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        The Dire Wolves are parking their bikes for good on the outskirts of Blue Valley. But can these sexy prehistoric Shifters find their mates and plant roots of their own?

      

        

      
        Includes:

        Shake that Sass

        He’s an Alpha looking for a home.

        She’s an outsider with no one to call

      

        

      
        Breaking Sass

        What happens when a sassy Dire Wolf, with a penchant for breaking rules, and a Lion, who’s in love with the law, clash?

      

        

      
        Pinch of Sass

        Will this stoic Dire Wolf admit the sassy feline is his fated mate and stake his claim?
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        He’s an Alpha looking for a home.

        She’s an outsider with no one to call her own.

      

        

      
        Can they find what they’re searching for in each other?

      

      

      

      Derrick Rand is an Alpha Dire Wolf, a rare and powerful species of Shifter. When he hears about the seemingly ideal town of Blue Valley, New Jersey, he, and his crew, fill their tanks and mount their bikes for the long cross-country ride. Tired of the nomadic life, Derrick is determined to find a place to call home.

      

      Lucy Corwyn leads a fairly simple lifestyle, moving from town to town and working crappy jobs to make ends meet. Feline Hybrid Shifters aren't exactly high enough on the food chain to claim territory.

      

      After her junker breaks down, Lucy finds herself stranded and without funds. Time is of the essence for this not-so-big Cat. She needs to earn some fast cash to fix her car before some dumb Shifter tries to turn her into a chew toy.

      

      Luckily, she spies a help wanted sign at a biker bar. Walking into Serious Moonlight to inquire about a job is a piece of cake, or so she thinks. Imagine her surprise when the sexy new owner turns out to be her mate… and that's not all.

      

      The gorgeous male is not only a Dire Wolf, he's the Pack Alpha. Larger than life and chock full of testosterone, this monster is used to getting his way, but that doesn't mean Lucy will make it easy on the big guy.

      

      No way. No how.

      

      If the big bad Wolf wants to catch this little she-Cat, he's gonna have to shake that sass.
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      The air buzzed with electricity a split second before the loud roar of six—no, make that seven—magnificent, suped-up Harley Davidson motorcycles, speeding down the highway like so many bats out of Hell, reached Lucy’s hypersensitive ears.

      The symphony of engines drowned out all other traffic as Lucy sat criss cross applesauce on a patch of dusty weeds just off the shoulder of the parkway, right next to her old, not-so-reliable, Ford Aspire.

      Her knowledge of mechanics was seriously lacking. But even Lucy knew the engineers who’d designed this particular vehicle had fallen short of their aspirations.

      And then some.

      As if to punctuate her point, the car let off another ghastly noise followed by a progression of thick, black smoke from the tailpipe.

      The rust bucket was a constant drain on her limited funds, but Lucy had no choice but to keep fixing the clunker. And now she would have to look for a cheap mechanic at whatever town was located off this exit. South Jersey was chock full of small communities, safe for a week or more, but that was it.

      There was no place left for a Shifter like her to hide for the long term. She was too submissive. Too small. And too damn tasty, according to the last Pack of Hyenas she’d run into.

      “I sure love the taste of pussy cat in the morning. Gonna get a big ol’ chunk of you, kitty freak,” the Alpha fem taunted just before the attack.

      Lucy was a fool thinking she could let her guard down at that shithole motel in Newark. It was not the place for a loner. But Lucy was so tired of running. 

      She’d managed to escape before the Hyena Shifter Alpha could bleed her too badly. It was nothing her healing abilities couldn’t repair. Just a few smooth silver lines across her shoulder and stomach remained. But that incident still haunted Lucy.

      The hybrid curse. Unwanted. Unloved. Doomed to walk alone. 

      Lucy’s mixed blood was the source of all her problems. Her hybrid heritage kept her from forming alliances. None of the Big Cat Prides wanted anything to do with her.

      She’d been shunned, targeted, and tossed out of more towns than she cared to remember. Feline Shifters were such shits. Snooty fuckers, all of them. But what she wouldn’t give for a Pride of her own.

      Someplace where she belonged. A home. A family. But those were fairy tales for Lucy.

      Shit. Shit. SHIT.

      Her cell phone was dead. She had no food. No money. And it was getting late. Of course, her stomach decided to rumble right then. 

      Totally cliché for a chubby chick. But society’s opinions on the perfect female body could go right to hell as far as she was concerned.

      Lucy had curves. And yeah, she got them from eating. Food was the one source of comfort she could rely on.

      Rrrrrr.

      She rubbed her stomach. It had been twelve hours since she’d eaten her last granola bar. Much too long for a Shifter to go without feeding her animal.

      She stood for a moment, head back, staring at the darkening sky, and watched the line of Harleys until she couldn’t see them anymore. Dust clouds rose in the air behind each one of those mile-eating machines, and Lucy grinned like mad.

      Lucky SOBs.

      Damn, she’d love to jump on the back of one of those badass bikes, holding on to the rider and whooping in the air like a wild thing. Of course, in her fantasy, someone else had to drive.

      Lucy had never ridden a motorcycle before. She would likely end up in a ditch if she tried.

      Clumsy should be my middle name.

      Despite being a Cat Shifter, graceful, she was not. Lucy could still see dust clouds shooting up into the air. She stood, staring at them a while longer. Her grin widened in its place. 

      Those little particles seemed like magic to her. Yeah, she knew they were nothing but grit, sand, and dirt. To Lucy, they were fairy dust.

      Silly she-Cat.

      A wistful sigh escaped her lips and she wrapped her arms around her body. Standing on the side of the road, broke but not broken, Lucy allowed herself a moment to dream.

      Wouldn’t it be wonderful if one of those big, sexy bikers was all for me? Some untamed, wild, beast of a man. A magician. Casting a spell with that powerful machine between his legs, carrying me off someplace safe and permanent.

      She hugged herself tighter, head back as she made her wish. Lucy blinked slowly when she was done. She shook her head at her overactive imagination. 

      That’s what she got for reading too many romance novels. Her inner beastie stirred, reminding her of her situation. She had an empty stomach, and a broken down vehicle.

      Rrrrrr.

      Oh well. No use sitting there dreaming stuff and nonsense when she had to keep moving to stay alive. She felt a great sense of loss when she could no longer hear the motors or see the dust clouds in the air.

      What was wrong with her? They were just a bunch of strangers, for fuck’s sake. Just some guys on motorcycles, passing through life without a care in the world, and that was all they were.

      None of them were for her. No one ever was. Didn’t Lucy have enough drama in her life? 

      No men.

      That was her one, unbreakable, firm, completely non-negotiable rule. She was not going to fall into that trap. Not after witnessing what her mother had gone through time and again.

      Pitiful, just pitiful. Don’t waste wishes on men. It ain’t worth it.

      Those bikers rocketed down the black asphalt wherever the hell they were going on the backs of their powerful, and apparently dependable wheels, without a care in the world. Unlike her.

      Shit.

      Night was falling and Lucy had to get a move on. She started walking, taking the exit she should have been driving down on foot. Thank goodness her sneakers still had some sole left to them.

      She turned her head, looking down the empty road. There had to be some place she could charge her cell phone and call for a tow. 

      The sounds of engines and horns caught her attention. Too far away to make out yet. But at least now she had a direction.

      The moon was almost full, hanging bright and low in the sky. Horns meant traffic, and traffic meant people. Lucy took a long, deep breath, then exhaled. She’d wasted too much time mooning after those motorcycles.

      But sometimes dreaming was all a person had. What could a little fantasizing hurt while she made her way to a phone charger and maybe a little something to eat? As her sneakers ate up the miles, she played a game with herself.

      What would I do if one of those big barrel-chested men were mine? Easy. I’d wrap my arms so tight around him and just hold on for dear life. My mystery man would keep me safe. 

      We would share secret smiles, hand holding, and deep kisses. He’d take me for rides, driving like a wild thing, taking tight corners before stopping in some abandoned meadow.

      Then he’d reach around, pull me in front of him, and claim my lips with his in a bruising kiss designed to bring me to my knees. 

      And that’s exactly where I’d go next. On my knees, unbuckling his belt, biting my lip in excitement to see what he’d hidden behind his thick denim jeans.

      He’d be thick, long, and hard just for me. 

      Oooh yeah. Lucy could sure get behind a dream guy like that.

      Meeee—ooww!
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      “Dammit.”

      Leave it to Lucy to step in a pothole. Ugh. She rolled her ankle too. Walking it off sucked, but it was necessary.

      “I was just getting to the good part of my fantasy, too,” she mumbled to herself.

      Pausing a minute, she hissed and spat out a curse, checking her ankle with her fingers when the wind suddenly turned. The breeze blew right in her face, bringing with it the smell of leather and motor oil.

      She closed her eyes and inhaled. Her senses tingled from something unidentifiable lingering in the scent. Before she could get more from the interesting notes hidden within the air, a big flatbed rolled by.

      The damned truck leaked pollution and Lucy nearly doubled over, choking. Damn sensitive feline nose of hers.

      Achooo.

      She growled aloud and hobbled up the driveway of the small gas station convenience store. 

      “Hello.”

      “Hi there, Miss.”

      Lucy’s ankle throbbed. She was tired, hungry, and annoyed.

      “Do you have an outlet so I can charge my phone?”

      The older man nodded at where an outlet sat unused behind a shelf full of mostly expired snack cakes. Plugging in her ancient flip phone, she leaned against the wall and waited for it to charge enough to call a tow service.

      The cashier was an older man, a normal if her nose could be trusted. He looked her over through narrowed brows, pausing when the sound of her rumbling stomach reached him.

      “You can help yourself to one of those packages there. They might be a little stale, but I imagine it’s better than nothing,” he said, pointing to the snack cakes. 

      “Sorry, I’m on a budget,” she muttered, embarrassment heating her cheeks.

      “The company comes and swaps them out every week. They are due tomorrow morning. No one will go looking for one,” he added kindly, nodding at her to go ahead.

      “Okay. Thank you,” she replied softly, grabbing a chocolate frosted cupcake and scarfing it down in two bites.

      “Hell. Have two then, child. Must be starving. Go on now.”

      “I appreciate it,” she said, looking in her pockets for loose change.

      “Don’t you worry about it. Look, my name is John, and I’m a widower, but my Nancy would have hated me leaving a young girl to go hungry in my store.”

      “That’s really kind of you, John. I’m Lucy,” Lucy replied, tears welling in her eyes. 

      “What’s the matter, little lady, you okay?”

      “Yeah,” she mumbled, wiping her face hastily. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long time since someone was kind to me.”

      “Look, don’t you worry about the snack cakes. You can get me back some other day. You havin’ car trouble or somethin’?” John’s eyes were round with sympathy. He was a good soul, showing kindness to a stranger.

      “Car trouble. Waiting on my phone to charge so I can call a tow,” she told John, deciding to trust the honesty she heard in his voice.

      “Well, I can help with that. This is a local place. You might have to haggle a bit, but he’s the closest you’ll find without having to pay an exorbitant amount for them to bring your car in,” he told her, handing her a card.

      “Thank you so much. My phone is at fifteen percent already. Do you think I can charge it a little bit more while I wait on the truck?”

      “Of course, Lucy.”

      “Thanks, John.” She offered a real smile that time, and the old man gave her a semi-toothless grin.

      “Glad to help.”

      Lucy dialed the local mechanic’s roadside assistance number while John went back to whatever he was doing behind the counter. The receptionist told her a driver was on the way, and that was that.

      “All sorted?” John asked.

      “Yes. Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome. Good luck to you,” he said, waving goodbye.

      The snack cakes stopped the bite of hunger, but she would need more than that. Still, the hike back to her car was manageable at least. There was nothing else she could do about it now, anyway.

      Lightning cracked overhead, splitting the sky apart and flashing brightly overhead. Thunder rolled in like an angry Mama Bear scolding her errant cubs, and Lucy shook her head as she quickened her pace.

      Lucy knew all about Mama Bears. One  had taken her in when she was thirteen and on the run from the fresh hell foster care had placed her. She’d had four cubs of her own, but needed the help.

      At the time, Lucy had been willing to do anything for a place to sleep and a warm bed. Taking care of the cubs was easy while Jaylinn worked as a waitress at a greasy spoon down the road from the motel where she lived.

      It was the kind of place that took cash every week for rent. But it had been the closest thing to home Lucy had for a long while. She liked it there.

      It was the happiest time of Lucy’s young life up to that point. It only lasted eight months before authorities caught up with her. Her mother’s ex had called in the police, claiming he missed his stepdaughter.

      Lying sack of garbage that man. He said her mother was beside herself with worry when the foster family had misplaced her.

      “Misplaced,” she mumbled. 

      Like she was a sock or glove. Truth was, that asshole just wanted to use Lucy to keep her mother in line. It worked for a while. The sleaze had griped the entire ride back to their dirty, cramped apartment about stupid human authorities.

      He’d said they had no idea what they were doing, placing a Shifter cub with normals. It bothered her that he was right about that. Keeping the secret of the supernatural world was tantamount to their survival as a species.

      At thirteen she’d been on the cusp of her first change. While Jaylinn might have been able to help her through it, the Mama Bear had no time for Lucy.

      She needed another Big Cat, someone more dominant to keep her steady. Preferably her mother. While that did not happen, Lucy did the best she could with her inner animal. Her hybrid Shifted form was a shocker.

      “The shit really hit the fan then,” she mumbled to herself.

      She had a while yet for the truck to arrive, and she saw her car in the near distance where she’d left it–or rather, where it had left her.

      She’d been lost in her memories as she walked. They’d rolled across her brain, like a runaway train without stops or any real destination. 

      An unfortunate side effect of being alone so much was talking to herself. Lucy did that a lot. She’d had time to get used to her animal, but the truth was off putting to a lot of Shifters. 

      Lucy was an unfortunate and somewhat curious looking combination of her mother, a sleek and petite Bobcat Shifter, and her sperm donor, a big old Mountain Lion Shifter. 

      She mostly resembled the latter, but smaller by a third of the average Mountain Lion Shifter. She also had the short, cropped tail, and pointed ears of her mother’s beastie. 

      Freaky, as her stepfather had put it after that first change.

      “Perfect timing,” Lucy muttered as a light spattering of rain started falling.

      Minutes ticked by as she hustled to her car, by then more thunder and lightning cracked across the sky, and drops fell in earnest. She fumbled with the rusted door handle.

      Locked. Fuck.

      Lucy checked her pockets, cursing under her breath. There was a gaping hole in the back right one. It was her favorite and most often used pocket. 

      Empty. Of course, it was.

      “Shit,” she growled.

      Slamming her hands against the glass to see inside, she bent over and peeked. There they were, sitting on the driver’s side like they were innocent in all this.

      Stupid keys. Stupid hole in my back pocket. Stupid stupid rain.

      Well, at least the tow truck was coming. John had assured her Blue Valley was only six miles or so in size. Small and close knit, that’s what he’d said.

      “On his way, my ass,” Lucy growled and huddled into her soaked hoodie.

      Two-hours had passed before the tow truck arrived. The ornery driver cursed the whole time he had to work in the rain. Took him thirty minutes to load her tiny car, and he made her stand outside the whole time.

      Finally, inside, Lucy shivered uncontrollably. She was dripping in the seat next to Tony, the chubby, sweaty, and somewhat creepy tow truck driver.

      She’d taken off her soaked hoodie, desperate to quell the chill racking her bones, but regretted it now. The white t-shirt she’d had on underneath clung to her skin, giving the greasy jack-off a perfect view of her abundantly large breasts.

      Thanks for the tatas, Mom.

      The woman hadn’t given her anything else by way of genetics, but Lucy usually liked her boobs. 

      Not right now. But usually.

      “Hey, eyes on the road,” she growled and snapped her fingers at Tony the Perv.

      “Oooh, spunky. I like that in a chick,” he said with a leer.

      She clenched her teeth against the snarl that rose in her throat. Slashing him across his stupid face would not win her any favors. So, with a great deal of strength she did not know she had in reserve, Lucy ignored the revolting man.

      He was definitely icky, but he was a human, a normal as Shifters called them. Nothing she couldn’t handle. She might be short for a female, but she was still a Shifter, which meant if Tony here got handsy, Lucy would be kicking his ass ten ways to Saturday.

      Of course, if he’d been a Shifter, she would not have been so confident. A she-Cat-Mountain Lion hybrid was a bit on the low, squishable side of the predatory hierarchy.

      Always a quick study, she’d learned early that in order to survive, Lucy had to stay out of towns and cities where the more dominant species tended to congregate.

      Without a Pack, Clan, or group of her own, she was at the mercy of whatever bigger, stronger predators ruled the areas she passed through. It was a lonely existence, but it was her life. And she did just fine on her own.

      Independence was crucial to Lucy. She’d watched her mom flit from male to male, seeking protection and affection time and again from anyone who would give it to her all through her troubled life. 

      Her mother had always been kind of desperate and sad, and nothing ever seemed to work out for her. Especially not the last time.

      Lucy shuddered. She refused to be like her mother. She could and would protect herself.

      What did she need a man for? Not a single thing, that’s what. 

      As far as she was concerned, Lucy did alright. Yes, she missed her mama, even after ten years. But she was still here. No strings or ties. No anchors to slow her down. Nothing to hold her back.

      Lucy might never get very far, but wherever she wound up, she would get there on her own.

      She watched Tony the Perv turn the AC on, fucker was trying to make her nipples harder beneath the chilled, soaked shirt. 

      Screw him. She pointed the vent away from her and grabbed her wet hoodie and backpack, clutching both to the front of her body.

      “How long?”

      “About fifteen minutes,” he grumbled.

      Curiosity about the place she was currently stranded in had Lucy turning towards the window. It was dark, and she couldn’t really see much because of the rain. 

      But anything that kept her mind off the rank smelling cab of the tow truck, and Tony the Perv, who was currently chewing gum with his mouth open like some dull-witted cow, was alright with Lucy. 

      It was all she could do not to scratch his face off.

      Grrrrrr.

      “Shit.” Lucy knew she’d entered the Garden State a few miles back, but she had hoped she’d landed on the Delaware side of 95. 

      As they sped past the Welcome to New Jersey sign, those hopes were thwarted.

      “Blue Valley coming up,” Tony grunted.

      He was right. The next sign said Blue Valley. More followed, telling how far they were from Barvale, Maverick Point, and Maccon City.

      Unfortunately, none of those towns were far enough for her liking. This part of New Jersey was run by Shifters, Big, dominant, fur-ocious Shifters. Bears, Tigers, Wolves, and even Dragons, if the rumors were true.

      Oh, I am so fucked.

      Everywhere she looked, there were predators. She only hoped Tony the Perv’s boss was good at fixing cars. She was barely healed from her recent Hyena attack.

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing,” she replied with a tight smile. “Um, Tony? Would you happen to know of any place I can rent a room? Somewhere quiet, on the outskirts of town, maybe?”

      “Sure, I do,” grinned Tony.

      Lucy felt her stomach drop.

      Yep, this was definitely gonna suck.
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      “It’s been two months, Derrick. Opening night is two days away, and we don’t have enough bartenders. I’m telling you this is gonna be a disaster,” Sheila shrieked and stomped her foot like a giant diaper baby brat.

      His little cousin was always quick with her temper, but it was nothing Derrick could not handle. He raised an eyebrow, and clever little Wolf changed tactics, pouting, and giving him those big goo-goo eyes like she used to when she wanted him to carry her around piggyback when they were kids.

      Fucking hell.

      Classic Sheila. Always resorting to what he thought of as overly dramatic tactics whenever she was attempting to wrestle Derrick’s attention from whatever he was doing, so he could do what she wanted instead. But not this time.

      Derrick was busy AF. Okay, fine. Maybe not busy. But he was trying to settle his inner animal, and that was a hell of a thing for a dominant Dire Wolf. He’d tried everything. Doing the books, stocking the upstairs coolers, checking the kegs, and counting the number of fucking beer glasses he’d ordered for the bar.

      Right now, he was outdoors in the giant barn they’d converted into a garage, polishing the body of his custom Harley Davidson VRSCDX Night Rod Special. Just because his small Pack of Dire Wolves had given up life on the road, didn’t mean they could let things go to shit.

      Hell, he still loved riding, but it had been years since his boots had stood in one place long enough to leave a print. Things were changing. The animal inside him was restless, looking for permanence. It was time to settle down.

      Six months ago, he’d contacted the Shifter Council with his intentions and sent out feelers for a stable territory, nothing too big, and without any other Shifter presence, so he and his Pack could build a home. Within a few weeks, Derrick was looking at available real estate in Blue Valley, New Jersey. The small east coast town seemed the perfect fit for him and his Pack.

      That did not mean Derrick was going to abandon his wheels. A biker at heart, his love of crotch rockets had always been a huge part of him. It was what had him outside right now, cleaning, polishing, and making sure every single bit of his chopper was in top form.

      Sheila should know better than to interrupt him when he was taking care of his baby. Was he wrong for being outside when they were about to launch their new business?

      Maybe.

      But his baby cousin knew exactly what was up when Derrick was busy with his bike, especially considering she felt the same about her own snazzy little Softail Convertible. All his Pack mates shared that same deep love and respect for their mounts. They were also all meticulous when it came to caring for them.

      They were a Pack of seven strong, a blip compared to the Macconwood Wolf Pack which held most of North America under Rafe Maccon. That Alpha was good, strong, and he’d recently turned down the role of High Alpha, a position of great power over all standard Wolf Shifters. Derrick had followed their trials and tribulations under the Curse of Natalis, and its demise at the hands of a teenager from New Jersey. That young woman had accepted the role Rafe had refused and was now facing hell trying to organize and control the Werewolves of the world and their newfound powers.

      All very interesting, but nothing to do with Derrick and his Pack. They were not standard Wolves. They were something else. Something rare and powerful. Seven was all he needed. Derrick’s leather cut, complete with its DWMC patch, flapped in the breeze as he straightened his spine and turned to face the little redheaded menace. He sniffed the air and rolled his head on his neck. Rain was coming.

      Patience, he told his beast when his cousin met his stare for a beat too long. She averted her gaze, baring her throat slightly in deference to his inherent dominance.

      “Sheila, what is it you’re telling me that you think I don’t know?”

      “We need another bartender, Derrick, or we are gonna bomb on opening night.”

      “And has no one answered the advertisements you sent?” he asked.

      Sheila flipped her red hair and closed and opened her mouth a few times. Sometimes, all it took to stun her into quiet was being reasonable. Fiery little brat.

      “I’m just concerned,” she muttered, and he could not blame her in the least.

      The Pack had pooled its resources to invest in this venture, and it was a huge risk. Not only because of the money, but because they had never tried anything like this before. Dire Wolves were nomadic creatures, if not by nature, then because of circumstance.

      His Pack consisted of the toughest, most loyal badasses in the world as far as Derrick was concerned. He would do everything in his power not to let them down. Especially not baby cousin over here.

      “It will work out, Sheila.”

      “Yeah, well, I wish I had your confidence,” she replied, biting her lip the same way she had when she was a nervous little kid.

      “If you did, you’d be Alpha,” he teased, earning him a smile.

      He could hardly believe they were now the proud owners of a real life roadhouse, hovering right on the city limits of Blue Valley, New Jersey. Locals had warned him about the place. Said it got too little traffic to make ends meet, but Derrick was not worried. He had something the previous owners did not.

      He was a Shifter, and as such, the supernatural community, though secret from the human world, would come check them out in droves. He hoped to woo them into a steady clientele with his unique food and beverage offerings. The bar itself was a piece of work. It had been abandoned, left to rot, but with a little elbow grease, he and the Pack got it in tiptop shape.

      Everything was all neat and polished, ready for business. There were the last minute things that needed fixing, of course, and he would see to it. After he tended to his bike. Customized to fit his bulk and handle his strength by their very own mechanical expert, Cole Mingan, the big beast of a Harley, seemed to call out to the big bad Wolf inside Derrick, begging for a ride.

      Cole was good at his job. So good, in fact, that Derrick had decided to give the younger Shifter charge of the twenty classic bikes he’d recently bought and had shipped here to their new permanent address. The idea was to fix them up and put them on display. Sort of a draw for motorcycle fans and would be customers.

      Currently, the best looking hogs were lined up on the far side of the roadhouse, which they’d named Serious Moonlight after a unanimous vote. The rest of the bikes were inside the garage, waiting to be fixed.

      “Sheila,” Derrick asked after a minute. “Did you advertise for bartenders and waitstaff in both the town weekly circular and the daily newspaper like I told you to?”

      Sheila growled, then heaved an exasperated sigh. She was no dummy, but it didn’t hurt to check.

      “Course I did, cousin. But we’re strangers here, and small towns on the east coast are not as friendly as I thought they would be,” she replied heavily.

      Sheila’s growling grew louder, and when he turned, he saw her staring at the open garage doors, towards the open road. It was a problem he’d been anticipating, the call to roam. But they’d all agreed before coming here, they were committed to trying to grow roots.

      Derrick stared at his cousin. Poor thing was trembling from head to toe. Her green eyes were glowing with the force of her Wolf, and fur had already started to sprout along her arms. Another reason they needed a place to settle.

      “Be still,” he said, using the force of his power to soothe her angsty beastie.

      “Alpha?” He heard her frightened plea and understood it.

      Derrick’s eyes narrowed. Sheila was scared, and her pupils were dilated. He growled deep. The rough sound forcing her eyes downward. That was good. She was not too far gone yet. He used his Alpha voice, never to cow, but only to calm her emotionally heightened animal.

      “This is a good place for us. I feel it, Sheila. I wouldn’t steer the Pack wrong.”

      Sheila closed her eyes, nodding her head. She trusted him, and that was a balm to his heart. After standing perfectly still for one long, drawn out breath, she opened her eyes, and he was pleased to see her Wolf had abated.

      “Everything alright?” Brock, his Beta, poked his head inside the garage. Derrick met his eyes, then waved the male away. Things were fine now.

      Sheila’s beast had quieted, and Derrick’s felt steady after her helping her through it. That was one of the things he had not expected of being Alpha. Helping his Pack mates calmed his beast, as if he knew his place and reveled in his position.

      It was not always easy, and sometimes, he downright hated it. But Derrick was born to lead, like his mama always said. It was a hard road, but he’d been born to it. Leaving life on the road for a place here was difficult for all of them, Sheila more than the rest. He understood her predicament all too well.

      As the only female in the Pack, she felt more alone than the rest of them. Their mothers were off, living life in a Pack MC made up of only females. She’d gotten her invite last year but turned them down. Sheila was not ready to give up on the good things yet, and he did not blame her.

      Staying put was going to be hard on all of them. Life on the road was not easy, but it was something they knew and understood. This was different. Unchartered territory. Scary and exciting.

      Derrick and his Pack had eaten up mile after mile on the backs of their bikes together. They would learn to settle together as well. Pack was family. There was nothing more important than that. But even families had hierarchies, and for Dire Wolf Shifters such as they were, that meant the person who was not only the strongest, but who had the most control was the Alpha, and he was responsible for everyone.

      As Alpha, it was Derrick’s job to protect his Pack. Even from themselves. Helping them control their giant, prehistoric animals was one of his responsibilities. Many thought an Alpha ruled by simply dominating around those under his care. They couldn’t be more wrong. Dominance and subjugation had their place, but it was Derrick’s unique ability to control his urges and instincts that made him the undisputed Alpha of their Pack.

      “Sorry, cousin. Thank you for helping me, uh, I think I’ll call the paper again.”

      Sheila spoke with her eyes downcast, and her throat exposed. Derrick pulled her into a quick hug, patting her shoulder when she stepped away. Dire Wolf Shifters needed touch to settle their animals, and as Alpha he understood and craved that connection as well. He dismissed her gently, worrying his lower lip as she walked away.

      “You do that, cousin. I’ll be along shortly,” he murmured, knowing full well she heard him.

      Dire Wolf hearing was aces, even after years of listening to motorcycle engines. With that, his attention back on his bike once more.

      Always take care of your Pack first, then your wheels, his late father’s voice echoed in his brain as he put away the degreaser and wax.

      He grabbed the few rags he’d been using and tossed them on top of his bundle, stooping to pick it up before returning it to the far side of the garage. The rain had started in earnest now, and he wondered if it would be a flash storm or something wilder and more untamed.

      Their new property sat alongside an expanse of woods, and Derrick looked forward to running through the mud and tearing through the trees later on tonight in Wolf form. It was one of the perks of this spot. Edge of town, no close neighbors. There was a shopping center fifteen minutes away, but that was back on the highway. A gas station was another ten down the other way, and the road into town was a good twenty minute drive.

      They were close enough to have a steady business, and far enough to not get caught in their fur. It was the main reason he’d felt drawn to the old, abandoned bar. The property came with a couple of acres of forest, as well as two other buildings and a large parking lot.

      The huge, barnlike structure had already been converted into a makeshift garage. They’d just made it better. It sat at the opposite end of the bar, through the long, paved parking lot. It was perfect for storing, maintaining, and fixing up motorcycles, and the boys had all gone apeshit for it.

      A few hundred yards west of the garage, past an old, wooden privacy fence he intended to have replaced with something sturdier, was an enormous two-story house. The driveway for the house was private, and far enough away from the bar to be comfortable. There was a gate in the fence and a lock, only he and his Pack had the key too. The bar crowd could not access it from the parking lot, and that was enough security for him and Sheila and the guys.

      It really was some house. At first, grossly overgrown with weeds, field mice, bird's nest, and a host of cobwebs, but after some TLC it was all sparkly and fine to move in. The twelve-bedroom monster had been abandoned for some time, but someone had loved it at some point.

      Derrick could see that in the stained glass windows on the doors, and the hand-painted flowers someone had put in every bedroom. The guys moaned and groaned about it, but no one had painted over them just yet. It was a little worse for wear, in truth, all three buildings were, but none had anything wrong with them a little spit and polish couldn’t fix.

      They’d been working on it for just a couple of weeks and already the place was unrecognizable. The property positively gleamed. There were new locks on the doors and windows they’d installed. Security systems in place. Cable and Wi-Fi already hooked up. Hell, there was nothing they hadn’t thought of, and when they couldn’t get a crew in well, Derrick and the guys, Sheila too, just dug in themselves. They’d power-washed, scrubbed, scraped, and repainted just about everything, except that flower trim inside the house.

      They’d repaired or swapped out most of the outside moldings and trappings, got new TVs, and furniture galore. Sheila, Weylin, and Phoenix were into antiques and had insisted on hitting flea markets and secondhand stores as opposed to ordering everything new, which is what Derrick would have done. Still, he allowed it. It made them happy, and he could see why they preferred older digs. They simply did not make stuff the way they used to, and Dire Wolves required sturdy seats and what not.

      Sheila had a real knack for things like that. The older furniture added character and comfort in the house. Lucky for them, the bar had been mostly intact on the inside. They’d had to do a massive cleanup, and the kitchen needed new appliances, but the old wood bars were good.

      Thor had sanded and refinished both the front and back bars with Derrick’s help until they gleamed and sparkled. Same for the floors and fixtures. They’d ordered glasses, booze, and a few of the newer, more energy compliant fridges and coolers along with the ovens and prep tables for the kitchen.

      Serious Moonlight was a bar first, but they would start with the staples. Wings, Burgers, fries, pretzels, and such. Eventually, they would bring in a larger menu for dining in. His Beta, Brock Laurent, was a talented chef, and Derrick had left him in charge of outfitting the kitchen.

      This was a risk. A Huge one for a group of nomadic Shifters, but something about Blue Valley called to Derrick. It pulled him in like a magnetic pole. He sighed as he dropped the bucket of cleaning supplies. They were going to open in just a few days and everything was near perfect. Except for a few minor details. Like hiring another bartender. But all in all, Derrick was confident the Pack would make back their investment and then some.

      We damn well better.

      The Pack had some money, but this endeavor had taken a huge chunk of that.  As Alpha, Derrick was responsible for the money, the investment, and the decision to settle in Blue Valley. Was it the right move? He sure as fuck hoped so.

      His Pack was not like others. They needed this. Unique and rare even in the paranormal world, they’d traveled long and hard for an opportunity to settle in a place unoccupied by other Shifter groups. Most Shifters didn’t want the trouble they brought with them.

      Not that it was their fault. Not really, anyway. But that’s what happened in supernatural circles, and for the sake of keeping their big secret, it was best their kind stay away from settled areas.

      The issue was dominance. Dire Wolves were bigger, stronger, lived longer, and grew more powerful than most other species of Shifter. Derrick was the biggest and baddest of them all. In the past, challenges had come at him from every direction whenever he’d settled in one place for too long. It was his natural dominance combined with the fact he was a rare, and almost extinct species of Shifter.

      True, their numbers were few, but they were still kicking and fuck anyone who tried to make it otherwise. Their prehistoric species of beast had died out in the wild thousands of years ago, but their Shifter relatives were still around, though rare and small in number.

      The most basic difference between a Wolf Shifter and a Dire Wolf Shifter was size. In their fur, they were more than double the size of the modern Wolf Shifter. That, coupled with their unique ability to tap into elemental magic, made them special as well. His kind practically oozed power and strength.

      A fact other Shifters, especially Alphas, had a hard time dealing with. He had no wish to take over other Packs, Prides, or Clans—but did they believe that?

      Hell no.

      Fuckers always wanted to try to take a piece of him. Not that they got close. Derrick was one hell of a fighter. His body was a testament to that. At almost seven-feet tall and two-hundred-ninety pounds of pure, rock hard muscle, he was, in a word—efuckingnormous.

      They all were.

      Sheila said it was time they got lucky when he’d been sent the listing from the Shifter Council. Derrick didn’t know a thing about luck, but he was damn grateful for this shot. His entire Pack—Brock, Cole, Phoenix, Weylin, Thor, and Sheila—were all grateful. So tired of life on the road, they’d broken off from their nomadic parent MC two decades ago and had almost immediately started searching for a place they could land.

      The graybeards and old ladies didn’t believe any town where Shifters resided, which was every town these days, would ever accept Dire Wolves in their territory. Not without a war, anyway.

      It went without saying that Derrick did not want that. War was not good for anyone. He just wanted a small piece of earth to call home for him and his Pack. A place of their own where they could settle down, find mates, maybe even have cubs.

      Cubs.

      His Dire Wolf growled inside of him. The great black beast’s loneliness was a heavy and constant presence in his heart. It was time to change that. Time to find a mate before he succumbed to the wild side of his existence—a condition that often led to death.

      Once a Dire Wolf went feral, there were few who could take him out. It was often left to his Pack to do the dirty work. He did not want that for them.

      Derrick watched the rain smack against the newly paved lot and breathed deep. It was true, he’d tried this before. Tried settling once or twice, but it had never felt right. He was taking a hell of a chance, but he had to for the sake of survival.

      I’m not ready to call it quits. Not yet. This time will be different.

      This time. This place. Derrick would make it work.

      Mistakes, accidents, a misalignment of fate or whatever other reasons past attempts had failed were not an option now. Past hurts, jealousy, and bitter disappointments abounded in his memory, forever ingrained in his mind. Yes, he made damn sure he remembered them. All of them. Without memory, history repeated itself, and fuck that. Derrick refused to be a sad statistic.

      The tattoos covering his massive frame told his story. The story of his Pack. Good times and bad. Every significant event in his life and the lives of his ancestors covered his arms, chest, stomach, and even his legs.

      His back, though, that was bare. An empty canvas of skin and muscle. That place was reserved for his future mate, his family. He’d left it alone solely for the bonding ritual that would one day complete his mating to his one and only true mate.

      He’d only ever seen it done once, and Derrick had wanted it for himself ever since that day. He wanted someone of his own. Someone to love, to protect, and cherish for all his days.

      Gods willing.
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      “Fucking hell.”

      Lucy bit her tongue as she hopped out of the smelly cab of the tow truck. The rain had finally stopped, but her hair was still wet in its messy bun, and her clothes were damp and clinging to her overheated skin.

      Her she-Cat was itching to be set free, but Lucy had to get this settled first. Tony the Perv had finally gotten around to dropping her off at the old boarding house he’d mentioned, but only after his boss had quoted her an estimate for her car. Sixteen-hundred bucks to fix that pile of junk.

      Mother humping butt licking poop chomping fart flakes. Rrrrrr.

      It was highway robbery, dammit, but what was a girl to do? Lucy was no mechanic. She’d only bought the old car because it was all she could find after she’d scoured the used car lot for something affordable.

      The faded yellow paint with big daisy stickers all over the bumper, as well as, covering the seats of faded beige interior, had sweetened the deal. She was a sucker for aesthetics. Daisy stickers were fun, and she’d needed fun at the time. It was cute in a retro sort of way.

      Of course, she’d had no idea the darn thing was going to be impossible to fix without spending a fortune. The grizzly old mechanic over at Big Tom’s Tow and Go had given her a song about it, taking three weeks to get the special parts he had to order before it would be ready. Then it would be a waiting game of how long to take apart the engine and put it back together again.

      There was no upside, as far as she could tell. But at least she was out of that tow truck. The cab had smelled like a week old tuna sub complete with onions, vinegar, and gods knew what else had been shoved under one of the seats and left to rot.

      Gross, she thought to herself as she lifted her bag onto her shoulder. Ripped jeans and wet shirt clinging to her curves, Lucy grunted miserably. She should have changed into something dry after at Big Tom’s. But with her luck, those guys would have recorded her in the bathroom.

      It was a sad day for humanity when that was the first thought a girl on her own had when stranded in a strange town. But she couldn’t afford to go apeshit on a couple of normals. The Shifter Council would have her ass. Screw that. Lucy could deal with wearing a wet shirt for a little while longer.

      Sigh.

      With all the rain, she would’ve thought the humidity would’ve lightened up, but nope. It was still humid despite the growing chill in the night air. Her shoulder length hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun and her sneaker-clad feet squeaked a little once she hit the newly paved parking lot.

      Nice. No puddles, she thought absently.

      But where the hell was she? She turned in a full circle and took in the bright pink neon sign with the words Serious Moonlight Roadhouse & Bar. Underneath was a plastic banner that someone had tied to the pole with the words opening soon in bold red block letters.

      Didn’t look like any boarding house she’d ever stayed in, but what did she know? There was a huge house in the next lot over. Maybe that was it.

      “You lookin’ for somebody?” A deep voice asked, and Lucy whipped around to see a giant stranger approach from a crouched position behind the pole that held the bright pink sign.

      “Fuck a duck, you scared me!”

      “Uh, sorry?”

      The stranger grunted, rubbing the back of his head, but his apology sounded more like a question to Lucy. It seemed comical that such a masculine person was standing there bathed in pink light, but there it was.

      She guessed he’d been working on the electrical box, and her assumptions were confirmed when he bent down and shut and locked the metal door. He had short black hair, wide shoulders, and looked big as fuck. He was wiping his hands on a rag, trying to seem less intimidating she gathered, and appreciated the effort.

      “Uh, yeah, I guess, I am looking for s-someone,” she replied, stuttering when a sharp breeze dragged his scent to her.

      Uh oh.

      The man was big, imposing, handsome in his own way, but what really concerned Lucy was the fact he smelled like Wolf. Only, the scent was different from Wolf Shifters she’d encountered before. There was something powerful, wild, and maybe a little untamed about him. Of course, that could have been his biker vest or his deep-set eyes that caused chills to run down her spine.

      Shit.

      “My name is Cole. Cole Mingan. You here about the job, lady?” he asked and immediately Lucy nodded.

      She might not have been looking there for a job, but she did need one. From what she knew about Wolf Shifters in this part of the country, they all answered to Rafe Maccon and that Alpha was a no-nonsense kind of guy. Surely, this guy had enough sense not to attack a lone feline. Hell, he wasn’t even growling, and that was all the encouragement she needed.

      Desperate times, she thought, recalling the sixteen hundred dollars she needed to accrue to fix her wheels.

      “Right,” he growled. “Come on, this way.” Cole turned to walk through the empty lot to the front door of the roadhouse.

      Lucy followed, mind wandering as a result of her mild panic at following a strange predatory Shifter into a dark bar. It was almost midnight, but Shifters tended to be night owls. She wondered if it was politically incorrect to call someone a night owl if they weren’t actually owls? Like, did Owl Shifters get pissed when they heard that remark?

      “You alright?” Cole asked, his head cocked to the side as he waited for her to catch up.

      Lucy straightened her shoulders. In her experience, it was best not to let her fear show, and she really did need a way to make some money. If they were hiring, she should at least try to get the job.

      “Yep,” she replied and tried to smile, but it came out more of a grimace and Cole frowned at her.

      His eyes strayed to her wild hair and wet clothes, and she remembered why she was there in the first place. Lucy needed room and board. She was dead on her feet, but she also needed a job. With any luck, she’d find both right here. But probably not if Cole here thought she was a total wack job for thinking about owls and political correctness in the Shifter world.

      Best keep that bit to myself.

      Her thoughts could get random sometimes, but that was simply her overactive imagination at work. She followed the giant to the door he held open and walked through it with her shoulders straight and head high.

      While the exterior seemed plain and simple, the interior of the place was impeccably clean and edgy. She approved the industrial look, with the ceiling exposed and open barn doors separating sections. Wood gleamed and metal shone, and Lucy could smell the myriad of cleansers they’d used along with fresh paint, stain, polyurethane, and polish to spruce the place up.

      Clearly, the guys who’d bought the place had gone through a lot of trouble fixing it up. Cole did not bother showing her around. He simply stomped down the corridor and expected her to follow. Her first whiff of him already told her why.

      Dog—no matter how big or small—always thought they were better than cats. Of course, this amused Lucy. Silly canines. Everyone knew cats were better.

      Meow.

      Lucy followed him down the hallway to a closed door that had the word office painted in thick black letters. The scent of Wolf was stronger, and dominance heavier the closer she got. Whoever was behind that door was undoubtedly the leader of this small group.

      “Hey yo, Derrick! Someone’s here about the job,” Cole yelled, then turned the knob at the grunted “send him in” that came from inside.

      “Go on,” Cole said and walked away, leaving Lucy to face whoever was behind the large door.

      A little nervous, and a lot desperate, she squared her shoulders and inhaled one deep breath. She wanted to get a better read on the room’s inhabitant. Wolf, yes, but what kind? There were different subspecies of Shifter she’d studied in her quest to keep herself safe from big predators.

      Gray Wolves. Red Wolves. Arctic Wolves. Each one with its own quirks and temperament. Maybe they were not Wolves at all. There were also other canids like Coyotes, Foxes, and Jackals to consider as well.

      Shit. She was psyching herself out now. Lucy was almost panicking. The place was just too full of cleaners and fresh paint for her to get anything more than something from the Canidae family. More than likely, she was dealing with a bunch of Gray Wolf Shifters. They were the most common and the most growly.

      That would be just her luck. A bunch of butt sniffing fur balls who’d think they could boss her around because she was, and had, a pussy.

      Sniff.

      Her inner she-Cat huffed at her vulgar description, but hey, she wasn’t lying. Lucy was a hybrid she-Cat. A small, yet ferocious animal whose inner voice was as haughty as any high-class feline’s.

      Hmph.

      For fuck’s sake, she growled softly. Once again, she managed to piss off her beast.

      Oh well. Suck it up, buttercup.

      Ignoring her she-Cat’s attitude problem. It took a moment, but her little beastie got over her feigned insult, and crept forward silently inside her mind. Lucy needed her extra senses to solve the mystery of who and what she was dealing with here.

      “I said come in,” the deep, gruff voice repeated impatiently.

      This was definitely the man in charge. His brisk command was delivered with the practiced ease of someone used to being obeyed. Lucy took a breath and was immediately struck by a myriad of emotions, picking up on his sheer dominance, the scent of his fur, and a spicy male musk that made her inner feline freeze and take notice.

      OMG. He brought me to the Alpha.

      Lucy exhaled, fiddling with her hair as she battled her rising hysteria. She was mainly a solitary creature and pretty low on the totem pole of the Shifter hierarchy. She rarely got to see the head honcho of even a small Pack. Lucy pushed the door wide, curiosity burning inside of her.

      Standing with his back—his broad, heavily muscled, and totally naked back—towards her, the room’s only inhabitant remained perfectly still. He was even bigger than Cole—maybe six and a half feet or more—at least a foot and a half taller than Lucy.

      His hair was longer, brushing his wide shoulders in thick, dark waves. Physically, he was devastating, tall and built, biceps showcasing intricate tribal tattoos. He wore tight jeans and leather biker boots, and nothing else. The stranger practically oozed power and sex appeal. He was a total badass, and Lucy practically swooned, taking him in from the top of his dark head to his large, booted feet.

      Holy hell. His arms were bigger than her thighs, and that was saying something. Both bore full sleeves of beautifully detailed tattoos showing a variety of scenes from full moon runs to a flock of birds rising over a stand of trees that ended with a pair of wings flapping high on his neck. She wondered what he would do if she walked on over and traced them with her fingertips, or tongue.

      Eeek! Where did that thought even come from? Lucy knew better than that. Alphas did not dig submissive little nobodies like her. But no amount of self-deprecating thoughts could stop her from looking. There was no harm in that, was there?

      It took only a moment, but she was reeling from the sheer masculine beauty of the man. She couldn’t make out the words inked across his skin, but she wanted too. Wanted to touch, to smell, to kiss. She had a thing for guys with sexy hair, and his was black as pitch, like motor oil, and just as glossy.

      An image of those wide shoulders, and that inky dark head bent between her legs had her shivering in the quiet. Shit. She needed to get her mind out of the gutter. Bad enough she was even feeling this way at all, worse because he would know. Freaking Shifter sense of smell would pick up the tiniest change in her body chemistry, including the ones that corresponded with arousal.

      Every single survival instinct she’d honed screamed at her to get out of there, to run far away, but she remained rooted to the spot. Like some magnetic force was drawing her to the big, sexy as hell man. Finally, he turned, and she realized he must’ve spoken.

      Oopsie.

      Embarrassment caused her face to heat, but she refused to duck her head or shy away. She met his steady gaze despite the almost overwhelming urge to avert her eyes and bare her throat. Between the heaviness of his natural Alpha dominance, and the sudden, persistent throbbing ache between her legs, Lucy could hardly breathe, let alone think straight.

      “Uh, sorry, what?” She managed between suddenly dry lips.

      His black eyes flashed gold as he cocked his head in a way that reminded her more of an animal than a man. He was positively gorgeous, with chiseled features, kissable lips, thick eyebrows, a day’s worth of scruff on his cheeks, and eyes that glowed inhumanly at her. Lucy couldn’t take her eyes off of him.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Lucy Corwyn,” she whispered back.

      A deep rumbling growl came from his throat. His eyes turned completely golden as he swept her entire body with his gaze. She noted the deep, dusky tan that made his skin look like sculpted bronze. Probably from years on the open road. She’d seen his leather cut with the DWMC #55 patch on the back and surmised this was not only a Pack, but a motorcycle club too.

      Swallow.

      Was there anything sexier than a Shifter on a bike? Warmth spread throughout her limbs and her she-Cat purred deep inside her mind’s eye. By the time the stranger opened his perfect lips to respond to her statement, her heart was pounding inside of her chest.

      What was he going to say? His name? She bet it was something cool like Michael or Damien. Her imagination as running wild, but a girl had to do something to entertain herself when she lived mostly alone. Lucy liked to spin yarns in her head about strangers she’d see on the road. It helped quell the loneliness.

      Pity, he would be just another stranger passing through her life. But that was how things were for Lucy. That’s how they had to be, for her safety. So Michael or Damien was probably Bill or Ted. Her imagination was always better than the reality.

      He cocked his head to the other side, his body practically vibrating with the force of his growling, and oh my gods, that sound was doing something crazy to her inner cat. It was like he was casting some strange spell on her without any words. She wanted to beg him to speak already. To end the madness churning deep within her. Then he did it. He finally spoke. One word only, but with it, Lucy felt her whole world turn upside down. The husky syllable fell from his mouth like liquid honey.

      “Mine.”

      His voice had gone even deeper, if possible. Lucy bit back her groan. His scent had surrounded her, and it was like nothing she’d ever breathed in before. Her she-Cat hissed and purred, then yowled so loudly, she actually winced.

      “Um, what?”

      “Mine,” he repeated, stalking her slowly across the room.

      Lucy backed up against the wall, cursing herself for being dumb enough to get trapped. Her pulse increased and heart raced as his natural, wild musk—like open road and well-oiled leather, hot and clean and so damn sexy she felt her panties dampen—filled her nostrils. The cat growled at her to get closer, to rub her body all over the big mountain of a man—not man, Wolf—but she held herself still. Barely.

      No. No. No. NO!

      Yes, her cat insisted.

      Lucy’s eyes flashed, her animal pushing to be let out. Her inner feline ready to go belly up for Mr. Big and Hunky.

      Slut, she hissed at her beast.

      Mate, replied the wily she-Cat.

      Dammit. She couldn’t believe this. The enormous, sexy, tatted out Wolf was her mate.

      “Fuck me,” she murmured, and was shocked when the man pounced over the desk and pinned her to the wall.

      “Anything you want, you just have to ask, baby,” he growled into her ear.

      Lucy closed her eyes and tried to ignore the throbbing of her sex as it instinctively prepared for his invasion.

      No. Hard no.

      She pushed against his impressive pecs and shook her head firmly.

      “Whoa there, big guy. Back up a step,” she murmured and pushed again, but it was like trying to move a mountain.

      “You smell so good,” he growled and nipped her earlobe, sending another wave of moisture dripping down her panties.

      Lucy moaned. She needed to get away from him before she did something really stupid. A cold shower would work. Yes. She needed a cold shower to get her head on straight.

      “Hey,” she growled. “No means no, buster, now back up!” Eyes narrowed, she gave him what she hoped was her I mean business face.

      The stranger backed up a half step but kept his frying-pan-sized hands firmly on her waist. Lucy exhaled and tried counting to three. She knew what guys like him were like. Big, macho, bossy, and sexy as hell. They were monsters in the bedroom, wrecking a woman for life by getting her addicted to him. Then he would leave. They always left.

      Sexy he might be, but he was a Wolf and an Alpha, and she was just her. No matter how much her inner kitty begged, Lucy knew better. Acting on this would be a huge mistake. She needed to work to make money to fix her ride, then she was out of here. Surviving was her gig, not shacking up with a bored Wolf.

      “Your skin is so smooth,” he murmured in that deep, growly voice, drawing circles with his fingertips on her waist.

      When had he hiked her damp t-shirt up? Dammit. She wanted to grab his hands, but if she let go of his chest, she knew he would be right back to smushing her against the wall.

      Yes, please.

      Her she-Cat was so down for that. Lucy shook her head.

      No. Big fat double no.

      “I said, back the fuck up,” she growled.

      This time, he allowed the full force of his smile to spread across his ridiculously handsome face. His grin widened, and he took another, larger step back.

      Come back.

      Shut it, kitty.

      “I am here for a job, not to be manhandled by some oversexed puppy,” she snapped.

      “Puppy?” The cocky male snorted.

      “You’re right. Puppies have better manners. You can’t just push women into walls with your big, muscular body, you know,” she told him, halfway to panic city.

      “My apologies, mate. You just caught me off guard,” he replied, arching one perfect eyebrow, grin still in place.

      “Fuck this fucking day,” she mumbled, then began to pace.

      Her brain was going a mile a minute. She needed to try to get her thoughts under control, but first a little ranting was in order—in her own head, of course.

      What in the ever lovin’ hell just happened? I just came in here for a damn job. Stupid freaking car! Always breaking down. Now this? Really? He called me mate. Mate. For fuck’s sake. He is my mate. My animal thinks so, yeah, but she is a horn ball. Besides, he can’t be mine. Is he a Cat like me? Nope. He’s a freaking Wolf. A huge, hairy, bossy, thinks he’s all that, Wolf. FML!

      “Um, darlin’? You wanna take it down a notch? And I’m not that hairy,” he said, slightly annoyed.

      Well, damn. So much for an inner rant. She’d said all of that out loud.

      Double oopsie.

      Lucy straightened her spine and turned to look at the tall, gorgeous Alpha Wolf.

      “Look, Fido, there’s been a mistake⁠—”

      “Oh, I don’t think so, darlin’.”

      Cocky. So fucking cocky.

      Lucy had always had a secret thing for bad boys, and this guy was the motherfuckin’ head honcho of bad boys. But was he really her mate? She knew all the Shifter myths of fated mates and true love and finding yourself in one other person created solely for you by the universe itself.

      But she’d never really believed in them. It certainly never happened for her mother. Hope was a terrible thing for someone like Lucy, but right then, it was brewing inside of her like the beginnings of a storm.

      If he was the storm, would Lucy be the calm? She wondered, really wondered, and for a minute, hell, she wanted to find out. Was she brave enough to stick around? Curiosity was a particular downfall for her kind, but one thing was certain, she would not be bossed around by this guy no matter what the Fates decided he was to her.

      “No mistake here, darlin’. You’re mine,” he said, that sexy growl was back, and she shivered in response/

      “Well, I don’t think so. And my name isn’t darlin’,” she muttered.

      “Alright darlin’, how about baby instead?”

      “It’s Lucy, My name is Lucy. And you are?” she asked.

      “Lucy. I like that. My name is Derrick, Derrick Rand,” he replied, and reached out to shake
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