenance training for all of those involved with security. That means that you, Grant, will become our fourth. It will be your responsibility to help out as needed whenever those above you have need of an extra body.”

	“I’m just curious—” Grant began.

	Diego waved a hand to cut him off. “Why we didn’t just promote someone from within? I thought about it, but ultimately decided not to do it. There have just been too many changes recently. No one wants to cause any more unrest by moving around or changing positions. I think we all just want things to settle down and get back to normal. We have to do that before the students return in a month or so. Parents trust us to provide a stable environment for their kids. We are, first and foremost, a school. Monique is also our principal.”

	Monique cleared her throat. “We need to talk soon about some of the inquiry letters I’ve received.”

	Diego replied, “Tomorrow morning, at nine?”

	She nodded.

	Diego looked around, smiling. “Then I think we’ve got everything taken care of—at least for now. This meeting is adjourned.”

	When he got up, everyone else did, also. He made his way around the table, holding his right arm out to John for a handshake. They shook hands, then moved closer for a hug.

	“Take care, old friend,” Diego said. “It’s scary and exciting out there, all at the same time.”

	John grinned. “But that’s what I’m looking forward to discovering for myself. And to finding out what my place is and where I need to be.”

	Saoirse had also moved closer to John and grabbed him for a long hug. “Say hi to Freddie for me,” she whispered, obviously forgetting that everyone else in the room had the enhanced hearing of their wolves.

	Nathan shook John’s hand, as did Monique. Finally, John turned to Grant for one last handshake.

	“Good luck,” Grant said. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

	John looked startled but quickly recovered his composure with a smile. “I hope so, too.”

	As everyone filed out into the hall, John addressed everyone in general. “Anyone want to join me for a run in the moonlight?”

	There was a general murmur of agreement.

	Saoirse cleared her throat. “Um, I’ll pass. I can’t keep up with you guys when you’re running on four paws and all I have is two legs.”

	Diego pulled her close, kissing her lips. “I’ll see you later, querida.”

	“I’ll try to wait up for you. But if not, you can always wake me, in that special way you do, when you come back in.” She gave him a saucy wink, then turned and strolled down the hall to the stairs.

	As they walked down the hall, Grant remarked to Diego, “I noticed you’re not wearing a splint on your left arm anymore. Has it healed enough for you to run as a wolf?”

	“Not for very long. Each time I shift back and forth, it repairs more damage. Rachel, our doctor, thinks it might be another few weeks before the bone is totally healed. It’s still a lame leg, for now. But I don’t want to miss the opportunity to bay at the moon in celebration of our newest pack member. And to call out for good fortune for our departing John. I’ll go out to the clearing where we usually meet each other before a longer run. Then I’ll head back inside while the others show you our favorite spots. I know you’ve run here before, but this will be your first time as a resident. I hope you enjoy your time here.”

	Grant glanced at the back of Monique, walking in front of him. “Oh, I’m sure I will.”

	When they all reached the area just inside the trees, where everyone removed their clothing before they shifted, Grant tried not to be too obvious watching Monique. He’d already stripped when he glanced over and almost swallowed his tongue.

	Oh my God! In clothing, Monique’s an attractive woman. Naked, she’s a goddess! Look at that regal bearing. She stands proud in her nudity, with no self-consciousness at all, and doesn’t seem to be aware of the effect she has on me. Being this close to her, with both of us unclothed? It’s the biggest strain I’ve ever had to fight in my life! He moaned softly. I’ve never shifted with such a huge hard-on! Hopefully, the twilight makes it, if not invisible, at least harder to see.

	We will take her tonight! His wolf insisted.

	No! We will not! We need to be patient. She’s a complex woman. Her wolf might agree, but we need her to agree also. You have to give me the time I need to convince her human half that I’m her mate.

	Grant’s wolf was already preparing to take over their body. He dropped to the ground onto all fours, as everyone else was doing. He grimaced with the pain of his bones remaking themselves into a wolf’s skeletal structure. He could feel his organs shifting and his face stretching into an elongated snout as his humanity faded. Once he was shifted, he could feel his wolf-cock pushing its way out of the sheath. He tried to will it back into submission.

	If you take too long, I will take her as a wolf, and leave you humans to work things out later.

	Agreed.

	Then there was no longer any need for words as the sheer pleasure of being an animal out racing in the moonlight took over. He enjoyed feeling the grass under his paws and smelling all the delightful odors of the forest on a warm summer evening. Everyone was obviously enticed to forget anything else, as they howled out their pleasure and began to run.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	In the morning, Grant entered the dining room and breathed in deeply. The smell of bacon was accompanied by a pastry smell, and a quick look at the buffet showed him that waffles were offered, along with numerous kinds of syrups and preserves.

	As he was getting himself a cup of coffee, he heard his name. He turned to see Nathan sitting with Monique at a table that had many empty chairs. He took his coffee over and sat down across from Monique. Once again, her smile didn’t reach her eyes, and he wondered if he had somehow offended her the previous evening. But he didn’t have time to think about it.

	“What would you like to do this morning?” Nathan asked. “I can show you the gym building right after breakfast if you like. There’s a weight room, with room for sparring, which we all do often, to keep in shape. There’s also a full gym with basketball hoops, and an indoor pool with a retractable roof, for those rare Maine days when it’s sunny at the same time as it’s warm enough to swim. As part of the security detail, we’re expected to keep ourselves in top shape. You never know when you’ll be called upon to use your body to protect the pack.”

	Grant nodded. Don’t think about Monique in a bathing suit. Monique in tiny gym shorts and an exercise bra. Monique naked...

	He cleared his throat. “Can I get some breakfast first? I usually don’t function well until after at least a couple of cups of coffee and some food.”

	Nathan grinned. “I’ve been up for hours. I already ran this morning, and this is my second breakfast.”

	Grant glanced at his watch. “It’s only eight-fifteen!”

	Nathan shrugged. “I’ve always been an early riser.”

	Monique spoke up. “Me too. The kids woke me up at six, like they do almost every day. We had breakfast together, then we hit the gym.”

	Grant tried not to let his surprise show on his face, and asked, casually, he hoped, “You work out at the gym with them? How old are they?”

	“James is thirteen. He usually just sits and reads a book. He’s not much for exercise lately. Selma is ten, and Selena is eight. They can’t do any lifting because they’re still too young. But they like the treadmills and the elliptical machines. Then we all do some laps in the pool.”

	“Um, I’m going to get some food,” Grant said. “Can I bring anyone anything?”

	Monique stood up. “No. I’ve got that meeting with Diego to get ready for. I’ll see you both later.”

	Grant hoped he wasn’t staring, but just watching her walk away from him was an enticing view. He shook himself once she had rounded the corner and was out of sight. Then he walked over to the buffet and piled his plate with waffles, bacon, and a couple of fried eggs for extra protein. He poured syrup over the whole thing and brought it back to the table where Nathan was buttering some toast. Grant sat and began to eat.

	“So, like I said, I can show you the gym building, then you can work out anytime you want to,” Nathan said while chewing his toast. He took another sip of coffee.

	Grant swallowed, then drank some orange juice. “I’d also like to find out where the lab is that Mrs. Vargas does her research.”

	“She’ll freak out if you call her that. She’ll insist you call her Saoirse—especially if you’re going to be working together in the lab.”

	Grant acknowledged that with a nod, while he continued to eat.

	“The lab is in the academic section of the mansion. It’s actually part of her classroom. She teaches all the physical sciences in there, including biology, chemistry, and even some physics, I think. She got to redesign the lab when she was hired last year. It hadn’t been updated for a long time, so when our previous teacher retired to travel the world with his wife, Diego offered the chance to redo it as part of the job. Saoirse had worked in a lot of labs before and had definite ideas about what did and didn’t belong in there. It’s a whole new place now.”

	Grant pushed his now-empty plate away and took another sip of coffee. He stared in surprise at Nathan. “Wait a minute. Did you say last year? So in one year, she was hired as a new teacher by Diego, who was the principal. She redesigned the lab, discovered werewolves really exist, fell in love with Diego, watched him face a challenger, twice, after Joe named him as pack leader. And then they got married?”

	Nathan grinned. “Yeah. I guess it does all sound kind of rushed when you put it that way. But he knew from the start that she was his mate. From what I’ve been told, our wolves always are the first to know, and they’re not shy about insisting we listen to them.”

	Grant made a face. “Don’t I know it!”

	His wolf snarled softly inside his head.

	“Are you married?” he asked.

	Nathan shook his head. “No. Haven’t met the right female yet. I’ve sampled a few, but I’m sure you know that it’s tricky when you have sex with shifter females. If her wolf decides you’re mated, it’s very difficult to convince her that your wolf doesn’t agree.”

	“I’ve never lived in a pack situation before. My parents decided years ago that being a family unit was enough of a pack for them. Both of them were shifters, and so are all of us kids. We all used to run and hunt together here, when we were younger and on vacation. Dad was older than Mom, and he passed away a year ago, from lung cancer. Even the abilities of a shifting body can’t repair the damage from being a smoker forever.”

	“So you’ve never had sex with a female shifter?”

	“No. Why? Is it that different?”

	“Well, it can be complicated, like I said. But the added benefit is you get to have sex as humans and as wolves. It adds a whole new dimension. But I’m not sure I believe in that whole you’ll know, thing. I mean, how can your wolf or you know so quickly?”

	Grant shifted around on his chair, his cock pressing against the seam of his jeans as he imagined sex with Monique’s black wolf, as well as with the magnificent female he’d seen nude last night.

	“Just a word to the wise,” Nathan added. “You don’t have to be a monk. But be careful around shifter females.”

	Grant got up to get more coffee and tried to sound casual when he sat back down. “Who is Monique’s husband?”

	“She’s a widow. Only those of us with the highest security clearance know her story, so keep it to yourself. Her husband was the leader of a pack near Detroit. He faced down a lot of challengers since they were so near a big city. But he didn’t win the last one. Monique took the kids and left, to avoid having to serve the man who’d killed her husband.”

	Grant leaned back, shaking his head. “Wow! Since I’ve never been a part of a pack, I guess I never thought about what happens to the family of a deposed pack leader. How horrible for her—and for the kids.”

	“Joe, our former pack leader, recognized her fighting spirit when she applied for membership. She started out in security, but it didn’t take long for her to work her way into the top leadership. She’s a rock when it comes to dealing with emergencies, and fierce when defending the pack.”

	Grant nodded. “I remember seeing her standing between the two renegade wolves, and Diego and Saoirse when we were here last June.”

	“That’s what she does. She puts her body between any threat and the pack. She’s loyal to a fault. We’re lucky to have her. And when Diego was declared leader by Joe before he passed, she took over the job of principal for the school.”

	“So everyone wears more than one hat?”

	“Yup. I’m the fourth... I mean, the third, now, which means I’ll be in charge of making sure that all of the guards maintain battle-readiness skills. I’m also one of the English teachers. And when someone needs to be driven to or picked up from the airport, I usually volunteer. I like to drive, and I don’t get to do it very often.”

	“And John’s other job, besides being second, and head of security, was to work with Diya on maintaining pack safety, right? “

	“Yes. Diya is the leader of the guards, so Monique will now be working with her in John’s place. You probably saw her on the way in through the gate. I think she’s on days this week. She’s the woman with the short gray hair.”

	Grant nodded. “I have met her before. I wonder if being back-up for all of you who are higher in the hierarchy, and being an assistant to Mrs.—I mean, Saoirse—will be enough responsibilities for me to earn my keep. Maybe I can help the gardeners or something.”

	“Have a green thumb, do you?”

	“Yeah. I’ve helped my mom keep the grounds around our family place landscaped since I was a teenager. It’s a relaxing therapy for me, and I enjoy the results.”

	“Then it’s Manuel you need to talk to. He’s the one who runs the gardening division.”

	“So, where is the gym?”

	They both got up, and Grant put his dishes onto the conveyor belt that moved them into the kitchen.

	Nathan added his coffee cup and waved towards the back door. “Let’s go out this way. It’s closer to the gym. Plus, there are a lot of unique flower arrangements out back.”

	After his tour of the gym, Grant mentioned he needed a good work-out. What he really wanted was a chance to think. Doing physical activity that was mindless and repetitive had always allowed him to work through any issues he had.

	Nathan said he was going outside to wash the cars. “They’re not mine, but I still like to fondle them and make them look pretty.” With a grin, he walked out into the sunshine.

	Grant’s wolf seemed to be asleep until he started to lift weights. Then it stretched itself inside of him, enjoying the feel of their muscles being challenged.

	She has three children. Her husband was a pack leader who was killed in a challenge.

	So? That doesn’t change the fact that she is our mate.

	No, but she might be harder to reach as a human because she’s protecting her kids.

	From us? We don’t want to hurt them. We will protect them as hers—and ours.

	I know. But I have to find out more about her. She’s tightly wound. Something is bothering her. I don’t think it involves me. But I need time to figure out how to approach her.

	But not too much time.

	You wolves are so impatient.

	And you humans take too long to do everything.

	Grant smiled as he continued to lift weights. As always, he was enjoying the feel of his body growing stronger.

	As it will need to be, to win our mate.

	Yes.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	After he was done lifting, Grant jumped into the pool to do some laps. That worked up his appetite. He went up to his room to change before heading down for the dining room for lunch. As he entered the room, he looked around for the tall woman he wanted to see, but she wasn’t there. Instead, he heard, “Yoo-hoo! Grant! Over here!” He smiled when he saw the source of the noise was Saoirse, waving frantically at him to get his attention. He waved back, then got himself some food from the buffet before heading over to her table.

	She was sitting with a woman who looked familiar. A young child sat next to her, in the process of covering every surface around them with what she was supposed to be eating. The woman looked exasperated.

	He chose the cleanest looking chair and sat down.

	“Hi, Grant,” Saoirse said. “Do you remember Jerene? She’s Joe and Janine’s youngest. Jerene, this is Grant Knutsen, the Canadian hunter who has agreed to fill in for your brother while he’s off finding himself.”

	Jerene smiled, and Grant instantly saw the family resemblance. The woman had her mother’s dimples and her light brown skin. The light-colored hair she must have gotten from her father. She also, surprisingly, had her daddy’s green eyes.

	“Hey there, Grant. You probably don’t remember me. You and your brothers used to play with John when your family came to visit. I was the pesky little sister you all ignored. Even your sister treated me like an annoyance. But I remember you. All of you boys were so good-looking, I wasn’t sure which one of you I wanted to marry. Maybe all three?”

	Saoirse joined her in laughing when Grant gaped in surprise at her words.

	“Jerene,” Saoirse chided, “he probably hasn’t read any of those multiple-men, one-woman, reverse-harem romances that you like so much.”

	“No?” Jerene winked at him. “Some of my favorites have three or four brothers who agree to share a woman because she’s so hot that even having part of her is better than none of her. What do you think, Grant? Would you and your brothers be able to share one woman?”

	Grant snorted, shaking his head. “Are you kidding? We wouldn’t even share our toys when we were kids. The urge to possess your woman, or your mate in our case, is so strong that the fighting would never stop.” He mimicked different voices arguing. “Whose night is it with her? Which part of her did you get last time? Isn’t it your turn to bring the condoms? Aren’t you done yet? Quit hogging the best parts!”

	He grinned. “It would be a never-ending battle, until the woman either eloped with the one she liked the best, or we’d all fight trying to win her for ourselves, and she’d be stuck with what was left of the final winner.”

	Jerene and Saoirse both laughed out loud.

	“See?” Saoirse said to Jerene. “He should write them! At least they’d be more realistic.”

	He shook his head, solemnly. “I know what brotherly dynamics are like, at least in my family.”

	Jerene had to break up a fight between her kids, who must have sensed no one was paying them any attention, so they’d begun hitting each other, half-heartedly.

	Grant nodded towards them. “See what I mean?”

	Saoirse smiled. “I was third of ten. I know exactly what you mean. Diego and I don’t have any kids yet. But I’ve had lots of experience with sibling rivalry, and that’s what I’ve been trying to tell Jerene about those books she likes so much.”

	“Hey, it’s escapism, okay?” Jerene said. “I mean, you can see the allure. If one huge, sexy alpha male is good, then two or three of them would be wonderful, right?”

	“My two brothers are alphas,” Grant commented. “They couldn’t even share a room. I had to live with one of them to keep family peace.”

	“Aren’t you an alpha, too?” Saoirse asked.

	Grant shook his head. “Nope. Not interested. Even though I’m the oldest brother, I’m definitely the beta male of the family. Actually, my sister Griselda is probably more alpha than both of my brothers put together. And not just because she’s the oldest. She’s got Mom’s iron will and slow temper. She doesn’t often get angry, but when she does... look out!”

	“I’m kind of alpha myself,” Saoirse remarked. “I’m the oldest girl, so I got stuck taking care of the rest when both of our parents were working. Plus, I’ve got the red hair that signals I’m bossy as hell, and I’ve got the temper to prove it.”

	Grant nodded with a smile. “Then Diego is a lucky man. I’d rather have a strong woman, so I don’t have to carry all of the weight of life myself.”

	“Speaking of strong women...” Saoirse left the rest unsaid with a tilt of her head.

	Monique appeared with her kids in the dining room. They all got their food, then sat at a table on the other side of the room.

	Under the guise of eating, Grant watched them closely to study their family dynamics.

	Monique was joking around with the two girls, both of whom resembled her, though with lighter skin. One had her hair cut short, like her mom, and the other had an afro, but both had brown hair. The boy had black hair like his mother, but it was straight. He needed a haircut to tame the messy cowlicks sticking up in odd places on his head. He wasn’t participating in the family discussion, preferring to read a book. And when he was done with his food, he went back up for seconds, filling his plate even higher the second time.

	“He’s gonna have a growth spurt soon, I’ll bet,” Saoirse remarked.

	“He reminds me of me when I was that age.” Grant smiled.

	“Oh? Why?”

	“I was always a husky kid. It only got worse when I was a pre-teen.”

	“You?” Jerene recoiled in pretend shock. “You look like Ah-nold. And I don’t mean my husband.”

	“Now, yes. But it took a lot of work for me to get this fit, and it’s not easy to stay that way. I will always have to work harder than the next guy to look half as good.”

	One of Jerene’s kids chose that moment to overturn her bowl, and the food spilled all over her and her brother.

	With a heavy sigh, Jerene stood and picked up the offender, taking the other one by the hand. “Now it’s shower time for you guys. Then maybe I can get you down for a nap, missy, while your brother does his homework—so Mommy can have some reading time, to daydream about sexy brothers.” She smirked and winked at Grant. Then she dragged her kids out of the dining room.

	“So, do you intend to stare at her all afternoon? Or do you want to come up to see my lab and talk about my research?”

	Grant felt the heat of his blush when he realized she’d accurately guessed what he’d been doing. He turned to Saoirse, apologetically, trying to change the subject. “I’m sorry. I actually did intend to seek you out today, to do just that.”

	“You’ll have to tread carefully with her,” she said, inclining her head in Monique’s direction. “She’s been widowed for five years and has been working overtime to be both mother and father to her kids. Plus, she’s now the second for the pack. Plus, she’s the principal for the school. Her son will be starting at the academy in August. But her two younger ones are still being mostly home-schooled, at least for the summer.”

	His attention snapped back to her, surprised. “There isn’t a school for the younger kids of pack members? I guess I just assumed they’d go to the local school, in town.”

	Saoirse shook her head. “No. We keep to ourselves around here. Oh, we go into town for some supplies. But Janine has everyone’s grocery needs delivered to the gate. The kids go on field trips into town sometimes, but for the most part, we try to be self-sufficient. No need for any outsiders to develop an interest in finding out how we live out here.”

	“No elementary teachers living in the compound?”

	“There is one, and she was running all-ages classes for a while, with a volunteer who used to be an aide at a middle school. But she had a baby last year, so she’s been on maternity leave, learning to be a mom. I don’t think the aide is qualified to teach by himself. The kids are all on summer break right now. Hopefully, she will resume classes in the fall. But either way, when the school year starts again, Monique’s workload will go up again.”

	“Sounds like she needs a partner, to help her with all of her work,” he said casually. When she stared at him, he realized, to his horror, he had actually spoken that aloud. He could feel his skin heating up under her gaze.

	“Your wolf wants her for a mate, right?”

	He nodded in confusion, trying to stop blushing.

	“I know about these things, you know,” she continued. “I may not be a shifter, but I’ve had to learn an awful lot about you guys, very quickly. I went from not believing in werewolves to being married to the pack leader in less than a year. He said his wolf told him I was the one the first time he met me.”

	“How long did it take for him to tell you that?”

	“Five months. But that included the time I didn’t know what he was.”

	“Then I’ll have to hope that John measures his vacation time in months, not weeks.”

	“I don’t think that will be a problem,” she answered cryptically.

	Grant didn’t want to pry, so he left that unanswered. “I’m done eating, so we can go see your lab if you’re ready. I want to hear all about what you
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