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      Propping my phone between my ear and my shoulder, I opened the freezer case and grabbed a bag of frozen chicken.

      “You know we just spoke five hours ago.”

      I grinned at Ruby’s voice as I let the door shut, heading over to the discounted frozen vegetables. “Don’t act like you weren’t counting the minutes.”

      “How are those job applications going? Maybe once you start working again, you’ll leave me in peace.”

      “It’s like you don’t know me at all, lil sis,” I scoffed. “The first thing I look for in job descriptions is how often I’ll be able to step away and text you. You’d think I died if I didn’t send you at least a dozen memes a day. It’s like our proof of life.”

      Ruby chuckled, and as always, the sound made something in my chest ease. We joked around, but I took my job as my sister’s caretaker seriously, even though she hadn’t lived with me in almost five years. She acted like I was an overbearing older sister, but with just the two of us against the world, we’d grown closer than regular siblings. We were each other’s best friends, our ride-or-dies, and I’d hunt down anyone who tried to hurt her.

      “At what point will you stop calling me lil sis? I turn 21 in six months.”

      “That would be never,” I said, hating that I’d miss yet another birthday. “Now, tell me about today’s training.”

      Without missing a beat, Ruby launched into details about her lessons with Brigid Morgaine, the witch she’d been living with in Deadlights Cove, Maine, for the last five years, working to hone her magic.

      I smiled as she recounted hunting down the mysterious wandering coffee van, laughing over where the two quirky owners parked this morning — somehow inside the town’s gazebo. She chuckled over the seniors tie-dying everything in sight, then a mishap with a local demon that resulted in the whole town smelling like popcorn for days, and the sound of her happiness made my eyes prick. That ridiculous town had ended up being perfect for her — absurd and yet so normal in the way they looked after each other, and especially Ruby.

      Almost twelve years ago I’d become her sole guardian after our parents died in a car crash, leaving me in charge of a nine-year-old when I was only 21. Despite the many mistakes I’d made in her upbringing, getting her to Deadlights Cove was one thing I knew I’d done right.

      As much as it hurt, I needed Ruby as far away as possible. Trouble always found me, no matter how often I moved.

      “Mo let me move out to the carriage house, did I tell you that?” Ruby said, and it pulled me back to the present, away from the memories of my own life at her age — vastly different from her current one. But I wasn’t resentful, not after everything I’d put her through.

      My familiar guilt threatened to swallow me whole, but I forced it down, feigning excitement for her benefit. “Well, look at you, fancy pants. How is it?”

      “Beige, which is just weird considering Mo.”

      I grabbed a bag of rice off the shelf and forced myself to keep moving, to keep my memories at bay. “Are you going to redecorate?”

      “Yeah. She claims it’s an early birthday present from her. We’re going to get some paint this afternoon. I can’t decide if I should go for black-and-white with bright pops of color or something more monotone.”

      “Neither you nor Mo are monotone girls. I say bright and fun, like you, with some skulls or ominous ravens or whatever you goth kids like these days. I can send you some money for new decor. Make it feel like home.”

      “You know it won’t since you’re not here.”

      “Stab me in the heart, why don’t you?”

      “Sorry,” Ruby sighed. “I just miss you. You know that.”

      My eyes tingled at her words, the ache for her as deep as it had been since the day I sent her away. “I miss you, too.”

      This was the longest we’d ever been apart, but this separation was for her own good. We’d get through it.

      I wished I could leave our history in the past, could live a normal life with my sister at my side, but it wasn’t that simple. We weren’t typical wolf shifters.

      In fact, if I could give up my powers and wash my hands of the supernatural world for good, I would. Except Ruby, of course.

      The rest of them could leave me alone.

      Lone wolf, party of one.

      I snorted at my own sad truth, even if I’d chosen this path for myself.

      “What was that?” Ruby said. “Your sinuses again? Or did you see a hot guy and try to take a whiff?”

      “You must be confusing me with your other sister.”

      “Hilarious. You know you are allowed to date, right? I’m all grown up now, Mom. You should try it out.”

      “No thanks.” My tone was sharper than I intended, so I changed the subject before Ruby could keep prodding. “Smooth or crunchy peanut butter?”

      “Ew, is that even a question? Smooth.”

      “Right. Duh.” I tossed the jar into my basket, wishing she was here to share with me.

      “Are you going to visit soon?” Ruby asked when we’d been silent for a few beats, and suddenly she sounded exactly as young as she was. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen you.”

      I sighed, thinking of the exactly $82.46 in my bank account that I’d clean out with this one grocery trip. Plane tickets from Colorado to Maine weren’t cheap, and I couldn’t swing it. “Soon. As soon as I can.”

      “I got a job, and I could buy your —”

      “You what?” I skidded to a halt in the middle of the aisle, and a mom with two screaming toddlers in her cart swerved around me. “When? Where? How? Why would you keep this from me? Oh, my God.” I slapped my forehead. “First you moved out and got your own place, now a job? What other secrets do you have? Are you married, too?”

      “And here I thought you might overreact. Relax, it’s just a couple shifts a week at the local bar.”

      “Bar?! You can’t even drink!”

      “They don’t recommend you drink on the job, so that’s not an issue. I prep food and clear tables, but I make decent money in tips.” She paused, letting me absorb this news. “And I’m not married, but I’m seeing someone.”

      “She’s all grown up,” I muttered, deciding, fuck the budget, and headed back to the freezer section to throw a pint of ice cream in my basket. If I was going to keep my anxiety at bay over Ruby dating, I needed Rocky Road. Only chocolate and marshmallows could keep my mind from wandering to my own poor decisions. “She’s all grown up, and she doesn’t need her selfless, amazing sister anymore —”

      “If you’re done with your pity party, his name is Akil,” she spoke over my melodramatics and I huffed, waiting for the important stuff.

      She waited. I huffed again.

      “And?”

      “And he’s a fox shifter. His brother Kit is the Alpha here and Mo’s son-in-law. You met Kit and Nimue when you were in town last.”

      I grumbled in response to that. If Ruby insisted on sticking to the supernatural world, foxes weren’t the worst option, even if the idea of my little sister dating anyone was enough to make me wish I had the budget to add a bottle of wine to my cart.

      “What do you know about this Akil? What’s his last name and social media handle? Have you done a background check? Any criminal history? Have you seen an STD report? Oh shit, are you having sex?” I cringed. “Don’t answer that. How much do you know about his family? What fictional fox does he most identify with? What's his favorite Disney movie?”

      Ruby laughed. “Only you would ask these questions. Probably Robin Hood, though. And no, no background check, you psycho. I’ve gotten to know him like a normal person does — casual conversations over time, mostly at his family’s tea shop in town, sometimes at the library when I’m studying. You should try it some time.”

      “I think I’ll pass.” I scrunched my nose at the thought of excess conversation with anyone, but the Robin Hood part made me feel better. Ruby needed more Robin Hoods in her life. “Well, I hope you’ll let me meet him before you get married. And please make sure you check his references before you sign on the dotted line. If you marry an axe murderer, you can’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Oh, my Goddess. He’s normal, I promise. Let it go.”

      I paused before the register, listening to my sister’s breathing, picturing her red-dyed hair, her dark brown eyes, wishing I could pull her into the world’s longest hug. I’d been fooled by what I thought was normal before too, but just because I trusted no one didn’t mean I wanted that for Ruby. Even if I didn’t know Akil, I trusted Morgaine’s judgment and knew she’d look out for my girl. It’d be fine, probably.

      I gripped the phone a little tighter, trying not to give in to the anxiety threatening to pull me under. “Video chat soon?”

      “Tomorrow night?”

      “Will you introduce me to your male?”

      She gave a noncommittal hum. “Let us date a bit first, okay? I promise if it turns into something, you’ll meet him.”

      “Fine.”

      “And think about my offer, okay? The money?”

      “Ruby, don’t worry about me. Just focus on learning what you can with Morgaine. I promise I’ll come see you soon.”

      Silence. Then, quieter, in a voice that cracked my heart, “Okay. Love you.”

      I repeated the words, and hung up.

      Blinking back any lingering emotions, I stepped up to the register, unloading my groceries. As the kid who barely looked old enough to have a job started scanning, I glanced out the front window, checking my surroundings the way I had for years.

      Maybe someday I’d grow out of constantly looking over my shoulder, but not today. And certainly not when I found an all-too-familiar male standing in the parking lot, his intense hazel eyes locked on mine.

      I should have known he’d find me, sooner or later.

      “Kumquats,” I muttered under my breath, heart rate skyrocketing as I hastily forked over my whole checking account balance for the groceries. Panic built as I looked around the grocery store for another exit, but found none.

      “Everything okay, ma’am?” the kid said, and I ground my teeth together, shaking with the urge to flee.

      “I’m not that old,” I snapped, grabbing the bags off the counter, still watching out the front window.

      I hated everything that came with being supernatural, but I couldn’t deny the heightened senses were handy, even if mine were dulled lately. Compared to a human, my sense of smell was stronger, my eyesight better, my legs faster, and my punches harder.

      Lacing my truck keys between my fingers, I closed my hand into a fist around my grocery bags and pushed through the doors. Willing my heart to steady, I braced for imminent danger, staying alert.

      I waited for the low rumble from the other soul under my skin, but my wolf was shockingly quiet, none of her ferocious protective instincts surfacing. Sniffing at the air, I tried my best to sort past the smell of the dumpster behind the store and the lingering scent of oil and tires in the parking lot.

      “Really?” I muttered to my wolf. “You growl at a stray leaf, certain I need to flee, but now when I know danger is near, you’re suddenly absent? Thanks a lot, Balto.”

      I made a beeline for my rust bucket of a truck, ears sharp for any crunch of gravel. As I neared, I caught movement from behind a huge grey truck parked a row over and I spun, setting my groceries on the ground to free my arms.

      “Not today, asshole,” I said through gritted teeth, hands up in front of my face, key protruding between my knuckles in a move that would do damage.

      “Easy, wolf,” a deep voice I wished I didn’t recognize said, verifying who was stalking me even if I couldn’t see him yet. How two words could contain so much arrogance was beyond me.

      It had been five years since I’d met West Larkin on the worst day of my life, but I’d seen the waves he’d made in supernatural society since then. If I was a Lone wolf, West was the opposite. He was involved in everything, and I wanted nothing to do with him. That hadn’t stopped him from randomly showing up each time I was anywhere in the Rocky Mountains, demanding I join his pack.

      “Nope.” I threw my hands up, then grabbed my groceries off the ground. No matter how much I hated West, I knew he wasn’t a threat to me, which was something I didn’t say about anyone. Jamming my key in the lock, I twisted it and tossed my bags on the bench seat. “You’re more persistent than the car warranty companies, you know that? Not interested, same as last time.”

      “Jade.”

      “She’s not available, please leave a message,” I shot back in my best answering-machine voice, not turning around as I hoisted myself up.

      A giant hand clamped down on my shoulder, pushing my feet back down to the ground. And that just lit my fuse.

      Nobody manhandled me. Not ever again.

      I followed the momentum of his grip, kneeing him in the balls as I ducked and ran for it, leaving the truck door wide open. West wheezed and cursed as he regrouped, then followed me around the corner of the store.

      “You can’t outrun me, little wolf, and you have to circle back to your car.”

      Ugh, logic. Who needed it? But if there was one thing I hated — and actually, there were lots — it was being told what I couldn’t do.

      “We’ll see about that, mister,” I huffed. Putting on a burst of speed, I shot between a dumpster and the wall, leaping over a pile of trash.

      “You can’t run forever. Your ice cream will melt.”

      “Maybe if I run long enough, someone will call the police and arrest you for harassing me,” I shouted back without breaking stride.

      His laugh rumbled low and dangerous, way too close behind me.

      Come on, Balto, I chided internally, hoping he didn’t scent the things the sound of his laugh did to me. Put away your stupid hormones and rip this guy to shreds. Not literally, though, please. I don’t want to go to jail.

      My wolf’s amusement washed over me, Balto just as stubborn as the wolf on my tail.

      At the far end of the building, I slapped my hand out onto the corner, using it to help me whip around faster. I pumped my arms as my truck came into sight, my beat-up sneakers pounding the pavement, but frowned and slowed when I no longer heard footsteps behind me.

      There was only one reason West would’ve stopped chasing me.

      He was hunting me.

      Fu—

      I didn’t even finish the expletive in my mind before his body slammed into mine, quickly spinning me until my back pressed against the muddy side of my truck.

      “I just want to talk.”

      West Larkin, Alpha of all Alphas, stared down at me, his hazel eyes glowing faintly in a way only shifters’ could, and I willed my body not to respond. No hitch of breath, no change in heart rate.

      Absolutely no anything south of the border.

      Mind over pheromones.

      But because I was human — well, not really — my traitorous eyes took in his windswept golden-brown hair and beard, the firm, broad chest filling out his white t-shirt, the huge suntanned biceps caging me in. He moved his feet as he straightened up, drawing my eyes to the cut of his faded denim jeans before I snapped my gaze back up to his. I willed my nostrils not to flare at his woodsy scent with a hint of sweat from our little jaunt around the parking lot, clamped my mouth shut to stop myself from licking my lips when his Adam’s apple bobbed on a swallow.

      Why couldn’t the last five years have been miserable to him? Why did he somehow look more handsome than the last time I’d seen him? Why did my stupid wolf tell my stupid body to react like this, every time he was near? All of it was unfair, and I clenched my teeth in annoyance.

      West’s gaze flicked to the groceries in my backseat, his lip curling slightly in distaste. “Did you buy frozen meat?”

      I rolled my eyes, an action that made West’s pupils flare in response. Of course that was what a wolf-shifter cared about most. The absolute disgrace of having to buy frozen meat.

      “Great talk, bye now.” I tried to shove him back, but it was like pushing a statue. A warm, well-muscled statue who could probably throw me over his shoulder without even trying.

      Nope, did not need that image in my head, especially when Balto practically panted at the idea.

      I had a real bone to pick with her later. For years she’d flipped out and sent my body into fight-or-flight when anyone came within arm’s reach of us, and now, here she was, belly up while West loomed over me.

      With his hands braced on either side of my head, caging me in, and my palm on his chest, it probably looked like we were having a romantic moment. And who wouldn’t want that? West was by far the most attractive male I’d ever seen, and not just physically. He had a magnetism to him that drew me in like a moth to a flame.

      But I wasn’t about to get burned again, and I wasn’t naive enough to think this was about romance.

      This was about dominance.

      I pulled my hand off his warm chest, curled it into a fist, and dropped it to my side.

      West was trying to make me submit, to lower my eyes and make myself small, like any other wolf of lesser power would do in his presence.

      But I wasn’t any other wolf. I would never make myself small again, not for him or anyone else.

      In defiance, I tilted up my chin, rolled my shoulders back, and met his gaze head-on. Little did he know I was a master at staring contests — I’d raised a nine-year-old with wonky magic, after all. I could win a stare off while the trash can exploded moldy spaghetti leftovers all over the ceiling. Just as a random example.

      I widened my eyes a little more, just for emphasis. It probably gave me crazy-eyes, but I had a point to prove.

      West pressed closer, towering over me, holding himself a hair’s breadth off my body. Not touching me anywhere, but making my body buzz with his nearness all the same.

      “I’m taking you out to dinner.”

      I blinked. He smirked. Damn it. Next time, jerkface.

      “What?” I asked, not positive I’d heard him correctly. Of course he didn’t ask — he was an Alpha, after all — but a dinner invitation wasn’t what I’d expected him to say.

      “I’ll buy you dinner tomorrow, and we’ll talk.” He raised a cocky brow, indicating my paltry groceries again. “A real steak.”

      I squinted, suspicious of his change in strategy from usual. On the one hand, I wasn’t one to turn down a decent meal. I couldn’t afford to be picky, and West was relatively loaded. On the other hand, I knew what this bastard wanted to talk about, and I wasn’t interested in the slightest.

      Still, it wasn’t like I’d be the first female to suffer through boring conversation for a good dinner. I’d just tune him out and play Balto in my head to distract myself. Sue a girl for having a comfort movie.

      “Fine, but I’m ordering extras to take home,” I said, the melody of the opening credits already playing in my mind.

      The corner of his mouth twitched as he eased back, finally allowing me a breath that wasn’t laced with his fresh, woodsy scent.

      “Deal.”
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      My knuckles went white as I gripped the steering wheel, parked across the street from Jade’s apartment complex, tension rolling off me in waves. It was a coincidence I stumbled across her as I was leaving the grocery store earlier, but I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to approach her. Since she showed up five years ago asking me to help hide her sister Ruby, I’d kept tabs on her.

      I had little to no back story for the Rodriguez sisters, but they weren’t part of my pack then and Jade wasn’t now — no matter how curious I was, their story was their own. I didn’t ask questions when shifters showed up at my door, only helped when I could.

      The downside of being the kind of Alpha who helped just because I could? When I saw a problem, I wanted to fix it. Now.

      Jade’s apartment was a problem.

      I’d tailed her from the grocery store to make sure she got home safe, and I hated what I found. Peeling paint, trash all over the parking lot in front of the building, cracked pavement, skeevy guys smoking cigarettes by the dumpsters.

      I loosened my grip on the steering wheel, my fingers tapping against the leather as I heaved a frustrated sigh. No matter how I tried to deny it, it was more than just Alpha instincts screaming at me that this wasn’t right.

      Ever since shifters had been outed to the human world five years ago, the number of reported lone shifters gone missing climbed by the day. In a place like this, Jade would be the perfect target. Who would even notice if she went missing?

      Me, my wolf said, growling at the thoughts crossing my mind. We can give her better than this and keep her safe.

      I’m working on it, I tried to tell Togo, but his hackles were still up, impatient as ever.

      Every time I saw her, Togo reacted to her teal-green hair and tan skin, her dark brown eyes that held a hint of sadness and so much independence, her clothes that never fit quite right.

      I wanted to protect her, the same as I always did for someone in need, but seeing where she lived? Togo paced under my skin.

      Jade entered her apartment and closed the door — hopefully locking and barring it — and I rolled my neck, forcing some of the strain from my shoulders. The urge to get out of my truck and stand guard in front of her door was almost overwhelming. It didn’t matter that she was smart and capable of defending herself, something she’d proven when she’d sensed my presence, then tried to fight back in the parking lot. All shifters were stronger and faster than humans, but these weren’t typical times.

      No matter how much I wanted to stay right where I was, I had responsibilities to more than just Jade — I needed to get back to Timber Creek and my pack.

      Reversing out of the parking lot, I hit the road back home, my thoughts churning with all the ways I could convince her to join us.

      Mountains blurred as I drove, rolling hills covered in pines leading to steep white peaks far in the distance. Taking the exit off the highway, the road became endless twists and turns as I followed the river basin, leading me an hour deeper and higher into the mountains.

      Far from prying human eyes.

      My phone rang, the screen lighting up with my brother’s name, and I answered.

      “What’s taking so long?” Terran’s voice carried over the speakerphone before I even acknowledged him. From anyone else, the casual greeting would be disrespectful, but Terran was my pack Second and my brother. My family played loose with the rules of obeying my Alpha status unless other pack members were around and, for the most part, I liked it that way. “I thought you’d be back before I put River to bed.”

      “Pulling onto pack lands now,” I said as my headlights flashed over the valley before me. A few minutes outside of town, the river split, running into a smaller creek that rushed with frigid snowmelt, meandering along the road for the last couple miles until it veered off near Main Street. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes,” he sighed. “River was asking for milk before bed and I switched her to that lactose free one I put on your list. You found some?”

      “Bought every carton they had. It’s in the cooler in the truck bed.”

      My brother hummed as I crossed the border of our pack lands, the web of magic tying us together lighting up under my skin. Now, he could feel my presence just as I could his, the same as everyone in my pack when we were in close proximity. “Perfect. See you soon.”

      I slowed as I neared town, taking in the sight of the only home I’d ever known. Even in the setting early-summer sun, most of the stores facing Main Street were closed as the street lights flickered on. Light bounced off the flat-roofed buildings, each painted a different color and looking every bit the Western mining town this once was.

      It was my job as Alpha to look out for everyone here, ingrained in my character to be a leader. I loved this town and the supernaturals who called it home, but my head wasn’t here tonight. It was stuck in a shithole apartment an hour and a half away, and the stubborn woman who insisted on calling it her home.

      As the pack house at the end of the street came into view, my gut clenched at the contrast to Jade’s current living situation. Where her apartment was just shy of squalor, my house was just short of splendor.

      Lights glowed through the windows of the sprawling mountain lodge, warmth radiating from the house like a beacon calling me home. Originally built with my grandfather’s mining money, it had been expanded several times to accommodate the growing pack, and now had a basement that housed just as many as the original house. I was almost never alone, and I wanted for nothing.

      At the bottom of the hill, I slowed the truck to type in my access code at the gatehouse, and the wrought-iron warded gate swung open.

      “What’s wrong?” Terran’s voice filled my head as I parked by the front steps, his wolf speaking through our pack bonds as he sensed my unease.

      “Meet me downstairs once you get River to bed,” I sent back as I grabbed the groceries.

      Cocking my head as the front door clicked shut, I used the pack bonds to find out who else was here.

      The house was open to anyone in our pack, but tonight it was only my family. Terran was upstairs putting his daughter to bed, and my adopted son Leif was in the basement.

      Even without the pack bonds, the smell of meat on the grill told me who I’d find on the back porch.

      I crossed the slate tile floors and under the archway that led into a spacious open-concept kitchen-living room area, the back of the house a full wall of windows overlooking the valley. A huge deck wrapped around nearly the whole house, and my dad stood at the grill, sporting his favorite Master Baster apron.

      With a shake of my head, I put the groceries away, then grabbed a beer, popped the cap, and joined him on the deck.

      “Remember when you said you were retiring?” I drawled, looking over the elk steak and chicken my dad had on the grill. It would have been enough to feed over a dozen humans, so just about enough for a handful of wolf shifters.

      He clinked his can against my bottle. “I left you the good grill here at the house. And somebody has to make sure you slow down enough to eat a decent meal every once in a while.”

      My dad didn’t look much older than my 38 years, although he was pushing 80 — relatively young for a shifter. Like me, Heath stood over six-feet, broad shoulders and lean muscles that fit our wolves, but his hair and beard were more grey than brown, his summer-tanned skin wrinkled around his eyes and mouth. Like always, he wore cargo shorts, a tee, his favorite white New Balances, tube socks, and a cowboy hat. The colors of the tees and hats changed, but the outfit never did. Losing my mother — his mate — 15 years ago had aged him in a way none of us had been prepared for, but we’d pulled together as a family to watch out for him. Especially after he’d abruptly announced he was retiring as Alpha, then moved out of the pack house and bought a ranch just outside of town.

      I hummed, taking a sip of my beer as he turned back to the grill.

      “Well, that and my Willie escaped again. Can’t be trusted to make good decisions on his own, you know. I had to get him put back away where he belongs before he ran rampant through town again.”

      I stopped mid-sip before slowly lowering the bottle, biting the insides of my cheeks to keep from laughing at the intended innuendo, knowing my father. The male didn’t crack a smile though, just flipped steaks like he hadn’t said anything out of the ordinary.

      One of the many things that kept my dad busy in retirement was his unintentional bison sanctuary — he insisted they just kept showing up, and he named them all Willie.

      “Did you at least keep him out of the house this time?”

      He chuckled and waved the hand still holding the grill tongs. “Can you blame him for breaking and entering? He likes the A/C! Who am I to turn down a fella in need? I’m sure he’ll leave once the sun goes down.”

      “Does he know how to open the doors too, then?”

      “I left the door open,” he said with a deadpan expression like I was the absurd one.

      “And the cow patties he’ll leave behind?”

      “Oh, please.” He shot me an incredulous look. “My sweet Willie would never just drop a load. He knows not to do that in the house — we have an agreement.”

      An agreement with a wild bison, indeed.

      “What’s on your mind?” he said, flipping a chicken breast and not meeting my eye with practiced nonchalance.

      I didn’t want to brush him off, but I had a feeling I knew what his advice would be, so I clapped him on the shoulder. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

      Inside, Terran met my eye with a raised brow from the living room, and I left Heath to his grilling.

      Terran grabbed a beer and a stool at the kitchen island, pulling off his faded baseball cap to run a hand through his shaggy, brown hair. The scent of fryer grease and coffee coming off his black jeans and button-down told me he’d been at the restaurant today, as did the general exhaustion emanating from him. Buffalo Willie’s was our mother Cora’s legacy, and Terran kept the restaurant running behind the scenes.

      The sparkly star stickers stuck to his tattooed forearms and beard told me his daughter River had some fun before bedtime.

      “What are those furry cows called?” I mused, flicking my gaze to his hair pointedly. “Highland cattle?”

      Terran jerked his head to swoop his hair out of his face with a grin and put his hat on backwards over his long hair. “That must be why River doesn’t want me to cut it — she loves those damn cows.”

      “Do you always do what your five-year-old tells you to?”

      Terran shook his head. “Funny, coming from the male who’s never once said no to River. Hence the one-hundred pack of markers strewn across the floor of my bedroom when I got home today.”

      I moved around the counter towards the fridge to grab the sides to go with the meat on the grill. “Blame Summer for that one. River said the yellow you bought her didn’t match her hair, so she and Summer left to find a different, paler yellow.”

      He rolled his eyes and I held back the smirk that threatened to escape. Except for our sister Summer, River was raised by mostly men, and even at five, the little girl was a force to be reckoned with. Terran had been a single dad since his human girlfriend dropped a newborn on him and split. No one in town had seen or heard from River’s mom since she left, and we all avoided talking about her, Voldemort style. She Who Must Not Be Named.

      “Quit spoiling my kid, West,” Terran said, but there was no heat behind his words. We all knew how grateful he was for our help — River was our whole world.

      “Grill’s up!” Heath called, sliding open the back door.

      Terran and I brought the sides and condiments over to the large, worn dining table. It was large enough to accommodate my big family and more, but tonight it was just the three of us, at least for now.

      We passed platters of food around the table as my dad and brother recounted their days, and I sat back, soaking in the comfort of home. I didn’t like to think I took much for granted, but after seeing Jade’s apartment and meager groceries, the food turned to ash in my mouth.

      “Well I know it’s not the taste of my meat bothering you,” Heath said. “Did something happen in town today?”

      Terran raised a brow at me and I sighed, resting my elbows on the table.

      “I ran into a Lone wolf at the store,” I admitted. “Jade. That wolf from a few years back. I’ve talked to her about joining us before, but she’s adamant about being on her own.”

      “You know, some people like to be alone,” Cooper, my other brother stated as he ambled in from the front door. He’d built a cabin in the woods behind the pack house after he’d returned from active military duty several years ago but stopped by often. Everything about Cooper screamed Wild Mountain Man, right down to his suntanned skin, thick brown hair, and thicker beard. He was bigger and broader than me, but moved with a lethal grace fit for the animal he shared a soul with.

      “Wow, look at the time,” Terran taunted. “Usually cats beg for dinner two hours early. The mice in the woods weren’t enough for you tonight?”

      Cooper popped Terran’s hat off as he strolled behind him, finding a chair further down the table before pinning an ominous, but playful, glare at Terran. “Make more cat jokes, Fido. I dare you.”

      I shook my head at their familiar bickering, and brought the conversation back to Jade. “She’s barely getting by on her own out there. She’s too skinny, her place is a dump, she was buying frozen meat.”

      “Still her choice.” Cooper shrugged, but I saw the slight recoil he tried to hide.

      Terran shot me a glance, barely stifling a smile.

      He was probably thinking this was just my need to save and protect everybody again, but he didn’t know the full story about Jade. Hell, I didn’t even know her full story and it drove me crazy.

      “She needs a pack in this day and age.”

      “Okay.” Cooper drew out the word, his brows furrowing. “So, are you looking for strategies? Because if so, just throw her over your shoulder and bring her here. Problem solved.”

      “If she’s really Lone, she’d probably be kicking and screaming, but I doubt she’s bigger than you,” Terran said, agreeing with Cooper’s suggestion as he crossed his arms.

      Cooper scoffed. “Knock her out first. Ask forgiveness later.”

      “I now see why everyone at this table is single,” Dad huffed. “Did I teach you boys nothing?”

      “Sure.” Terran tipped his chair back on two legs. “That Mom was a saint for putting up with us all.”

      Heath pointed a finger at him, with a wink. “You got that right. But West, women don't want to be caveman’ed. Give her a reasonable argument.”

      Frustration had me clenching my jaw. Today wasn’t my first run-in with Jade, and I was positive it wasn’t my last. “I have. She doesn’t give a shit.”

      “What’s so special about her?”

      There were a dozen answers I could give them.

      She’s half-witch.

      She’s hiding from something.

      She’s starving.

      She’s alone.

      She needs us.

      But the truth was a lot simpler, boiled down to two simple words my wolf barked at me, and was completely out of the question to admit to myself or anyone else.

      She’s mine.
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      My knees ached the next morning as I sat back on my heels, scowling at the tub I’d scrubbed for the last hour. This was the third time I’d cleaned it since I moved in two weeks ago, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t get rid of the brown rust stains from the dripping faucet. Why I cared, I wasn’t sure. It wasn’t like the dirty tub was the only offensive thing in this 400 square-foot studio.

      Everything about my apartment was a piece of shit, but I intended on polishing every square inch of this turd. I’d worked hard to get to where I was in life, even if I was currently jobless, alone, and toeing the line with homelessness.

      That thought was enough to pull me out of my momentary lull, needing to occupy myself once more. I stood, pulling off my cleaning gloves and grabbing my phone off the counter to check for any missed calls from the restaurants I’d applied to, but nothing. With only two weeks until I needed to pay my first rent check, desperation crept in. Summer was peak tourist season in ski country — I’d thought getting a job around here would be easy, but the clock ticked loudly in my mind.

      Idle hands led to idle thoughts, so I shoved my phone in my back pocket and went in search of a snack.

      “Control what I can, let go of the rest,” I read the magnet on my fridge aloud, repeating the mantra for the billionth time as I pulled the door open and looked at my meager options, then shut it with a disappointed sigh.

      Did mantras really work for some people? If so, I was doing it wrong. Maybe I needed to stand naked under the full moon, burning sage and swaying to the music in my soul or something. My mother probably would’ve known what to do, but I’d buried her over a decade ago.

      Swiping the peanut butter from the cupboard, I unscrewed the lid and stuck in a spoon. While it was one of my favorite staples, the first taste was unsatisfying, and I frowned.

      Tonight, though, a free meal was coming my way. That was something to be excited about, even if it meant suffering through West’s company.

      I’d fumed on the drive home yesterday, annoyed by how arrogant he’d been. West had never asked me to go to dinner. He’d simply told me I was going to dinner with him.

      If I hadn’t wanted the free meal so bad, I’d punch him right in the junk when he showed up at my door, then slam it in his far-too-handsome face. My stomach rumbled at the thought, unappeased by the spoonful of peanut butter I was currently feeding it.

      “A real steak,” I mimicked his cocky words, doing my worst deep voice impersonation. My traitorous stomach groaned at the mention of steak and I threw the spoon in the sink, annoyed with myself for not turning him down.

      Checking my phone for missed calls one last time to no avail, I got back to cleaning.

      I was so in the zone that when a knock pounded on my door, I yelped and whacked my head into the top of the inside of the oven.

      “All right in there, Jade?” West’s voice rumbled through the door, crystal clear with my shifter hearing.

      “Crap on a kumquat,” I muttered, pulling myself out of the oven and straightening up to look at the clock. I’d meant to stop cleaning an hour ago to shower and get ready for dinner, but I’d lost track of time.

      “If you don’t open this door, I’ll break it down.”

      I knew he meant it, so I tore my gloves off and all but ran to the door, yanking it open. “Don’t you dare. I’m not paying for those repai—” I choked off the end of my words as I swallowed heavily, taking in the cleaned up version of West. “Holy⁠—”

      West in a casual t-shirt and jeans? Drool-worthy.

      West in a button-down, blazer, crisp dark jeans, and boots?

      I couldn’t feel my face. Could I usually feel my face? I could definitely feel other parts of me, though. As that thought crossed my mind, my face flushed as much as my tan skin would allow and West’s cocky lips twitched.

      “Are you going to invite me in?” West brushed past me without actually waiting for me to extend the invitation, but at least it gave me a minute to pick my jaw up off the floor.

      “Well, now I know you’re not a vampire.”

      “All wolf.” He flashed a grin with his canines elongated before shifting them back to human. Why did that turn my legs to Jell-O?

      West strolled around my apartment, not hiding his blatant inspection. I crossed my arms and frowned.

      “Not quite up to your standards, Larkin?”

      He flicked on the light over the sink that just so happened to be the one that sparked occasionally, as it did then, and he raised an eyebrow. “Is this up to anyone’s?”

      “Great, well, you’re welcome to fix it while I go clean up.” I gestured towards the front closet. “I think there’s a rusty screwdriver in there. Hope you get tetanus.” With a sugary smile, I walked into my bathroom and closed the door behind me with a thud.

      I let out a long breath, trying to quell my racing heart. It was going to be a long meal under the full force of West Larkin’s undivided attention.
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      “Ready,” Jade said as the bathroom door opened. I put the tools away, having checked and fixed as many outlets and switches as I could, and turned in her direction. Luckily, I caught myself before the low hum of approval slipped free at the sight of her.

      While nothing Jade ever wore fit properly, the jeans she had on tonight were practically painted onto what little curves she had. Her green shirt matched the tips of her dyed hair perfectly, hanging loose over her shoulders. The color was faded and grown out, like it used to be all green but she hadn’t been able to dye it in a few months, revealing the dark chestnut brown of her natural hair. Paired with the gold hoop earrings, a black-and-white flannel shirt she wore open, and the same worn sneakers she’d had on at the grocery store, the casual look was very Jade. It was impossible for her to be anything but breathtaking, no matter what she wore.

      I cleared my throat, holding an arm out towards the door, noticing the four deadbolts. My jaw worked, but I refrained from asking any questions and started towards my truck. She stooped, placing a small rock in front of the door, then turned around and walked down the stairs like her behavior wasn’t notable.

      She settled into the passenger seat and I pulled out onto the road, her posture stiff.

      “How’s your sister?” I asked, attempting to ease some of her tension.

      It had the opposite effect. She squinted, her nails digging into the seat.

      “She’s fine,” Jade bit out, then turned her body towards the window and shut me out.

      Drumming my fingers on the wheel, I mulled over her response. My mission might be more challenging than I thought, but I would only accept one outcome from tonight’s dinner.

      By the end of the night, Jade would be coming home with me to Timber Creek.

      She was quiet the rest of the drive, and I let the silence linger, already having won this first round since she hadn’t opened the car door and jumped out yet.

      The valet opened my door as we pulled up in front of the steakhouse, but Jade had already hopped out before the other attendant rounded the car.

      He scrambled to open the restaurant door for her instead, and Jade paused her stomping momentarily to offer what she surely meant to pass as a kind smile but was definitely more of a grimace.

      I chuckled as I handed the valets an extra tip and pulled off my sport coat, tossing it back into the truck. “Thank you, boys.”

      “Have a great night, sir,” the teenager said as he ducked his head, feeling the wave of Alpha power rolling off me even though they were very human.

      “I intend to.”

      Soft piano music drifted in from the bar across the room as the hostess led us to our seats, avoiding Jade’s gaze. I was almost positive Jade had no idea how much of a fuck off vibe she put out, but it only made me that much more curious.

      It was so rare I was challenged like this, and I was more than willing to step up to the plate for her.

      Unbuttoning the cuffs of my sleeves, I rolled the fabric up, placing the pack tattoos on my forearms on display. She’d stared at them yesterday in the parking lot, and I wasn’t above using her attraction to me against her.

      I sipped at my beer as I stared at her across the table once we’d been seated. “Tell me about yourself.”

      Jade scanned the dimly lit restaurant, constantly on guard, but tilted her head and narrowed her eyes at me. “Was that a question or a demand?”

      I smiled, even though her attitude was disrespectful by shifter standards. “I apologize. Jade, I’d love to know more about you. Would you like to share?”

      She blinked at my apology, then grabbed her beer and took a sip. “No thanks.”

      I rested my elbows on the table, working my jaw while I tried to summon every ounce of patience I had to outlast this little power struggle she instigated.

      No matter how refreshing her challenge was, I was used to being obeyed.

      As Alpha, there was magic laced in my commands that made those under my power jump to do as I said, but Jade seemed almost unaffected by it.

      No matter how much Togo wanted to follow my brothers’ advice and throw her over my shoulder, Heath’s words rang in my ears.

      “All right,” I said, holding her gaze as she subtly smirked. “Would you like to know about me, then?”

      She reached forward to sip at her beer again, but her defiant dark eyes never left mine as she lifted the glass to her lips and paused. “No thanks.”

      I huffed at her audacity, slowly shaking my head as I asked Togo for the thousandth time why we couldn’t just let this woman go.

      Mine, he growled in my mind, and I questioned his intelligence.

      Before I could come up with anything else to say, our meals arrived. Jade attacked her steak like she hadn’t seen solid food in weeks. I cut into my own, eating slowly but not taking my eyes off her. Like I’d mentioned to my family last night, she was skinny — skinnier than she’d been five years ago when we’d first met — paler, too, with shadows under her eyes. Raking my eyes over her, I noted the wear in her clothing.

      I scratched at my beard, pursing my lips. No wolf in my pack would ever live like this.

      Jade kept glancing up at me as she ate, her rich brown eyes like the darkest honey full of suspicion, waiting for me to pounce.

      Figuratively, of course.

      “So?” she said at last, and I hid my smirk. That was twice now I’d won just by waiting her out. Her impatience would be her downfall in the pack, and she didn’t even know it.

      If I could convince her to join us.

      She wiped the napkin delicately over her mouth like she hadn’t just inhaled a steak the size of her head, then leaned back in her chair, taking a small forkful of her mashed potatoes. Waving it in the air, she said, “Let me have it. Give me your best speech about why I should join your cult so I can turn you down again and be on my way.”

      I watched her raptly, something about the moment captivating, and witnessed the ecstasy wash across her face at the flavor. She let out a soft groan of appreciation, and instantly, my jeans were tight. I shifted in my chair. “Sounds like you already have it down pat.”

      “Yeah, but you came all this way, tracking me down or whatever, right? I wouldn’t want to rob you of your big moment,” she said around a mouthful of potato, then swallowed and rested her arms on the table. Just that small move had her citrusy scent washing over me, and Togo took a deep inhale, savoring it.

      “How did you find me?” Narrowing her eyes, she stabbed her fork in my direction. “Have you been stalking me?”

      I chuckled, omitting that I had been keeping a loose eye on her for the last few years, but had no idea she was back in the Rocky Mountains until yesterday. “No.”

      “Did Ruby tell you where to find me, then?”

      “No, I haven’t spoken to your sister since I last saw her in Deadlights Cove. I was in town to buy gas and groceries and caught your scent.”

      Her eyes narrowed even further, full of distrust.

      “Call it fate, Jade. This is the closest town to Timber Creek with a good grocery store.” For all she fought against joining my pack, she had settled down mighty close by. “Or did you forget that’s where I live?”

      She put her nose in the air, her plate all but licked clean at last, and inspected her nails. “I suppose I must have.”

      “My cult, as you call it” — I leaned forward, bracing my forearms on the table, and her eyes darted down to them and then quickly away — “could offer you protection. Friends. Family. A community.” I paused, waiting for her attention to come back to mine, and after a minute, it did. “A good job and a decent place to live.”

      She rolled her eyes, and I fought the warning that rumbled in my throat at her disrespect. As far as I knew, she’d never lived in a pack. The gesture was disrespectful, shifter or not, but did she know how much the move baited my wolf? I doubted it.

      “I don’t need your charity, West.”

      “Really?” I motioned to her plate, then to the two takeout containers next to it. With a pointed look, I silently reminded her I’d seen her apartment. “You don’t have to live like this. It’s not safe.”

      “I’m just — it’s been — I don’t —” she spluttered, trying to come up with excuses, her cheeks heating as she crumpled her napkin and put it on the table, her eyes roaming the restaurant again. “I’m between jobs, okay? That’s all. The job I moved here for fell through and I’m working on finding another one.” Her eyes snapped back to mine in challenge, and any vulnerability in her voice was gone as quickly as it had come on. “I don’t need anyone, or any help.”

      I leveled a stare at her, since the job thing was yet another reason for her to come to the Creek.

      “I’ll find another job soon, and everything will be fine. I just had to lie low for a bit after my last one fizzled out.”

      I raised an eyebrow, issuing a silent command for her to explain that anyone in my pack would immediately follow. When she did, Togo was momentarily soothed.

      “There was a drunk customer one night,” she started, her shoulders rolling in as she stared at the table.

      The change in her posture was enough to catch my attention, my teeth clenching as I waited for her to continue.

      Her voice dropped, quiet enough none of the other diners would hear her, and she scanned the restaurant for the fifth time. “He followed me out back when I was taking out the trash, and I sort of lost it on him. Shoved him too hard when he approached and my wolf came forward. My eyes shifted before I could stop it, and he saw.”

      My entire body went rigid at the thought of some asshole human trying to put his hands on her, but I didn’t dare interrupt, afraid she’d withhold any more information.

      She cleared her throat. “Anyway, even though he was drunk, he started hollering about me being ‘one of them shifters’ and that he’d report me to the cops. I couldn’t take the chance that he’d remember the next day and actually do it, so I took all the money I could from the register and cleared out of town.”

      “Where?” I bit out, Togo pushing forward in my consciousness.

      Jade waved a hand in the air at my question, like it didn’t matter, and my teeth ground together. Like she knew if she told me, I’d hunt this loser down and rip his arms off.

      Huh. Maybe she had my number after all.

      “Relax, West. Nothing actually happened. I can take care of myself.”

      There was a challenge in there, one I’d have loved to take on and wrestle with until she finally submitted to the idea that I was right and she belonged in a pack where we all looked after and took care of each other. Where something like that would never happen to her.

      But I couldn’t force her to join us. Some Alphas would rope in any wolf who came across their territory unauthorized, but that wasn’t the way I ran my pack. When she joined us, it would be because she chose to, not because I threw her over my shoulder and dragged her kicking and screaming to the pack house until she submitted to me like my brothers had suggested.

      Even if the thought of that alone was enough to tent my jeans under the table.

      “It could happen again,” I said, my voice deeper than before.

      She lifted a shoulder and finished her beer. “Then I’ll know what to do the next time, won’t I?”

      “This isn’t a joke, Jade,” I whispered. “Humans are learning more about us all the time. Shifters keep going missing. It’s only getting more dangerous to live on your own.” My hand curled into a fist on the table as I restrained myself from grabbing her, from putting my scent all over her as the barest form of protection I could offer. But it wouldn’t do any good against humans, anyway, who couldn’t scent for shit. “You need to be with a pack.”

      “And I should just join yours? Over anybody else’s?” She crossed her arms over her chest, raising an eyebrow as she assessed me and seemed to find me lacking. “You didn’t even bring me a cake. Besides, I don’t see your brochure. How do I know it would be the right fit? What are your benefits like? Does your health insurance cover massages?”

      I took a breath, debating if I should say the first thought that occurred to me, and decided even if it was cruel, it was the truth and she needed to hear it. “You should join my pack,” I said slowly, making sure she heard every word, “because it’s not any Alpha who would take you.”

      Her eyes flashed with hurt at my insinuation, even if she misunderstood my meaning. Alphas wouldn’t turn her down because of her current circumstances. Hell, that would probably make them line up at her door, ready to save her just as I was trying to do. But Jade didn’t understand pack dynamics, a fact she made evident every time she refused to break my stare, and that caused instability in a pack — something most Alphas wouldn’t tolerate.

      “Well that’s fine with me, since I have no interest in seeking out any Alpha anyway.”

      I opened my mouth to explain myself better, but she cut me off.

      “How’s Max?”

      How’s Max? Togo bared his teeth, not at all pleased to hear Jade asking about another male. How much of her behavior tonight was intentional, just to goad me? Was the question to get back at me after I’d insinuated no other Alpha would want her?

      But then I met her eyes, open and full of concern, and I knew she wouldn’t do that. Of course she would ask about the literal angel who’d saved her and her sister.

      “Is he still living in Timber Creek?”

      “He doesn’t live there, but he stops in now and again. Which you’d know if you came with me to Timber Creek.”

      “Pass, but nice try.” She paused before adding, almost hesitantly, “Just tell him I say hi if you see him?”

      I shook my head with a sigh, handed a wad of bills to our waiter the next time he walked by, then tossed a business card over to Jade.

      “When you change your mind, call me. You’re welcome whenever you come around.”
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      I glared at West’s cocky retreating back as he left to go get his truck from the valet — not at his ass, or how good his jeans made it look — and crumpled his business card, tossing it across the table.

      When you change your mind, he said. Not if. Like it was inevitable I’d join him in Timber Creek. It was only a matter of time.

      Smug bastard.

      Did the promise of a job, a safe place to live, and food on the table sound nice? Of course it did. But I wasn’t naive. Nothing good was ever that easy. And besides, I wasn’t happy with the way Balto panted in his presence like a needy pup. I had a track record of choosing terrible men, and no matter what my wolf thought of him, I didn’t trust West as far as I could throw him.

      I let out a deep sigh that betrayed my frustration over the whole evening, wishing I’d ordered another beer before he paid the tab.

      West had me so twisted around with his stupid masculine, Alpha scent, I completely forgot to rip him a new one for the whole sending-Ruby-right-into-the-heart-of-danger thing. He’d promised Deadlights Cove was the safest place for her, and look how that had turned out.

      Next time.

      No! There wouldn’t be a next time. I was never going to see West again, which was for the best. I loved the Rocky Mountains, but maybe this wasn’t meant to be. I should have known even over an hour from West was too close to his pack land. Unlike me, his sniffer wasn’t broken — he’d find me again no matter where I was around here.

      My wolf growled in my mind, baring her teeth and I jerked my head up, looking around the room for what had caught her attention.

      Pulling on her senses to try and find that scent I’d been running from for years, I scanned the crowded restaurant for the golden-blond hair I saw in my nightmares. Cataloging every face in the room, I clutched my hands into fists under the table, ready to run. A middle-aged man walked by my table, briefly meeting my gaze, but maybe because I was sitting there sniffing like a lunatic.

      “Ready?” West said as he approached, then froze, his eyes flashing a molten gold color for a split second. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I pushed back from the table, weaving around him towards the door, needing to get out of here.

      Head ducked, I hurried outside and practically dove into the truck. Not until West pulled away from the restaurant did I breathe easily, and even then, I studied the mirrors, checking for cars tailing us back to my apartment.

      “Turn here.” I pointed towards a backroad that led out of town, a roundabout way back to my place, but was off the main road enough I’d notice any odd cars following us.

      “Tell me what’s wrong,” West demanded, his voice deeper and frustrated enough to draw my attention.

      “Nothing.”

      “Bullshit, Jade. You panicked back there. Your wolf was ready to shift in the middle of a human restaurant to defend you. I don’t need to tell you how dangerous that would have been.”

      I recoiled, scowling at him. “No. I had — have her under control.”

      He sighed so loud it could have served as a backup A/C unit in the truck. “Your wolf is riding so close to the surface, you’re a loose cannon, Jade. A starving wolf puts you even more at risk. Can’t you feel it? She’s ready to snap.”

      Feeling defensive, I checked the mirror again, relieved to see no one had followed us down the backroad. “You don’t know me. Stay out of my business, West.”

      He let silence fall between us, but I could have cut the tension with a plastic spork. Aside from pointing out directions back to my place, I said nothing.

      I hopped out of the cab before he’d even rolled to a complete stop at my apartment, but he threw it in park and rounded the truck before I’d taken two steps, backing me up against the passenger door. His huge body trapped me against the metal, his deadly calm fully focused on me.

      “What. The fuck. Happened. Talk to me. Why were you scared?”

      I bared my teeth, snapping back in
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