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            Jessica

          

        

      

    

    
      Darkness sweeps over the intertwining roads I’m driving along, and it’s as if someone or something is watching me.

      Goosebumps pepper my arms and a shiver creeps the length of my spine. I can hardly see the towering trees, save for the sliver of light the moon affords, making me believe there is something out there, perhaps a mountain lion or a bear. I shake my head and laugh out loud at the nonsense coursing through my brain, then take another big gulp of my drink.

      It’s probably an owl, or it could be the copious amounts of coffee and energy drinks I’ve consumed on this long drive to Woodmeadows. 

      I’m on my way to Holly’s place, and I hope I’m not lost. Oh, God, please don’t let me be lost in the middle of nowhere. She gave me directions late last night, yet somehow these trees appear all the same. Did I go around this bend earlier?

      I’ve known Holly for years; we went to college together in Hollow’s Bend and have kept in touch ever since. She was the loud, crazy roommate I was assigned to when I arrived at Hollow’s Grammar, and I fell in love with her straight away. She showed me so many things I missed out on growing up as an only child, and we became thick as thieves. Man, I miss those days—the coffee dates, playing pool most weekends, and the parties. All the things I would have never done had she not dragged me along and never taken no for an answer. Oh, and I miss her love for sports. We frequented the games at a nearby college and often found ourselves at sports bars. 

      When college finished, I stayed behind to help my parents with their business, and Holly went back to Woodmeadows to be closer to her family. 

      She was always going on about her mom, dad, and brothers, and their traditions and how she missed them all even though they suffocated her, as she’s the only girl in the family. 

      It’s as if I already know her family, although I’m yet to meet them, which makes this move so much more comfortable for me. 

      Being an only child of older parents, I loved Holly’s stories of Woodmeadows; she made it sound like such a magical place.

      When Mom and Dad decided to retire, sell their business, and travel the world, leaving me unemployed, Holly mentioned a job with one of her brothers, which would be perfect for me. So I didn’t even have to think twice because it would be nice to have a fresh start in a new town but still know someone. 

      So here I am, driving to the middle of nowhere, about to run out of gas and then probably be eaten by wild wolves or bears. 

      I squint, making out some lights up ahead. It must be Holly’s place. I don’t know why she would want to live somewhere so isolated, although she did mention this town being quite small.

      My car rolls to a stop, and my jaw drops open. A quaint log-cabin-style house is surrounded by neatly manicured grass, trimmed hedges, and colorful flowers that line an elegant winding path to a large front entrance. And beyond that is a beautiful dense forest, hiding whatever wild animal has its eyes set on me.

      Tealights flicker next to potted flowers on each of the steps leading to the front porch, their stunning illumination drawing my eyes from the blackness of the forest’s edge. It’s so dark out here, but as I look up to the sky, somehow, the stars seem so much brighter.

      After walking up to her door, carrying one of my cases, I raise my hand to knock when it swings open.

       ”Jess, you made it!” Holly screams, jumping up and down as she wraps her arms around me.

      I drop my bags and huff. “Barely. You didn’t mention you live in the middle of nowhere. I thought I was going to run out of gas and be eaten alive.” 

      She laughs, and I squeeze her back, savoring being in my best friend’s arms once again—it feels as if it’s been forever.

      “I forgot how dramatic you could be. And I’m not all alone out here; my brothers all have places close by.” She squeezes me again before pulling back and grabbing my case in one hand. “I’ve missed you so much, Jess. I’m so glad you’re here. We’re going to have so much fun.” 

      With her free hand, she clasps mine and pulls me inside, her strength astounding considering she’s merely five feet tall, and I’m an athletic five-foot-nine.

      “I wasn’t expecting you here until the morning, but this is even better.” She pulls my case through her spacious living room toward the hallway, stopping in front of a door. “This is your room. There’s a bathroom through that door on the right. Have a shower and freshen up before we leave.” She hugs me again before turning around to walk to where I assume is another bedroom. 

      Before she can get too far, I reach out and grab her wrist. “Ah, while I’m in desperate need of a shower and appreciate you letting me stay here until I get myself a place, I was planning on curling up in bed.” A yawn escapes my mouth. “It’s been a long day driving here.”

      “Uh-uh-uh, you have to eat. And if you remember from our college days, I can’t cook for shit and haven’t got much here anyway. So, until we go shopping for food, we’ll head over to Brady’s. I always go there for dinner and a few drinks on Friday.”

      “Holly, not tonight. Please, I’m wrecked. You go, I’ll crash and see you in the morning.” I lean my head against the doorframe.

      She mirrors my movement, leaning against the door adjacent to me. “Come on, Jess. I won’t keep you out long. Promise.” She bats her brown eyes at me, making me chuckle.

      “There’s a guy involved, isn’t there?” 

      She grins and stands up straighter, almost jumping. “Yes, and we always flirt, but I know I’m getting closer to wearing him down. I can’t miss a night. And when you see him, you’ll know just how perfect he is for me.”

      I playfully shove her. “If you were a guy, I’d say you always think with the wrong head.” Laughing, I turn into my room before adding, “You owe me, Holly.”

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you. Mwah.” Then she runs off, I assume, to get changed.
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      My eyes focus on the dark street we pull up in. There’s minimal lighting, except for a robust sign with Brady’s Pub flashing on a brick wall.

      “Um, are you sure this place is safe? It looks a little rough.”

      “Like you couldn’t handle yourself.” She huffs. “Come on, all the locals come here. It’s a great place with even better food.” She grabs her purse as she exits the car.

      After grabbing my purse, I follow her, almost stumbling on my heels. Lack of sleep and high heels is never a good combo. According to Holly, one should always look their best when going out, and my sneakers wouldn’t do. So, I am wearing skinny jeans, my cute, black heeled ankle boots, and a slinky backless top, which passed Holly’s test. She has on her infamous little black dress.

      Ever since I’ve known her, she has always been in black, and the tighter the better.

      I follow her inside, and the smell of alcohol and delicious food makes my stomach grumble. I quickly place my hand over my tummy as if to let it know I’m aware of its needs.

      Lime green booths line paneled walls, surrounding wooden tables and chairs that sporadically dot the center of the room. Directly ahead of us, a bar traverses the wall, glowing under ambient orange light. I squint, waiting for my eyes to adjust. It’s quite dark, yet somehow the dim lighting works with the atmosphere.

      The click of billiard balls echoes across the vast space, and my eyes follow the sound, spotting two tables and what looks like a dancefloor in the far corner of the room. Holly was right, Brady’s is pretty cool. I shouldn’t have judged it by its rundown exterior and the smells emanating from the kitchen. If the food tastes half as good as it smells, I can die a happy woman.

      Holly yanks me forward, a frown crumpling her brow, and I realize I haven’t followed her.

      “Don’t do that, Jess. Everyone’s already staring your way. You keep that up, and you’re going to start a brawl.”

      “Don’t do what?” I follow her to the empty booth she’s dragging me to and slide onto the leather seats.

      “You closed your eyes and moaned out loud. In case you didn’t notice, the majority of patrons here are guys, and they probably all want to jump your bones now.”

      I glance around, and sure enough, nearly all eyes are on us. Staring and grinning.

      “Are you sure it’s not you? You do look hot in that bit of scrap material you call a dress.”

      “Ha-ha. And, yes, I’m here all the time, and they all know my brothers. They also know not to come near me.” She scoffs.

      “Oh.” My cheeks heat, so I take the menu and place it in front of my face. “How embarrassing. Kill me now.” 

      She laughs, and I kick her leg under the table.

      “Ow.” She lifts her knee to rub the spot.

      “I love the blonde you’ve put through your brown hair. It really makes your brown eyes pop.”

      “Thank you, I heard blondes have more fun.” She chuckles. “But I wasn’t brave enough to go full blonde just yet.” She runs her fingers through her straightened hair.

      “So, if everyone here knows your brothers, how do you plan on getting lucky?” I ask, changing the subject.

      “See the bartender over there with the goatee and a cute as sin smile?” Holly gestures in his direction, so I subtly turn in my seat to see who she’s talking about, then nod my head. She continues, “Well, he’s just passing through, so I’m trying to convince him to ignore my brothers’ threats.”

      “And how’s that working for you?”

      “I’m close. He’s about to break, I know he is.”

      We place our orders and make small talk until our food arrives. When the waitress sets my plate with steak and potatoes slathered in gravy in front of me, I can’t help but close my eyes and moan as I shovel a forkful into my mouth, the sauce and meat melting on my tongue. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until the deliciousness slides down my throat. I’m so lost in my mouthful of heaven that I don’t notice Holly laughing again until my eyes meet hers. She’s smirking and pointing her fork around us. I scan the pub, my cheeks flaring red as everyone stares at us.

      “I did it again, didn’t I?” I mumble, keeping my eyes on my plate and continuing to eat the best food I’ve had in a while.

      “Yep.” She laughs, wipes her mouth, and starts to slide out of the booth. “I’ll be back, just visiting the ladies’ room.”

      Holly heads toward a hallway, so I focus on my mouth-watering meal again, intent on finishing every last crumb. When she returns, her hair is disheveled, her lipstick smeared— she seems flushed. 

      I wipe my mouth and throw the napkin onto my plate, staring at her until she starts squirming.

      “What?” She avoids eye contact, picks up her fork, and starts to shovel food into her mouth like everything is normal.

      “Do you have anything you want to tell me?”

      She starts shaking her head, so I lean forward. “And before you say no, you should know your hair is a mess and your lipstick is smudged.” Grinning, I wipe her face with my thumb.

      She stops eating, fixes her hair, and leans forward. “All right, I’m busted. But oh my God, can the man kiss! He finishes his shift in an hour, and he invited me to his room upstairs.” The whites of her teeth almost blind me she’s smiling that much.

      “That’s great. Who am I to stop you from getting lucky? I’ll find a ride back to your place and crash. I’m exhausted.”

      “No.” She stands, grabs my hand, and pulls me out. “Come hang out at the bar with me until he finishes.”

      “Holly—”

      “Please, Jess. I know it’s your first night here, you’re tired, and I’m being a bit of a shitty friend by dumping you for a hot guy, but… please, pretty please.”

      “Oh, okay, but only for a little bit.”
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            Axel

          

        

      

    

    
      Mason, my best friend, slaps me on my shoulder as I push open the door to Brady’s and walk inside. “Come on, man, you’ve been working long hours these last few weeks. You deserve a night out.”

      “I need to keep on top of things. Ever since Ronnie retired, everything has gone to shit.”

      My personal assistant for the last twelve years decided to retire on me six months ago. I begged her to stay, but she sputtered some bullshit about having done her time for my dad and me. And now the temp agencies keep sending me women who try to get in my pants rather than do their damn job.

      From a young age, my dad groomed me to take over not only as CEO for Steele Enterprises but also as alpha for the Woodmeadows Pack. But one of the most important things I learned from my dad in the years of working with him is the way he balanced life. He always had time for his staff, the pack, our mom, and us kids. I’m still learning how to juggle being alpha and CEO, and I have a long way to go. Dad is still involved in the business, and I’m grateful for that, even if he only pops in from time to time. I know he’s there if I need him.

      “She was well and truly expired, man. You should’ve replaced her a long time ago.”

      “That may be so, but she knew her job well, and she knew what I wanted even before I knew it.”

      I slide into our booth, one I have reserved toward the back of the room, near the kitchen to the side of the bar, and pull off my jacket. I have tables reserved all over town. Private tables. Just the way I like it.

      “When does your new assistant start?” Mason asks as he slides in opposite me. 

      I’m about to answer when I inhale the scent I caught when I was out on my run earlier tonight, halting me in my tracks. There was something about it that called out to my wolf. And not much brings out my wolf, as I’m always in control of him, and he only comes out when I allow him to. 

      I glance around the bar, sniffing the air until I find the owner of that intoxicating scent, my eyes landing on a gorgeous brunette at the bar chatting with none other than my annoying little sister, Holly. Great!

      My eyes go back to the brunette, with her long legs I can picture wrapped around my head, sexy fuck me heels, and a perfect ass in those skin-tight jeans. Making me want to take a bite.

      “Yo, did you hear me, bro?”

      I face Mason as he turns to look in the direction I was staring.

      “What are you looking at? You work too hard, man. You need to pick one of the many chicks who throw themselves at you and tap that ass.”

      “Ooh… is that fresh meat there next to Holly? Maybe I should—” Mason turns around and grins at me. “Did you just growl at me?”

      “No,” I growl again, opening the menu even though I know what I want to order—anything to keep my eyes off the girl at the bar. 

      Mason bellows with laughter. “Yes, you did, and if you want her that bad, man, you better go claim her because if you look around, she’s caught the attention of every other wolf in here.”

       I don’t answer, but instead, I slowly look around the bar. And sure enough, every set of eyes, male and female, are fixed on her, but she seems oblivious to the attention she is attracting.

      I’m relieved from answering his question as our server arrives to take our order. Passing him the menu as he leaves, I glance up at Mason. “My new assistant starts on Monday. Holly screened her and said she would be perfect. I know nothing else other than she arrives in town on Sunday.”

      This is enough to have him change the subject, and we spend the night talking about work and sports, my eyes never losing track of precisely where the mystery brunette is located. I chuckle at all the men approaching her and being rejected, walking away with their tails between their legs. It’s then I wonder if she realizes she’s in a bar filled with predators.

      My wolf has been restless all night, so when Mason leaves, and I notice Holly hugging her and walking off, I take it as my chance to approach her. 

      The other wolves move out of the way, grinning at me and clearing my path as I cross the room to the bar. Being the alpha certainly has its perks on some days, others not so much. 

      Sliding onto the stool Holly has vacated, I nod at Ally, who’s working the bar tonight. She opens a Corona and slides it in front of me, and I take the frosted bottle, throw some back, and enjoy the cold liquid as it slides down my throat. Turning to face this mystery woman who my wolf seems drawn to even though she is human, I take her in from this angle, all my senses paying attention.

      If I thought her back was drool-worthy, her front has me speechless and my cock standing at attention, making me have to adjust myself. She has wavy brunette hair but it’s so dark it’s almost black, the perfect frame to her perfect face, round cheeks, and a long neck that’s begging for me to nibble. Her bare shoulders are pleading for me to hold on to while I—

      “If you take a photo, it will last longer,” the sweetest voice, even if a bit irritated, replies as she faces me.

      She has the deepest blue eyes I can’t take my own eyes off, that I almost miss what she says next. “What is it with this place? You’d think I had treats in my pockets, and all the dogs can’t help but come to me. I never get this much attention. Trust me, I’m a plain Jane who no one notices. Maybe it’s a small-town thing.” She almost mumbles that last part as if she’s speaking to herself, not me, then shrugs and spins back around, continuing to play with the straw in her glass.

      I turn to look behind me and see the whole bar snickering—they all heard her comment. If they were human, they wouldn’t have heard it, but they’re not. They’re wolf, and their hearing is second to none.

      “I don’t know what kind of bars you’ve been hanging around in, sweetheart, but you’re a gorgeous woman, and any hot-blooded male would take notice and be compelled to be in your presence.”

      She laughs and turns her back to me. “You’re smooth, I will give you that. Is that your best pickup line, though? And, more importantly, does it actually work?” She wraps her fingers around her glass and slowly brings it to her mouth, drawing my attention to lips most ladies would pay for, and starts sucking through the straw. I swallow, they’re so plump and would look awesome wrapped around my rock-hard cock.

      “I don’t need any pickup lines, sweetheart. Women flock to me.”

      “Ooh, you’re cocky, too. Now, why doesn’t that surprise me from someone who looks like you?”

      “And how do I look?”

      She makes a little noise in her throat, like a scoff. “You know…” she gestures to me with her hand, “… good looking.”

      “So, the lady thinks I’m good-looking. That’s good to know.” My lip pulls up at the side in amusement.

      She rolls her eyes, finishes her drink, and grabs her purse and jacket. “Well, as much fun as this is, I’m going to head out now.”

      “You’re not from here. Let me walk you out to your car.”

      “That’s okay, pretty boy. I’m a big girl. I can walk myself outside and grab a cab.” She starts to step off, so I grab her arm to halt her departure.

      “Definitely not from around here. I hate to break it to you, but there are no cabs… there’s not much need for them.”

      If only she knew.

      If you can’t get somewhere by wheels, we shift and get places that way with the minimum of fuss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Jessica

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you kidding me? I’m going to kill her!” I spin around, throw my purse and jacket back down on the bar and put my hands on my hips.

      “Whoa! Calm down. There’s no need to commit murder.”

      Glancing up at the bronzed Adonis, I have no doubt half the women—and probably a handful of the men—are imagining him naked. I know I have at least six times in the few minutes I’ve been around him. It makes it difficult to concentrate. I have to literally crane my neck back to take in his full height, and he has the shoulders of a linebacker and the sharpest jaw known to man with a cute little dimple when he smiles. And the warmest chocolate brown eyes.

      “Believe me, if you were in my shoes, you might just consider it.” I can’t believe Holly has left me stranded here.

      “Look, if it’s a ride you need, I’ll be happy to oblige.”

      “Do I look like someone who would trust a stranger who offers to take me home on my first night in town? Argh! She’s going to owe me big time.”

      “Hey, you were sitting here with Holly earlier. She can vouch for me, I promise.” He winks at me, smiling.

      “Yeah, because she can vouch for you before we leave. Oh no, that’s right, she can’t, ’cause she’s too busy screwing the barman, leaving me with no way home.” Grabbing my purse and jacket again, I spin around, mumbling about finding my way back to Holly’s house in the woods when I freeze on the spot, everyone in the bar deathly quiet, still as statues and staring behind me. Slowly, I turn back to the hottie who is stone-faced, both his hands in tight fists. “What? Did I miss something? I promise I’m okay finding my own—”

      “Where is she?” he spits out through gritted teeth.

      “Who? Holly?”

      “I won’t ask again. Where is she?”

      “Oh my God, are you her boyfriend? You were trying to pick me up, you—” I go to slap him, only to have him grasp my wrist, stopping me mid-strike before pulling me closer so I’m flush with his rock-hard body, our noses nearly touching. “You realize I have to tell her,” I whisper ever so quietly, shocked to feel my nipples hardening.

      His lips quirk up ever so slowly. Oh God, even with his scowling face, being this near and smelling so masculine, all I want to do is kiss and lick the man, and I’m close enough to do just that.

      “Ally!” he barks out. “Which barman is not on tonight?”

      Nothing but silence surrounds us.

      “Now, Ally. Who is it?”

      “Scott,” she squeaks.

      “He’s a dead man if he’s touched her.” He lets go of my arm and walks down the hallway where the restrooms are located.

      “Oh shit! You’re one of the brothers, aren’t you?” I say, following him as Ally nods.

      Shit, shit, shit! Holly is going to kill me.

      I chase her brother down the dark hallway, catching up as he opens the back door.

      How am I supposed to stop him?

      Think, Jess, what would Holly do?

      “Wait, please.” I grab onto his arm, making him stop and look at my hand on him. “Come on, she’s a big girl. You’ve got to know she’s not a virgin anymore. She is twenty-four.” 

      He growls like a full-on growl. 

      “Whoa!” I tighten my hands on him. “Okay, maybe you think she is. Okay then, let’s say she is. Can you take me home, please? I’d like that ride now.”

      He shakes me off, walking out into the night and toward a set of stairs that must go up to an apartment above the bar. 

      Shit, shit, shit! I have to stop him.

      Scrambling through my brain, I think back to our college days.

      What would Holly do?

      She would throw herself at him.

      Okay, I can do that, I think…

      I dart around him, climbing a few steps before turning to face him, the extra steps putting me at his eye level. The intensity of his proximity and heated stare nearly makes me falter, my heart pounding loudly—the chocolate of his eyes now almost golden. I place my hands on his chest to stop him, but he doesn’t appear happy. Come on, Jess, you need to do something, and quickly. You need to do more.

      Gliding my hands over his chest and down to what feels like an eight-pack, we both drop our gaze to my fingers moving freely over his body, so hard and strong. Wow, I have never felt such a rock-hard body. Seen, yes, but not touch like I’m doing right now.

      His chest rises and falls in rapid pumps while his eyes stay glued to my movements, making me realize this surprise touching is affecting us both. Our heavy breaths the only thing between us. His grip on the handrail tightens, and his other hand flexes then curls to make a fist. I lean forward, and while he’s distracted, I gently touch my lips to his, faltering forward when I do, electricity coursing through me and making me feel alive. Luckily, he breaks my fall by wrapping his arms around my back and under my ass before lifting me, forcing my legs around him. I deepen the kiss, needing more of everything he can give me, and when he makes a noise that’s a mix between a growl and a moan, I know he has the ability to take me to sexual heights I’ve never been.

      I’m so lost in our dueling tongues that I don’t realize he has started to climb while carrying me. I’m impressed—at my height, no one has ever lifted me, let alone carried me up steps. 

      “Why are we moving?” I ask breathlessly, my hands frantically roaming his head and pushing him closer to me before I latch back onto his lips.

      As I let out a moan, his fingers clench my ass, and I drop one hand and lift the hem of his shirt to feel his warm skin. Unceremoniously, he loosens his hold on me, nearly making me fall over as I plant my feet back on the ground. He steadies me before taking a step back and dropping his hands. He fixes his shirt and runs his hands through his hair as he takes a few deep breaths before turning away from me and banging relentlessly on the door.

      Huh? Maybe he didn’t feel the same burning heat at our connection like I did. And dammit, I’ve seen Holly make this move back in our college days, and she never got rejected.

      “Open up now, Scott. Holly… get your ass out here now,” he bellows.

      The door cracks open after a few minutes, revealing who I now know as Scott, shirtless in only his jeans, which are not zipped, and… “Oh wow!” I say, exhaling.

      Holly’s brother snaps his head to gape at me, his eyebrows furrowed.

      “Oops, did I say that out loud? I mean, can you not see what I’m seeing?” I point at Scott, which only makes him growl, so I slap him on the shoulder. “What is it with you and growling?”

      “Jess? What the fuck are you doing up here, and with this idiot, too?” Holly steps in beside Scott, pulling her hair out of a T-shirt she has undoubtedly quickly shoved on.

      “Holly… get out here now,” said idiot barks again.

      “Sorry, Hols. I kind of… maybe… told him about you stranding me here so you could get laid, but that was before I knew he was your brother,” I plead.

      “That’s okay. I should be used to it, shouldn’t I, Axel? As in, it’s okay for you and our brothers to fuck anything that walks, but when it comes to me, I should close my legs. Well, I won’t. This girl has needs and will not be cockblocked by one of my stupid-ass brothers again.” She pushes Scott out of the way, mouthing, “sorry” to me as she slams the door in our faces. 

      The hulk of man I now know is called Axel is about to knock on the door once more and possibly break it down, so I slide my back across the door, squeezing in front of him, so our bodies are touching. He glares at me, and if looks could kill, I would seriously be dead right now.

      “Come on, Axel. What’s the big deal? If I had fallen for your pickup line, that might have been where you and I were heading. What’s the difference?” Tilting my head to the side, I give him what I hope is a sugary sweet smile as I flutter my eyelashes, trying to calm the beast. “Can’t us girls have our fun, too? We’re much nicer people when we’re not sexually frustrated.”

      He places both hands on the door, caging me in, his eyes darkening with need and want and a little anger as he leans his face even closer. “Is that an offer, sweetheart?  ’Cause, that may be the only thing to calm me down right now.”

      He doesn’t let me answer, not that I would’ve been able to because with him this close, I can’t think. But my body doesn’t hesitate when he crushes his lips to mine in an almost bruising kiss, forcing my mouth open so he can suck my tongue, eliciting a moan from my mouth almost immediately. What might have started as a distraction tactic is now something completely different—a woman and a man with a sizzling connection.

      My whole body seems to respond in a way it never has for any man before him, ripples of lust running through me and fizzling my body to life. I never want this moment to end. I wrap my arms around his back, feeling the bumps and grooves of his muscles, then move them to his rock-hard abs.

      Taking my time, I caress my way up his chest until I reach the back of his head, pulling him closer, flush against me where I can feel the evidence of his desire pressing into my lower stomach. He pushes me against the door and bends his knees, grinding his erection in just the right spot.

      The door pulls open, making us break apart, but Axel’s quick reflexes have him pulling his arms around me, bringing me to his chest, stopping me from falling backward.

      Holly laughs behind me, so I bury my head into Axel’s chest with embarrassment.

      “Oh, isn’t this rich. You come down here nearly breaking the door to stop me from having sex, but then you attack poor Jess right outside that very same door to do the very same thing.”

      “Kill me, kill me now,” I mumble, my head still buried into Axel’s very hard chest.

      He vibrates with laughter. “No need to embarrass your friend, Holly. She was trying to distract me from breaking down that door. You should be thankful. Man, you’re a bitch when you don’t get some. Just shut the door before I change my mind.”

      “And you’ll take Jess home? She’s staying at my place. Thanks,” she squeals, then shuts the door again.

      Axel pulls away slightly. “You can come out of hiding now.”

      Not knowing what to say, I glance up at him. His eyes are still dark with desire but also a hint of something else. Regret maybe. But regret for what?

      “Come on, honey, let’s get you home.”

      Lost in thought, I follow him while staring at his yummy tight ass. “I don’t know…” I say, trailing off but also taking a step to my right until I’m out of his grasp.

      He grabs my arm and starts walking down the stairs, bringing me with him. “An extra minute of that kiss and clothes would have started coming off. After sharing that, you can trust me to take you home.”
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      Staring through the window of my parents’ house to the gorgeous day outside, I wonder whether I’ll see Jessica again. Maybe I need to make an impromptu visit to Holly’s place tonight.

       Dad slaps the back of my head.

      “Ow.” I rub the spot, bringing my focus back into the kitchen and the men around the table who are talking.

      My dad nods toward Mason then scowls at me. “So, we’ll patrol more often, taking turns and reporting back here next week.” 

      Right. Pack business. 

      “Sounds great, guys. More patrols on the outskirts. Make sure none of the teen wolves are shifting in front of humans. Anyone else have any business that requires attending to?” I chime in as murmurs and nods all around the table bring the meeting to an end. “We’ll have a full pack meeting later in the week in the office.”

      Once everyone takes their leave, Dad hits me upside the head again.

      “Would you stop doing that?” I rub the spot again.

      “No, son. I taught you better as a businessman and as alpha. When in a meeting, you are in the meeting. Where were you today because your mind sure as hell wasn’t here?”

      “Harry, your son needs to get laid. At present, he’s all work and no play. Alpha or not, the guy needs some pussy, then he’ll be fine,” Mason says flatly, throwing a chip into his mouth and shooting me a wink.

      “Ahh, if that is all it is, son, you can’t be hurting for attention, surely. If anything, back in my day, the alpha status alone would be a beacon, and I’d have my choice of different pussy every night.” 

      “All right, Casanova, no talking about your bachelor days and pussy in my house…” my mother walks into the room and kisses my cheek followed by Mason’s “… or you’ll be getting none for a month.”

      My dad huffs. “Like you could hold off for a month.” He stands, walks over to my mother, bends her back, and kisses her like he hasn’t seen her in months.

      “It doesn’t matter that I’m a grown man, no kid ever wants to hear about their parents having sex.” I push my chair back and punch Mason’s arm. “Come on, let’s go for a run before I have to wash my eyes out with bleach.” I don’t wait for a reply as my parents laugh behind me.

      Walking out the door, Mason following close behind. I strip out of my clothes and leave them in the box by the door before I shift. I love this part of my existence—my bones elongating and stretching into my wolf form, the sound of cartilage crunching, and fur spreading all over me.

      As I land on the ground, my wolf finally free, I trot into the woods, letting Mason catch up to me. As soon as he joins my stride, I pounce on him, slap at his maw, and roll around, snapping at his neck until he surrenders. His light brown fur with white streaks is such a contrast to my dark brown coat, not to mention I’m much larger than the other wolves of my pack—a trademark sign of an alpha. 

      Little bastard, throwing me under the bus like that in front of my old man. I can get laid just fine. I’ve just reached an age where fucking alpha groupies who throw themselves at me is getting old. I want to find my mate and settle down. As much as I give my parents shit, I’d love to find what they have. Even after forty years together, they still act like newlyweds who can’t keep their hands off each other. Their love is so strong, and it shows in everything they do.

      Thinking of settling down, my thoughts return to Jess, a human, but a striking human that my gut is telling me is our mate. I spot a deer in the distance, Mason slowing down having seen it also. We circle our prey before taking it down, and after eating our fill, we wash off in the stream before heading back to my place, grabbing a few beers, and shooting the shit for a while before calling it a night.
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      I walk back into my office from my private en suite bathroom to grab my shirt off the back of my
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