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      A pack of lies

      Pregnant and single, Melody Rush fled to Alaska to avoid marrying the cruel Alpha who knocked her up. All he wants is her inheritance, which she won’t get unless she marries him. But she’d rather live in poverty than spend her life with a man she detests.

      When a huge, tat-covered bounty hunter tracks her down, she knows she’s out of options. He’s surprisingly kind in a growly, resentful sort of way, and something about him makes her insides quiver with something besides fear…

      

      A tarnished champion

      Ash Huntington is on a mission, determined to dig his pack out of the debt they're in because of his mistake. But when he finally catches up to the bounty he's been tracking, his wolf insists she’s his mate. Melody’s funny, determined, and fierce, and all she wants is to protect her unborn child from the monster who hired him. But if Ash doesn't turn her in, his pack loses everything. If he does, he'll lose her forever.

      Yet he’ll be damned if he lets another man steal his fated bride.

      

      **Reader note: This book contains explicit language and sexual situations. It is intended for audiences 17 years and older.
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      Ash pulled his ski hat down over his forehead to block the bitter wind coming in off the inlet. Downtown Anchorage in February could feel like the North Pole, despite the sun hitting the dirty snow lining the street. Even his inner wolf was curled up in a ball, content to avoid being called on to do anything in this frigid weather. Pink sidewalk salt crunched under Ash’s boots as he skirted a cart selling reindeer sausage. The Fur Rendezvous festival was gearing up, and despite the temperature, the sidewalks teemed with people.

      He’d gotten word that the heiress he was tracking had been selling of her jewelry at a pawn shop nearby, and the bounty on her was big—twenty-five thousand plus expenses. The reward would be enough to make a sizable dent in what he owed the pack. But only if he caught up to her before the other bounty hunters.

      He waited for traffic to pass so he could cross the street, listening to the music from the carnival a few blocks down. Ahead, the wrought iron bars over the pawn shop windows glittered with frost, reminiscent of the cheap bling Ash knew was inside. The equally frosty glass obscured a mishmash of objects displayed for sale inside. A familiar, wiry figure stepped out of the shop, looked both directions, then locked eyes with Ash. Damn it. Talvin, a fox shifter from Bootlegger’s Cove. Usually, he made his living serving papers for one of the local attorneys, but had also been known to pull in a bounty or two.

      Ash darted across the street in front of a Suburban, ignoring the angry horn blast. He had to find out what Talvin had discovered before the man disappeared into the crowd. Skidding to a stop on the sidewalk, Ash planted one hand against the side of the building to stop Talvin from rounding the corner.

      Talvin cringed, zipping his worn coat up to his throat. “Hey, Ash. What’s up?”

      The guy knew why he was here, and Ash was in no mood for small talk. “What’d you find out?”

      “Hey, I’m just shopping.” The smaller man took a step back. “I don’t want no trouble.”

      Ash ran his tongue along his front teeth and forced himself to calm down, conscious of a woman in a bulky parka covered with Fur Rendezvous pins passing behind him on the sidewalk. The last thing he needed was for someone to call the police. He was on APD’s shit list, and they’d haul him in and ask questions later. Then he’d lose this bounty for sure.

      Making his voice as calm as possible, he asked, “What’d you buy?”

      Talvin pulled a phone out of his pocket. “New phone, man. Can I go?”

      Chest tight, Ash lowered his arm, calling on his wolf’s senses to take in the other shifter’s scent as Talvin darted away. If he needed to, he could track the fox down after talking to the clerk inside the store. He waited until Talvin disappeared around the corner before pushing open the pawn shop door.

      A door chime played an off-key rendition of Jingle Bells as he stepped into the scent of dust and old machine grease. He allowed his eyes a moment to adjust to the dim interior, noting the old theater curtain masking the back portion of the store as he tucked his gloves into his pocket. In the main area, odds and ends stacked the walls from ceiling to floor, everything from used bicycles and camping gear to toys and even a beat-up mannequin in a lavishly beaded wedding gown. Immediately to his left, a balding clerk with glasses sat on a stool between two glass-topped counters packed with guns and jewelry.

      The man laid a tattered Louis L’Amour paperback face down on the counter behind him and pushed his glasses up his nose. “Buying or selling?”

      Ash pulled a picture from his pocket. The woman he was tracking was from a red wolf pack down south, a pretty girl with a rounded face, plump lips, and long brown hair. Exactly Ash’s type, though he couldn’t concern himself with that. She wasn’t smiling at the camera, but there was a glint in her eye that told him there was more to her than just her pretty looks. He held the photo out. “I’m looking for this woman. She been around here lately?”

      The guy looked up at the stained acoustic ceiling tiles with a sigh. “God damn it. You’re the second guy asking about her today. Is the stuff she’s been selling me hot?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Ash said, pocketing the photo. Should’ve known Talvin was lying. He’d take care of that later. Right now, he needed to see what the clerk could tell him. “Her family hired me to find her. Any of the stuff she sold you still here?” If he could pick up a fresh scent, his wolf might be able to track her.

      The clerk slid open the back of the glass counter and pulled out a diamond tennis bracelet. Even in the crappy florescent light, the diamonds glittered luxuriously. The piece had to be worth at least eight grand. “She brought this in last week. Not sure how I’m going to sell it, but I got it for a steal.”

      Ash reached for it, but the clerk pulled back, eying the tattoos on Ash’s hand. “Look, no touch.”

      Staring the man down, Ash asked, “How am I supposed to judge if it’s real?” It was, of course. The woman was an heiress, after all. But Ash wasn’t interested in whether or not it was real. He just needed a good sniff.

      The guy hesitated a moment, as if considering, then slowly extended his arm. “All right. Just know I have a gun if you do anything funky.”

      “I don’t doubt that you do.” Ash nodded respectfully and took the bracelet, pretending to examine the gems as he inhaled. The clerk’s scent was topmost, a lingering odor of ham sandwich and beer. But there was another fragrance underneath, something that reminded him of rich velvet and chocolate.

      Ash’s wolf perked up. Mate.

      Stand down, buddy. It had been a long time since Ash had been with a woman, but mates were rare, and the scent was too faint to jump to a rash conclusion like that. Once we bag this bounty, we’ll go out and celebrate.

      Handing the bracelet back to the clerk, Ash asked, “Anyone else look at this recently?”

      The man’s face lit up. “You interested? I’ll give you an excellent deal.”

      “No. I asked if anyone else had looked at this.” Luxuries were the last thing on Ash’s mind. He needed to finish this job and pay off his debt. “What about that guy who was in here before me?”

      The clerk scowled and shoved the bracelet back into the case beside the other bits of jewelry displayed on a black velvet tray. “Like I told him, I’m not in the information business. If you’re not interested in buying, please leave.”

      Sighing, Ash dug in his pocket for his wallet. He pulled out his last twenty and placed it on the counter. “All I wanna know is if you know where that girl lives and if that fellow who was in here before me looked at any of her stuff.”

      The clerk crossed his arms and eyed the twenty before giving Ash a meaningful look.

      “That’s all I have,” Ash said truthfully. Other than the punch card for a local deli, his wallet was empty. Then he added, “She’s in danger,” he added. People always wanted to protect a pretty girl.

      Pushing his glasses up his nose, the man shrugged, then snaked his hand out and swept the twenty off the counter and into his pocket. “She told me she likes the Chinese place down the street. I think she also mentioned something about her condo being in walking distance.”

      “Thanks.”

      Ash headed out the door, his wolf pushing to get out and follow the woman’s scent. There were only a couple of condo developments nearby; picking up her scent should be a cakewalk.

      He was going to bag himself an heiress.
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      “No, no, no!” Melody bumped her car crookedly against the curb as the engine sputtered and died. The check engine light had been on for a week, but she didn’t have the money to get it fixed. She stared at the gauges on the dash, the heater blowing tepid air at full blast against the frost-rimmed windshield. Now what?

      Taking a deep breath, she turned the car off, waited a second, and tried to start it again. The blower resumed, but the engine refused to turn over. Closing her eyes, she fought back tears. A mere six months ago, she’d have called for a taxi and let AAA handle the rest. But she didn’t even have insurance right now, let alone roadside assistance.

      “Be strong, Melody. The condo is only a few blocks away,” she told herself. Her food was definitely going to be cold by the time she got home.

      The inside of the car smelled of sesame chicken—Chinese food was one of the few things that smelled good since getting pregnant. She’d lost her job as a barista after only a few days because the scent of coffee made her vomit, and she had to retreat to the bathroom every ten minutes. Every other place she’d applied wanted references, and she couldn’t risk leaving a trail; Brennan, the pack Alpha, had connections and wouldn’t rest until he found her.

      Until she could find another job, she’d been forced to rely on pawning her jewelry to pay rent. The bracelet she’d sold last week should’ve fetched four times the price she’d gotten, but she was a terrible negotiator. She had no idea how she was going to last until the baby was born, let alone take care of it afterward.

      Now her car was kaput. She had to come up with a plan, fast, or she’d be forced to go back to her pack with her proverbial tail between her legs. She could picture the scar on Brennan’s upper lip curling in pleasure as he deliberated on how to punish her for running away.

      Baby fluttered against her bladder, a new sensation over the last week, reminding her of another urgent need; she had to pee. “All right, all right, I’m going,” she said, picking up the loops of the white plastic bag with her food.

      She stepped out of the car onto the icy curb and zipped her parka over her gently swelling belly, though it did little against the icy wind. Her cheeks were already numb. Adjusting her scarf up around her throat, she dug in her purse for some change for the meter.

      A passing man in a wool dress coat said, “That’s a handicapped spot, in case you didn’t notice.”

      Her shoulders sagged. He was right. She closed her purse and turned away. “Guess that’s one way to get a free tow.”

      That got her a look from two women in designer ski parkas, so she clamped her mouth closed. Mom used to berate her for thinking out loud, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. Not even after Brennan gave her a bloody lip for speaking her mind.

      Putting her back to the wind, she began trudging down the sidewalk toward home. A local festival was in full swing, filling the air with carnival music and laughter, and pedestrians hunched inside their parkas as they hurried along the sidewalks.

      She turned the corner toward her condo. It was in a crappy district, but hadn’t required references, and it had a spectacular view of Mt. Susitna. The Sleeping Lady, as the locals called it, reminded her of a pregnant woman, a comrade she often sat and talked to while alone in her living room. And since her escape from the pack, she was alone a lot.

      “Better alone than in bad company,” she said toward her belly.

      The street sloped downward toward the industrial section of town and a bustling parking lot full of carnival rides. The building superintendent didn’t seem to think the sidewalk along the street was part of his jurisdiction, so the path wasn’t salted. Melody’s designer boots had no traction on the ice, and she had to grip the fence rail for balance as she moved toward the side doorway. One block down, near the flashing lights of the carnival, what appeared to be a small child in a green snowsuit sailed into the air, arms flailing.

      Melody paused, gaping. “What’s going on?”

      The crowd cheered, and the child seemed to cartwheel upward again.

      If she hadn’t been so cold, she might’ve continued past her condo to check things out, but the wind was driving daggers into her exposed cheeks. She rounded the gate post and headed toward the building. Maybe she’d be able to see the activity from her window.

      Fingers stiff, she fumbled in her pocket for her keys before noticing that someone had left the door ajar—again. “Oh, no.”

      She stepped inside and pulled the door firmly closed behind her, glancing around for signs of an intruder. Last time, a homeless guy had fallen asleep in the elevator and she’d been forced to use the stairs. Her place was on the third floor, and right now, her feet were numb. She pushed the elevator button. “Please be empty.”

      Thankfully, it was. The jerky ride to her floor reminded her she had to pee, and she raced to her front door. Dropping her now-cold food on the arm of the sofa, she locked the door behind her, then stripped out of her parka as she beelined it across the tiny living area, through her bedroom, and into the bathroom.

      “Gotta pee, gotta pee, gotta pee,” she chanted as she hurried to get her pants down. She was so chilly, even the hard toilet seat felt warm against her skin. Blessed relief filled her as she emptied her bladder.

      She was washing her hands when she heard a creak, like someone was moving around her bedroom. Turning off the water, she stood still and listened.

      Another floorboard popped.

      Every muscle in her body tensed. Although she’d been born to shifter parents, she didn’t have a shifter form to protect herself. Grandfather said mom had given her weak genes. I should call the police. Except her phone was in her coat pocket near the front door.

      Breathing hard, she looked for something to use as a weapon. The only item in reach was the toilet brush, so she grabbed it and peered into the murky twilight of her bedroom. The blinds were shut, but there was enough light to see the bedcovers were rumpled, just as she’d left them. The closet didn’t have any doors for someone to hide behind. Maybe she’d imagined it. The building was old and creaky.

      Heart thundering, she crept into the room. The top drawer of her dresser hung open. Had she left it that way? The last of her jewelry was in that drawer, her only hope of staying afloat until after the baby was born and she could land another job. She grew light-headed. What if he’d already been in here when she got home and she hadn’t noticed? The thief could be escaping right now.

      Still wielding the toilet brush, she rushed toward the drawer and peered inside. She’d never been one for folding clothes, and her panties and bras lay jumbled inside. She gingerly nudged the lingerie aside, looking for the silk pouch with her jewelry.

      It wasn’t there.

      “Mother fucker,” she said out loud, anger displacing her fear.

      She pivoted to the door. If the thief was still in the house, she was going to at least get a description to help the police catch the crook. How dare someone break in here and touch her things? She burst out of her bedroom into the small living area and collided against something solid. Huge. And living.

      A giant, tattooed man stood between her and the exit.
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      Ash threw out his arms to keep Melody from toppling backward as she rebounded off his chest. She was wielding a toilet brush like a cudgel and reeled backward a few steps, her lips forming a lush circle of surprise. She was even more stunning in person than in her picture, and now that he had her face-to-face, Ash could no longer deny what his wolf had been telling him since the moment he detected her scent on the bracelet.

      Melody Rush was his mate.

      “Shit.” He sighed. Could fate be more cruel? The woman he was supposed to capture was also the one he was destined to protect, honor, and cherish.

      “The police are on their way,” she said through bared teeth.

      Protect her, his wolf urged.

      His gaze fell to the gentle mound of her stomach. The intel hadn’t included that she was pregnant, but his wolf senses confirmed what his eyes were seeing. As a rule, he never asked why someone was paying him to find someone—better to not know, especially on some of his shadier jobs. But her family was obviously worried if they were willing to pay to bring her home safely. He smiled. I can both protect her and collect this bounty.

      “Take a breath.” He stepped forward, waiting for her to catch his scent. To sense their mate bond.

      She took another step back. “Give me back my jewelry, and I’ll consider letting you go.”

      He paused and narrowed his eyes in confusion. Why didn’t she acknowledge the mate bond? Perhaps the pregnancy hormones were keeping her wolf more subdued than usual; he couldn’t detect it at the moment. He took another step forward. “I don’t have your jewelry.”

      “I mean it. Empty your pockets.” This time she held her ground, sweeping the toilet brush in front of her like a rapier.

      He lifted his hands to show they were empty. “Or what? You’ll scrub me to death?”

      “Please, just put it all back.” Her voice shook. “I need it to survive. The baby needs it.”

      Her desperation brought to mind another woman, a woman begging him not to make her obey, not to make her betray the man she loved. He clamped down on the memory. But it made him wonder if Melody could be refusing to acknowledge the mate bond because she was committed to the baby’s father. If that was the case, he needed to find out more before pushing forward.

      He stopped his advance. “Your family sent me.”

      She made a choking noise and stumbled backward. “You’re a… a bounty hunter?”

      “Take a breath.” His wolf was pacing inside him. Howling. Aching to be acknowledged. “Don’t you recognize me?”

      “I don’t care who you are. Get the hell out of my house.”

      The way her chest was heaving, he was worried she was going to hyperventilate, and there was zero recognition in her eyes. If she couldn’t detect the mate bond by smell, there was only one other way he could think of to show her.

      In two swift strides, he yanked the toilet brush from her grip and tossed it away. Pulling her close, he clamped his lips over hers, covering her gasp of surprise. She tasted just as he expected, lush with a hint of sweetness, like chocolate melting against his tongue. He prodded between her lips, seeking entry, seeking a way to connect with her.

      But instead of returning his kiss, she bit down. Hard. He tasted blood and pulled back in surprise.

      Then she screamed. A full-out, terrified, high-pitched scream. Her hands beat against his chest as she wriggled to escape his grasp. “Let me go! Help! Help!”

      Fuck. Kissing her had been a huge mistake. She was still clueless about the mate bond, and now probably thought he was a rapist. “I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry.”

      Still screaming, she attempted to knee him in the groin, but he twisted and caught the blow against his thigh.

      “Hush.” He clamped a hand over her mouth. “The neighbors are going to call the police.”

      She tried to bite him again.

      Fierce little vixen. He liked a woman who wouldn’t roll over and give up. But right now, he couldn’t afford to put up with her resistance. She might not recognize him as her mate—yet—but he could still move forward on the bounty.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “I just want to talk. Promise no more screaming?”

      Glaring into his eyes, she nodded, and he slowly released his hand from her mouth.

      She spit in his face, velvet brown eyes flashing. “How dare you try to kiss me! Does my family know the sort of man they hired? Brennan will have your hide when he finds out.”

      “Brennan?” The name didn’t ring a bell.

      “My fiancé, you asshole.” She shoved against his chest, trying to free herself. “The pack Alpha.”

      The more he heard, the less he liked. This contract was more complicated than a family worrying about a pregnant daughter. Melody had apparently hitched herself to an Alpha, which had all sorts of implications. He set her on her feet and stepped back, letting his gaze slide down her front to her abdomen. “I take it the baby’s his?”

      Going rigid, she said, “The baby is mine.”

      He pressed his tongue against the back of his teeth, wondering if this Brennan guy even knew she was pregnant. Was the baby his and he wanted it back? Or perhaps she’d run away because the baby wasn’t Brennan’s and she was afraid of being punished. Ash didn’t give a shit one way or the other. She was his mate, and he would protect her, bounty be damned.

      “I can keep you safe,” he said, keeping his voice even. “Just tell me what’s going on.”

      She shook her head. “It’s better if you pretend you were never here. If Brennan finds out you kissed his fiancé, he’ll rip your bowels out through your mouth. I’ve seen him do it. Let me go, and I won’t tell.”

      Things clicked into place. Is she trying to protect me? Maybe that’s why she wasn’t acknowledging the mate bond.

      “Nope.” He bent and retrieved her coat from the floor. He was done playing around. He’d worry about the bounty later. Right now he needed to get her out of here and somewhere safe, where they could figure things out. “Get your things. You’re coming with me. Now.”

      She glanced between him and the door, as if contemplating escape.

      He raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “Don’t need anything? Okay, then let’s go.”

      “No, wait!” She clenched her fists in helpless frustration. “Fine, I’ll come. But at least give me back my jewelry.”

      “I didn’t take your stuff. Go check your drawer again.”

      Her brows furrowed into a glower. “So you did go through my things.”

      Heat crept up his neck as he realized she now knew he’d been poking through her underwear drawer. Even though his human side had been in denial about Melody being his mate, he hadn’t been able to stop his wolf’s curiosity while he’d waited for her to return. The girl had taste, and he’d enjoyed a brief fantasy of ripping the lacy bits of cloth off her curves.

      Shaking off the thoughts, he said, “Just pack a bag and let’s go. There’s another bounty hunter on your trail.”

      “Who cares?” She rolled her eyes but at least turned to the bedroom. “My life is over no matter who takes me in.”

      He didn't know why she said that, but there wasn’t time to find out. Talvin could show up at any time, and Ash was going to keep her to himself until he figured out what was going on with the bounty—and their mate bond.
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