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        Tainted.  Targeted.  Far from Tamed.

      

      

      
        
        Getting past that brute of a guard patrolling Damien’s territory was hard, and rather fun.

        Delilah wants to taste every delectable square inch of him, but Frank wants more from her than she can give.

        She has to leave, before the authorities catch her, punish her for her crimes. . . before Frank makes her feel again.

      

        

      
        Delilah’s no good.  She’s tainted, with a target on her back.

        And Frank wants her, badly.

        She’s his future, but she won’t admit that.

        He won’t let them have her, even if it means starting a war with the humans.

      

      

      Frank will have his Felon, one way or another.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Fight Hard. Love Harder.

        Frank’s Felon is a steamy wolf shifter romance where appearances are deceiving and love truly conquers all.
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            THE PATH TRAVELED THUS FAR…

          

          (An overview of the shifter world if you haven’t read prior books in this series)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In today’s world, humans know of and fear shifters—with good reason.  Shifters have better hearing, sight, and sense of smell compared to humans. They also run faster and can self-heal, making them harder—but not impossible—to kill.

      

      

      
        
        Shifters can blend in with the human population.

      

      

      
        
        In the 150 years since shifters came into being, humans and shifters have developed a strained coexistence and understanding.  Humans don’t interfere with shifters’ lives, and shifters stay away from humans.

      

      

      
        
        Not everyone abides by that unofficial stance.

      

      

      
        
        Humans lead their lives, happily ignoring the presence of the packs who inhabit the mountains and forests throughout North America, Europe, and various isolated regions.  Wolf shifters, meanwhile, tend to congregate in packs.

      

        

      
        Those wolf shifters who live and work alongside humans usually do so in secret. A pack offers safety, whereas being a lone wolf means having no support, no backup. And shifters do not have rights.  Period.  They are viewed as less than human, even though they are feared and hated for their superior abilities.

      

        

      
        There is no overriding law or council that rules over or controls shifters or packs. Each pack has its own rules, traditions, and goals, though the structure of packs tends to be consistent from one pack to the next.  Only one rule is universal among all wolf shifter packs: No one may break a blood-bond, the sacred bond that links two mates.

      

        

      
        For now, the U.S. Government remains quiet on the ‘shifter issue’, not interfering with the activities of the WSSO and other anti-shifter hate groups. Without legal protection against the anti-shifter hate groups that target them, shifters have developed ways to combat their enemies. Many packs form alliances, while others take unique approaches including espionage and blackmail.

      

        

      
        Those methods have proven effective. . . until now. One anti-shifter organization has developed a genetic weapon, one that will ensure shifter genocide.

      

      

      
        
        Shifters’ Origin

        Over 150 years ago, anthropologists dug up several wolves from the ice in Antarctica and shipped them to various museums to be prepped for display. When the wolves were thawed, the taxidermists and other staff became exposed to a virus that spread like wildfire.

      

        

      
        Thousands became sick. Most died before doctors isolated the infected people and stopped the spread of the virus. Those who survived the illness started shifting. They were seen as monsters. Even in their human form, the first shifters were hunted until they were killed or ran off. The wolves in them soon took over, driving them to form packs for survival. Packs formed mainly in North America and Europe, where the virus spread the fastest. The survivors of the virus were not human or wolves, but a new species—shifters

      

        

      
        That original virus is now referred to as SOV, Shifter Origination Virus. When the virus jumped species from wolf to human, it took a copy of the wolf’s genome, the DNA that is unique to a wolf. The virus spliced the wolf’s DNA with the human’s DNA by creating a genetic ‘bridge’ between the two. It is this bridge that enables shifters to shift between human and wolf.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        This story follows the lives of male and female shifters in three packs.  All of these shifters are broken in one way or another, but they never give up. They do more than fight to survive… they fight for the ones they love.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Packs

        In the mountains of Colorado, west of Boulder, three wolf shifter packs rule near Devil’s Peak. Each pack has its own territory and laws. Very few rules are universal between the packs, except the laws of nature. . . and these shifters like to defy nature.

      

      

      
        
        Black pack (alpha: Damien Black)

        Novak pack (alpha: Drake Novak)

        Greyson pack (alpha:  Liam Greyson)
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FRANK

      

      

      Frank shifted to his wolf form. That scent that had been driving him crazy for the past four days wrapped around him like a rope, tying him up in knots, making it hard to think. Female. There was no question about it. That delicate floral scent with a hint of vanilla bean definitely belonged to her. Her scent trail had him racing back and forth across the border, teasing him, toying with him, distracting him enough that he had ventured three miles deep into Drake’s territory without thinking about the repercussions.

      He didn’t know what game she was playing, but it needed to end. He compromised every member of the pack by letting her distract him, letting her draw him over the border. Yet he couldn’t get that scent, that maddeningly sensuous scent, out of his mind.

      “Frank?” Mason called from the distance.

      A quick look at the landscape told Frank that the female had lured him beyond his zone—again. Ethan, his replacement, must have shown up only to panic and report Frank missing instead of searching the immediate area. The young shifter was eager to do well, but his instincts weren’t what they should be for a guard, not even close. Frank would have to take a firmer hand in his training or talk to Damien about re-assigning him.

      A howl sounded. Mason again, this time using his wolf to call further into the forest as he searched for Frank. Without the wind to carry Frank’s scent, Mason was sending up a call, counting on Frank to answer. Mason didn’t alarm easily, which meant he was more concerned than usual if he was howling. The enforcer was still on the proper side of the border, unlike Frank.

      Howling from Drake’s side of the border was risky, but if Frank didn’t answer Mason soon, the enforcer would cross over, searching for him. Frank forced himself to turn around and head back. Maybe by the time he reached Mason, Frank would figure out what to tell him, something not as embarrassing as admitting he had let some damn female lure him over the border. Frank could admit that to anyone except Mason. Frank had scorned Mason about falling for the very same tactic nearly six years ago when Mason was a new guard.

      Before Frank reached the border, Mason leapt into his path, forcing him to stop short. “You okay?” Mason asked as soon as he shifted to human form. A second later, Mason caught the female’s scent in the wind and his concern turned into a grin.

      “I don’t care that you outrank me, Mason,” Frank said, shoving his way past the younger shifter. “I can still take you down with one arm tied behind my back.”

      Fortunately, Mason didn’t say anything. While Mason had risen in rank during those five years Frank had been in prison, Frank didn’t begrudge him his appointment as the pack’s enforcer while Callen helped Hayden with Drake’s pack. Mason had worked hard, had good instincts—generally—and was fair-minded. Much like Callen. While most males could be trained to be guards, very few had the right personality to handle the demands and challenges of being an enforcer.

      “Damien offered you the position,” Mason said as he fell in step next to Frank.

      “Not my thing. I prefer to be outside, in the fresh air.”

      Mason fell silent.

      Frank knew the younger shifter still blamed himself for what had happened six years ago. Frank wasn’t going to rehash this discussion. He didn’t blame Mason or Takara for his stint in prison. It was ancient history at this point. Mostly. The point was, Frank did what he needed to do to save Takara and the baby, to save all of them. Frank had no regrets.

      “Peach pie,” Frank said. “And corn. No more brussels sprouts.”

      Frank had a standing dinner invitation at Mason’s house. He had been feeling out of sorts lately and had been blowing off Sunday dinners with them. While he could do without Mason looking at him with that guilty mug of his, Frank hadn’t seen Mason and Takara’s daughter in a while. He needed an hour or two of doing nothing but listening to the little chatterbox talk about school and friends. Maybe then he could forget about that female’s scent that clung to his soul like a noose around his neck.

      “Those are Frankie’s food preferences, not yours.”

      “Maybe.” Frank hid his smile, thinking of his god daughter.

      “You cater to her too much,” Mason added.

      “I enjoy making her smile, seeing her happy.”

      Mason washed a hand through his hair. “I get that, but—”

      “You can say no to me, Mason. She’s your daughter. You don’t owe me anything. Never have.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what is it? This guilt you have. . . Get over it. And clear a spot at the table. I need to see a face that’s happy to see me.”

      “I’m happy to see you.”

      Frank cocked his head to the side and glared.

      “I’m just worried about you, Frank. You’re breaking all your own rules. Leaving your post, going miles deep into Drake’s territory without backup, without telling anyone. That’s not like you. Whoever that scent belongs to––”

      “You even mouth the words ‘honey trap’ and I’m going to have to figure out a damn good excuse to tell Frankie why her dad came home with a broken nose tonight.”

      Mason side-stepped away from Frank.

      “Not enforcer behavior, Mason. Never show ‘em fear. Got it?”

      Mason moved closer. “I just don’t feel like getting my nose broken.”

      Frank stopped short, that same scent cloying at him. She had come through here. Mason caught the scent, too. Frank motioned Mason to wrap around from the north while Frank headed east. Sooner or later, he would catch this female who was playing games with him, and when he did, he wasn’t going to go easy on her.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        DELILAH

      

      

      Delilah knew she should stop procrastinating and breech the pack’s border by more than a few hundred feet, but she couldn’t afford another encounter today. The blood running down her forearm was reminder enough that she wasn’t invincible. From what she had learned in Devil’s Peak, the alphas in this region were the ‘kill and ask questions later’ type of males when it came to protecting their territory. Before she pushed any further into her hunt, she needed to be fully healed and rested.

      Escaping the lecherous white wolves five miles back had been difficult enough. Scratch that. She’d barely made it out of there and had the claw marks to prove it. Instead of going toward town, she had unintentionally headed deeper into the forest. It was as if her wolf were drawn in that direction, the direction of that delicious scent that had caught her notice only once. Hell, only once and she found herself wondering about a male she had no time for and likely no stomach for, not given what these males always wanted.

      Ignoring that scent, hard as it was, had become a necessity over the last few days as she tested the patrols of the other pack in the area, the one led by a silver wolf, Damien Black. Getting lax would land her in deep water, as it already had.

      At least she was close enough to one of her clothing stashes. She could get dressed before returning to Devil’s Peak. Walking into town naked was not something she cared to do ever again, especially during daylight hours.

      Ignoring the white wolves’ scent markings—for the third day in a row—hadn’t been the smartest decision of her life, but some risks were necessary. Okay, many risks were necessary if she was going to stay alive and accomplish her goals.

      Her mother had always accused her of being too daring for her own good. How many times had she warned her to think before acting? Too many, and yet playing by the rules hadn’t saved her mother. Those anti-shifter protesters had targeted her, just like the Wolf Shifter Suppressor Organization had targeted her family.

      Maybe if the government put some rules in place to protect shifters, gave them rights, Delilah would start playing by the rules. Until then, it was open season on the WSSO and anyone who helped them, including shifters. One by one, she would track down the humans at the WSSO and their allies, and make them regret what they did to her family.

      Still in wolf form, Delilah limped along the cold ground, favoring her left foreleg. She’d never let herself be trapped again, denied the ability to run free in the fresh air, among the trees, like she was doing now. She loved this area. Colorado was so different from the southeastern U.S. This region was gorgeous and expansive, practically untouched by humans. A shifter could lose herself up here and never have to encounter another person, shifter or human.

      This wasn’t a time to get lost in dreams, about her newfound freedom or the intriguing scent of a male that she couldn’t push out of her mind. She needed to be more cautious about her every move. This morning had shown her that much, not to mention the past eighteen months. Being attacked by five wolves had left her shaken and in no condition to press forward, at least not until she healed. She certainly shouldn’t be wasting time with an unknown male.

      As she distributed most of her weight to three legs, favoring her left front leg, she tried to figure out what she could have done differently. While Delilah had speed on her side, the white wolves had known the terrain. Unfortunately, that would be a given anywhere she went. That was the problem with being a lone wolf. No home-field advantage. Ever.

      The white wolves had corralled her and then boxed her in a canyon. The bastards had thought she’d submit to them just because there were five of them. Baxter and Riley had thought the same back home before this whole mess had begun, but that had been her fault, in part. She had let her guard down that night, trusting that her pack always had her back. Pack was the source of the problem more often than not. Pack couldn’t be trusted. Only family could be.

      At least she had clawed the hell out of the one white wolf before the other two had subdued her. The white wolves would have forced her to shift to human form eventually. Clawing and biting her shoulder and arms had only been the start. The moment she shifted, it would have been over. They would have raped and then killed her, she was sure of it. There was a certain look in a male’s eye, a group mentality, when two or more gathered. Fortunately, the black wolf had intervened. Yellow eyes had blazed, and he had torn into the leader of the group of the white wolves.

      The wolves pinning her down had released her immediately. The black wolf had shifted, and the dark-skinned man had ordered her to leave the territory, without asking who she was or why she was there. That was a good thing. He wouldn’t have let her go had he known the truth about her.

      Now that she was far away from the white wolves, Delilah shifted to human form to take a better look at her wounds. The claw marks traveled the length of her left arm, curving inward at her palm, which made bending her arm and hand painful. The damn shifter had sliced deep, going for maximum damage. The bastard had enjoyed inflicting pain.

      Delilah reached into the hollowed-out tree stump where she had stashed her clothes. After she pulled on her jeans, boots, and bra, she carefully threaded her wounded arm into the baggy, light grey sweatshirt. Her wolf would heal her in a day or two. She’d bench herself until then, or at least restrict her activities to town.

      She followed the border east, and then dipped south, back into white wolf territory. Her skin crawled being there, but it was the only way she had found that led to the state road that bisected the white wolves’ territory. She could hitchhike to Devil’s Peak from there.

      As Delilah entered the covered foot-bridge that spanned a narrow but deep gulch with a fast-moving river, that same enticing scent—the one she’d picked up several times along the border of the two packs—wrapped around her like a warm blanket. Strong and earthy, like cedar, yet fresh and clean like the raging rapids below the bridge. The strong dichotomy of the scent intrigued her when it should have put her on guard.

      The scent was too strong, too concentrated. She wasn’t alone.

      Delilah whirled about and kicked outward, catching the shifter in his middle. The kick had thrown him off balance long enough for her to sweep his legs. With a heavy thud, the shifter crashed to the wooden deck of the bridge.

      Delilah ignored the pain shooting down her arm. To baby her arm right now would put her life at risk. The shifter was enormous, broad and solidly built, with hard, bulging muscles lining his arms and chest. She was surprised she’d managed to take him down. One thing was certain: she wouldn’t get a second chance to escape if she didn’t follow through. Before the enormous shifter could rise, Delilah kicked again, hitting him squarely in the chest.

      The beast had anticipated her move and braced himself. Instead of going down, he caught her foot as he sprang to his feet, simultaneously pulling up and slamming her flat on her back.

      Her head hit the deck, hard, dazing her. He was dragging her now, into the shadows of the bridge, out of the sun, out of view. Not that there was anyone around to help her.

      Hands of steel lifted her as if she weighed nothing and shoved her up against the inside of the bridge. With a single hand, he pinned her by her throat.

      “Who are you?” Amber eyes drilled into her. His narrowed lips and clenched jaw told her she had royally pissed him off.

      “None of your business,” Delilah said, knowing the bite of her words would only make the situation worse, but she couldn’t help herself. She didn’t respond well to males who tried to control her. “Let me go!”

      “You’ve been crossing into my pack’s territory for days. Why?”

      There was no answer he’d like and none she could afford to give, so talking wouldn’t help her. Nothing would help her, except looking for an opening to escape and taking it.

      “Who else is with you?” he persisted.

      No one. No one for a very long time.

      He pressed his face so close to hers that she stilled. His scent soothed her like a balm—strong, all-male—and she wanted nothing to do with him.

      Delilah pushed against him, but his hold was solid, though not threatening, not like the white wolf’s had been. This shifter held her with just enough force to restrain her. Even so, given what had happened less than an hour ago, she couldn’t help the slight whimper that escaped her lips.

      The shifter didn’t react, didn’t even ease that stone-cold expression of his. Her pulse quickened as he suddenly leaned in, dragging his nose so very close to her skin, along the path of her neck, scenting her. He took his time about it too, as if he wanted to learn every nuance to her scent.

      A rush of excitement shot through her, waking every nerve in her body, catching her off-guard. She found herself leaning her head ever-so-slightly to the side, almost as if she were offering her neck to him. Against every instinct in her body, she straightened her head, denying him the access he’d sought—the access she’d started to grant. The low growl coming from him struck her on a primal level, making her nipples harden and her eyes seek out his. Whatever was happening here with him, she wanted no part of it.

      Delilah struggled, pushing against the male shifter, her need to escape warring with her wolf’s desire to submit. He secured his hold on her, now pinning her with his entire body.

      Hard chest muscle pressed against her breasts and legs, as his hard length pressed against her belly. Her breathing hitched. It wasn’t his reaction that surprised her, but her own. Given the position she was in, she should fear this male, fear being totally under his control, but she didn’t. Male shifters took what they wanted, and he left no doubt about what he wanted.

      Then his nose wrinkled in disdain. His hand eased and slid from her neck, only to dip beneath the neck of her sweatshirt. With a single finger, he traced along her collarbone. A tingling traveled through her from where his skin met hers.

      Hard as it was to do, she ignored the sensuous touch. The shifter had given her the opening she needed. Delilah drove her forehead into his face as hard as she could.

      “Fuck,” he said, as he grabbed his bloody nose.

      Delilah drove both arms up and pushed him back. Before she could shift and run, he grabbed her by her left shoulder and twisted.

      She cried out as the pain drove her to her knees. Her skin ripped open where her wolf had worked so hard to knit the deep gashes and bites.

      The shifter shoved her down on her back and straddled her, securing both of her arms in one of his large hands high above her head. Then, without warning, he sliced the sweatshirt on her left side, exposing her shoulder, arm, and part of her chest.

      “Touch me and I’ll bite your balls off,” she ground out.

      Blood was dripping down his nose. His scowl sent a shiver through her. And not the good kind. She had pushed him too far.

      “Be still, female, and let me see your wound,” a rough voice said as he carefully peeled away the torn sweatshirt.

      Delilah stilled. She didn’t understand why, except there was a calmness to his voice, no threat or hint that he intended to assault her. Large fingers ran down the jagged edge of the claw wounds that had re-opened. Blood was flowing freely, though it was slowing.

      “Who did this to you?” he asked, a clear growl underpinning his words.

      “White wolves,” she said, astounded that his anger was not directed at her, but at whoever had harmed her.

      “Plural. More than one?” Amber eyes flared. She could smell his rage now. His very contained rage.

      “Five,” she said, all too aware of how heavy her breathing had become, and not simply from fighting him. Her chest was heaving, and she wore nothing except a boring white bra and a shredded sweatshirt.

      The shifter scented again, going lower, toward her thighs this time. Her entire body tensed.

      “I won’t harm you,” he said. “Unless you give me a reason.”

      He’d be the first, then, if she could believe him. She had yet to make up her mind about that. Being a lone wolf was dangerous, not that being with a pack had been much better.

      “Let me go,” she said, her voice shakier than she had intended. The fight, her wound, her narrow escape earlier from the white wolves. . . Everything had finally caught up to her and all the emotions were threatening to crash in on her. She needed to stay strong in front of this male.

      What she wouldn’t give to kick back with her sister at home, turn on an old movie, and polish off a bowl of popcorn together. Those days were gone. She was alone now. Alone, but not helpless. The second the shifter turned, she’d run.

      “Answer my questions, and then I’ll consider releasing you.”

      “Touch me and you’ll regret it.”

      He raised a brow, but then he released both of her hands and rose. A show of good faith? Or was he simply daring her, so he’d have an excuse to pin her again and do whatever the hell he wanted to her?

      “Your name,” he demanded. Those swirling amber eyes of his never left her.

      “Delilah,” she said, without thinking. That was stupid of her, but it almost felt like a relief, too. A show of trust perhaps. . . no, she couldn’t trust him. That would be stupid, and she had made enough stupid choices lately.

      A slight grin suffused his face as he lowered his hand to help her rise.

      She should have run, but instead, she accepted his hand and let him pull her to her feet.

      “What happened with the white wolves? Did you head-butt them as well?”

      The blood had stopped running, and his nose had already turned black and blue. She almost reached out to touch his nose, but instead quickly reached for her own temple. The spot was tender, but probably as bruised as his nose.

      “I got away. That’s all that matters.”

      “One wolf got close enough to bite and claw you deep.” A single finger traced the outline of a bite mark. It made no sense how such a light touch could feel so damn good. . .

      “And yet you still got away,” he added. “How?”

      “I nearly got away from you,” she pointed out, the need to shout rising within her. He doubted her. Just like everyone in her pack.

      “True, but you were against five, or so you claim.”

      “Claim?” she bit back, before she realized what he was doing. Ooh, he was good. Pushing her buttons in a way that made her talk, spill information. “I’m not a liar, shifter.” She didn’t have much else going for her in this world, but that was the one thing she could be proud of. She wasn’t a liar.

      “The name’s Frank,” he said, with a slight tilt of his head.

      “You think I want to exchange pleasantries with you?”

      There was a slight uptick to the corners of his mouth. “Why not? It’s less painful than what we’ve been doing.”

      Delilah could kick herself for even wanting to laugh, but despite the hard lines of his face, he had a certain appeal to him. Rustic, intense. . . honest?

      “If I answer your questions, will you let me leave?”

      “Depends on where you’re going.”

      “The state road. I’ve had enough of the wolves here.”

      There was a low growl in him, and then he leaned in really close, his nose practically caressing her skin along the side of her neck all the way to her ear. Oh, God, she was going to melt right there. Resisting the urge to tilt her head again, offering him her neck was getting absurdly hard, especially as her damn wolf pushed her to scent him as he’d done to her earlier.

      Before Delilah realized it, she had turned her head enough to scent along his cheek. Her own cheeks warmed at the intimate nature of the act. Scenting was too personal, meant to be between mates or lovers, and she had no desire to be either to him.

      Her damn wolf had other ideas, as she pulled in a lungful of air, taking in as much of the shifter’s scent as she could. So much for subtlety. Delilah was going to have a long talk with her wolf one day soon. As soon as she got away from this shifter.

      On the other hand, her wolf had been right to take in his scent. Delilah recognized it now. The shifter was a guard along the border of the silver wolf’s territory. The pack she had been warned about. The people in Devil’s Peak were wary about the shifters in the region and they had gone out of their way to caution her about the alphas in particular, saying they were crazy, unpredictable.

      Frank pulled what was left of her sweatshirt over her shoulder, careful not to touch her wounds. “You won’t trespass on my territory again. Are we clear, Delilah?”

      Ooooh, the way he said her name, in that deep voice, slow and careful as if he were dragging out each syllable with his tongue, as he would drag his tongue over her. . . She clenched her thighs as she pulled back. This effect he was having on her was just plain wrong.

      A slight grin surfaced on his face.

      Fuck! He knew she was aroused. “I’m simply looking for a place to rest and heal.”

      His grin widened. “I have a place for you to heal if you’d like.”

      “I doubt you’d let me have any rest.”

      “Maybe not at first.” That dour smile of his turned into a definite, if not over-confident, grin. “You’d leave quite refreshed, I assure you.”

      She clenched harder because her damn body was, for some reason, siding with her wolf.

      “Which pack are you from?” he asked, the grin quickly gone as he returned to business.

      She shook her head. If he thought she was going to spill her life story because he had tied her sweatshirt back on—the clothing he had shredded—he was crazy. Except everything about him was smart, controlled, and careful.

      “I’m a lone wolf, and that’s all I’m saying on the subject.”

      “Say my name, Delilah. Address me by name.”

      Frank. His name was Frank, and it had been right there on the tip of her tongue, ready to spill forth because he demanded it. Fuck. She wasn’t going to play his mind-control games, no matter how much she wanted to say his name out loud, to roll it between her lips, to roll him between her lips. Oh, yes, she wanted to caress the name and more, to understand who he was and why he was having this effect on her.

      Frank reached forward, and for a moment she thought he was going to touch her cheek, but his hand lightly touched the skin around the jagged claw mark on her shoulder. His touch felt really nice, gentle, so unlike other males who grabbed and tried to take without even asking. She had gone too long without the caring touch of another, of someone she could trust.

      Delilah stepped back. She couldn’t trust him. He was just another male shifter, which meant he was not to be trusted. Except, deep down, she did. It made no sense. Just like the way he kept breathing her scent in. Why was he doing that?

      She needed to leave, escape him before she let her guard down further and began exploring what it was about him that intrigued her so.

      “May I go, shifter?” she asked, forcing a civil tone. She had appeared weak enough in front of him.

      “The name’s Frank,” he repeated.

      “I know. You told me already. Twice.”

      “Say it. Call me by my name, Delilah.”

      Her heart sped up and her nipples tightened. Thank God she still had her bra on.

      Another step closer and he put his finger under her chin and tipped her head back. The honey flecks in his eyes seemed to pulse with the throbbing between her thighs.

      “Say it, Delilah.”

      “Frank,” Delilah said, trying really hard not to lick her lips. Hell, she was horny. She needed to get away from the shifter with the broad shoulders, chiseled muscles, and short dark-blond hair she had the urge to run her fingers through.

      Frank’s eyes narrowed and focused on her mouth. She was sure this shifter would be way more than she could handle. Oh, she really needed to leave now, before she got herself into another situation that was over her head.
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        FRANK

      

      

      How he had ended up with a broken nose and bruises over his legs and stomach, Frank still wasn’t sure, but right now he was fighting a raging hard-on. The sexy female with the fiery red hair and bright green eyes was standing before him with a challenge in her eyes that made him want to wrestle her to the ground and relieve the pressure of his cock by sinking deep into her lovely flesh.

      She had nearly bested him. Very few males, let alone females, could claim that. She certainly had some good moves. What she lacked in strength, she had made up for in tenacity and sheer determination. He would even venture a guess that she’d had some formal training.

      Training and spitfire attitude aside, she smelled delicious. As in, he’d really like to lick her everywhere. He couldn’t recall the last time he could say that about a female. Any female.

      “I did as you asked, shifter. Will you let me go?” she asked.

      “Shifter? You have an aversion to my name already? Or just me? Usually, that doesn’t happen until a shifter gets to know me.”

      “I know enough.”

      Yes, she was eager to escape him. The fear he had scented initially had disappeared, but she was clearly nervous around him. Given what she had been through, she had reason to be. Going up against white wolves—five of them, no less—she was fucking lucky to have made it out alive and relatively intact.

      His eyes fell to the deep claw marks. The blood had stopped flowing, but her soft delicate skin was still red and raw around the marks. . . marks that ran deep from her shoulder down her slender arm to her palm. That had been no accidental clawing during a wolf-on-wolf battle. The cuts had been deeper than necessary to subdue, especially a female. Frank knew exactly what had happened, even if she wouldn’t tell him. The only way female shifters avoided rape was to maintain their wolf form. The male who’d cut her had intentionally tortured her to force her to shift to human form.

      Delilah had held out. For a while.

      Five fucking white wolves. What the hell were Hayden and Callen doing down there that such an attack had happened? Didn’t they have any control over that pack yet?

      “Would you like me to escort you to the road?” Frank asked.

      A flash of surprise crossed her lovely face before she schooled her emotions. The way she had tipped her chin back, causing her thick tresses to slide back from her face and reveal the subtle rosy hue infusing her cheeks, stirred him more than it should.

      A lone wolf. Delilah wasn’t used to receiving help or kindness from others, though he sensed it’s what she needed more than anything. Five years he had been in prison, without the gentle touch of a female’s body against his, or even the friendly squeeze or pat on the back he would get from Blade, Damien, Hayden, or Callen at the end of a mission. He knew better than most what it meant to go without a friendly touch.

      The yearning Frank had seen in her eyes had moved him in a way he hadn’t felt in a long time. What to do about her. . . He’d heard the shakiness in her voice and seen the wariness in her eyes. She was more fragile than she looked, at least on the inside. He could let her go, as she wanted, and yet the very idea of her leaving didn’t sit well with him. Not at all.

      “The road’s not far, but it’s in white wolf territory.”

      She gave a slight nod. She knew, and she was scared, but she wasn’t letting it stop her. His type of shifter. . . Hell, what was he saying? What was he doing? She was a lone wolf. It wasn’t like she was staying or even coming back this way. Despite her arousal he’d scented, she wanted nothing to do with him.

      More than anything, lone wolves didn’t trust. It’s what often led them to leave a pack. They couldn’t trust the pack, or the pack couldn’t trust them. He wasn’t sure which way the trust pendulum swung with her, but whatever he did, he’d have to be careful how he dealt with her.

      “I found my way here. I can find my way back,” she said, straightening her stance.

      “A simple ‘no’ would have sufficed, Delilah.”

      He liked saying her name. It was as curvy and feminine as her and felt so very right on his tongue. She’d feel really good on his tongue.

      Hell, he needed to get his mind out of the gutter. The female had just been attacked not too long ago. The foul scents of three males still clung to her luscious body. Their scents on her were minimal, as if they’d grabbed her but not had the chance to do more. Nonetheless, he wouldn’t forget those scents. He would cross the males’ paths eventually, and then he would teach them what it meant to be vulnerable, to be attacked and terrified.

      “You’re right,” she said.

      Her admission surprised him. Maybe he had judged her too harshly. “Have you changed your mind then? It’s not a good idea to walk along the state route half-dressed as you are.”

      “And whose fault is that?”

      “You attacked me.”

      “I attacked you?” she said, her tone pitched high. “You were sneaking up on me.”

      That he was. Even so, he wouldn’t have hurt her, not that she could have known that. His eyes focused on the claw marks. They’d be gone, completely healed in a day or two. She had been right to attack first.

      “I’m a guard who was following a scent trail of a lone wolf who crossed into my territory. Several times over the past few days, in fact.”

      “Oh.”

      At least she understood what he was saying. She had been trespassing, after all. He was  right to sneak up on her, or worse.

      “So, Delilah without a last name, if you won’t accept my help, then I suggest you get moving. The wolves who attacked you earlier have your scent. It won’t take them long to find your trail and follow you.”

      Her eyes widened again before a steel curtain drew over her face. She gave a slight but sincere nod. “Thank you, Frank.”

      The way his name rolled off of her lips did something unexpected and unnerving to Frank, like she had reached down and stroked his length with her cute pink tongue. Oh, how he’d gladly take her right there—if she were his, but she wasn’t, and she needed to leave. While he could take on five white wolves, it wasn’t his preference. He’d end up all torn up, which meant he’d have to explain to Damien what had happened, that he was in violation of the treaty by being on Drake’s side of the border.

      From here, it was only four miles to the road. Aside from the white wolves that had attacked her, this area was also heavily patrolled by Drake’s shifters because of how the road bisected his territory. They got the occasional human trespassing, which wasn’t a real concern, but the military could easily park their trucks on the state road and unload countless soldiers right into Drake’s territory. It was perhaps the easiest entry point of the three major wolf shifter packs in the area.

      Delilah stepped forward. The first time she had made any such move toward him, excluding when she had kicked, punched, and head-butted him, all without hesitation. Frank watched her closely, curious as to what she intended. He didn’t think she planned on attacking him. Then again, he wouldn’t mind another chance to pin her to the ground and press his body against hers. Hell, he was hard again, or was it still? It was difficult to know around her.

      Graceful fingers reached out and lightly touched the bridge of his broken nose. A fire spread from her touch, shooting down his spine and threaded through his arms, hands, and fingers. The need to touch her, to pull her hard against him and capture those shiny, plump lips and slide his tongue into her mouth nearly consumed him, but he controlled himself. Prison had taught him more control than anyone had the right to know.

      “I guess we got off on the wrong foot, huh?” she said, bright green eyes dancing, slowly caressing his face, but never going lower. He was naked, had been the entire time. Her eyes had never dipped lower than his chest, yet he could feel the heat there, the desire to go lower. She was cautious this one, as well she should be.

      He considered taking her back to his pack, but he had no real cause. A lone wolf crossing the border wasn’t unusual, and it wasn’t a reason to interrogate either. No, she wasn’t a threat, he was quite sure of that, though he didn’t want to let her leave.

      “Maybe next time you’ll greet me with a kiss instead of a kick,” he said.

      “There won’t be a next time.”

      Frank threaded his hand through her hair, gripping it rather roughly as he cupped the back of her head. Her eyes lifted to him in defiance. He was taking liberties with her, but she wasn’t exactly objecting, except with her eyes. The hard peaks of her nipples grazed his chest through her bra as he leaned in close. “We both know you’re coming back this way.”

      “You think you have me figured out, don’t you?”

      Frank brushed the pad of his thumb over her lower lip. Her breathing hitched, and part of him wondered if she feared him. He didn’t smell fear on her, but there was a hesitancy in her that didn’t belong there.

      “I’m not like the white wolves who attacked you.”

      “What makes you so different?”

      “I won’t force you to do anything you don’t want. . . unless you endanger my pack.”

      “What makes you think I’m a danger to anyone?”

      Her innocence routine wasn’t fooling him, and she hadn’t denied that she was dangerous, which she most definitely was. The fact that she was able to take him on after she had been attacked instead of being curled up somewhere, unable to pull herself together, told him she had the type of resilience that was borne from necessity. Delilah was definitely dangerous, and she was hiding something. Her scent trail had crisscrossed the border for days now. Whatever she wanted, it was here, either in Damien’s or Drake’s pack.

      “Unlike you, I don’t play games,” Frank said as he bent forward and licked the side of her neck. God, she tasted as good as she smelled, and that was just her neck!

      “You did not just lick me,” she said, shoving both hands hard against his chest. He had expected her to push back, and he had locked one hand around her waist and the other behind her neck to keep her from escaping him.

      “Protection, Delilah,” he said, deadly serious. “Minimal at best. Unless you’d like my scent where it will send the right message to anyone foolish enough to touch you.”

      “I’m not some goddamn possession!”

      Hell, he knew that, but carrying a male’s scent often meant the difference between life and death in their world. The white wolves had no doubt scented that she was unmarked, unclaimed. That didn’t justify their actions, but it may have emboldened them. Unprotected and unmated as she was, she remained a prime target. And she was planning to continue traipsing around the forest, in Drake’s territory no less.

      A sudden fear coursed through his veins. Those five wolves would be looking for her. They wouldn’t let her escape a second time.

      “I’m laying my claim on you so anyone else who gets close will think twice about touching you.”

      “You have no claim on me.”

      “I will.” Hell, he shouldn’t have said that. She wouldn’t react well even if it was the truth.

      “What does that mean?” she asked, her eyes narrowing, suspicion filling that lovely face that he wanted to see staring up at him while he drove his cock down her throat.

      “You return to my territory again and I’ll catch you,” he warned. It was the best he could do, be honest with her. “Only next time I’ll claim you, Delilah.” So help him, he’d never forced a female, but he couldn’t help himself right now; he meant every fucking word of what he was saying. His ability to resist her was fading fast.

      “Is that supposed to scare me? To keep me away?”

      “On the contrary. I’m looking forward to you returning. So I can claim you properly. With more than my tongue.”

      She backed away, flustered and angry. Even now he could see her harnessing that anger. She was a fighter, his Delilah. Good. She'd use the anger to focus, to keep her sharp as she moved through the woods. It would improve her odds of staying safe once she left him.

      Without another word, she turned her back on him, her tight ass swinging in a most enticing way. Frank had to push down his wolf along with the need to follow her, to watch over her.

      Even as Frank shifted and ran back toward his territory, his wolf began whining. Frank wanted her, something fierce, but despite his words, he would never force her. She had to come to him. He was betting that she would be back. After all, she hadn’t just been going in a straight line cutting through Damien and Drake’s territories. She had been conducting a search, in a very clear grid pattern. His fiery shifter was definitely searching for something, and he planned on being there when she found it.
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      Frank hustled to his place, threw on some clothing, and washed up the best he could without showering. He hated being late, but more than that, he wasn’t quite ready to wash Delilah’s scent off of him. He washed up enough to clean up the blood and tape his nose so as not to scare Frankie. His damn wolf was taking his time healing him for some reason. Probably screwing with him. Payback for prison. Yeah, well, his wolf would have to get over it, just like he had.

      Before Frank had a chance to knock, Mason opened the door. “Smelled you coming. Thought you were bringing a guest,” the enforcer said, with a grin a mile wide on his face.

      Hell, he hadn’t thought about Mason smelling Delilah on him. Maybe he should have washed up first after all.

      “Had fun out there, didn’t you?” Mason said, still grinning.

      “None of your business,” Frank said, pushing his way past Mason.

      “Hi, Frank!” Takara said, waving a slotted spoon from the kitchen.

      He barely opened his mouth to say hi when the couple’s five-year-old hellion ran up to him and latched onto his leg. Frank peered down to see a set of beautiful dark eyes staring up at him.

      “What did I tell you about playing hard to get, Squirt?” he asked.

      “I don’t know what that means,” she said, batting her big eyes at him.

      “Of course, you don’t.” Mason was going to have a hell of a time keeping the males away from his daughter. She was going to be a knockout like her mother, and with that coy look of hers, hell. . . Maybe Frank should start teaching her how to defend herself.

      With Frankie still holding onto his leg like he was some damn amusement park ride, Frank walked to the dining room table. She giggled the entire way. “I don’t want any excuses next time we’re at the playground. You’re gonna hold on to the ropes and swing like the other kids.”

      “But I’m not strong enough,” she said, finally letting go and climbing into the chair next to him. Mason sat down opposite them.

      “Who told you that? You just strangled the hel––”

      “Frank!” Takara interrupted, holding her large belly with one hand and the spoon in the other.

      “. . . heck out of my leg,” Frank finished. Then he looked back up at Takara to gage her reaction. “I wasn’t going to swear.”

      “That’s right, Mama. Frank was only going to say hell. That’s not a bad word. Just a place where the white wolves go.”

      Takara was glaring at Frank now. He looked to Mason, who conveniently rose from the table to bring the empty water pitcher into the kitchen for a refill. The enforcer knew better than to cross Takara, especially a very pregnant Takara.

      “Coward,” Frank mumbled.

      “Daddy’s not a coward,” Frankie said, her hands on her
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