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Chapter One
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Pulling open another drawer, Megan Winchester paused. Detective Wesley Conall was right, there was no way the police here in Chicago could give her the protection she needed. He, at least, was being honest. The judge wouldn’t even grant a restraining order. Her only option was to leave, vanish without a trace.

She didn’t dare use a suitcase. That could alert her stalker. She already knew for a fact she was under his surveillance. He’d made that obvious on more than one occasion. Megan had purchased one of those mega purses and took whatever would fit in the purse to the car every time she went anywhere. Her small stack of possessions and clothing were in black trash bags on the floor of the back seat. Not hidden exactly, but not something that would be spotted with a quick glance.

“Write nothing down, make no reservations, and don’t use your credit card. You have to truly vanish. I promise no one will look for you in Sweetwater. No one outside of town will know you’re there.” Wesley’s warning was honest unlike others she’d attempted to deal with. It hadn’t even been safe to have that conversation in her apartment. They’d found her stalker’s surveillance equipment there already. Only Wesley had listened, and there was little he could do alone.

Megan could only hope he was right about this obscure destination he recommended. Regardless, she knew it wasn’t safe here, so she had to try this escape or give in completely to despair. She would not let Stephen Keller take her prisoner physically as he already had metaphorically.

That wasn’t going to happen. She would not surrender that way. Her ties here were minimal and had grown less as she withdrew more and more from society. She couldn’t even be sure her friends were safe around her. That had been another reason for leaving town. Her friends didn’t deserve this, and she wanted to ensure their safety as well as her own. A fresh start without having to look over her shoulder at every turn was just what she needed.

That she would make happen.
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Sheriff Lou Conall hung up the phone with a disgusted sigh. He didn’t need some sniveling woman coming here for him to keep watch over. He understood what Wesley said, he even agreed. Police in the city didn’t have the ability to protect one woman, especially when the courts refused to get involved, but he had a lot less resources in the normal scheme of things.

Of course normal didn’t have to apply here.

Wesley was Lou’s cousin, and he wanted this woman to have a breather, get her legs back under her and maybe a shot of confidence. She might not stay here long, only take time to regroup and decide what direction to take for her future. The Chicago PD had not been able to stop her stalker, but maybe if she completely disappeared he’d move on. Well, that was the hope.

Lou huffed. He’d probably move on to another woman that Wesley would send down here next. Great.

Lou would do what he could, and of course he’d try to protect the woman. It wasn’t likely anyone would follow her to a remote town like Sweetwater, North Carolina. This was no one’s idea of a hot spot, and Wesley would ensure she covered her tracks. Any stranger that appeared looking for her would definitely be noticed and watched.

Lou looked up as Deputy Teague headed toward his desk. Time to get back to work. He’d known better than to move to a city like Chicago for his police career like Wesley. Not that moving away from Sweetwater would ever have been an option for him.
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Chapter Two
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Megan was ready, well, as ready as she could make herself believe. Her boss, Greg Christa, knew she was leaving, and he understood though was sorry to see her go, and angry that the system wouldn’t or couldn’t protect her. No one else at the company was aware. It wasn’t safe for them or her. After she was gone, Greg would hand carry her last paycheck to Wesley. That way the check wouldn’t have to be cut early and alert anyone at the firm. He could use her disappearance as an excuse to see the detective. That shouldn’t look suspicious. Only Wesley would know how to reach her. He had assured her multiple times that Stephen would not be a problem for him. She still wasn’t completely convinced, but Wesley was unshakeable on that point.

Greg had been more than supportive, taking on the role of surrogate father. He’d become her rock. Megan would miss that support the most. His anger at everyone’s inability to protect her had bolstered her mood more than once. But for his protection, and that of his own family, he could know nothing about her location.

The car was packed, though unlike any other trip she’d ever taken. She’d borrowed an old briefcase from the office, ostensibly to bring work home but in reality to take larger things out, those few things besides clothes she wanted to take with her. Greg would have someone pack up her apartment after she was gone, but who knew if she would be able to retrieve anything in the future. If Stephen got in again, he would probably destroy everything left behind in his fury to find her missing.

She didn’t even dare open her trunk without fear that he was watching. Her photos had been transferred to a thumb drive; maybe someday she could print a few out. It felt strange that her entire life could be moved in the back seat of a car.

Running a hand over her hair, she glanced in the mirror once more. Maybe she would dye her hair when she got to Sweetwater. The natural red highlights stood out even in her dark hair. She could cut it short as well, though she didn’t want to. The thick waves were up in a severe bun for work, and to keep her from playing nervously with it.

She wiped a speck of mascara from the corner of her eyes, more hazel than green today. Nerves no doubt. Straightening her shoulders, she pulled the door of the apartment closed behind her. Would she ever see it again?

Megan left at her regular time to head to the accounting firm. She’d found that sticking to a strict schedule kept her stalker calmer.

Pulling into traffic, she stayed at the speed limit, and finally drove into the parking lot of her firm’s office building. If Stephen followed her this morning, she couldn’t spot him. He rarely did that anymore, trusting her to go to work, and no doubt tracking her car electronically. In fact she, and Wesley, were counting on that.

Entering the building, Megan glanced around, and stopped at the ATM in the lobby, withdrawing the maximum cash once more, as she had every few days for the last couple of weeks. She’d nearly emptied the account now. Without speaking to anyone, she returned to her car and pulled out onto the highway.

Southeast was her true direction. For now she headed toward O’Hare International Airport. It was a ruse, and hopefully would slow Stephen down in his inevitable search for her. Wesley had secured a used car for her, paying cash, and parked it in long-term parking to await this escape. If there was a tracking device on her car, and she was sure there was, it would be useless in finding her.

Switching cars took little time, and Megan noted with a smile that Wesley had left a bag of snacks on the front seat for her drive. He’d been very good to her and she appreciated it. He’d become a friend when she’d needed one desperately.

She planned on taking two days to reach Sweetwater without pushing herself too hard. She’d made no reservations, as per Wesley’s instructions, but she’d find a motel along the way and try to sleep for a little while.

If Wesley’s cousin were as reliable as he assured her, there would be a place for her to stay, at least temporarily, in Sweetwater. She’d find a job, if not as an accountant, she could wait tables or clean houses. She wasn’t above that if it meant her life would be her own again.

Should she admit to a little hope as she increased her speed, hitting the highway and leaving Chicago behind? It had been a long time, but she thought she remembered the feeling.
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Chapter Three
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Fast food was fine for lunch, but by dinnertime, Megan needed to get out, walk, and stretch. There had been more than one traffic tie up, so she hadn’t made the miles she’d hoped. It might be early to stop for the day, but the break was welcome.

She didn’t pick a dive, rather a modest motel in a familiar chain. The room was clean, and it was only for one night.

Megan felt strange, detached with no cell phone, but she couldn’t be sure the GPS in it was dismantled, so she’d abandoned it at the ATM in her office building. There was no one to call in any case. Her Fitbit had also been left behind in her apartment. How many people realized there was a GPS in it as well? She had to truly drop off the grid.

To her surprise, she slept nine hours and woke feeling refreshed and lighter somehow. Maybe this was what freedom felt like.

Megan took little time getting ready, pulling her long dark hair back into a casual bun and not bothering with makeup. She’d been told the green t-shirt made her hazel eyes greener, and she wanted that this morning. Stephen had mentioned more than once he liked her in blue. She’d come to hate the color.

There was no one to see her, and she could revel in that. After a hearty breakfast she was back on the road.

With the later start, and the curvier roads, it was nearing dusk when Megan finally took the exit that would take her to Sweetwater. The place wasn’t easy to get to, far from any highway through winding mountain roads. Definitely isolated, which was what she wanted. She needed to check in with Wesley’s cousin today, as a reassurance for Wesley, as well as to see if he had secured her a place to stay. Megan didn’t mind a motel for a few days, but she was anxious to get settled, find a job and try to learn to live life again.

Megan had never lived in a small town and found herself leery of the experience. Didn’t everyone know everything about each other in small towns? She had a carefully constructed backstory, but could she pull it off?
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Where the hell was this woman Wesley had foisted on him? Lou couldn’t contact her, which bothered him on some level. She was coming to a strange place, on roads she hadn’t traveled before, and it was nearly dark. A woman alone should have a phone in this day and age.

Lou wanted to head home. He had business besides the local sheriff’s office to handle. He’d give her another thirty minutes, then he was leaving. Dispatch could reach him if she arrived before he went on his nightly patrol. Megan Winchester wasn’t his problem, at least not yet, right?

Lou sank back in his chair, knowing he couldn’t leave until she got here safe and sound. She was already his responsibility. She would live temporarily with Miss Wanda. Hopefully that would be a win-win. Miss Wanda needed a little help around that big old house, as well as someone to look after and give her some company, and this Megan needed a place to stay.

He glanced at his watch again. He’d planned to patrol tonight. There was no threat as far as he was aware, but he needed to keep on top of things. He could always get Brent, his brother and beta, to make the sweep, but he liked the assurance of seeing for himself that everything was secure around this small place he called home. None of his lieutenants had reported any major problems in his territory. Minor problems were a constant, but they could be handled internally.

Lou heard the door of the station open, and a tentative voice spoke. “Is Sheriff Conall here?” It wasn’t a large office. In any case his hearing made every word clear. The aroma of her wafted back toward him. It was intriguing, a hint of cinnamon?

Lou took a deep breath and headed toward the front desk.

He rounded the corner and stopped dead at the sight of the woman standing there. This close, her scent assailed him. Yes, cinnamon and . . . that had to be her scent. He could barely hear her heartbeat, which had quickened when she spotted him, over his own. There was a glint of gold in her hazel eyes. She could fit under his arm. His body tightened and part of him responded at the mere sight.

Holy shit, there was no way, no way in hell! But there was no mistaking it. He’d never felt it before, but he couldn’t take his eyes from her. He moved closer to the counter to attempt to hide her physical effect on him. He was in actual pain from his body’s swift and unwelcome reaction.

His lifemate? Fuck!
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Chapter Four
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Megan looked up in time to see the large man come around the corner. She forced herself not to take a step back. He was huge, at least six foot four with broad shoulders, and a scowl on his face that made her think of fleeing into the night. His hair was longer than she would have thought regulation would allow, dark and wavy with a gray streak at his right temple.

Wasn’t he too young for gray hair? His face showed few lines, but that hard stare didn’t resemble Wesley at all.

“Miss Winchester?” His voice was harsh and unfriendly. What the hell had she done to him? Wesley hadn’t warned her that his cousin thought of her as some sort of horrific burden.

“Y-yes. Are you Sheriff Conall?” She fought again not to take a step back.

He nodded curtly. “I thought you’d be here earlier.”

“I’m sorry. I . . . “ Megan stopped. She didn’t have to apologize to this man. She’d done nothing wrong, and if taking back her life was her goal, she’d start now. Straightening her shoulders, she looked him in the eye. “If you’re busy, I can find my way to a motel myself.”

“No, it’s fine. I found a room for you with a woman here in town. She has a large home and was looking for someone to share the space. Miss Wanda is looking forward to meeting you.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry you had to go to the trouble.” She could hear the frostiness in her tone, but she had done nothing to him. Where was this hostility coming from?

“No trouble.”

Yeah, she believed that. Maybe he’d had a bad day. What did sheriff-ing mean around here. She only knew about city cops.

“Have you eaten?”

“Yes. I grabbed a burger on the highway.”

He sniffed, but made no further comment, which was just as well. Megan could feel her temper rising. And it felt good, strong.

“You can follow me over to Miss Wanda’s.”

“Thank you.” She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but more warmth than this. Maybe someone more like Wesley, who had been so supportive. Wasn’t she in a small southern town? Was Southern hospitality a myth? It didn’t matter. She’d have little to no interaction with the man now that she was here. She’d make damn sure of that.
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Crap! He’d pissed her off, but what the hell! He’d been blindsided. Lou sure as hell wasn’t looking for a mate, much less a lifemate. He’d given that up years ago, and never had it crossed his mind he’d find one who was fully human. This had to be some kind of horrible cosmic joke, and if he found out how and who had perpetrated it, they would wish he’d just eaten them.

As figgin’ Alpha of his territory, in addition to being sheriff of Sweetwater, Lou couldn’t let this get to him. His responsibilities brought a large territory with them that ran smoothly. He’d had the job for years, and no way would this wounded little woman fit in. Hell, she probably wasn’t five foot five, and weighed, what? A hundred pounds soaking wet? Her long dark hair was nice, wavy more than curly and seemed to have auburn highlights in it. Her eyes had darkened and pinned him when he’d made a fool of himself.

Was it possible this was a prank? Could anyone trick him into thinking she was his lifemate? He’d never heard of such a thing, and already he wanted to imprint on her, make her his own. Oh yeah, that would be a great idea. Scare the shit out of her before she has a chance to see where she’d be staying. Good way to chase her out of town.

Wesley said she’d had a really bad year. Some guy had become obsessed with her and turned stalker on her ass. Lou hadn’t gotten the full story, because he hadn’t thought he’d need it. Now he already felt a deep burning hatred for the man that had hurt her, as well as the need to make it right. He wanted to protect her.

He had to.

There was no choice.

Shit.

Miss Wanda lived only a few blocks from the station. He pulled his Jeep to a halt
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