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      Second chances at love. Deadly enemies. Two wolf shifter brothers, heirs to be alpha of their pack, strive to find peace after destruction and love after loss.
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            Chapter One

          

          Hailey

        

      

    

    
      The phone book shook in my hands as I rifled through the pages. Though it had sat on the counter for years, it still felt brand new. The stiff spine made it difficult to read the listings toward the center and my eye that was almost swollen shut made it hard to read at all. I picked a cab company at random and set the book down. I couldn't take comfort in anything familiar. He knew my habits, he knew too much of me. I struggled to focus on pressing the right numbers as my fingers trembled.

      Two rings, then a deep voice with a thick, Eastern European accent spoke. "City Cabs. How I can help you?"

      "I need a cab as soon as you can. Four fifty-nine South Walnut Street," I said, appreciating his directness. I was in no condition for pleasantries—I was just barely holding it together.

      "Five minutes is okay?"

      "Perfect." I hung up the phone. Just five more minutes.

      The knot in my middle twisted and squeezed. I rushed around my small apartment looking for what I needed. There was no time to worry about the rest. Ding. Another text. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. I emptied my drawers in huge armfuls, dumping them into the open suitcase on the bed. My racing heart threatened to pound its way out of my chest as I collected my belongings. Ding. I swallowed hard, fighting the urge to vomit. It would be over soon. I just needed to focus. I grabbed the framed pictures from the nightstand, the two pictures I could never replace, memories of the people that mattered most to me. I rested them on top of my clothes, careful not to break the glass. I stuffed in the dangling legs of pants and sleeves of shirts and zipped my bag shut.

      Glancing at the phone sitting next to my packed bag on the bedspread, I wondered if I should take it. What would happen if he found me and I had no way to call for help? I was sure no one could help me in time anyway. He was too smart to get caught. The restraining order meant nothing to him. When he wanted to reach me, he did. We'd been through this already. What if I brought the phone along and he had some way to track it? Knowing him, he probably did. Too risky.

      I grabbed my suitcase and purse, and left the phone on the bed. Ding. I was surprised I could still hear anything over the thrum of blood pounding in my ears. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. Yeah, I should leave it, I decided. I threw on my favorite gray hoodie, pulling the top over my head and tucking my thick, brown curls in behind my shoulders. I checked my reflection in the mirror by the door and slid on my aviators. They almost hid the purple and blue marring my left eye. There was no covering the slice on my lip. I didn’t recognize the hollow shell of a woman that looked back at me. I always thought thinner would be more beautiful, but what I saw wasn't beauty. I hated what I saw—fear.

      I was doing what I was best at: running away.

      I lifted my sunglasses and looked out the peep hole. He wouldn't just stand around in the hallway where I could see him, but I had to check. It looked clear. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. I squeezed the handle of my rolling suitcase and closed my eyes. I could do this. Everything would be better once I got out of this godforsaken city. It didn’t hurt to lie to myself if it kept me moving.

      I moved into the hall, looking both ways. Empty. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. Ding. I slammed the door behind me, harder than I should, shielding me from the sound of him reaching for me. I rushed down the hall toward the closed elevator doors. The floor numbers were ticking up. Someone was coming.

      It could be him. I debated what would happen if he was there. Did he know I was running? He shouldn't; I was so careful. This was the one day all month that asshole would be stuck in surgery and conferences without taking breaks alone in his office. But even during conferences, he made time to text. I’d waited long enough for him to be halfway into the first meeting, hoping he would be too involved to keep close tabs on me. I prayed I was right.

      Even if it wasn't him in the elevator, I didn’t want to run into my neighbors, either. I couldn't wait to find out. I ducked into the stairwell and lifted my bag into my arms, squeezing tightly as I rushed down the stairs. My feet were racing almost as fast as my heart. From the lobby I could see the yellow sedan pulling up to the curb in front of my building. The cool autumn air bit at my face and hands, another reason to be thankful for the protection of my hooded sweatshirt. I opened the back door just as the cabby got out of the taxi to help me.

      "Want to put bag in trunk?"

      "No." I squeezed my bag against my chest and climbed in.

      "Okay,” he said with a confused look, then climbed into the front seat. "Where to?"

      "Bus station."

      "Okay." He looked once more at me, concern in his warm, brown eyes, before turning forward and driving away. He left me in peace, and I was thankful for that.

      I watched my building shrink and disappear behind us, my life with it. The streets were lined with familiar buildings, with the familiar bustle of city life. I had only spent three years in Elkston, but I had made friends, had my own place, and had taken three years of college classes. Now, I was closing that chapter of my life, sooner than I had intended. I said no goodbyes, and had no idea what would come next.

      I sank back into the seat and let out the breath I didn't realize I was holding. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I repeated to myself: inhale deeply, exhale slowly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Cole

        

      

    

    
      I kept the damned florescent lights in my office to a minimum, sitting as close to the window as the desk allowed. Even as the sun lowered in the sky I preferred the natural light, or lack thereof. The woman across from me kept talking, but my attention was elsewhere, lost in the forest behind the glass.

      Dense trees clustered behind the glass. A mix of softwoods, from tall and slender lodgepole pines to the reddish-brown western larches, coated the sharp inclines surrounding the town of Sawtooth Peaks. Yellow needles blended among the sea of evergreen and brought the colors of autumn to the otherwise verdant landscape. The yellow sky mirrored the forest floor, mixed with oranges and pinks, a swirl of color that promised the day would soon be at an end.

      At work I surrounded myself with deep, rich, wooden furniture inside the office, a change I’d made when I inherited Sawtooth Den. I’d added forest green cushions with pillows, curtains, and flooring all in natural creams, grays, and browns. My legacy in linens. It helped make time at work a bit more bearable, a bit more like where I should have been—outside. Tilting my head back, I finished the last of my coffee, wishing it was something stronger.

      "But Cole," Callie purred, full lips open, eyelids heavy as she looked at me through mascara drenched eyelashes. Hands on the front edge of my desk, she bent at the hip to be sure I got a clear view of her overflowing breasts in her low-cut tank. Her hips swayed slowly behind her, displaying her submission to me. Anyone who walked by my office would see her perky ass up in the air, barely covered in tiny shorts.

      A growl rumbled in my chest, my inner wolf pleased to take her up on her unspoken invitation. I ignored my animal side. I brushed a hand through my hair, taking a moment to admire the view of Callie. She was a lovely female, with long blond hair. A bit thin for my tastes, but pleasant curves where she had them. The essence of autumn mingled with her natural scent: crisp mountain air, freshly fallen leaves, lingering moisture from the morning's rain. She must have been out running in the morning. I longed to do the same.

      "We've been through this, Callie."

      She slid a finger between her full, red-stained lips, gliding her tongue around its tip. Moving slowly downward, her fingers traced her neck. Her head tipped to the side, exposing the moist trail of her finger. Not just an invitation for a good fuck—this was an invitation to claim her. Her hand rested on her breast, where she lingered and squeezed.

      "Mmm," she moaned. "I could give you a big litter of beautiful cubs."

      "You should go," I said, my voice low and even. It wasn’t a bad offer, a beautiful woman and a beautiful wolf. But one thing my wolf side and my human side agreed on, she would not be my mate.

      Callie gave me one last pouty lip as she stood slowly, pressing her chest out at me. She turned and walked away, swaying her hips to make sure I knew what I was missing out on.

      A knock on the open door sounded, and my half-brother stuck his head in, his eyes following Callie as she left.

      "Damn, man," he said with a smile as he strolled into my office. He sank into the evergreen-cushioned pine chair across from my desk and propped his feet on top of my paperwork.

      I sighed in response but he ignored me.

      "I would love to get me some of that ass," he said.

      "Help yourself," I grumbled, swatting his feet off.

      "I would, but it's always you they want. The ladies love your big, dark, brooding giant look.” He gestured a hand up and down at me. “Man and beast," he said with a smirk.

      My half-brother, the only one in the pack that I could spend time with without the constant reminder of my responsibilities, was a good-looking wolf himself. I got my dark hair from my mother, but large size and hard features from our father. Lance was a male version of his mother, smooth and graceful with short, silver hair as a human, and a matching silver coat as a wolf. His sharp blue eyes and devious smile spoke to his personality. She-wolves and human women threw themselves at him. As the eldest son of the last alpha and the largest wolf in our pack, it was assumed I would be the next alpha. So more often than not, propositions to me were by she-wolves looking to be my mate, for life. I carried the burden of being next in line while Lance enjoyed life, something I loved about him and wished I could manage to do myself.

      “You do just fine.” A smile spread across my face, inevitable in his company. “I seem to remember a set of golden-haired triplets not so long ago.”

      “Oooh, yeah, the Hawthorne sisters. That was a fun couple of days while their pack was passing through.”

      “It would have been more fun for me if I didn't find the three of them all over you. On my desk.” We shared a laugh, and I enjoyed the distraction from my work.

      “Well, I should be heading out. I'm taking the new girl to dinner. The one with the red hair.” He gave me a wink as he stood and started toward the door.

      “Shea.”

      “Hmm?” he asked, looking away and clearly not listening.

      “Her name is Shea,” I said.

      “Thanks, bro!” Lance gave me a wave then put his hands in his jean pockets as he strolled out the door.

      I looked down at the mountain of papers on my desk, and returned to entering expense amounts from receipts into the spreadsheet on my laptop. Keeping the books was a good way to learn the ins and outs of our family business. Owning half of the business kept me interested in its success, but I didn’t really care about the details. I was more interested in the scout reports from wolves in the field, but it was all still paperwork. All I could think about was getting out of my office, out of the bar, and into the fresh fall air.

      The more time I spent in this room, the more suffocated I felt, but duty came first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Cole

        

      

    

    
      Wind pressed back against my muzzle as I rushed forward at full pace, forcing me to squint as I went. The air carried the scents of the world around me, and a crispness all of its own: fresh pine over a bed of needles, the moist soil underneath reclaiming fallen wood, and a hint of ripe apples in the distance.

      Barreling forward, I took it all in. The cool air bit at me through my fur. Cool temperatures came early here in the mountains, which suited me fine. After hours of being cramped indoors with fake smells, false warmth, and human skin, I had finally escaped to my sanctuary.

      My thick, black coat blended with the darkness, my feet moved silently, and my sharp eyes missed nothing. All I needed was my keen sense of smell to know that there was a raccoon about fifty feet ahead and to the left. I heard him rustling around in the fallen pine needles, probably looking for food for the winter. The light of the moon broken by the pines overhead was enough for me to see, even when clouds covered the sky.

      The damp vegetation broke beneath my paws as I bounded forward, losing myself in the moment, wishing the wind would wash the burden of my responsibilities away as it brushed over me. Running, running, running until I reached a small stream near the edge of our territory where the mountainous forest gave way to an open clearing. Indigo water rushed over smooth rocks and pebbles, sounding as it touched stones and banks. It was deep enough for a man my size to stand in the center with water flowing around his waist. Long strands of brownish-green grass hung over the sides of the banks and swayed with the breeze. A mature western larch stood close to the bank, the only tree in the small clearing. This was a place that held special meaning for me.

      I closed my eyes and listened to the sounds of the water. I could almost hear her warm, gentle laughter. I could almost smell the vanilla and flowers of her soap, and the sweetness that was only her.

      It had been three years since she’d stood right here, splashing water at me on a warm summer day. Three years since I saw her full lips curve into a playful smile. Three years since I carried her under the tree before me and made love to her for the first time.

      Pain twisted in my chest. Three years since Hailey left.

      Slowly padding home, my thoughts remained on Hailey. Kindness and warmth had filled her eyes as she looked deep into mine. Beautiful thick waves of her flowing chestnut hair bounced with her every movement. The smooth curves of her warm skin felt so soft under my touch. The sweet taste of her mouth filled mine, and it was just as succulent as her scent promised.

      “Cole.” The distinct smoky rasp of Zaria’s, my mother’s, voice pulled me from my thoughts and back to the present.

      I stilled and turned my head to stare at her. My golden wolf eyes peered into her matching human set.

      “Why aren't you at the bar?” she asked. It was more of an accusation than a question.

      I stared at her in response, knowing there was no way to win an argument with her. I stood as tall as her chest in wolf form, and towered over her at six foot three as a human. But even with her tiny frame, my mother never lost an argument, nor did she take any shit from anyone. When she had something to say, everyone knew they had better listen, including Garret, her mate. Only my father had ever stood up to her, and that attitude died with him.

      “Axel called me and said you left early.”

      Axel. Garret’s piece of shit son. “I did my work,” I assured her, remaining in beast form, speaking in a tongue indecipherable to human ears.

      “Doing the paperwork is important, but so is your presence at the bar. You need to make sure you stake your claim. There should be no question about who the next alpha will be.”

      “I'm not alpha yet.” I broke eye contact, knowing the speech that was coming, and not wanting to hear it again.

      “Everyone knows you would be if you would just pick a mate. Waiting just leaves the pack vulnerable to an outsider trying to put in a claim.” The same speech I had heard over and over since my father had died.

      “There have been no serious claims in the three years since Dad died. Nothing that Garret couldn't handle,” I said. “You shouldn't discount Lance either. He has just as much right as me to claim alpha. Dad was his father too.”

      The slight tightening around my mom’s mouth was the only hint of her displeasure. If I hadn’t known her so well, I may have missed it.

      “It's you. You are the oldest, the biggest, the strongest. Your brother is too busy screwing every she-wolf that comes into our territory to take this responsibility seriously. You are meant to be alpha.”

      “You mean Lance isn't your son, and you want your son to be alpha. You want to secure your place, and your bloodline,” I countered, knowing the truth would get her off my back. It had taken harsher words to end this conversation lately, the one she insisted on repeating. Zaria kept pushing more and more as time went on, subtle hints becoming outright demands. She wouldn't admit her dislike for my brother, though it was as obvious as her motivation for pushing me to be the alpha.

      “This is about you,” she said, her eyebrows lowered and her voice taut.

      I had struck a nerve. This conversation was nearly over.

      “Family is most important and this isn't about me,” she said. “Don't be selfish, do it for the pack.”

      Without another word, she was off. I continued my walk alone in the dark, left in peace, at least for the rest of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Hailey

        

      

    

    
      The wooden bench was cold and hard on my back as I sat at the bus station, with my hood concealing me from the rest of the world. The whole place stank like trash and body odor, with a hint of urine. But it was safer there with so many people around, though I knew I wouldn’t be truly safe until I left the city. My heart rate had slowed to an almost normal pace, though I was still unsure of every move I made. I didn't know how long I'd been sitting there. I looked down and fingered the frame of my favorite picture for possibly the thousandth time. I could have gone anywhere. I could have started a new life in Hawaii and gotten a nice tan while I painted the ocean and finished my bachelor’s degree in art at a university by the sea. I could have sipped Mai Tais and lived carefree.

      I traced his square jawline with my finger. We looked so happy, staring into each other's eyes as he held me out in the forest outside of town. Cole had a foot on me in height, and a strong firm frame to my full, soft curves. He never seemed to mind that I wasn't as in shape as him. I didn’t know what he saw in me, but he was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen. He had the most impossibly gorgeous golden eyes—they were like amber disks of sunlight.

      The photo I held was a beautiful moment lost in time. Olivia had taken it at a picnic that summer three years ago, during her photography phase. Most of what she had captured was landscapes and close-ups of forest life. But this one captured the magic Cole and I shared while we were carefree, just before John had died.

      If only we could have stayed that way—carefree.

      “The station will be closing in fifteen minutes, final call for ticket purchase,” a happy female voice said over the intercom.

      I had to buy a ticket or I be stuck there for the night, trapped in a dank bus station or back at my apartment, stuck in Elkston. Asshole would be leaving his conference any minute now. I wished I was sure of where I should go. I hated Frank Wilson more for stealing my confidence than for the physical pain he had caused me. Well, if hating him more was possible.

      What if Olivia didn't want me to stay with her, I wondered. What if that psycho followed me? Cole had probably married some other girl and wouldn't want to see me. I touched the photograph again. Inhale deeply, exhale slowly. Even if I couldn’t see Cole, there was nowhere I would feel more safe, more myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Cole

        

      

    

    
      I couldn't breathe. My shirt strangled me as my skin pressed against it, stretching and forcing it outward. I clawed at the collar, desperate for oxygen. Darkness loomed at the edges of my vision. Everything was too tight—my clothes, my skin. A strange cracking sound filled the air. It was faint but distinct beneath my ragged breath. My hair stood on end as my chest heaved. I groped in the darkness, desperate to find something familiar. Stabbing pain and panic. All I could sense was blackness and the thrum of my pulse racing in my ears, my heart pounding in my chest. Something hard pressed beneath my hands and knees. Finally my clothes ripped in sweet release, and I took in a deep breath.

      Metallic moisture stained my tongue. Why did I taste copper? The smell of it almost overwhelmed my returning senses. Blackness receded from the center of my vision. It must have been over, finally over. I sucked air deep into my chest, adjusting. Something caught my attention as my focus returned. My eyes followed the color so out of place in the dark night. Beautiful silver fur lay on the ground below me, soaked in crimson and glittering in the moonlight. Oh god, what had I done? My eyes blurred with tears. A horrible, deep animal sound filled my ears—a dangerous, inhuman howl. The sound was coming from me.

      I jolted upright. Sweat dripped down my cheek, and the blankets fell from my bare, slick chest. Fucking nightmares. I couldn’t help but linger on the guilt I felt, even though he had long forgiven me. When I went to bed tense, that night came back to haunt me, over and over, years after it happened.

      I threw off the rest of the down comforter and deer-skin blanket that covered my legs and looked into the embers of the dwindling fire. The heating and air conditioning unit could keep the house at a comfortable temperature, but I preferred the natural heat of burning wood. The smoky scent that emanated from the fire brought an earthy feeling indoors. Next to the hearth in the great room was one of my favorite places in the house, where I could feel the natural warmth of a fire and catch every moment of sunset and sunrise through the walls of windows. At some point I would have to make time to buy a bed, and everything else a house needed, but I didn’t mind sleeping on the floor in the meantime.

      It was just a short drive to work on my Harley. I'd rather skip the suit and run there, ground under my feet, wind blowing though my fur, enjoying the fresh air before being stuck back in that stuffy office. But with all the human clientele frequenting the bar since someone had added a fancy vacation lodge at the edge of town, riding was the closest I could get to commuting in the wind without frightening away my source of income. Plus, it's dangerous to shift so close to town. If they thought it was scary to see a wolf walking around downtown, imagine their reaction if they saw one turn into a man.

      I parked my bike behind the bar and left my helmet. When I was a child I couldn't wait to hang out here, at my father's business. Whenever I thought of Sawtooth Den now, guilt was the predominant emotion. Guilt mixed with nostalgia, duty, and tension. Guilt for wanting to be somewhere else, guilt for not being the man or the wolf that the pack deserved.

      Amy caught my eye as I entered the building. Her blond pigtails bounced up as she saw me enter. I walked over to the bar for my report.

      “Hey, Cole.” Her face lit up as I approached. She smiled with her eyes and her lips, showing off adorable dimples.

      I looked at her and that familiar feeling came over me again—guilt. “Hey, Amy. What's our status?”

      “Not too much action yet. Axel was here late last night, drank way too much. Got handsy, Harkins dealt with it. Garret left early to meet with the alpha of the current pack holding the valley. Callie is running late again. Harkins just stepped outside to take out the trash.”

      “Garret’s away again?”

      “Your mom said the alpha of the valley pack is messed up in the head. It's a peacekeeping mission.”

      “Thanks for the update.” I shouldn't have to hear from Amy what my pack was up to. If my mother really wanted me to be alpha, she shouldn't be making this kind of decision without me. “You tell me if Axel gets out of hand.”

      “Will do.” She gave me a mock salute and a wink with her soft, brown eyes.

      I headed out the side door to catch Harkins before he came back in. I always made time to meet with Harkins privately in the morning, in case he had any news that needed my attention or something to report that was best not heard by a room of drunks. The morning meeting was part of my father’s routine before me, and it made sense to me to keep it that way.

      Harkins’s head twitched slightly to the side as I approached from behind, but he kept at his chore. He lifted a large can up to the dumpster, the contents clattering as they poured out.

      “Mornin' boss.” Harkins knew my scent, knew the sounds I made when I moved. A sharp-minded wolf, Harkins had worked for my father before me. His broad body was built of muscle and he was as loyal as any wolf could be. That was plain to everyone even if they hadn’t known him as long as I had. That loyalty was etched in his body by every scar he had taken for the pack.

      “Good morning, Harkins. When I heard you were taking out the trash, I half expected to find you tossing Axel into that dumpster.” I put my hands in my pockets, leaning casually against the building as I watched my friend for his reaction.

      “Almost did last night. Little shit put his hands on Amy.” Harkins’s fierce scowl highlighted the scars that ran the length of his face.

      “I heard.”

      “Made 'im leave. Woulda done worse, if he wasn't Garret's son.” Not a day went by that someone didn't tell me the same thing.

      “If he pushes, break his nose. Tell Garret it's on me. He doesn't touch Amy again.”

      “Not Garret that scares me.”

      “I know, my mother scares everyone.” I smirked at Harkins, picturing Zaria smacking the goliath on the head with her tiny fists. “I'm serious though. Do what you have to do to keep her safe. Call me if my mother gives you shit.”

      A crooked smile and a nod was all the reply I needed. Harkins was a good man. He would do what he needed to. I turned to walk back inside.

      “Why not just mate her already?” he called from behind me.

      “Not you, too. We're just friends.” I didn't need another lecture.

      “Was me, I'd claim her before someone worse did it. Amy'd make a good mate. An' she wants you.”

      His words were sincere, and I knew he meant well as he always did. But I had tried to give it time with Amy, tried to find the visceral connection I needed to feel before I was willing to claim a mate. But as fond as I was of Amy, she was not my mate.

      “Thanks, Harkins. I'm going in.” Once inside, I walked back past the jukebox, pool tables, and wooden booths through the hall to my office. A fresh pile of papers graced my desk. A small note on top caught my eye, out of place with the stack of standard-sized copy paper. A loopy cursive, my mother's handwriting.

      

      Cole,

      Garret went to the valley. It should only be for a few days. It's a peacekeeping trip. I sent him with a gift for the pack from you, to congratulate the new alpha. I know how you hate dealing with this diplomatic stuff.

      Love,

      Mom

      

      A gift from me. I'd have to ask what I sent, and how exactly the card was addressed. I crammed the note in my pocket. A peacekeeping trip wasn't a bad idea, but Garret shouldn't have gone without back-up. If Crazy Eyes, their new alpha, was half as bat-shit as I had heard, it wasn't a safe trip to make alone. I had heard rumors that he claimed every attractive she-wolf he found, killing her mate if she had one. Stratton Walker, the last alpha of the valley pack, was said to have died at the hands of Crazy Eyes. His throat was ripped out in his sleep. Stratton’s lovely mate was the first to be claimed by Crazy Eyes, or so the story went. No one seemed to know his real name, and each story varied in detail.

      Since I first started hearing stories about him in the area a few months ago, stories of deception and murder, there seemed to be fewer elk in the woods. If it had been a few years ago, I would have thought it was related to the increase in the human population due to the lodge being built. Human hunters. But it'd been recent. Within the past few weeks I'd hardly seen any elk and not one of the Northern Rocky Mountain wolves that naturally ruled the area. Those wolves were our brothers. Their disappearance was a bad omen.

      I headed back out to find Harkins sitting on a bar stool next to the wall. He was within reach of Amy, but out of the way and view of most patrons entering the bar. I stood beside him for a moment, speaking in barely a whisper. “Zaria sent Garret down to the valley. He’ll need three for back-up. Scouts, enforcers.”

      He nodded once, then took a sip of his drink. It was as good as done.

      With that handled, I went back to my office and dealt with paperwork for as long as I could stand. It was a quiet and uneventful day stuck in the horrible office. A few hours later, I checked in at the bar before I left. Amy was cheerfully chatting with some out-of-towners, earning her tips. The evening rush was well on its way. Human and wolf customers alike danced, drank, and played pool. Callie and Shea carried drinks to tables; Harkins rested his back against the wall. His arms were crossed, his chin hung down. All was well, time to go.

      Cool air filed my lungs, a refreshing break from the suffocating confines of the building. Vanilla, lavender, and something sweet mingled in the air. The almost familiar scent stirred a longing inside of me. I wondered a moment if I had imagined it. I glanced around, curious.

      Then I froze, paralyzed, looking to the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street. The most beautiful woman I had ever seen stood across from me in tattered jeans, black boots, and a grey, zippered sweater. Her chestnut waves blew with the breeze as she stared at me with deep, blue eyes that saw straight through to the real me.

      It was too good to be true. I held my eyes open, terrified that if I blinked she would be gone. I had to see her closer. I had to touch her. Without thinking, I moved faster than I should, out where anyone could see me, a blur to the human eye, desperate to be close.

      In no time I was face to face with the woman of my dreams. The one I could never forget, the one I could never get over. I squeezed her in my arms, running my fingers through her silky hair as she rested her head against my chest. Her ample breasts pressed against my chest, wonderfully giving to the firmness they met. She rested her arms gently on my back, her touch sending electricity through my body. Every hair stood on end, affected by her presence. My inner wolf stirred inside me, as excited as my human half. I wondered how this woman could have such an effect on me. How could one touch feel so good, mean so much? I exhaled, realizing I'd been holding my breath, my body unwilling to do anything until I knew she was really here. I took in her scent, so sweet and familiar, though changed while we'd been apart. I towered over her, pressing her body against mine. So small and fragile in my arms, but still soft and warm like I remembered.

      “Cole,” she let out, barely a whisper.

      “God, Hailey, I missed you.” I'd never meant anything more in my life.

      “I...” she started.

      My shirt dampened against her cheek. Was she crying? I pulled her gently away from me to see, just a step back, still in my reach. Fuck, she wasn't happy to see me. How could she be? Tears rolled down her cheeks, and her sad eyes were sunken and hollow. Too many bones showed through her milky white skin. She had lost too much weight, too much of her beautiful feminine curve. I hadn’t been there to take care of her. Black and blue marred one of her eyes, and her lip was split.

      “Who did this to you?” I snapped, angry at whoever hurt her, angry at myself for not being there for her.

      She took a step back, distancing herself from me, taking the warmth and electricity of her touch. Her hands trembled.

      “This was a bad idea. I shouldn't have come.” Her voice shook and more tears rolled down her face. She lowered her chin, hiding her eyes from mine as she backed away. Just out of reach, Hailey ran down the sidewalk away from me, leaving me broken and hollow.

      I’d scared her away. I was such a monster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Hailey

        

      

    

    
      I was hoping it would have been easier. I knew I should have gone straight to my sister first, settle in before dealing with my feelings and our past. I couldn't resist, though, I was so desperate to catch a glimpse of Cole. He was even more beautiful than I remembered, larger even, if that's possible. The most gorgeous, masculine creature I've ever seen, a giant sex god built of solid muscle. His eyes glittered like gold in the last bits of sunlight, his strong jaw coated with rough stubble. He had let his hair grow longer since I'd been gone, to almost chin length. A length that showed he still knew how to have fun, even in that sexy business suit.

      I’d thought seeing him would be a comfort, knowing he was nearby. I didn't plan for him to be close enough to touch me, to send the pang of aching need though me, making me desperate for more. I didn't even know what kind of man he was, certainly not the boy I fell in love with, or the one who pulled away from me. The one I left behind.

      I certainly wasn't the girl he used to care for. I was broken and lost.

      I wiped my eyes as I walked up the wooden steps and onto the porch of a beautiful Victorian home. It was blue this time, not the yellow I remembered. The dull green grass smelled freshly cut. More bushes decorated the front than there used to be. I missed the flowers that used to stand in their place. The pacific yew we planted as a memorial after Mom and Dad died was still growing strong, beautiful with its purplish red and brown bark. Olivia was taking good care of it.

      Stopping at the front door, I rang the bell.

      Moments later, my sister answered the door. Tall, thin, and bubbly, she was more striking than I remembered, even relaxed in her black yoga pants and white long-sleeved tee. The sight of her was a reminder of all of the good things about home.

      Her eyes widened when she saw me. She grabbed me and pulled me in for a big hug, squeezing the breath out of me. The affectionate welcome from my sister told me that this was exactly where I should be. Her embrace held as much warmth as the hug from Cole, but without the confused feelings of longing and regret in my gut.

      “Hailey!” Her voice lifted in excitement, two pitches higher than her natural tone. “I'm so glad you're here.”

      “Yeah, it's good to see you too, Liv.”

      “How've you been? How's school? Come in, come in, I want to hear everything.” She pulled me by the elbow into our childhood home, leaving no chance for objection. Not that I was going to say no, but her excitement was a whirlwind. I didn't know if I could keep up but it was refreshing, and I smiled for the first time in years.

      I stopped just inside the foyer and Olivia shuffled around me to close the door. I took note of the walls, so different than they had been, so much whiter. The house had a more modern feel with less wood and creams and more metals and minimalist lines. A vase of flowers sat on the table, just like Mom always kept. Short and silver, it was Mom's vase. A different home than I remembered, but it suited Olivia: strong, modern, feminine. The small touches that remained of our family life here showed that she wanted to keep a sense of our childhood as a part of the house, too. I was so glad that she had used some of the settlement money to keep the house. We hadn’t gotten a fortune from the car accident, but preserving our home was well worth the cost.

      Olivia ushered me to the living room. The walls were white instead of the sand color Mom had painted years ago. The worn blue and white plaid sofa-bed had been replaced by a tall wooden sofa with thin, gray microfiber cushions. I expected it to be uncomfortable, but when we sat down side by side, I was pleasantly surprised. I stared at my hands, not sure what I should tell her.

      She spoke first. “Okay, so tell me what happened to your face. And don't tell me you fell down the steps.”

      “Would you buy that I walked into a wall?”

      Liv gave me a look that told me she didn’t appreciate my joke. I should have expected her to beat me to starting this conversation. My sister was naturally protective, naturally direct.

      “I know I should have called. I'm sorry to just show up like this,” I started, trying to figure out exactly what to say.

      “You know you are always welcome here. So, tell me what happened.”

      I took a deep breath and continued staring at my hands, knowing if I looked her in the eye I wouldn't be able to hold back the tears. “You know that guy I was seeing?”

      “Doctor control freak? Yeah, I remember.” Her deep tone told me exactly what she thought of him.

      “Things got really bad. I tried to break it off.” My voice began to shake. It wasn't until Olivia put her hand on mine that I realized my whole body was shaking. “He wouldn't listen.”

      Tears streamed down my face. Olivia pulled me in for a hug, holding me while I cried on her shoulder.

      “It's okay, you're home now.”

      As I cried out all I had in me, I felt my body slump. Every muscle ached and I could barely hold my eyes open. The tension of the day and the past weeks was weighing on me, and I couldn't go anymore.

      “Can we call it a day?” My voice trailed off in tired breaths.

      “Of course. I'll go make your bed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Cole

        

      

    

    
      My massive paws splashed down into puddles as the mud beneath my feet formed to their shape. Cold water fell from the sky, pelting me, but not hard enough to distract me from my thoughts. My inner wolf pushed me to find her, to follow Hailey. To not let her go. The animal inside screamed at me to take her, mate her. The rational part of me wanted to listen, to go to her, kiss her, show her how much she meant to me. Never let her go again.

      But I couldn't do those things. I couldn't hurt her. She deserved so much better than me and my fucked-up shifter life.

      I ran harder along the outskirts of our territory, hoping the rain would cool the heat boiling inside of me, cool the emotion that threatened to burst my control.

      I caught a familiar scent up ahead. Not one that I wanted to deal with. Why was my mother at my stream? She must have been waiting for me. At least it was a distraction. She sat at the side of my favorite place in the forest. Zaria was a beautiful, petite wolf, with fur the same black as mine. In an area where gray and white fur was predominant, my mother stood out from the crowd. She’d weeded through a number of suitors before and after my father, before she was mated to Garret.

      Beside her sat Amy, similar in size to my mother, but with fur as fair as snow. Under a large tree they waited, shielded from the rain.

      “You have to stop ambushing me up here.” I addressed my mother, clearly the one in charge of whatever this was.

      “Ambush? We were just having a nice chat.” One side of her mouth curved up slightly.

      “We need to talk. Alone. Excuse us, Amy.” I was in no mood to deal with my mother's games. She followed me into the rain, away from Amy.

      “You should not have sent Garret alone. You should have discussed your plans with me first.” I directed the conversation to what we actually needed to discuss.

      “Garret will be fine. He carries gifts from the alpha of the more powerful pack.” Her voice was a purr as she shifted the conversation back to her agenda.

      “I’m not alpha.”

      “You would be if you would just take a mate.” She glanced back at Amy, who sat quietly under the large pine by the water bank.

      “I’m in no mood to do this again.”

      “Amy would make a fine...”

      “She is not my mate.” I cut her off. “Leave her alone.”

      “She would be happy to have your cubs. She loves you. Don't you see it?”

      I looked at Amy waiting for us. She was a kind and lovely wolf. My heart twisted.

      “She is not my mate,” I repeated.

      “You need to pick one, sooner rather than later. It's only a matter of time before Crazy Eyes or some other wolf full of ambition comes in and ruins what your father and I built. That's why I sent Garret. I'm buying you time. There is only so much I can do. I'm just a small she-wolf.”

      “Are you done?”

      “Consider what I've said. Amy would make a good mate.”

      I turned toward Amy, who sat waiting under the tree. I raised my voice so she could hear me. “Bye, Amy.”

      I needed to leave this place that had been tainted by my mother's presence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Hailey

        

      

    

    
      I screamed at the top of my lungs. “Help me, please! No!”

      Little sound escaped as his large hand sealed my mouth.

      “Don't fight. You know you want it.” That voice was the worst sound I'd ever heard. My heart raced. Please, no. I tried to scream, to kick, to hit, but my arms were held down in his hand and my flailing feet couldn't reach their target.

      A silhouette above me came into focus as my eyes strained to adjust in the blackness. Tears streamed down my face. No. Get off me! Only a muffle escaped. His other hand pulled at my panties. The pressure containing my wrists released, and I realized he had released my arms. I scraped frantically at his face with my nails. My assailant recoiled, releasing my mouth just enough. I bit his hand with all my might, tasting a hint of blood. Frank shifted his weight to the side as he loomed over me in the dark.

      “Stupid bitch.” A furious whisper only inches away.

      I hit his nose with the palm of my hand, then ran for the door. With no regard for the fact that I was wearing only a t-shirt and panties, I rushed into the hall and down the stairs. How did that fucker get into my apartment? My breathing was ragged, and my heart threatened to pound its way out of my chest. I heard his voice in my head. You know you want it.

      The smell of coffee stirred me from my nightmare. Heated, rich, earthy scents drifted up from the kitchen. I turned on my side and squeezed the pillow against my face. It smelled so familiar; it smelled like home. I lay on my back and looked around the room. Olivia had left this room exactly the way it had been painted, my favorite shade of robin's egg blue. She had left the wooden furniture exactly where it had been, my furniture. The single bed was the same one that I used to sleep in as a little girl. The down comforter was white and soft. Across the room from the bed was my dresser, filled with my clothes. The same lamp sat on the corner of the dresser. The same circular mirror decorated the wall by the door. My room.

      The hardwood floor was cold on my bare feet as I climbed out of bed and pulled the covers back up to the pillows. I unzipped the bag sitting on the floor by the closed door and pulled two framed pictures from inside. One picture was of me and Cole by the river, the other of my family from before the accident. I placed my two favorite pictures where they belonged on top of the dresser, the same place they used to sit.

      Digging through my bag, I picked some fresh clothes out. I slipped the t-shirt off over my head, and dropped it with my panties on the floor next to my bag. I threw on a clean bra and boyshorts and looked in the mirror. The bruises on my side and stomach still looked terrible. At least the circles under my eyes had started to fade. I twisted my tousled hair into a messy bun and pulled on dark-washed skinny jeans and a soft, white t-shirt.

      Beckoned by the amazing smell of the freshly brewed coffee, I headed toward the kitchen. Halfway down the stairs I realized I never even asked Liv how she’d been doing while I was away. We had talked on the phone at least once a week while I was gone, but I should have thought to ask her in person last night. Here she was giving me a place to stay, worrying about my problems, and I didn't even bother to ask how she was. I added getting Liv a thank-you gift to my mental to-do list, something that said “sorry I've been selfish” and “you really are the best.”

      “Feeling a little better this morning?” Olivia looked up at me over the edge of her oversized coffee cup as she took a sip. Her hair was shiny and flawlessly straightened, the kind of banged bob you’d see on a model in a magazine. Impeccable light makeup adorned her face, the effortless looking kind that made it hard to tell if she was wearing any at all. Liv was Hollywood gorgeous, even in her work scrubs. She could wear a paper sack and make it look like it was worthy to walk down the runway. She was fortunate enough to get her frame from our dad, and still capture all of mom's beauty.

      “Yeah, kind of. Please tell me you have enough for two.” I stared at her coffee cup, trying not to drool.

      “Help yourself, I made a big batch.” Setting her coffee cup down on the table, Liv smiled at me. My sister knew me well.

      “Thank god, I don't know if I could survive the day without some caffeine.” I poked at the puffy dark circles under my eyes.

      “Good thing I share your addiction. If I knew you were coming I would have picked up some food.”

      “I'm sorry, I should have told you. I should’ve asked if I could come.” I was really doing a good job of acting like an ass lately.

      “That's not what I mean. Of course you can come anytime. I just mean the receptionist at the office always brings donuts or bagels or something, so all I have to eat is that box of granola bars on top of the fridge, and some grapes in the fruit drawer.”

      “Maybe we can get groceries together later. I'm not hungry anyway.” I grabbed a cup from the cabinet, settling on a giant pink mug with the words ‘Girls Rule’ in a glittery script, hoping the magic of coffee could make the words at least partially true. I'd settle for feeling like myself.

      I poured myself some of the medium roast from the large pot and looked in the fridge. Liv was right, not much more than grapes and some left-over Chinese take-out containers. Fortunately she had creamer. I added a generous helping to my coffee, and joined my sister at the table. We always got along, but after our parents died we really relied on each other. It just made us closer, best friends that shared a course through life, and as I looked at her sipping her coffee I was filled with gratitude. “So what's new with you?”

      “Well, I'm really liking my new job. The pay is decent, and the people are really nice. I'm glad I went with a small practice; it’s way more pleasant than my internship was at the hospital.”

      “It's a family practice, right?” I asked.

      “Yeah, we see people of all ages. It's nice because it seems like the type of place where you really get to know people. If there isn't anyone you don't know already in a town this size,” she answered. “People come by from the lodge once in a while, but not too often.”

      “That’s the ski place you mentioned?” I asked.

      “Yeah, Sawtooth Lodge opened about a year ago. It’s a big woodsy hotel. People stay there for guided tours, skiing, and hunting. Since they don’t stay long they don’t really need a doctor unless it’s an emergency,” Olivia answered.

      “How are the people you work with?” I asked.

      “Aspen Walker is the other nurse.” She smiled.

      “Aspen Walker that you were friends with in grade school? I thought she moved.” It was nice to hear a familiar name. Aspen and Olivia had been like two peas in a pod growing up. Aspen was a blond version of my sister: tall, thin, kind, and fun.

      “Yep, she did. But she moved back after nursing school. Her parents still live in California, but she missed home,” Liv said.

      “Small world,” I said.

      “Small town,” she replied.

      “How is she?” I asked.

      “The same as she always was, mostly. It’s great to have a friend at work. We’ve hung out a few times outside of work too. We did a wine and movie night the other week, and a night of dancing and bar hopping the other time. We took a cab to Idaho City. There’s a lot of great clubs there that I had never been to. You should come next time we go out.”

      “Sounds like fun. Just let me know when. So, how hot is the doctor you work with?” I gave Olivia a wide grin, enjoying the girl talk.

      “Eww. I mean, I don't mind older guys, but he is like seventy and just...not my type. But he's really nice.” I loved how even when grossed out, Liv tried to make things positive. “So did you go see Cole yet?”

      I pictured Cole as he’d stood close, as he’d touched me. He’d towered over me, holding me with his thick arms. I felt so small and feminine in his embrace. He looked down at me with deep golden eyes, as I stood broken and unsure. Yeah, I’d seen him, I thought.

      I’d screwed everything up, by leaving before, by running again.

      “Well, kind of,” I said. “I showed up long enough to see how hot he is now. Then I cried and ran away. So typically me.”

      “He really did get all muscular and brooding. He seems different since you left though, like he lost his fun side. I've only really seen him around the bar.”

      “Do you know if he's seeing anyone?” My cheeks heated, but I had to ask.

      “I know he dated some blond chick for a while, one that works at the bar. But I haven't seen him with anyone lately. We don't exactly socialize anymore, so I can't say for sure. Don't worry though, that blonde has nothing on you. Not the history, not those awesome curves—that I would love to have, by the way.”

      “Well I'd love to be able to eat like you and stay so thin. Everything I eat goes straight to my ass.” I poked the side of my pants where my hips flared out.

      “You should go see him.” Olivia gave me her serious eyes, the look she developed to scold me when she was my legal guardian.

      “I'm sure I made quite the impression. Looking like I rolled out of bed then fell down some steps, I show up out of nowhere and cry.” I didn't think it could have gone much worse.

      “So let's make another impression. I'll do your hair.” Olivia grinned and put her hand on mine.

      “Deal.” I was feeling a little better already.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Hailey

        

      

    

    
      I still couldn't believe Olivia had left my old room the way it had been, closet full of clothes and every detail the way it used to be. It was a real life saver, after taking so little with me from Elkston, to find my own toiletries and clothes waiting. It reminded me that she really wanted me to feel welcome, that this was my home.

      We combined some of Liv's knee-high boots with my favorite black skinny jeans, a long-sleeved, cream sweater from my old closet, and one of Liv's thick scarves that was the same blue as my eyes, with swirls of black. The combination of products and heat she used on my hair added the ideal balance of volume and wave without the frizziness I never managed to get rid of on my own. She covered my bruises with a layer of natural-looking makeup. I wished I could manage something half this attractive on my own. I actually looked like someone who didn't just have the crap beaten out of her. I looked like I used to.

      Olivia and I parted ways at the door as she headed to work. Crisp fall air hit me as I stepped out onto the porch. It pinched at my face, while warm, bright rays of sun beamed down from the cloudless sky. The combination screamed for the world to wake up. Pine needles rustled in the gentle but cool breeze, while birds chirped in the distance. The grass was speckled with fallen leaves and needles from shades of browns and greens to yellows. I headed down the porch steps, appreciating the natural signs of fall that weren't present in the city. Though I couldn't imagine it going well, I was sure I needed to make Cole’s bar my next stop.

      Walking back the way I came from yesterday, I was feeling a bit more confident and more myself. Twenty-four hours without seeing Frank and a little bit of quality time with my sister had made more of a difference than I had expected. I was grateful for the boost, and whatever happened with Cole, I had to remember this moment of feeling comfortable in my own skin.

      My stomach knotted more and more the closer I came to seeing Cole, a feeling I'd become too familiar with. I was glad I had decided to skip breakfast, probably couldn't keep anything down anyway.

      I wondered if I would get to see Cole in another three-piece suit. I sure hoped so. He never used to be a suit kind of guy, but in that sharp, black jacket with hard lines that followed his broad shoulders and the cinched buttons down his chiseled chest, he definitely pulled it off. The thought of getting another look at him made me giddy, while the idea of talking to him wracked my nerves. My emotions were all over the place over Cole, something I'd never experienced with anyone else. He had said he missed me, but would he still feel that way after the shock of seeing me had time to wear off?

      Lost in thought, my body moved on autopilot. I arrived at Sawtooth Den before I registered how close I actually was. Four blocks in no time, in heels. I stood for a moment in front of the door, afraid to open it and go inside. I couldn't screw this up. Maybe he would accept me as a friend, be able to forgive me for leaving. I reached for the door handle, but a large, hairy hand beat me to it.

      I looked to the man the arm was attached too, startled by his sudden appearance. Had he been there the whole time? Was I that lost in thought? I didn't think so, but that was too fast to appear from nowhere. His short, dirty blond hair spiked all over the place, a look that said he rolled out of bed that way. His worn leather jacket, t-shirt, and tattered jeans reminded me a bit of the way Cole used to dress. His features were sharp and narrow, his face split in a devilish, curved grin. His deep, nearly-black eyes looked me up and down slowly, lingering longer than I was comfortable with on my breasts. I squirmed, feeling naked under his gaze. His arm remained firmly on the door handle, placing him between me and my destination.

      “Excuse me,” I said, nodding at the door.

      His grin widened and he took a step closer to me, licking his lips. His breath reeked of liquor, and as I looked into his eyes I became more uneasy. His pupils were dilated; he reminded me of a crazed animal, starved and ready to attack.

      I straightened my back, held my chin up, and stood my ground.

      The door slammed open from the inside with a crash and a deep growl from a man within. The man inside pushed the creep out of my way, and before me in the doorway stood a six-foot vision in a charcoal suit. Cole. My heart beat happily in my chest.

      The shirt underneath his jacket was left unbuttoned at the top, allowing me a peek at the firm, tanned chest underneath. His dark hair sat neatly combed back from his strong, square face. He had shaved since yesterday, and I admired the hard lines of his smooth jaw. I ached to touch him, to feel the hard body under the expensive suit.

      “Hailey.”

      I looked up at Cole's beautiful, golden eyes and saw concern in his furrowed brow. I loved the way he said my name.

      “Hi.”

      “Are you okay?” His words were gentle, though his face was firm.

      “Yeah.” I tried not to stammer as I stared in awe at perfection. Butterflies swirled in my stomach. “I, uh. Can we talk?”

      His face softened as he gave me a gentle smile, a smile that I had almost forgotten, so warm and familiar. “Yes, of course. How about a
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Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




