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Chapter One

 


Adam tensed, locking every muscle of his
body in place as he registered the unpleasant stench assaulting
him.

Vampire.

He strained his ears, listening for a sound
that might indicate their behavior, but vampires didn’t exactly
have heartbeats and they were generally good at walking in silence.
There was a chance he wouldn’t be able to hear them until they were
close enough to catch him. Or attack. Damn.

He was roughly two hours northeast of
Sacramento––a famed vampire stronghold––so he’d thought he was
safe. Apparently, he was wrong.

“Don’t move, wolf,” a dark voice called out.
It came from Adam’s left, just beyond the tree line. The speaker
was male and either bored or devoid of emotion, but there was an
odd lilt to his voice that made it hard to tell which. Or perhaps
that was deliberate.

“We don’t necessarily want to hurt you,”
another male declared. This one came from a little behind Adam,
toward the right––either trying to catch him or herd him. But at
least this one’s voice didn’t sound so disinterested.

Releasing a breath, Adam made a show of
slowly pushing to his feet, hands tilted up at his wrists and palms
open. Not knowing which of them to direct his attention toward, he
opted to remain facing away from both. “I’m not your enemy,” he
said carefully.

The one to his left snorted, the sound short
and clearly intentional.

“Then tell us why you’re here,” the other
said, ignoring his companion.

“Looking for food,” Adam replied. It wasn’t
the response they were looking for, but he was hesitant to offer
that information up. For all he knew, these two vampires were just
strays looking to make a good impression in Sacramento. Or
representatives of the Sacramento Family. Either way, he’d be
damned if he wound up some trophy on a wall.

“I’m pretty sure they have blackberries in
Oregon,” the one to the left retorted.

Releasing a breath, Adam said, “Oregon’s not
somewhere I want to be.” Mostly because Slayers liked to try to
slip into California from the border states. And Slayers usually
left bodies in their wake.

“I think what my colleague means,” the other
began, “is that there are plenty of other places to choose from.
Why venture so close to the First Family?”

“What are you planning?”

Adam bit back a sigh of frustration. This
wasn’t how he’d wanted the inevitable confrontation to go. “Believe
it or not, I’m not planning anything to do with vampires, let alone
the First Family. California’s a big state, and it’s largely
unsettled. I don’t want Sacramento.”

The man to the left made a sound not unlike
laughter and said, “Hunter, do you hear that? The puppy thinks he
can live here.”

Suppressing a growl, Adam replied, “I
haven’t encroached on any claimed territory. We both know
that.”

Leaves crunched to his left, and Adam
whipped his head around to see what the aggravating vamp intended
to do next. When he finally laid eyes on the man, he had to admit
the guy was imposing. Adam wasn’t a small man by any means, at 6’4”
with a strong build, but it wasn’t the vampire’s size that
raised Adam’s hackles. It was the way he held himself.

Probably around Adam’s own height, with a
leaner build, the vamp boasted long, straight, black hair that half
shadowed his face. His dark gaze pierced through the twilight
without effort, promising pain with a certainty Adam couldn’t deny.
No matter his confidence in his own strength, Adam really didn’t
want to tussle with this one. The silver blades, and likely
bullets, hidden by his leather jacket weren’t even the main
reason.

“Jasen,” the one called Hunter said. Like a
warning.

“We can’t leave a threat so close to home,”
Jasen replied without breaking eye contact or stride. “And he
hasn’t apologized yet. He’s probably Alpha.”

Jasen was good, if he could guess that from
a two-minute conversation. The knowledge only made Adam’s stomach
clench. This vamp was probably much older than he––and that always
tended to be a problem in fights of strength.

“If he’s Alpha,” Hunter began, “then he has
a pack. Do you really want to bring their vengeance home?”

“We could just kill them, too.”

Adam’s eyes narrowed. “You touch my pack and
I’ll rip your heads off.” He didn’t bother suppressing the growl
that time.

Jasen paused and an eyebrow lifted almost
imperceptibly on his forehead. “Oh look, the puppy’s found his
backbone.”

Ignoring the jibe, Adam decided to ask a
question of his own. “Do you really represent the First
Family?”

Eyes narrowing again, Jasen said nothing. As
if his glare would be enough of an answer.

Fortunately, Hunter offered the answer in
words. “Yes, we do.” He paused before adding somberly, “And Jasen
will kill you if he deems you a threat.”

Adam cut a sidelong glance at Hunter, noting
that he was slightly shorter and less visually imposing, but still
entirely serious. And the scent of blood on the air assured him
both vampires had recently fed, which gave them an edge they didn’t
need to know about. Returning his attention to Jasen, Adam forced
himself to lighten his tone and said, “Listen, I’m no threat. If
you are First Family, then you’ve heard of the Jefferies Pack,
right?”

“We have,” Hunter allowed.

“They don’t exactly hunt around here,” Jasen
added.

Offering what he hoped was a casual shrug,
Adam said, “Yeah, that was kind of the point when I left. I don’t
exactly want my old man looking over my shoulder and judging every
decision I make.” This was a gamble. An arguably stupid
gamble. He was relying almost entirely on the reputation his
birth-pack had earned since his father had taken over. It was an
amazing reputation, true, but Adam didn’t really know whether or
not it was the kind that impressed old vampires. If they viewed the
Jefferies as weak pushovers, he’d be in trouble.

“Wait,” Hunter said, stepping forward until
he was at arm’s length from his companion. “You’re Curtis
Jefferies’s boy?”

The phrasing of the question threw Adam off
and he shifted his focus to Hunter. “You’ve … met my
father?” The pack was pretty isolated, if only because Montana was
sparsely populated, so the possibility seemed nearly
unbelievable.

But Hunter inclined his head. “Once, a long
time ago.” Gesturing to Jasen, he added, “We both did,
actually.”

Releasing a long-suffering breath, Jasen
tucked his hands into his pockets and asked, “What’s Jefferies’s
boy doing out here? Montana’s a big state.”

“I already explained that,” Adam reminded
him, daring to hope that the change in his tone was positive.

The vampires exchanged a look and finally,
with obvious reluctance, Jasen said, “Trista probably wouldn’t want
us to kill you, then.” With barely a pause his glare returned and
he added, “But if you step one toe out of line, I will
personally rip out your heart and feast on it.”

Adam scowled, instinctively wanting to rise
to that challenge. But he fought the urge this time and held his
ground, fists balled tight at his sides. Trying to set down roots
in California of all places had been his idea, after all. Dealing,
at least on some level, with vampires had pretty much been a
guarantee.

Hunter was sporting a thoughtful frown when
he spoke again. “The thing is, Trista’s not going to be all that
thrilled to have wolves in her backyard. Are you really sure about
denning down so close?” His tone was conversational, but his
expression was guarded.

Adam held Hunter’s stare for a moment. “It’s
a good area. Plenty of food and space.”

“What makes you think Trista will allow
that, puppy?” Jasen asked with that same air of indifference.

“It’s Adam. And I don’t see why there’d have
to be a problem.” Other than the legendary vampire ego. Ego was the
only way to explain how any individual vampire, First Family or
not, could possibly lay claim to all of California.

Jasen took a partial step forward and
Hunter’s hand shot out, landing on his shoulder. But Adam wasn’t
fooled. Jasen intended to intimidate him, not harm him. Vampires
could move a lot faster if they wanted.

“Here’s a thought,” Hunter said without
releasing Jasen’s shoulder. He even seemed to ignore the glare
Jasen fired at him. “For now, let’s say you don’t come any closer
to Sacramento than the nearest city. And you and your pack leave
the humans alone. Meanwhile, Jasen and I will tell Trista who you
are and we’ll see if she’s willing to consider letting you
stay.”

Adam ground his teeth. Letting me
stay? But it wouldn’t be wise to lose his temper here. “I don’t
advocate harming humans, anyway,” he said. “That’s fine. And if I
don’t hear otherwise from a reliable source? I’ll be
staying.” What he would and would not consider reliable, he wasn’t
yet sure. But instinct insisted these two were, if nothing else, at
least legitimate representatives of the First Family.

“Just know,” Jasen said as Hunter’s arm fell
away, “that any wolf caught violating those orders is as good as
dead.”

****

Whitney King had been minding her own
business, sniffing around for the trail of the vampire she’d been
following, when the voices had drifted to her ears. Tense male
voices all came from an area just off to the side. And the scent of
vampire was fresh. At least one of those voices belonged to it.

Morbidly curious, Whitney detoured and
crawled on her belly as close as she dared. The wind was in her
favor, blowing into her face and thereby enabling her to sneak up
on them. She tucked herself near the base of a thick bush, hoping
none of the three men would notice any oddly placed patches of
white in the green shrubbery.

Typical of her luck, she was closest to the
two vampires. Tall, lean, and armed with silver, the vamps were
busy in conversation with the other guy. That other guy, standing
opposite the vampires, smelled like a wolf. Whitney’s throat went
dry as she took him in. He was tall–– easily as tall as the taller
vampire––and broad, with tight, corded muscles running down his
arms. It didn’t help that his fists were clenched at his sides or
that he wore a tight tee over his denim jeans. He had thick, shaggy
black hair and a strong jaw. Visually he was gorgeous, or sexy, or
whichever word he might have preferred.

He also looked vaguely familiar.

“It’s Adam,” he said. He was speaking, of
course, to the vamps. But Whitney’s ears perked up all the
same.

Adam…?

She’d known an Adam once, long ago. He was
about her age, too. But Adam was a common name and she needed to
remember that. Whitney tuned in again as he finished speaking, her
ears buzzing and her body tingling. He had a sexy voice to match
that body. Deep, rumbling, and strong.

Oh, hell.

Adam was probably an Alpha.

Whitney’s feet itched to run the moment the
thought stole across her mind. The last thing she wanted was to
tangle with an Alpha who even briefly kept the company of deadly
vampires. She’d had her fill of politics and dangerous Alphas,
thank you. But if she bolted now, she’d have all three of them on
her tail. It was best to wait until the vampires left if she
could.

Fortunately, she wasn’t waiting long.

It was clear, from the brief bit she’d
overheard, that Adam was trying to settle down in the area. Is
he insane? What self-respecting wolf wanted to settle down so
close to the First Family? Even Whitney, for all her gaping holes
in ‘common’ knowledge of a wolf her age, knew how ridiculous that
sounded. And as soon as the vamps were gone she thought about
running again. Adam obviously hadn’t noticed her yet. His glare had
followed the vamps out and nothing about his scent or posture
indicated an awareness of her.

Without the vampire threat looming, she
could easily outrun him.

Yet her feet remained planted on the ground,
her eyes fixated on Adam the Alpha. She’d never seen an established
Alpha so young. Was that a positive thing? Does it
matter?

Apparently it did, because as he turned to
leave in the opposite direction she was suddenly in motion.

Adam froze for a beat before turning toward
her, this time more surprised than irritated if his expression was
anything to go by.

Their gazes met for an instant before
Whitney whined and lowered her head.

Damned Alpha stare.

“Hello,” Adam offered, his deep voice
surprisingly gentle. “If you were listening, then you know my name.
Are you Rogue?”

Whitney swallowed heavily. Of course she was
Rogue. But he didn’t know that. She could’ve been a scout, for all
he knew. Or an idiot who was totally lost.

“I won’t hurt you,” Adam said. “Why don’t
you shift and tell me your name.” Not a suggestion, but possibly
the nicest command she’d ever receive.

Knowing better than to shirk an Alpha, even
one not her own, Whitney flexed her paws in the dirt and willed her
body to shift. She felt the power flow over her, soaking into her
bones as her back arched and her white fur receded. Within moments
she stood before him, her hair loose at her back, waiting to see
what would happen.

“Whitney,” she offered. “Whitney King.”
Maybe I should’ve run. But maybe he had a place to sleep and
some food. And maybe that was what was really motivating her not to
run just yet.

Adam blinked at her, his polite smile
vanishing for an instant before a grin took its place. “Whitney
King? I’ll be damned. Do you even remember me?”


Chapter Two

 


Adam couldn’t believe it. He’d all but
forgotten about Whitney King, the playful little girl he’d known as
a pup. Her parents had been lost and starved when his father had
taken them in. They hadn’t stayed long in the Jefferies Pack before
leaving to join a relative’s pack further east. That was the last
Adam imagined he’d ever see of Whitney. Whitney had been his first
crush and a good friend. The only girl who didn’t immediately look
down on him for being a boy in a houseful of females––he did, after
all, have three older sisters.

But that was a long time ago. Adam had grown
up a lot since then. And from what he could see, so had
Whitney.

She’d grown up well.

Adam ground his teeth as he attempted to
keep his brain out of the gutter. It didn’t help that she was naked
beside him or that he already loved the way her platinum blonde
hair hung past her shoulders, swaying along her shoulder blades
with each step. The way her light brown eyes had lit up when he’d
recognized her, assuring him she recognized him, too.

He couldn’t help but wonder at the kind of
life she’d had since leaving Montana all those decades ago.

Whitney was the same age, give or take a
handful of months, as he was. It was one of the reasons they used
to play together. By human standards they were in their
mid-twenties. By every standard they were still young: too young to
be expected to know what the hell they were doing, at least. Except
he was also an Alpha. Alphas, it was expected, were born
knowing what the hell they were doing––but right now, all Adam
really knew was that he wanted a taste of the she-wolf
beside him. Badly.

“Do you actually have a pack, then?” Whitney
asked as Adam led the way toward home. Well, toward what he hoped
would be home.

“A small one, yes,” he said, kicking aside a
loose rock in the path. “We’ve only been in the area a month or
so.”

Whitney stopped beside a tree and cocked her
head at him. “Why settle down in California of all places?”

Trying to ignore the sense of déjà vu, Adam
offered her a grin. “Honestly? Because I knew it was outside my old
man’s influence. It’s hard breaking free of that shadow.”

Her light brown eyes glazed over and she
looked away. “I imagine it would be.”

“What brings you out to California?”
To Adam, that seemed like a more reasonable question. As reasonable
as whether or not Whitney would actually trust him enough to share
that information.

Predictably, she hesitated and glanced at
him before resuming their walk. “Personal reasons,” she said.

Adam released a breath and caught up to her
side easily. “Whitney,” he said, “I know we
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