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      Ulrich needed a beer. Shit was coming to a head and first thing in the morning, he was set to head to Alberta. Almost 18 months for his team to catch a break and now all the pieces were set. It was going to be a long drive, but Ulrich didn’t fly. It wasn’t natural, not for shifters, humans, or even cats in carriers.

      The good news he got this afternoon had his blood pumping even if his brain listed all the things that could go wrong. Every fucking thing was scrolling through his head like the credits after a long, dramatic movie. The operation had to be perfect with no spilling of blood, no loss of life. Too much was at stake.

      He walked into Becker’s Pub and immediately regretted his choice of watering hole. The fucking place was busy, no matter that it was the middle of the week. He would have turned around and left except that her car was in the lot, which, if he were being honest with himself, was the real reason he stopped by.

      He sidled up to the bar and heaved his bulk onto a bar stool. A mug of beer magically appeared in front of him and he nodded his thanks to the bartender, a human by the name of Harris Palmer. Ulrich tried to keep his expression neutral, but he fucking hated the dick, even if he was efficient. Too charming, too polished, too fucking good looking.

      He shrugged off his irritation and swivelled in his seat, taking in the room. Jackson Hayes was sitting with Ren Ketkah, and Ulrich felt annoyed for some unfathomable reason.

      Nah, he knew why.

      Ren was an alpha, maybe the only alpha in this part of the world who had half a chance of bringing Ulrich down. Shit like that brought out the unreasonable beast in him – his wolf was always looking for a pissing contest. Best to stay as far as possible from the Mountain alpha, but he also knew that wouldn’t be an option, not as his reason for being in Darkness Falls progressed.

      And then there was the woman ‒ human, small, crushable. Sitting among the shifter females like it was the most natural thing in the world. Maybe it was… for them. Not for him though.

      Aubrey Powell. Middle-school teacher with a dead sister and the reason he was in town to begin with. Not her. The dead sister.

      His fascination with Aubrey went far deeper than the case he was working on. He’d known the moment he saw her, months ago, when he walked into the RCMP station for a meeting. She’d strolled out of the precinct’s conference room with Chief Jackson Hayes on her heels.

      It was a lightning bolt moment – something he’d never experienced in his life with any other woman. Strange thing, this fated mate bullshit. All the stars had to align to find that one perfect match. And there she was, an underfed little waif in shabby clothes, worn shoes, and defeated posture. The woman was hurting, neglected, alone. He saw all this, and his wolf went wild.

      He’d been in plenty of situations in his past where he’d had to restrain the inner beast, but that time, in the cop shop, he almost lost the battle.

      What kept him from making a complete fool of himself was that, despite his immediate physical response to her scent, her voice, and her wide-eyed stare, he also wanted to bite her head off. He didn’t have the time nor the inclination to be distracted by a human woman or any female for that matter. He’d already had his fill of domestic bullshit to last a couple of lifetimes.

      He was never going to hook up with a woman for more than a simple roll between the sheets, fated mate or not.

      Still, over the past several months, it had taken every ounce of willpower he possessed not to stalk this woman, hunt her down, make her his.

      Which brought him back to the now.

      He was at Becker’s because she was there. He kept telling himself that it wasn’t because she mattered to him, but because his wolf’s instincts were driving him to be near.

      Ulrich drank almost half his beer as he leashed his beast. It was good he was leaving town tomorrow, good that she was a secondary distraction to the bigger issues he was grappling with.

      He set his mug on the bar top and dug in his pocket, pulling out a few bills and tossing them next to the glass.

      Ulrich contemplated Aubrey’s drinking companions. She was sharing the table with Cherime Montana, sister to the Lodge pack’s beta and as far as he could tell, as high maintenance as women came. And the other shifter, the little one whose name escaped him, was at the table too, that crazy little bitch from the Dominant pack. Didn’t make sense, these three women together, but then again this was Darkness Falls. Not much made sense.

      Lowry Pattison, the barmaid or whatever the pc term was these days, was standing at the table talking to the three.

      He was about to stand, get the hell out of the bar and away from the call of the human siren, when he heard Ren’s name mentioned. Apparently so did Ren, because right on the heels of a fit of female giggles, he strode over, looking as pissed as a cat in a shower.

      He brushed up against Lowry, and Ulrich scented the woman’s desire, but Ren’s focus was on Cherime. “I’ve been calling.”

      Ulrich almost grinned when he realized that Ren had it bad for Cherime. No, it was more than a case of boy meets girl. They were pair-bonded.

      Cherime glanced down at the weird green drink she’d ordered. “I’ve been busy.” She picked up the glass and raised it to her lips, but Ren deliberately bumped the bottom of it, causing it to spill down her chin and onto her sheer white blouse, soaking through to her tank and bra.

      “You asshole!” Cherime exclaimed as she jerked to her feet, baring her teeth.

      “Tabernacle,” Lowry mumbled as she moved away.

      “You broke Lowry’s fucking heart, mountain man.” The crazy one knelt up on her chair, so she was peering into his face. “The least you could do is not make a mess.”

      Yep. The little shifter was certifiable.

      Aubrey stood too, sort of. She was swaying on her feet, trying to focus her eyes on Ren. “You’re mean.”

      Shit. The woman was drunk, which made her reckless. Which might turn into a blood bath if Ren lost control. And Ulrich’s wolf wasn’t all that happy with her talking to another male, an alpha one at that.

      “I did you a favour, didn’t I?” Ren spat at Aubrey. Then to Cherime, he said, “What the fuck are you doing hanging out with the human?”

      Hold the fucking stagecoach! Nobody was going to talk about Aubrey that way, especially not a behemoth shifter who seemed to have a hate on for her. He got to his feet and stalked towards the little group, which was fast attracting the attention of the rest of the bar.

      Ren caught Ulrich’s approach. “Back the fuck off, asshole,” he snarled.

      Ulrich’s wolf almost howled in glee. It had been spoiling for a good fight for months.

      Jackson was on his feet too, moving fast to intervene before Ulrich reached Ren. “Nope. Not here,” he said aggressively to Ulrich as he shoved himself between the two.

      Ulrich humoured the cop while his wolf roared like a champion. “What the fuck do you mean, you did her a favour?” Ulrich snarled over Jackson’s shoulder.

      “No!” Jackson’s voice reverberated through the bar as he pushed up against Ren. “Outside, all of you!”

      “Fuck,” the little brown-haired shifter moaned. “I hate when we have to go outside. Somebody always makes me go home.”

      “Time to go home anyway,” Ren said to her. “You fucking trouble-maker.”

      She stood on her chair so she was taller than the mountain alpha. “This isn’t my fault, you fucking alpha.”

      Holy shit! Ulrich was shocked speechless at the woman’s aggressive disrespect. She was off her territorial land and seemingly without any other members of her pack. Not a good combination when facing down a bastard like Ren.

      Ren seemed to think the exact same thing as his eyes turned amber at her disrespect.

      Ulrich almost leaped between the two, but Cherime grabbed Ren’s arm as Jackson snatched the little female around the waist and threw her over his shoulder, carrying her out of the building while she shouted her protests.

      Ren stalked after them with Cherime in tow.

      “Leah’s high!” Cherime shouted at the Mountain alpha. “And she can say what she wants to you. You’re not her alpha.”

      Leah, right.

      Cherime glanced behind her as Ulrich wrapped his hand around Aubrey’s arm, so thin he easily circled it with his grip. “Let her go!” she yelled at him.

      Ulrich ignored the female shifter. The important thing was to get Aubrey out of the line of fire. Take her home where she could sober up.

      “Fucking trouble, the whole lot of you!” Ren cursed as he stepped out of Becker’s, Cherime in tow.

      Cherime was fighting him every inch of the way, but in her ridiculous high heels, she wasn’t much of an opponent. “Then why bother, Ren? If I’m so much goddamn trouble.”

      “Because you’re a good lay,” he snarled as he rounded on her, his temper overriding his good sense.

      “You’re such a shit.” The she-wolf smacked him before he had a chance to stop her.

      He grabbed her wrists and yanked her flush to his body. “Do that again, Cherime. I dare you.”

      Leah jumped on Ren’s back, grabbing him by his hair and riding him like he was a wild horse. “Do not threaten Cherime, you fucking alpha!” She looked around Ren’s bicep and said to Cherime. “Don’t know why you’re so mad. It sounded like a compliment.”

      Ren dropped his grip on Cherime, reached behind him, and grabbed Leah by the waist, hauling her over his head and thumping her ass-down on the ground in a puddle of water. “Go the fuck home, Leah!”

      Leah crawled out of the mud, her teeth bared. “You don’t tell me what to do, asshole! And you don’t hurt my friends!”

      Jackson pushed his way between Leah and Ren. “Go home, Leah, before I have you arrested for public intoxication.”

      “I’m not drunk!” Leah snarled.

      “I don’t know that!” Jackson returned her snarl and raised her a growl. “You got three seconds or I’m going to cuff you.”

      Leah peered at him, her eyes curious. “Maybe I want to be cuffed – last time was kind of fun.”

      “One—”

      “She shouldn’t be walking out here alone,” Aubrey gabbled, staggering into Ulrich, who still had a grip on her arm. She tried to wrench it away with a weak jerk that almost knocked her on her ass.

      Ulrich pulled her upright. “Stop wiggling.” Each time she bumped up against, his body reacted like it was being tasered.

      “Aubrey’s right,” Cherime agreed. “It’s late, dark, and Leah’s little.”

      Leah glared at Cherime. “Stop with the little shit!”

      Cherime rolled her eyes. “I didn’t call you a shit!”

      Ulrich cursed under his breath. “I’ll take them both home.” Yep, he regretted the offer the instant in fell out of his mouth.

      “I’m not going home with you,” Leah bared her teeth at Ulrich.

      Aubrey giggled as she staggered two steps towards Leah before Ulrich yanked her back. “I think he meant he’d drop us off at our homes.” She stretched her head back as she looked up at Ulrich. “It’s what you meant, right big guy? I’m not really into threesomes.”

      Leah widened her eyes. “Neither am I, you pervert. I’ll find my own fucking way home.”

      “Christ,” Jackson muttered as he scrubbed at the back of his head. “I’ll drive you home, Leah.”

      Leah shook her head and stepped away from Jackson. “No, nope. No way am I arriving home in a cop car.”

      “We’re leaving,” Ren growled, pulling Cherime towards his truck.

      Ulrich going to let Ren just waltz out of there without clearing the air. “Hold the fuck up!” he growled. “I’m not done talking to you.”

      Aubrey tried to straighten her back and stand still, but she was rocking like a boat on a stormy sea. “Yeah, and no one’s taking Cherime unless she wants to go.” She pointed an unsteady finger at Ren.

      Jesus Christ. What was wrong with these women, talking that way to a sonofabitch alpha like Ren?

      Jackson turned to Ren. “Aubrey’s right. Cherime doesn’t go with you unless she wants to.”

      “Who’s gonna stop me?” he boomed. “This is shifter business, you fucking cop!”

      Ulrich had to give Jackson credit for holding his ground. “Consider me off-duty, alpha. She’s not fucking getting in your truck unless she wants to.”

      Ulrich stepped up next to Jackson. “I got your back on this one.”

      Cherime rolled her eyes. “Stop with the pissing contest. Let’s agree you all have big dicks.” She grinned at Ulrich and Jackson. “Thanks for being all gallant and shit, but I can take care of myself.”

      “Are we done here?” Ren snarled.

      “Not done.” Ulrich held a dangerous edge to his voice but kept his distance because Cherime was between them and despite her annoying personality, he wasn’t going to be responsible for her getting hurt.

      He handed Aubrey off to Jackson as Ren moved in front of Cherime. “You got something to say, you motherfucker, get it said.”

      “Fuck,” Jackson muttered as he shoved Aubrey towards Leah. They were practically the same size, but Leah staggered under Aubrey’s drunken weight.

      Ulrich ignored everyone but Ren. “I asked you a question inside that you didn’t see fit to answer. What the fuck favour did you do for Aubrey?”

      Ren bared his teeth. “Why the hell is that your business?”

      Ulrich took a threatening step towards the fucker. “I’m making it my business. You have a hate on for humans, and you aren’t going to make Aubrey a target for your bigotry.”

      Cherime wiggled out of Ren’s grasp and pushed herself between the two Alphas. “Ren’s not prejudiced against humans. Just Aubrey.”

      Ren tried in vain to yank Cherime behind her out of the line of fire. “Not really helping, Wolverine.”

      “For god sake’s you guys!” Cherime exclaimed as she shrugged Ren off. “When the snowstorm hit, Aubrey and I got stranded on the mountain with some high school girls and took shelter in the Mountain’s pack’s community centre.”

      “Yeah,” Aubrey added. “He didn’t throw us out even though he wanted to.”

      Cherime glared at Aubrey. “I’ve got this covered, Aubrey.”

      Ren pulled Cherime behind him again. “I’m gonna say this once, you rogue shifter. What I do is none of your fucking business. Not now, not ever. You question me again and I’ll turn you into fucking bear bait.”

      Ulrich inhaled deeply. “Go home to your mountain and stay there.” The threat was clear in his underlying tone. He stalked over to Aubrey and Leah. “Let’s go.”

      As they left, Leah did a 180 from difficult batshit crazy female to relaxed batshit crazy female. “Where’re we going first?” she asked from the backseat of his crew cab.

      “Taking you home.”

      “No,” Aubrey protested, her voice sanding the edges off the sounds of the consonants. “Les’s do somethin’ fun.” Her head was pressed against the back of the seat, her face tilted up, her eyes closed. She was on the verge of passing out.

      “It’s midnight, Cinderella.”

      Leah pouted. “I don’t want to go home.”

      “I have no intention of taking you home.” Ulrich doubted Leah was still high, if she ever was. “I’m dropping you off at the edge of your territory and you can walk.”

      Aubrey turned her head in Ulrich’s direction, her big eyes drawing him in. “You’re goin’a make her walk? Thas’s not nice.”

      “I can’t cross into her pack’s territory,” he muttered, feeling the need to defend his actions for some reason.

      “And I don’t need the hassle of you dropping me off at my house,” Leah snarked, then shoved her pointer finger in his line of sight. “Drop me off there.” She indicated a lone, ancient Western Hemlock. “I’ll walk from here.”

      “Is’s too far to walk, Leah,” Aubrey complained, but Ulrich ignored her. He had no interest hauling around another pack’s female any longer than he had to.

      Leah flipped open the truck door and jumped out. “You keep your fucking hands off her,” she rasped at Ulrich.

      Aubrey belly-laughed at Leah. “Go home before you fall down.”

      “As if,” Leah grumbled but she was already walking away.

      Alone with Aubrey, Ulrich became hyperaware of her presence. It was the first time he’d been near her since that day in the cop shop. Pair-bond or not, there was nothing compatible about them at all, but that didn’t seem to matter to his wolf, who was holding a party in his gut.

      Tempted as he was to pull over and spend some time with her, he drove directly to her home. He needed to drop her off and get the hell out of there because his fucking wolf was turning into an unreasonable snarling mess of desire and aggression.

      Take her, now! Mate her, now!

      Fuck the fuck off! The woman was dead drunk, and no way was he going to fuck around with her when the only thing currently keeping her upright was the seatbelt.

      At her apartment building, he half-carried, half-dragged her inside, his wolf urging him to throw her over his shoulder and carry her off to bed.

      Jesus Christ! he told his wolf. There was nothing remotely desirable about her in her current state.

      You’re full of shit!

      Clearly, Aubrey thought so too, because as soon as they were at her door, she threw herself at him, standing on her tip-toes, arms circling his neck.

      “Come inside,” she slurred. “For coffee.” She fluttered her eyelashes in an exaggerated manner that elicited a snort of laughter from Ulrich.

      That seemed to encourage her, and she ran her hands over his chest, tracing the hardness of it with her fingers while she giggled. “You’re amazing.” She looked up at him, her big brown eyes filled with adoration.

      Aubrey was pea-sized next to him. Thin with small, barely noticeable curves, tits that were scarcely a mouthful. Add to that her inherent shyness when she was sober, her mousy brown hair, her social awkwardness, and the fact that she was a fucking schoolteacher, and she shouldn’t have appealed to him.

      Yet, Ulrich’s wolf was howling, pacing, ripping him apart from the inside out.

      Ulrich grabbed her wrists, then hesitated. Not because of his fucking wolf – he’d managed to tune that needy prick out. No. It was all him, getting caught up in eyes too big for her face, the whiff of coconut on her silky skin, the lingering way she spoke, her tiny hands, her trusting gaze.

      The thought of her soft, plump lips under his, her sweet-as-honey taste, her passionate cries as he fucked her, made him harder than he’d ever been in his life. Then she launched herself at him, her fingers grabbing his hair, yanking his head down to hers and mashing her lips against his.

      The shock of the kiss almost razed him of all rational thought and his wolf roared inside him. This woman, his woman, he had to have her.

      He grappled with his desire, his wolf’s howls of excitement, and his need to take her, make her his in every way. But he couldn’t, wouldn’t do something in the inebriated state she was in.

      He didn’t kiss her back, but he didn’t push her away. He let her have her way with him.

      Then the door across the hall slammed open and a cantankerous croak from behind him shocked him out of his lust fog. “Take it the fuck inside and let the rest of us get some sleep!”

      He yanked Aubrey off him as she giggled.

      “Sorry,” she slurred to the older woman, peeking past Ulrich’s broad body. “We’ll do juss that.”

      “No, we won’t,” Ulrich said to Aubrey as he turned towards the neighbour and glared. “You’ll take it inside. I’m leaving.”

      Despite his size, the hostility in his tone, his glare, the woman across the hall didn’t seem the least intimated. She threw Ulrich a knowing sneer, then disappeared back into her apartment, slamming her door.

      “You don’t have to leave,” Aubrey whined as she went in for another kiss.

      He’d had enough. He wasn’t about to appease his asshole wolf by fucking a drunk woman who would wake up in the morning hung-over and pissed-off.

      “Get the fuck inside and lock the door behind you.”

      Aubrey pouted, narrowed her eyes, flared her nostrils, and yes, she even stamped her fucking little foot. “You’re mean,” she declared as she fished her keys from her purse. “It’s because I’m ugly.” Her face reddened as she blinked her eyes rapidly.

      Shit, please don’t fucking cry.

      Tears started streaming down her face as she tried to fit the key into the lock.

      “You’re not ugly,” Ulrich muttered as he took the keys from her and opened the door.

      He shoved her inside and she turned, her big wet eyes looking up at him like adoring kittens. “Then why won’t you stay?”

      There was no reasoning with a drunk woman. “I’m leaving town first thing in the morning. Have an early start.”

      “Are you coming back?” she said in a hurt little girl voice.

      Was he coming back? He shouldn’t, not with her here, but his work in Darkness Falls wasn’t done. And he liked the town, knew it was the best place for him, a good place to raise children.

      “Yeah. I’m coming back.” Before she could say anything more, he banged the door shut in her face. “Lock it!” he snapped.

      He waited until he heard the click of the deadbolt, then stepped back, ignoring the lingering disappointment and the painful ache in his balls.

      In the morning, she’d be full of her own regret and Ulrich was glad he wouldn’t be around to witness it.
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      Aubrey sat on top of one of the desks, dead centre in her classroom, feet planted firmly on the seat of the desk in front, elbows resting on her knees, hands clasped together propping up her chin. All the surrounding desks were in neat rows like prisoners of war facing the firing squad… er… chalkboard.

      Too soon to be jaded, she chided herself. This was her first official year of teaching under contract. No more substituting in another teacher’s classroom. This was her classroom, and in a week, it would be filled with Grade 7 and 8 students. Twenty-seven of them to be exact, unless there were some late enrollers, which, according to Mr. Blake in the classroom next to hers, almost always happened.

      Aubrey sighed. Mr. Blake was only a few years older but lorded his four years of teaching experience over her as if she were clueless about what she was doing. She was, but that didn’t excuse his assumptions.

      Last school term, when she was subbing, she’d made the mistake of calling him Clayton in the hall, and he corrected her in his stern teacher voice. “It’s Mr. Blake, Ms. Powell. Anytime students are around, in or out of school. These students must learn respect and if we don’t model it, who’s going to teach them?”

      Maybe their parents? Aubrey thought but didn’t say.

      Mr. Clayton Blake. Middle name jerkturd. If the stick up your butt fits, wear it.

      She’d drawn the short straw with the split 7/8 class. There was also a grade seven class and a grade eight class. Mr. Blake got the grade eight students because according to Mrs. Blake, the wife, who got the grade seven class, he was the only one who could handle the hormonal beasts.

      Everyone in the school knew that was a load of bullcrap since Aubrey had her own set of grade eight students. Half as many maybe, but they were as much beasties as Mr. Blake’s. The reality was that from grade six onward, it was one major hormonal shark infested pool, and it didn’t matter who taught who.

      There were too many students for single grade seven and eight classes, but not enough to justify smaller class sizes and more teachers. Putting the grades together meant teaching two curriculums with lesson plans that aligned so it seemed seamless to the students and their parents. It meant late nights and early mornings for Aubrey, but that was okay. Aubrey wasn’t much of a sleeper anyway. Too many stupid dreams.

      She wasn’t complaining about drawing the short straw. She had a full-time job with a good paycheck for the first time in her life. And aside from Mr. Blake, the other teachers were approachable and seemed willing to overlook the fact that her arrival in Darkness Falls was related to the unsolved murder of her sister, Adrienne.

      And she had friends now, the kind that were keepers. Crazy ones that scared her sometimes, but loyal and fierce, and would be there if she needed them.

      Given that one of her friends was Leah Kavik, Aubrey already had plenty of practice at dealing with crazy. She’d wager none of her students had swallowed the family pet goldfish in an effort not to be wrong. The memory curved Aubrey’s lips.

      While the school year didn’t officially start until after Labour Day, there was a ton of administrative stuff to do and everyone was prepping their classrooms and lesson plans for the year.

      Grades seven and eight were transitional years for her students. They were becoming teenagers, on the cusp of puberty, highly sensitive to social positioning, and as squirrely as… well… as squirrels.

      They’d talk nonstop, push back against convention, and try to be as individual as they could while still conforming to peer pressure. She hated that schools still had a pecking order, that some students were considered lesser beings than others – picked on for being different, being poorer, being smarter, being quieter.

      She knew better than anyone because she’d been one of them, still was in some ways.

      She sighed and returned her attention to the task at hand ‒ setting up her classroom. Perhaps she should arrange the desks in a circle with a few empty ones in between. She liked to use her big teachers’ desk when the class was empty or the students were working but preferred to sit among the students when she taught. It gave her an advantage and with 12- and 13-year-olds, she needed every advantage she could get.

      A light rap at the open door drew her attention and she almost fell off the desk when Ulrich Calhoun’s magnificent form entered her classroom, a young boy trailing behind him.

      She bit her lip as her face heated in embarrassment. The last time she’d see Ulrich was when he’d given her drunken butt a ride home after a girl’s night out with her friends, Cherime and Leah. Her dim recollection was that the evening almost ended in a brawl in the parking lot at Becker’s.

      Yeah, she’d been drunk, but unfortunately not so drunk that she didn’t remember attacking Ulrich outside her apartment door. Yep, shy, demure Aubrey threw herself at the sexy giant. Kissed him. Flirted with him. Invited him inside.

      Her stomach somersaulted when she recalled the aggressive way that she’d clutched his hair so she could drag his face down to hers. She might have been drunk, but she hadn’t forgotten a second of the kiss – his lips against hers, his earthy taste as she’d slipped her tongue between his lips.

      Over the summer, she’d managed to avoid any encounters with him, but today, her streak ended, because there he was, standing just inside her classroom, all freaking six feet and million inches of him, his wide shoulders and chest tapering to a honed waist and perfect hips.

      He was outfitted appropriately for early September in an untucked black T-shirt and faded blue jeans that hugged him in all the right places. She willed herself not to let her eyes linger on the bulge at the apex of his strong thighs, or his biceps or his big hands or… or… or….

      She glanced into his water-colour blue eyes and saw the storm in them. They were full of expectation and interest as they studied her.

      Her stomach rolled like a ship in a hurricane as she stood, her shaky legs betraying her reaction to him. This had to be one of those karma moments.

      Ulrich had been nothing but a gentleman that night, for which she was grateful when she woke the next morning with a pounding head and a raging thirst. He’d declined all her drunken advances, reassured her that her ugliness was not a factor in his refusal, and mumbled something about going out of town for a while.

      Find your voice, teacher. This man isn’t here to bring up the past. “Mr. Calhoun,” she squeaked, then cleared her throat as she looked past him to the tall sandy-blonde haired boy he had in tow. The hair, the height, the eyes, the brow. They had to be related.

      “Ms. Powell,” Ulrich greeted in that deep rich baritone that made her think of the K-I-S-S-I-N-G song. Ulrich and Aubrey sitting in a tree. “I’ve been to the office to register Taggart for school and the secretary sent me this way.”

      “Tag,” Taggart mumbled, his hands firmly in the pockets of his jeans while he studied the floor.

      “Tag,” Ulrich corrected. “Apparently, he’s in your class for the year.”

      Aubrey dropped her jaw slightly as she gazed at Tag. “Awesome!” Not awesome. No, not a good idea at all. Not when this kid was… what? What was the relationship?

      “Is he your…?”

      “Son.” Ulrich filled in the blank.

      She opened her mouth to respond, then closed it again. He’s got a kid and a wife, and I threw myself at him like a hooker on BOGO day. No wonder he left town.

      Ulrich held her eyes as if waiting for her to say something.

      Pretend he’s any other parent, not the one you drunkenly pawed. “I didn’t know you were married.” Wow, Aubrey. That was as clever as it was transparent. She was sure that her face had turned permanently red.

      His lips curled up in what might have been mistaken for a grin… or possibly a grimace. She couldn’t tell. “Does that change things, Ms. Powell?”

      She bit her lower lip trying to come up with something intelligent. “What things?” Yup, clever like a broomstick.

      “Do you really want to go there? The last time we saw each other was⁠—”

      Seriously? “Don’t. Please. I was obviously not myself.” She glanced at Tag as he wandered off, seemingly bored with the awkwardness between the adults.

      “So your drinking problem⁠—”

      “I don’t have a drinking problem.” She glared at him, wondering why he was being an ass.

      “That’s good to hear. You know… for the safety of my son. I wouldn’t want to find empty wine bottles outside your classroom window.”

      “Please stop.” Aubrey’s embarrassment had turned to annoyance. “That was a one-time thing.”

      “Which part? Drinking too much or throwing yourself at some random guy?” This time the curl to his lips was clearly a smirk.

      She glanced at Tag who was tapping on the cage of Prince Charles, the class guinea pig that she had inherited from the outgoing teacher. “I don’t do either.” She lowered her voice. “I’m sorry if I offended you.”

      What she couldn’t tell him was that he was not a random guy. Any other man, and she would have left him at the curb. But Ulrich Calhoun appealed to her on a primitive level. He was the only reason she would ever make a fool of herself.

      He shrugged as he held her eyes. “Had the shoe been on the other foot, I would’ve gotten arrested for my behaviour.”

      Let it the heck go! “Double-standards. I know. Thank you for being a gentleman.”

      He glanced past her to Tag. “Hey kid, you want to go to the truck. I’ll be just a minute or two.”

      “Thank god.” Tag breathed his relief as he grabbed the set of keys dangling from his father’s finger and fled the classroom.

      Aubrey’s stomach twisted at being alone with Ulrich. Something about this guy grabbed her attention and it went well beyond her physical attraction to him. Darkness Falls grew them big and sexy, but Ulrich did more for her than give her fantasy-rich alone time. In fact, she was almost certain they were fated mates, though she had no idea how to determine it. She wasn’t about to ask her friends, Cherime or Eva, because she’d never live it down. And Leah… well, no. Just no.

      Ulrich strode past her, across the front of the room, his bearing, stride, and stance the same as Tag’s, but with far more confidence. They were definitely father and son. He stopped behind her desk and stared at a pinboard plastered with pictures of past Prime Ministers, his hands in pocket.

      Aubrey let the silence linger, not sure what to say to this tall brooding man. After a moment, he moved on towards the back of the room near Prince Charles, then turned back to Aubrey. “I’m being an ass about that night. I’ll move on, but I’m about to share some stuff with you about Tag and I want to be assured of your discretion.”

      “Of course.” Aubrey held her expression bland. There were circumstances where she was required by law to report concerns about students to the authorities, but it wasn’t worth noting for this discussion.

      He nodded as he crossed his arms over his mighty chest, the bulge of his biceps exceeding the size of one of Aubrey’s thighs. “Tag’s mom and I are divorced. I’ve always had custody of him.”

      Aubrey nodded and refrained from asking where Tag had been the last year because he hadn’t been attending Darkness Falls Middle School, at least not while she was subbing. She also shoved the unsolicited flair of jealousy down to her toes and willed it to stay there.

      “Several months ago, my ex grabbed Tag and took off with him. My team located their whereabouts, but we had to sit on the information until it was safe to extract him. It’s why I left town last June.”

      Aubrey tucked her lower lip between her teeth and nodded. Was he justifying his disappearance or was it part of the narrative? Or should she be listening rather than asking herself stupid questions. “Uhm….” For god’s sake, think of something intelligent. “How long was Tag gone?” He already said several months, you idiot. Internally, her eyes were rolling at herself.

      The question didn’t seem to phase him. “Almost 18 months. Sibyl – my ex – returned to her pack with him, which complicated things, since under provincial law I was granted full custody of Tag, but shifter law doesn’t recognize provincial law, especially in civil cases.” He dropped his eyes to the floor, studying the worn linoleum. “We knew…. My team and I knew that Tag was with her pack, but he was heavily guarded, and we had to wait for the right opportunity. I didn’t want him to get hurt if the operation went sideways.”

      Aubrey didn’t know what to say because she didn’t know why he was telling her all this. And his choice of words made him sound like he was involved in law enforcement. Maybe he was ex-military. “I’m sorry.” Maybe inane, but better than anything else.

      Ulrich acknowledged her with a nod. He paced a few steps, then turned around and paced back. “Fucking nightmare was what it was. Sibyl… she’s… complicated.”

      “Was Tag okay with coming back?”

      The question seemed to aggravate Ulrich. “I didn’t give him a fucking choice.”

      His aggression made Aubrey feel a little less polite. “That’s not what I asked.”

      He stopped his pacing and locked eyes with hers. “Yeah. It’s been me and him for most of his life, so he was glad to see me, glad to come back.” He ran a hand over the top of his head, and she trembled again, this time as she remembered how his hair felt under her fingers. It was long, maybe shoulder-length and he wore it in a ponytail at the back of his head, exposing the shaved sides of his head. So sexy, so inviting, so⁠—

      “Doesn’t mean he doesn’t miss her. When she came around in past, I always let her in. Tag’s more important than anything else, and he loves his mom, wants a relationship with her. I wasn’t gonna be the bitter jackass who got between the two.”

      Aubrey swooned a little. A man who put his kid first over his own happiness was ovary-squeezing. Of course, Sibyl was probably a hot babe and it wouldn’t be a hardship for Ulrich to let her back in the door. She wanted to ask, but they were talking parent to teacher and if she were being honest with herself, had no other relationship save for a drunken kiss. “That’s noble.”

      He snorted. “It was fucking stupid. I let my guard down.” His long look left Aubrey squirming, and her heart pounded as he approached her, stopping a few feet from her.

      She stared up at him wishing he would take her into his arms, hold her like she was his treasure. She cleared her throat. “Has she followed you to Darkness Falls?” Her mouth dried up at the thought.

      “She will when she finds out where we’re at.”

      Aubrey had so many questions. Why did Ulrich get full custody of Tag? What was so bad that the courts would separate a mother from her child? How was Tag doing with it all? Instead, she said, “Thank you for giving me the background. What do you need me to do?” Now that sounded intelligent. High-five, girlfriend!

      “The front office already knows that should Sibyl show up at the school, she is to have no access to Taggart. I’m to be called immediately.”

      “Okay. And you have an emergency contact on record in case you’re unavailable?”

      He nodded. “Jackson Hayes.”

      “Chief of Police. Can’t go wrong there.”

      “And you.”

      Aubrey was shocked almost speechless. She managed to squeak out a, “Me?”

      Ulrich contemplated the floor for a few seconds, then pinned her with his eyes. “I don’t do relationships, Ms. Powell. Sibyl burned me bad and the few women I’ve let close to me since never really understood that Tag always comes first.”

      Aubrey wondered at his message as he groped for words. “As a shifter, he’s on the cusp of manhood. Puberty is the point when a pup becomes a wolf. He has to master his wolf and he needs people around him that he can trust, that can handle him.”

      Aubrey shook her head as she felt a heavy weight of responsibility press down on her. “We don’t know each other, Mr. Calhoun. Not really. Why would you include me?”

      His blues eyes were serious. “I know what we are to each other – have since the day I first laid eyes on you. That means nothing in the big picture, understand me?”

      Aubrey didn’t understand him, not one single bit, but she nodded anyway.

      “I know in here.” He curled his fist and thumped it against his heart a couple of times. “That you’re a good person. I can trust you. You’ll do right by my son.”

      “How can you know? I don’t even know.” Did he think that her being a teacher made her special?

      She should tell him that teaching hadn’t been her calling and children weren’t her salvation. She’d done what she needed to do as a foster kid who aged out of the system; she sought a practical career that would provide a steady income and allow her a safe place to hide from the cruelty of the world.

      Ulrich knew nothing about who she was or her past. That silly fragile thread of attraction was clouding his good sense. She was like any other human woman who was attracted to a man – jealous, possessive, and irrational. Not nurturing, or understanding, or even brave enough to protect a child.

      Right now, she wanted to kill Tag’s mother, but not because the woman had ripped a son from his father. Nope, Ulrich was the main reason for her dark thoughts. If Sibyl came to Darkness Falls, would Ulrich open his door to her again. Let her back into his life, and maybe even into his bed?

      She dropped her eyes to her hands to steady herself. Who was Ulrich anyway? A man clearly on his own in the world if he was reaching out to an almost stranger to help him with his boy. And why? Because theirs was something more than a simple attraction? Or because he mistakenly thought Aubrey was more than the battered child inside her?
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      Ulrich saw the self-doubt on Aubrey’s face and the disappointment in her eyes when she realized he was offering her nothing but his trust. It was a heavy burden and he sensed that the woman in front of him struggled with her self-worth. He wanted to help her with her burden as much as he wanted to take her to his bed, but he resisted both inclinations.

      The timing was wrong. The months spent with his mother’s pack had royally fucked up his son, who was celebrating the reunion with his father while at the same time mourning the loss of his mother.

      Again.

      Because that’s what it had been for Tag his entire life. Sibyl made promises she never kept; couldn’t see past her narcissism to recognize the damage she had done... was still doing to him. And to Ulrich. He and Sibyl could have been happy, could have had the life they’d talked about when they first met.

      He didn’t hate her; he felt nothing for her. Not anymore.

      “You okay with me using you as an emergency contact?”

      The hesitation was there, on her face, in her eyes, in the way she crossed her arms over her chest. “Is she a shifter?”

      He nodded.

      “Unstable?”

      He wasn’t about to lie to her. “As a fucking car with a flat tire.”

      She bit her lip. “Okay….”

      He waited for her to add the ‘but’.

      She didn’t. Instead, she walked to her desk and picked up her cell phone, unlocking it, then handing it to him. “We need to swap information, right? So I can contact you if she shows. We have no shifters on staff here, so it would be difficult to take her on should she show up here and become violent.”

      That made sense but violence by Sibyl was a worse-case scenario. “She’s never gotten physical, but she’s highly manipulative.” He added his information to her contact list, then texted himself so he had her phone number. “If she shows, you call me, and if I’m not answering, Jackson.”

      “No problem.” Her eyes dulled and her voice deflated. “Your expectations of me are too high. I’m not heroic.”

      Ulrich’s wolf didn’t like weakness and Ulrich could feel the mutt pacing inside him, impatient with her mood. He talked over it. “You’re stronger than you think. Inside, where it counts.” What a stupid fucking thing to say. Now was not the time to offer her anything but his thanks. Maybe the right time would never come.

      Apparently, she thought it was a stupid fucking thing to say too because she quickly switched topics to Tag. “I don’t know your son. I have close to 30 students in the class this year, so there’s going to be little one-on-one with him or any other student.” She pursed her lips.

      The soft plumpness distracted Ulrich and he had to pinch himself to refocus on her words.

      “He has to understand that I’m the authority if his mom shows up. If I can’t get his cooperation, I can’t help you.”

      Ulrich liked the tone behind her words; she carried a hidden strength in her core. “I’ll talk with him. Maybe the three of us can spend sometime together so he can get to know you better.”

      Her cheeks bloomed pink as she dropped her eyes to the floor. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she mumbled.

      Ulrich thought about pushing her to see how quickly she’d fold, but this wasn’t about him or her. It was about his kid.  “How about we take it day to day. The odds of Sibyl showing her face in the next month are practically nil.”

      “How can you know that?”

      “I know my wife.”

      Aubrey winced at his choice of words but nodded. “Okay.” She offered her hand to Ulrich. “It was nice to see you again, Mr. Calhoun.”

      He took her hand, small, smooth, silky, and felt goosebumps rise on his arms. “It’s Ulrich. Let’s not pretend, Aubrey.”

      She pursed her lips and gave a small nod as she took back her hand and wrapped it around her waist.
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        * * *

      

      On their way home, Ulrich and Tag stopped off at Rozi’s Café for a bite to eat. They’d been reunited several weeks now, spending the summer camping and moving from place to place to cover their tracks as they headed north.

      Tag was nursing anger and hurt, and the father-son alone time had helped repair some of the damage. But September came too soon, and he’d had to return to Darkness Falls, for Tag, because school was about to start, and for Ulrich, because his job demanded it of him.

      During the months that Tag and Ulrich were separated, the kid had sprouted up like a weed. No one had to ask to know that Tag was a shifter. The evidence was out there for all the world to see. He was already taller, heavier, bigger than most other kids his age. Angry though, because of what happened, because he was caught in the middle of a war between his parents, one Ulrich vowed would never impact Tag.

      That had been naive and foolish on Ulrich’s part and it was apparent that Tag was struggling to understand his place in the world.

      There were so many things he should have told Aubrey, would have to tell her once Tag settled into his new school. The angry kid was on the cusp of puberty. A boy today, a full-blown shifter with a wolf he couldn’t control, tomorrow. It was a case of lighter meeting fuse. It wouldn’t take much to set Tag off.

      “How’re you doing, kid?” he asked his boy after they settled at a table and ordered their food.

      Tag shrugged as his attention wandered everywhere to avoid looking at Ulrich. “Okay. How long will we be in Darkness Falls?”

      Strange question. “Where would we go?”

      Tag furrowed his brow in a way that reminded Ulrich of Sibyl. They looked so much alike in their expressions that it killed him. “You’re here on a job, aren’t you? When that’s over, what happens?”

      Ulrich’s mind flashed to Aubrey as he shrugged. There couldn’t be anything between them, but at the same time, the idea of leaving her behind seemed untenable. “Maybe we stay. You need stability, kid.”

      Tag seemed to be set on arguing. “How do you know what I need? I need a mother too, but that doesn’t seem likely since you’ve basically dragged me up here and hidden me away.”

      Ulrich raised his eyebrows. The reunion with Tag had been a happy one and even though Tag was messed up, he had seemed to easily slip back into life as he knew it before Sibyl disrupted it. But now he was changing his tune. Ulrich could chalk it up to the exhaustion of the hard travel the past couple of days, but he suspected that there was more to it than that. “You had your mother for the past year. How’d that work for you?”

      “Maybe if you tried harder, Dad. Maybe if you⁠—”

      He was cut off by the arrival of the waitress with their drinks – coffee for Ulrich, coke for the Tag. After she left, Ulrich shut down Tag. “I’m not going to mess around telling you what you already know. Not sure what’s going on inside that head of yours, but you got something to say, say it plain and simple. Don’t pussyfoot around.”

      Tag wrapped his hands around his coke glass and pulled it towards him so he could take a drink through the straw. After he swallowed, he locked eyes with Ulrich. It was shocking to Ulrich, like looking in a mirror, seeing the future. This boy was going to become an alpha and that was a bigger problem than the current one, because Ulrich had no pack to offer Tag and without one, shifter instinct would send Tag out looking for one. The boy would either kill or get killed in his quest.

      “There’s something between you and that teacher. I can feel it.”

      Shit. Sensitive little jerk. “There’s nothing between the two of us. We know each other. She’s attractive.” Unlike humans, shifters weren’t uncomfortable in their skin nor did they suppress their natural instincts. It’s what made them passionate – in love and war. It’s what made them savage and blunt.

      Tag shook his head. “You can’t f— sleep with my teacher. That would be a death blow for me at school.”

      His son’s lecture made Ulrich grumpy. “We’re friends.” They weren’t. “Not lovers, not anything else.” He hoped Tag wouldn’t see through his lies.

      “Doesn’t matter and you know that.”

      Ulrich hated that the kid was right, hated that he’d missed out on months of watching Tag change from a pup to a boy on the cusp of manhood. Hated all the possibilities that would never be.

      Tag was on the verge of shifting for the first time and there was no pack to support Ulrich through the aggressiveness that his emerging wolf would bring about. No one but Ulrich to teach Tag how to master his instincts.

      “You know what’s coming, don’t you?”

      Tag furrowed his forehead. “Uh, yeah. I read. And mom’s pack was prepping me.”

      Self-doubt crept through Ulrich. “Should I have left you there?”

      Tag held his father’s eyes, a sea of emotion clashing in a storm. “No.” This time he didn’t hold back. “I want nothing to do with that fucking pack.”

      After lunch, the two stopped for groceries and then returned to Ulrich’s house. It was nice enough – a two story mid-90s house with a basement and reasonable rent. When Ulrich first came to Darkness Falls, he hadn’t planned to stay for more than a month or two, but that had stretched into a year now, and the town was starting to feel like home, especially with Tag back.

      The main floor of the house had an office, two full baths, and three bedrooms, and the finished basement was almost like a suite unto itself. Tag elected to set up downstairs, and when they arrived home, after they brought in the groceries, he disappeared to the lower level. Ten minutes later, Ulrich could hear the blaring of the TV.

      Ulrich put the groceries away, then opened a beer and wandered to the office. He’d have to get a lock for the door now that Tag was home. Case files were scattered over the surface of his desk, evidence boxes were piled haphazardly in corners, and gruesome photos were pinned to the walls.

      He walked up to the photos of Adrienne Powell, before and after her death. Aubrey and the murdered woman shared some physical similarities, but not many. No one would guess that were sisters. Half-sisters, he corrected himself. Different fathers, same last name because their fucked-up mama had some brains.

      He took a swallow of his beer as stared into the dead woman’s eyes. Since the moment Aubrey arrived in town, he’d had nightmares about her sharing the same fate as her sister. Raped, marked, throat torn out by a shifter. Because of Adrienne’s murder, he knew everything about Aubrey and her upbringing. More than he was comfortable with because it almost felt like a betrayal of Aubrey’s privacy.

      The only reason he felt that way was because she was his fated mate. He hadn’t expected the explosion of primacy and savagery inside him the first time he saw her. How could he have known? The universe was stingy in its doling out of pair-bonds and many never crossed paths, no matter how much fate tried to intervene.

      He turned from the wall of horror and thumped heavily down in his desk chair. Without a serial killer drawing Ulrich to Darkness Falls, without the murder of Adrienne Powell, he and Aubrey might not have met. He never thought much of the concept of fate, but he knew that it was as evil as it was good. And the painful circumstances that had to happen to bring him and Aubrey together cast a shadow on their future.

      If they had one.

      Because in another twist of fate, he got his son back and Aubrey was the kid’s teacher. In some ways it was good. He didn’t do relationships with women anyway – Sibyl had destroyed most of his trust in women, and the few relationships he’d had since finished it off.

      He and Tag were a package deal and though the women he’d dated pretended they were okay with it, they weren’t, not really. They didn’t understand the responsibilities of being a parent and because they were attracted to Ulrich’s size and heritage, the relationships were shallow – about the sex and bragging rights.

      Maybe that was meant to be, too, so that he didn’t fuck up again before he met his fated mate.

      He snorted his cynicism as he recalled his words to her. You’re a good person. I can trust you. You’ll do right by my
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