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      Preschool teacher, Everly Wright loves her job and the people in Blue Creek. After the heartbreak of Brady running out on her, she has finally found peace. That is until Brady shows up with his sexy smile, dangerous good looks, and delusions of claiming her as his mate. All she has to do is ignore the desires he ignites within her.

      Wolf shifter, Brady Hudson has loved Everly from the moment they met at the age of four. He broke her heart and her trust three years ago when a family emergency pulled him away without a chance to explain why he had to leave. He returns to Blue Creek with one goal, claim his mate. Convincing her that she belongs to him will be his toughest challenge, but he’s not above using seduction to get what he wants.

      Brady isn’t the man he was when he left town. After all, turning in his rogue father to the enforcers of the local pack in California and becoming the guardian of his thirteen-year-old half-sister changes a person.

      When Brady’s sister is taken, he is faced with having to leave his mate, again. However, Everly isn’t letting him go off to search for the teen alone. They will work together to find his sister and the rogue who took her. And this time, Brady will do what he should have three years ago—kill his father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, I heard Brady is back.”

      Everly shrugged while trying to keep her pulse from spiking at the mention of the man who broke her heart three years ago. The act was something she’d practiced since she met her childhood best friend, Vivian. Something Everly needed to work on perfecting. As a wolf shifter, Vivian could pick up on the slightest change in her scent.

      The mention of Brady’s name had always made Everly’s pulse increase and her body heat all over. Even after not seeing him or hearing from him since he left town without saying goodbye. The hot as hell wolf had made her want things she shouldn’t. They were best friends growing up, then lovers as they got older. He showed her passion that no other could. They had a promising future together. Then he left her without a word.

      What did that say about her? She was pathetic. Brady didn’t care about her. He made that clear when he left.

      “I heard.” Everly didn’t bother to keep her anger out of her tone.

      Vivian clicked her tongue and let out a low growl. “He hasn’t been to see you yet?”

      “Nope.” Everly let the P in pop as she focused on stringing the popcorn for the Christmas tree. She didn’t want to care or acknowledge how much it hurt that she wasn’t the first person he called when he arrived in Willow Glen over a week ago. Why would she be? He apparently had more important things to do.

      She hadn’t made an effort to go see Brady either. Not because she was mad at him, because she wasn’t. That was the problem.

      You’re pathetic, Eve.

      They chose their paths. Well, he did. She just moved on and put her focus on teaching. Preschoolers were a lot more fun to hang out with anyway. They didn’t love someone one minute and leave them hanging the next.

      Okay, so she might still be a little bitter.

      A dull ache formed in her heart, but she pushed it away. “I’m sure he’s busy. Plus, I don’t care.”

      “Liar,” Vivian frowned. “It’s been a week. He should have come to you the day he got here.” Vivian paused, put down her end of the popcorn string, stood, and then said, “I need to go…check on my mom.”

      Everly narrowed her eyes at her bestie and was about to call her out on the bullshit lie when Brady’s cedar scent drifted in through the cracked window of her dining room. Damn. On reflex she glanced out the window and desire filled her core. When she looked in Viv’s direction, the female wolf was gone.

      Great!

      Everly was human and shouldn’t be able to notice his scent. Yet she did and she couldn’t explain why. It’d been too long since she’d seen him and still her body heated, and her core pulsed with need. That alone scared the crap out of her. What if he’d found a mate? And was getting things settled before bringing her and their pups home?

      Stop torturing yourself.

      Just then, Ashton Gray, Vivian’s older brother, came out of the kitchen, stopped beside her, and placed another bowl of popcorn on the dining table in front of her. “You need help?”

      “No, thank you. I got it. Plus the kids should be here soon.”

      Viv and Ash had come over to help with decorating the house and to hang out. Everly figured they thought she needed emotional support, or they just wanted to be nosey about the whole Brady issue.

      “I meant with Brady.”

      Snapping her gaze to his, she studied his smug expression. Ash was one of the Wilde Wolf Pack enforcers and had known Everly since they were kids. “I don’t need help with Brady.”

      He chuckled and leaned down so they were face to face. He cupped her chin, forcing her gaze to his. A spark of concern lit up his eyes and she could sense his wolf watching her. “If you say so.” Moving closer so his lips were inches from her cheek, he whispered, “I’ll be around if you need me.”

      Brady’s scent filled the kitchen and Everly’s pulse spiked. It wasn’t uncommon for wolves to stop by and enter her home without knocking. Then again, her door was open—because of the unseasonably mild winter they were having—and she was expecting the kids and their parents any moment. Everly was in charge of the schools Christmas party, which always turned out to be a town event.

      Ash laughed softly, clearly picking up on her scent change as Brady entered the dining room. He gave Brady a short nod, then said before stepping away from her, “You’ve got it bad.”

      “I could say the same about you and a certain female wolf.”

      Ash straightened and glared at her, clearing his features of all emotions. “Your imagination is running wild again. I told you I’m not mateable.”

      She let out a laugh as he exited her backdoor, leaving her alone with Brady. Oh gods, what was she going to say? Taking a breath, she faced her ex-lover and offered a warm, forced smile. “Hello, Brady.”

      “Hi.” He stepped closer, his gaze scanning the area.

      She gestured to a chair. “Please, have a seat.”

      He hesitated before claiming the one across from her. An uneasy silence settled between them and a dull ache squeezed her heart. She swallowed the lump in her throat. He was mated.

      She turned her attention to stringing the popcorn and got a handle on her emotions. What she wanted to do was wrap herself around him. Not happening. They’d never committed to one another or made any promises. So why did she care?

      His warmth enveloped her, sparking a need deep within. “I heard there was going to be a Christmas party and you’re the one to see to help out.”

      “The elementary school is hosting it this year.” Everly absently picked up a piece of popcorn and threaded the needle through, sticking her finger. She jerked her hand to her mouth.

      Brady was at her side in a flash. He gripped her hand and pulled it away from her mouth to look at the tiny prick on her finger. She glanced up and met his blue eyes and got lost in his depths for a few moments. Then she jerked her hand from him and stood, pushing him out of her way. His presence was driving her wild more than she remembered it ever had.

      When he moved closer to her, she whirled around and pushed him. “You left without a word. No ‘I’m out, so fuck off’ or anything. Now you come back after three years and expect me to be welcoming?”

      He drew his brows together and stared at her. His expression said he’d expected her reaction. “I can explain.”

      “No. You can’t. You should have called. Hell, a letter would have been nice. But whatever it was, I don’t care.” She picked the bowl of popcorn up along with the thread and the strung popcorn and carried them to the living room. “My kids and a few parents will be here soon.”

      She sensed him following her. When she glanced back at him over her shoulder, she saw he was carrying the second bowl of popcorn. Ugh. Why doesn’t he leave already?

      “I didn’t think anyone strung popcorn anymore.” Brady set the bowl down on the coffee table and glanced at the tree set up in the corner of the living room. It was bare because she’d promised the kids they could decorate it. A tradition she did with all her kids each year.

      “It was a request from the kids. Since they are too young to be handling sewing needles, the parents and I will string the popcorn and the kids can decorate the tree.” Why was she telling him that? Narrowing her gaze at him, she said, “If you’re not going to help, then you should go.”

      Everly watched him for a few moments. He averted her gaze and fidgeted as if he were nervous.

      She was being ridiculous. It’d been a little over three years since they’d seen each other. A lot could change in that time. A lot had changed. She had changed.

      No more falling for the hot wolf that could set your wet dreams on fire. And no more thinking about things she couldn’t have.

      She sighed. Ash was right. She had it bad.
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