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​The Town That Watched

The road into Blackridge narrowed until Marisol Reyes began to wonder if Kentucky had decided it didn't want visitors.

Two lanes of cracked asphalt curled between walls of dark forest, the trees crowding close enough that their branches scraped the sky into thin ribbons. September had started turning the leaves at the higher elevations, but down here the woods were still mostly green, dense and stubborn.

Her GPS announced, You have arrived at your destination, with the cheerful indifference of a machine that had never had a reason to distrust a town.

Marisol glanced at the screen.

BLACKRIDGE, KENTUCKY

"Great," she muttered. "Charming."

She slowed as the road curved around a rocky hillside.

There it was.

Blackridge.

The town sat in a valley beneath the mountains, compact and old-fashioned in a way that didn't look curated for tourists. A row of brick storefronts lined the main street. A hardware store. A pharmacy. A feed-and-seed shop. A bar with a faded neon sign in the window. Two churches facing each other from opposite sides of the road, as if they'd been arguing for generations.

Beyond them rose the dark slopes of the Appalachians.

And beyond those—

Forest.

Miles of it.

Marisol tightened her fingers around the steering wheel.

She'd seen Blackridge in photographs.

She'd studied county maps, property records, satellite images and newspaper archives until the town had become a collection of lines and dates in her mind.

Seeing it in person was different.

It felt familiar.

That was the first thing she didn't like.

Not because she'd ever been here.

She hadn't.

Her parents had come here often enough that the town existed in fragments inside the stories they'd left behind. A diner with terrible coffee. A hardware store where her father had once bought a tire chain in July. A little motel on the edge of town. The Kavanagh Timber Company.

And the fire.

Always the fire.

Marisol swallowed.

Ten years.

Ten years since someone had called her at two seventeen in the morning and told her that her parents were dead.

She had been twenty.

Old enough to understand what death meant.

Young enough to believe that somebody, somewhere, would explain it.

They never had.

She drove another half mile.

A wooden sign appeared beside the road.

WELCOME TO BLACKRIDGE

Someone had painted a black wolf beneath the lettering.

Marisol's stomach tightened.

She stared at it for a second too long.

Then she looked away.

"Wolves," she whispered.

Her mother had hated wolves.

Not the animals themselves. She'd loved wildlife documentaries and once spent forty minutes arguing with Marisol about whether wolves were misunderstood predators or simply efficient ones.

No.

She'd hated the symbol.

The first time Marisol had asked why, her mother had gone very still.

Then she'd smiled.

Some people use animals to make themselves seem bigger than they are.

At the time, Marisol had thought she was talking about men.

Maybe she had been.

She drove into town.

The first thing she noticed was how quiet it was.

Not peaceful.

Quiet.

There was a difference.

A town could be quiet because people were at work. Because it was early. Because everyone had decided to stay indoors on a rainy afternoon.

Blackridge was quiet like it was listening.

Marisol turned down the main street.

A man standing outside the hardware store stopped talking when he saw her car.

His companion did the same.

Both looked at her.

Not casually.

Directly.

Marisol's eyes flicked toward the rearview mirror.

No one followed.

She kept driving.

A woman sweeping the sidewalk outside a bakery paused mid-stroke.

Looked up.

Watched Marisol pass.

The hairs on the back of her neck lifted.

"Okay."

She tapped the steering wheel.

"You're imagining it."

That was what she did when something didn't make sense.

She talked herself back into logic.

It had kept her alive for ten years.

Logic said she was a stranger in a small town.

Strangers got noticed.

Nothing supernatural about that.

Nothing sinister.

Nothing worth putting in a notebook.

She passed a weathered sign:

KAVANAGH TIMBER & LAND MANAGEMENT

The name was painted in white block letters against dark green.

Marisol's foot eased off the accelerator.

There it was.

The reason she was here.

Not the reason she'd told anyone.

Officially, she was a freelance journalist working on a regional piece about rural economies and the changing timber industry.

The email she'd sent to the Kavanagh company's public relations contact had been deliberately boring.

I'm interested in profiling local employers adapting to changing markets, environmental regulations, and workforce shortages.

Nobody wanted to read the real pitch.

Your company acquired 3,200 acres in the year my parents died. Those acres included land belonging to several clients my parents were helping. Your records don't match the county's. Why?

That story had gotten her into trouble before.

As had the one about a pharmaceutical distributor burying adverse-event reports.

And the one about a construction company bribing inspectors.

And the one about a county official who suddenly bought a lake house on a government salary.

She'd learned things.

People didn't like journalists who learned things.

Especially when the journalists refused to stop.

Her editor at a regional paper had once told her she had "an unhealthy relationship with dead ends."

Marisol had told him dead ends were usually where people stopped looking.

Then she'd been fired three weeks later.

She'd gone freelance.

Less money.

More freedom.

More rejection.

More time to chase the stories nobody wanted.

She preferred it.

Mostly.

She glanced again at the Kavanagh sign as it disappeared behind her.

Her parents' names weren't anywhere on the public records connecting the company to the fire.

That was the problem.

There were gaps.

Missing inspection reports.

A land-transfer document filed three days before the fire and amended six months afterward.

A witness statement that vanished from the county archive.

And one handwritten note in her father's old files.

Ask who benefited.

No signature.

No date.

Just four words.

She'd found it six months ago, tucked inside a folder marked Rural Clients — Confidential.

She'd been staring at it ever since.

Who benefited?

The answer was obvious.

The people who acquired the land.

And the largest acquisition belonged to Kavanagh Timber.

So she'd come to Blackridge.

Simple.

She would interview the company's current leadership.

Ask about the timber business.

Ask about land management.

Ask about the old acquisition.

Then she'd visit the property records office, find the missing documents, talk to anyone old enough to remember the fire, and leave.

Three days.

Four, maximum.

She'd already booked a motel.

Her suitcase was in the trunk.

So was her backup laptop.

Two notebooks.

A portable charger.

A flashlight.

Pepper spray.

A change of clothes.

Toiletries.

Copies of her parents' case file.

And enough cash to disappear for a week if someone decided her questions were inconvenient.

Marisol had learned to travel like someone who expected plans to go wrong.

It wasn't paranoia.

It was experience.

She turned onto a side road.

The motel appeared at the end of the block.

PINE CREST MOTOR LODGE

The sign had one missing letter.

The parking lot was mostly empty.

Good.

She pulled into a space beneath a dying maple tree and turned off the engine.

For several seconds, she sat there.

Silence filled the car.

Her hands remained on the wheel.

She looked at the motel.

Then at the woods behind it.

Then back at the motel.

"You can do this."

Her voice sounded strange in the empty car.

She hated that.

She grabbed her phone and checked the time.

12:41 p.m.

Her stomach growled.

She hadn't eaten since eight.

The diner was two blocks back.

She could get lunch, establish herself as the harmless freelance journalist she claimed to be, and maybe hear something useful.

People talked around food.

They talked more when they believed you weren't listening.

She took her bag from the passenger seat.

Then stopped.

Her gaze dropped to the old photograph tucked inside the notebook.

Her parents.

Her father was smiling at the camera, one arm around her mother's shoulders.

Her mother was pretending to be annoyed.

Marisol remembered the picture being taken.

Summer.

Backyard.

Her father had burned the burgers.

Her mother had laughed so hard she'd cried.

Marisol had been nineteen.

The year before everything ended.

She touched the edge of the photograph.

"I came back," she whispered.

She didn't know why she'd said it like that.

As if they'd been waiting.

As if this town had been waiting too.

She shoved the photograph into her notebook and climbed out of the car.



The Blackridge Diner had a red door, chrome-edged windows and a sign promising HOME COOKING SINCE 1968.

A bell chimed when Marisol entered.

Every conversation in the room seemed to pause.

Her shoulders stiffened.

There it was again.

That feeling.

Eyes on her.

She forced herself not to look around too quickly.

Instead, she smiled at the woman behind the counter.

"Hi."

The woman was in her sixties, maybe. Silver hair pulled into a bun. Green eyes that looked much sharper than her pleasant expression suggested.

"Afternoon."

"Table for one."

The woman's gaze traveled over Marisol.

Brief.

Efficient.

Assessing.

"Tourist?"

"Journalist."

The woman's eyebrows rose.

Marisol immediately regretted answering.

Then the woman smiled.

"Tourist, then."

A few people nearby chuckled.

Marisol gave a polite laugh.

"Something like that."

"Sit anywhere."

She chose a booth near the window.

Not because it was comfortable.

Because she could see the entrance.

Old habit.

She put her bag on the seat beside her and pulled out her notebook.

The waitress approached with a menu.

"Coffee?"

"Please."

"Food?"

"Something involving eggs and enough caffeine to bring me back from the dead."

The waitress smiled.

"Eggs, bacon, biscuits?"

"Perfect."

The waitress walked away.

Marisol opened her notebook.

At the top of a fresh page she wrote:

BLACKRIDGE — DAY ONE

Underneath:

Kavanagh Timber

Then:

Fire — October 14, 2016

She paused.

Her pen hovered.

She wrote:

What actually happened?

A shadow passed over the page.

Marisol looked up.

An older man was standing beside the counter, staring at her notebook.

He quickly looked away.

Interesting.

She closed the notebook.

The diner slowly resumed its normal rhythm.

Forks against plates.

Coffee cups.

Low conversation.

A radio playing softly somewhere behind the counter.

Normal.

Almost.

Marisol looked out the window.

Across the street, a man stood beside a dark pickup.

He was watching the diner.

Watching her.

She met his eyes.

He turned away.

Her instincts prickled.

She reached for her phone.

No message.

No missed calls.

Nothing.

She took a slow breath.

Maybe he wasn't watching her.

Maybe he was watching traffic.

Maybe—

The door opened.

The bell chimed.

Marisol looked up.

And forgot what she was thinking.

The man who walked into the diner was tall.

Not merely tall.

Big.

Broad shoulders beneath a charcoal-gray shirt. Dark hair, slightly too long, pushed back from his forehead. A rough shadow along his jaw. He carried himself with the quiet confidence of someone who never needed to announce his presence.

The room changed when he entered.

That was the first thing she noticed.

Conversations lowered.

People moved aside.

A man at the counter nodded.

The waitress smiled.

"Rhys."

He acknowledged her with a small nod.

Then his gaze moved across the diner.

And landed on Marisol.

Everything inside her stopped.

Not her heart.

Something deeper.

The world seemed to tilt.

Heat rushed through her body so suddenly she gripped the edge of the table.

What the hell—

Her lungs forgot how to work.

The smell of coffee disappeared.

So did the voices around her.

All she could smell was him.

Pine.

Smoke.

Rain on earth.

Something wild beneath it.

Her pulse slammed against her throat.

For one impossible second, she had the absurd sensation that she'd known this man forever.

Not recognized him.

Known him.

Her body leaned toward him before her mind could object.

Then her mind caught up.

Absolutely not.

Marisol straightened.

The strange dizziness remained.

Across the room, Rhys hadn't moved.

He was staring at her.

And something in his expression told her that whatever had just happened to her—

It had happened to him too.

She hated him instantly for it.

She didn't even know his name.

And already, some irrational part of her was whispering one impossible word.

Mine.

Marisol clenched her jaw.

"No," she whispered.

The word disappeared beneath the diner's noise.

But Rhys heard it.

She was certain he did.

Because his eyes darkened.

And for the first time since she had driven into Blackridge, Marisol had the unmistakable feeling that she hadn't come here to uncover a secret.

She had walked straight into one.
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​The Wolf Remembers

Rhys Kavanagh woke before dawn because his wolf had been awake for hours.

It was always like that.

The wolf didn't sleep as deeply as he did. It paced beneath his skin, restless and watchful, listening to sounds Rhys couldn't hear and smelling things too distant for a human nose to detect.

For ten years, the restlessness had been constant.

This morning, it was worse.

Rhys opened his eyes to darkness.

For several seconds, he remained still beneath the covers.

The house was silent.

Outside, rain ticked against the windows.

He stared at the ceiling.

She's close.

The thought came without words.

Not his.

His wolf's.

Rhys closed his eyes again.

"You're wrong."

The wolf didn't answer.

It never needed to.

He threw back the covers.

By five fifteen, he was outside.

The air was cold enough to bite.

Rhys stood on the back porch of his house overlooking the Blackridge valley. Mist clung to the trees, turning the forest into layers of gray.

This land belonged to the pack.

Had for generations.

The timber company operated legally on part of it, employing humans from Blackridge and neighboring towns. The rest was protected territory, invisible to the human world in ways that had nothing to do with fences or signs.

The forest knew where the boundaries were.

So did the wolves.

Rhys stepped off the porch.

He ran.

For twenty minutes, he let the wolf take over.

His body shifted smoothly, bones rearranging beneath skin that stretched and thickened. The world sharpened.

Cold became information.

Rain became scent.

The forest exploded into detail.

Deer.

Fox.

Wet stone.

Mushrooms.

Distant woodsmoke.

The familiar scents of his pack.

Home.

Rhys ran deeper into the trees.

He needed the movement.

Needed the silence.

Needed to outrun the strange pressure that had been building in his chest for years.

At twenty-four, he'd thought it was grief.

His father had still been Alpha then.

Rhys had been preparing to take over eventually, though neither of them had ever said it aloud.

Then the ache had started.

A pull beneath his ribs.

A persistent sense that someone was somewhere beyond his reach.

His wolf had become obsessed with it.

Mate.

The word had haunted him.

Rhys had searched.

For months.

Then years.

He'd crossed pack borders.

Visited neighboring territories.

Followed rumors.

Asked questions without explaining why.

Nothing.

No scent.

No bond.

No woman.

Nothing.

Eventually, everyone assumed his mate was dead.

Rhys had never accepted it.

His wolf had refused.

So the ache remained.

Ten years of it.

A phantom bond with no face.

No name.

No destination.

Until this morning.

Rhys stopped running.

His wolf froze.

Not metaphorically.

Actually froze.

Every instinct went silent.

Rhys stood beneath a canopy of dripping trees, breathing hard.

He waited.

Nothing.

Then—

A scent.

Faint.

So faint a human wouldn't have noticed it.

But Rhys wasn't human.

His heart slammed once.

Pine.

Warm skin.

Something citrusy.

Rain.

And beneath it—

Her.

The wolf surged toward the scent so violently that Rhys staggered.

Mate.

"No."

The word left his mouth as a breath.

He inhaled again.

There was no mistake.

His wolf had never reacted this way.

Not to anyone.

Not once.

Rhys looked toward the town.

She was there.

Somewhere beyond the trees.

His mate.

After ten years.

Alive.



By seven thirty, Rhys was sitting at the long table in the pack office.

Dale Osei sat across from him.

Dale had served his father for almost twenty years.

He was fifty-two now, lean and hard-faced, with silver beginning at his temples. He had been Beta before Rhys inherited the Alpha title.

Rhys had kept him.

That decision had been questioned.

Sometimes Rhys questioned it himself.

"You've got another outsider asking about the western parcels," Dale said.

Rhys looked up from the report.

"Who?"

"Freelancer."

"Name?"

Dale slid a sheet across the table.

"Marisol Reyes."

Rhys stopped breathing.

The scent returned instantly.

Citrus.

Rain.

Warm skin.

His wolf slammed against his ribs.

Mate.

Rhys forced his expression to remain neutral.

Dale watched him.

"Something wrong?"

"No."

"You know her?"

"No."

It was technically true.

He didn't know her.

Not yet.

Dale leaned back.

"She's asking about the land transfer from 2016."

Rhys's fingers tightened around the paper.

Of course she was.

"What's her story?"

"Journalist."

"Legitimate?"

"Seems so."

Dale's eyes narrowed.

"Which doesn't mean much."

Rhys looked at him.

"Get to the point."

"She's asking questions nobody asks unless they already know something."

The room went quiet.

Rhys glanced toward the























































































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
wHo quND HER

‘An Alpha Shifter Romance of Fated Mates

JEAN DUNOFORD
et





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





