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Chapter 1

 


Jodie moved to the decking around the
house and took a deep breath. It was hard to be relaxed as she knew
she had to be when all she could smell was wolf. She put out her
fist to rap her fingers against the wooden door when it opened
suddenly and three teenage children came tumbling out. She stepped
back just as one of them tried to take her out. The boy looked up
at her and winked as he scampered off the deck and into the yard
with the others. Before she could turn back to the door, the sound
of laughter was cut off and a scream rent the air.

Taking off before she could think, she
scooped the kid up and held her hand over the large wound in his
forehead. She said a few quick words and laid him gently to the
ground. His eyes were closed, but she knew that he was going to be
fine. Moving her hand from the bloodied area, she watched as the
wound closed itself. A hand on her shoulder had her grabbing it and
throwing him off her before she could think. The man didn’t move as
she stood up.

“He should know better than
to grab someone, but sometimes he just doesn’t think.” She turned
slowly, knowing that the man behind her was the alpha and she had
just pissed him off. “Did he hurt you?”

“The kid? Hardly. He hit
his head.” She moved to go to her bike, thinking this was a waste
of time now, when the man on the ground stood up. Christ, he was
flipping huge. She took a step back and bumped into the man behind
her. She hurriedly took a side step to have both of them where she
could see them.

“We’re not going to hurt
you.” She nodded at the alpha. “But you don’t believe me.” Jodie
didn’t answer him as he continued with a nod. “My name is Austin
Force. This is my home. The idiot over there is my brother, Connor.
The boy there is his son, Dalton.”

“I didn’t hurt him either.”
This time he nodded at her with a smile. “I have to report to you
that I’m in the area. Is that going to be a problem?”

“No. But you don’t smell
like wolf. What are you?” She didn’t answer him but looked at the
two women on the deck that had come out of the house. “My mate and
my sister-in-law, Lou. Would you like to come in?”

“I’m supposed to report to
you, not socialize.” She flushed when he laughed at her. “I’m doing
as instructed. The vampire is said to be here by his housekeeper.
Can I talk to him as well?”

“I’m Phil Campbell.”
Another man was suddenly there, but she didn’t move. “You’re not a
vampire either. And the alpha asked you a question.”

“Shape shifter. I’m only
going to be here for about a month before I leave. The rest of them
should have already come to find the ones in charge, but I don’t
really care if they did or didn’t. I’m finished.” She started for
her bike only to have the vampire step in front of her. She took a
step back before she could think that she didn’t want to show him
she was intimidated by him.

“You’re not just a shape
shifter, are you?” Jodie didn’t move, but he leaned forward and
smelled her throat. She closed her eyes and tightened her lips when
she felt her fangs drop. He took a step back and stared at
her.

“You finished?” He nodded
once. “Then I’d very much like to leave. I’ve done what I’m
required to do and when I’m ready to move on, I’ll let you all
know.”

“You are required to
introduce yourself to us, not just come by to let us know you’re
here.” She had forgotten that when the boy had been hurt. She
looked at the alpha and the vamp.

“I’m Jodie Turner. I’m
staying with my brother’s house for now, a house on Main Street
just behind the Wal-Mart. They are on their own to find and report
to their masters if they haven’t already.” This time no one stopped
her as she threw her leg over her bike. When she started it, she
felt the woman on the porch touch her mind.

“You should know that this
isn’t finished, Miss Turner. You’ve intrigued them to the point
where they’ll want to find out more.” Jodie
turned the big bike around and headed for the gate, not bothering
to answer. “You can run, but you can’t
hide.”

“Neither can you.”
Jodie moved through the streets back to town.
She’d not wanted to come here, but rules were rules, and she’d
learned the hard way that if you didn’t notify the other paranormal
in the area, they could and usually did hurt you for it. She just
wanted this to be finished so she could get the hell away from her
family and back to her own life. Just a few more days, the doctor
had told her.

Her father, Curtis Turner, was dying.
Not that she really cared one way or the other, but she was
required to come to see him off. When her oldest brother spoke, she
had no choice but to listen. And he’d ordered her home four days
ago.

“He’s dying, no thanks to
you.” She knew as well as her brother did that she’d had nothing to
do with his health. He’d done that all on his own.

“He’s a drunken bastard and
a fucking prick. If he dies, more power to the place he goes to
next.” Curt had hit her then and knocked her across the room. When
she shifted and came up off the floor after him, the only thing
that had stopped her from killing him was the fucking bylaws that
said she couldn’t…not unless he was trying to kill her. She had
shifted from wolf to hawk and moved out of the house through an
open window, and hadn’t been back since. That was two days
ago.

“So you decided to come
back, did you? What if I told you that you’re no longer welcome
here?” She turned to leave. “Get on that bike, and it’s well within
my rights to kill you.”

She thought about it for a full minute
before she turned back to him. Curt, her older brother by fourteen
months, had a way about him that made her want to murder him one
second and kill him the next. And to her there was a difference.
Murder would be quick, and killing him wouldn’t. She stood on the
lower step and waited for him to either move or hit her again. He
took a step back.

“He’s only got a few days
left in him, and when he’s gone, I’m going to make you pay for this
shit.” She didn’t answer and moved into the nasty house. She was
glad now that she’d made arrangements to stay at the hotel on Maple
rather than come back here. She would bet the place hadn’t been
cleaned in five or six years.

Her father was a shell of the man she
had grown up to despise. He had always been a lot bigger to her as
a child, and now…well, now he was still tall, but he had lost a
great deal of weight. She stood next to the bed and looked down at
him. It was in her power to heal him, but she wouldn’t do it. Not
now, not ever.

“You should know that I’m
getting everything.” She glanced at Mike, her other brother,
younger by two years. “Curt thinks he’s going to get it because
he’s been staying here, but I know for a fact that it’s all mine.
You’ll not get a red cent of it.”

Jodie didn’t tell him that he wasn’t
going to get it either. She didn’t think it was the right time to
tell them both that she’d owned the property and the house for the
past five years, since she’d paid the taxes and had a lawyer change
it all to her name. Her father, of course, knew, as he’d had to
sign it over to her. He’d tried to contact her about a month later,
and she’d ignored the summons to come home. She had been keeping
them off the streets since.

Her father opened his eyes and looked
at her. She wasn’t sure if he could see her or not, but she didn’t
move closer to make sure. She didn’t want to get within touching
distance of him. He smiled at her, and she sneered at
him.

“You look like your
mother.” She nodded. “You’ve turned out to be very beautiful, mores
the pity.”

“Dad, it’s Mike. How are
you? Getting any better?” Her dad didn’t look at Mike, but
continued to stare at her. “I had her come here, Dad. I told her
you were dying, and she came running. She wanted to make sure I
wasn’t lying to her.”

“Have you come to collect?
I assure you that I’m still hanging on.” She glanced at Curt when
he entered the room before answering her father.

“I could care less and you
know it. You want to tell me why I’m here?” He coughed twice, and
she moved back when blood trickled from his lips. Curt started
cursing at her, and she moved out of his way.

When she stepped out of the room, she
went to the kitchen to answer the phone. Why they had only one
phone in the house was beyond her. She answered with a bark of her
last name.

“Turner.” Then she
remembered this wasn’t her house. “This is the Turner residence.
What can I help you with?”

“My, you can be nice when
the mood strikes you, can’t you? I was calling about your family. I
just found out who they were and that they haven’t made an effort
to call to me yet. And they’ve been here for some time.” She
started to say to the alpha that it wasn’t her concern when Curt
and Mike came in the room. Before she could do more than move her
wrist to defend herself, she was being tossed against the other
wall and fists were pounding at her.

Using the phone handle, she hit one of
them but didn’t have a chance to see who before her head hit the
counter as she was going down. Her last thought was that she was
fucking getting out of there as soon as she could.

~~~

Austin was filling out paperwork when
CJ came into the clinic. She was spitting mad, and he loved to
watch her when she was like this. The two men that were sitting in
the chairs were going to learn not to tangle with an alpha person
ever again.

“What the fuck did you do
to her?” Neither man said a word as she tapped her foot. “I’m
waiting for an answer, and if I don’t get one, I’m going to start
making up my own answers and they’ll get you fucking
killed.”

“You can’t do shit to us.
You’re nothing but a…a fucking female.” Austin started forward only
to stop when she lifted her hand. He would stay back for now, but
one more comment out of the idiot sitting there and they’d need a
body bag instead of stitches.

“I’m the mate to that alpha
over there, you fucking shit head, and what I say he says, and vice
versa. Now, I’m going to ask you again and you’re going to tell me,
what did you do to that woman?”

“She’s our sister, and by
laws, she is our property.” Austin looked at the two men, then at
his mate. He could feel her anger boiling up and over. “You should
know that as our property, we can do whatever the fuck we want to
her and there ain’t shit you can—”

His chair was the only thing that
saved him from being a part of the wall behind him. CJ had hit him
so hard that when the chair tipped back he fell rather than sailed
through the air and became another piece of art. Austin stepped
forward when the other man stood up.

“You touch her and I’ll
tear you apart.” The man looked as if he might be stupid enough to
try, but he moved back from CJ. “Now, we’re going to do this my
way. Why haven’t you reported to me that you are on my
land?”

“Your land?” The man
snorted as he helped his brother up. “We don’t live on your land.
Our father owns that piece of property that we’ve been staying on,
and in a few days I’ll own it. So I don’t need to report shit to
you.” Austin watched the two men and felt his brother Dallas step
up behind them.

“Problem?” Austin started
to say no when Dallas spoke again. “The young woman is making
noises to leave here. She said that she’d pay up if someone would
give her an amount. I told her that I’d find out how much she
owed.”

CJ turned toward the little rooms, and
Austin told the two men to sit. They tried hard to fight the
compulsion, but he was a good deal stronger than either of them
ever would be.

“I’m alpha to this
territory, and no matter where you live, your ass reports to me.
And if you know the antiquated rule about being able to treat your
unmated sisters any way you see fit, you would have run across that
one as well. What are you doing here, and how long have you been
here without my permission?” The smaller of the two men, the one
that had been hit by CJ, started to stand up, but he sat when the
other one pulled him back down to the seat. “Well? I’m
waiting.”

“Our father is dying. We
came here about…a while ago to be with him and try to make his last
days better. Our sister has been out of touch with us, and we
finally had to find us someone to hunt her down. She’s been here a
few days to see him too.” Austin felt there was more to his than
that but didn’t speak as the one continued. “She’s a pain in the
ass, and she upset our father. We might have…we lost our minds a
little and may have hurt her.”

“May have? The doctor said
she’s been beat to shit and that you two didn’t stop when she was
out cold. You beat her with what he said appears to be a pan as
well as a chair leg. What the fuck is wrong with you? Our females
should be cherished, not killed.”

“She’s not a real wolf
anyway. Not even a good shifter. Last time she was home, she
couldn’t even produce a good copy of a bird when Dad had asked her
to.” Austin turned when his bother touched his arm. “There she is.
We’ll just take her home now.”

“No, you won’t either.” CJ
looked at him as she continued. “She’s going home with us. She’s
supposed to have complete rest and not be banged around like a
punching bag.”

“She’s going with us.”
Austin didn’t bother looking at the other brother again but at the
woman as he tried to bully CJ. Jodie didn’t look like she should be
up and around, much less looking like she was going to take on both
of her brothers. Even Austin could see that she’d kill them both
before they were able to move.

“I’m going back to my
hotel. I don’t care for people, and I’d much rather be alone.”
Austin smiled when she glared at him. “You might be alpha, but I’m
not a wolf right now and have no intentions of being one while I’m
here, so you have no jurisdiction over me.”

He was pretty sure she was right and
nodded. He’d ask his mom when he got home. She’d know better than
anyone what rules applied or not. He looked at CJ when she shook
her head at him.

“All right, but can we give
you a lift to your hotel? I’d feel a great deal better if you’d let
me make sure that you got there in one piece.” She looked at her
brothers, then at him. “I won’t let them hurt you
again.”

“Neither will I. But I
would appreciate a lift to my father’s house. My bike is there, and
I want it back.” She looked at the older man and glared. “If you
touched it, so help me, I’ll use your dick as a divining rod to
find it.”

“We couldn’t get it
started, and the fucker is too heavy to move without it starting.”
She nodded and grabbed her head. “Your head hurt, sister
dear?”

Jodie moved faster than he could see.
When the older man was lifted off the floor and she held the other
by the throat, no one moved. She shook them both before she tossed
them away.

“You come near me again,
you’d better have all your paperwork in order, because when I’m
finished with you, you’ll never see the light of day again. And I’m
not making a threat but a promise to you both.” She glanced at
Austin and flushed. “I’m going to say goodbye to my father and I’m
leaving. I’m sorry for what’s happened here today.”

Austin nodded but didn’t say anything.
He followed her out of the clinic and to his truck. CJ was just
behind him. She touched his hand, and he knew what she was thinking
too. This woman wasn’t going anywhere if they could help
it.

“She’s going to be hurt by
them again before this is done.” Austin
nodded. “Can we make her stay here? Is
there some rule that states she has to stay here before the idiots
behind us try and kill her again?”

“Not really. But I can
hold her for a few hours. She’s hurt, and as an alpha we can’t let
her drive off knowing that she’s hurt. My ass will be in trouble
with the council when they find out.” CJ
snorted. “Okay, I’m on the council, but
they can still be pissy.”

“I’m calling your mom. She
can do wonders with making others see her
way. And just so you know, Phil and Holly are at the house too. I
think Phil has a few questions for her.” She helped Jodie into the truck and got in the front part with
him. “Do you know her father?”

“I do. He’s a nice old
man, but I have a feeling now that it’s because he wanted me to
think so. If there is this much hatred between his kids, I can only
imagine how much the father contributed to this mess.”
Austin started the truck and turned to Jodie. She
was out again, and Austin turned back to CJ. “I guess we get to
take her home anyway.”


Chapter 2

 


Reid Atkins moved on his seat as he
answered the last of the questions. He was nearly finished with
state boards, and if he got a passing score, he could start his
practice. Well, working for the clinic anyway. He put the mark on
the last one and flipped it over to the front. He wasn’t going to
read over his answers again.

The last time he’d tried to do that,
he’d gotten every one of them wrong. Second guessing himself was
not an option. He knew that he did well, and now all he had to do
was wait on the score. Of course, he had to first turn in his test
to get a score. He stood up and took the answer sheet as well as
the test to the front and turned it in. The proctor handed him his
cell phone and his driver’s license.

“Good luck,” she mouthed at
him, and he nodded. As he moved out the door, a slip of paper fell
out and onto the floor. He picked it up and stared at the phone
number along with the proctor’s name written over it. Shelly, it
seemed, thought they should get together tonight to celebrate. He
started to toss it away and decided that he’d take care of this
before she got him into trouble. He headed to the dean’s office to
let him know.

“You didn’t encourage
her…never mind. I know you didn’t. I’ve never seen a young man so
focused on his studies before. Let me take care of this.” Reid
nodded. “I want you to know that we’re going to miss you around
here. I know you’ll make a fine doctor and maybe take care of me
someday.”

“I hope not, but if you
need me, you know where I’ll be.” The dean nodded, and Reid left
the office. He was going home.

CJ and Austin had taken him and his
brother in when they were nearly starved and down on their luck.
His brother Randy had another year to go before he was finished
with college. Then he’d be taking his boards to be a lawyer. He’d
already set up some internships to work at before taking his final
year. They had decided that making CJ and Austin proud to have
taken them in was the least they could do for them.

The drive was going to be a long one,
but he’d already packed up his things from his temporary home last
week and had sent it home with his family. Now all he had to do was
get in, gas up, and be gone. He was still smiling when his phone
rang.

“You’re not going to
believe this shit.” He laughed at his brother. “I’m home for all of
a day, and there are already problems. Some chick is here, and man,
does she have a chip on her shoulder about us.”

“Does CJ know that you’re
calling another female a ‘chick’? She’ll have your hide if she
hears you.” Reid attached his phone to the headset and started his
car. “And what does this woman have a chip on her shoulder about?
You by any chance?”

“No, she has these brothers
that are going to be on Austin’s shit list for a long time if they
don’t straighten up soon. They beat her to shit because she belongs
to them, they said. Not where I come from. She’s staying here for a
few days until she can get her father taken care of. He’s not a
nice guy either from what I’ve heard.” Randy paused for a second,
and Reid took the opportunity to ask him about other
things.

“When do you think our
house will be ready? The deal’s been closed for nearly six months
now…any progress in getting the people out?”

They’d bought a house that had been
foreclosed on by the bank, but the problem remained that the
previous owners weren’t moving out. Nor, it seemed to Reid, did
they have any intentions of doing so. At least not from where he
stood. He was going to have to call in Phil, and he really hated to
bother the man. But enough was enough.

“No, and before you ask, I
did contact Phil. I can’t do it on my own, but he let me help with
filing the paperwork yesterday morning. The courts are going to
have to give them twenty-four hours, and then we can have them
evicted legally. I hate to do that because of the kids, but they’ve
been living there all this time on our dime.” He heard his brother
talk to someone and heard the woman cursing. “I gotta go. Miss
Turner is going into town, and Austin asked me to take
her.”

When his brother hung up, Reid thought
about what he planned to do first when he got home. He wanted to go
on a long hard run. Then he wanted to go for a swim in the lake
near their new home. He thought he was looking forward to that more
than he was a home-cooked meal made by Nancy, Austin’s
mom.

The house was too big for the two of
them. Way too big, but it was just far enough away from the pack
house that he and Randy could come and go as they pleased without
everyone knowing about it, as well as close enough that they could
run with the pack if they wanted. But the house itself was
beautiful.

There were six bedrooms and six baths
on the upper floor that also had servant’s quarters. There were two
more bedrooms with baths on the second floor, as well as the den,
and on the main floor, there was a large living room, entertainment
room, first level to the library, which extended up to the second
level, and dining room, as well as a solarium. The kitchen took up
one quarter of the house on that level that the previous owners had
outfitted to be able to handle as many as five hundred guests.
Yeah, the house was too big for the two of them, but it was all
theirs.

Phil had told them that in five years
they could sell down and have more than enough money to pay cash
for both of them a house, and he and Randy could have a really nice
nest egg. Reid hoped it would sell, but Phil told him it would be
easy once they made the improvements that were needed. The new roof
and landscaping were on the top of the list.

Reid pulled over about three hours
from home and got out to take a much needed walk. He’d been so
happy to cross into Ohio that he’d only just then realized that
he’d not had any dinner. As he filled the car up, he wondered about
the woman and her brothers.

He had no idea why he thought of her
then, but what Randy had said about her being the property of her
brothers had bothered him. He’d read all the bylaws of his kind, a
required reading as far as Austin was concerned, and he’d learned a
great deal. Mostly he’d learned that when one became an alpha, they
had to rule with an open mind as well as a heavy hand. He wasn’t
sure if Austin followed that rule so much, but he was well
respected. And his pack loved him. Reid knew that he did, and Randy
did as well.

He was back on the road again when his
phone rang. He answered it with a smile, knowing that whatever CJ
wanted was hers. He loved her more than anyone he knew.

“Did you know that it’s
against the law to kill someone because they’ve pissed you off
entirely too much for one day? I just heard that over and over from
Austin for the past hour.” She laughed when he did. “Please tell me
you’re nearly here. I’ve been waiting all day to see you pull into
the drive.”

“I’m about there. Should be
pulling into the drive by the time you’re going to bed. I was
thinking of simply going to the pack house for the night. Randy
said our squatters are still in our house.”

CJ snorted. “They seem to think
possession is nine tenths of the law. Phil is ready to go in and
drain them all in their sleep. The woman who lives there said that
she’d move out when the house burned down around her. It was
hers.”

Randy had told him the same thing. “I
guess they’re going to have them evicted in a few days. Do you
think they’ll do anything stupid?” He could see these people
burning down the house just for spite. “I really have fallen in
love with the house like it is. If they harm it, I’m not going to
be a happy camper.”

“Neither will anyone else.
And they have to know that something is going to have to break
soon. The bank has told them over and over to get the hell out.
Shit, Reid, it’s like they think they’re free do as they fucking
well please and not face any consequences.” He agreed with her.
“Anyway, that’s not why I called. Did your brother tell you about
the woman who’s staying with us? Her name is Jodie
Turner.”

“Yes. I guess she’s staying
there with you guys because of her family. You must have a full
house.” Reid hoped she was gone before he got there. He just wanted
to rest and relax for a few days. “When will this all be over for
her and her family do you think?”

“Soon. Her dad is dying,
and he’s got his family around him as he kicks the bucket. Lou was
talking to Jodie this morning, and she got the impression that the
girl wasn’t really all that close to him either. And those brothers
are peaches. One of them, Curt, is part wolf and thinks he’s the
shit, and the other brother, Mike, he’s just a plain bastard. I’d
kill him if he was related to me.”

“And the woman? What is
she? Randy seemed to think she wasn’t human either.” He pulled off
the highway to take the back roads to the house. He was still a
little way away, but he could feel the pull of family.

“She’s a shape shifter. I’m
not sure what the difference is between a shape shifter and a
regular shifter, but Phil seems to think there is one. And you know
he’s been around forever. But she’s nice if a little on the
stubborn side.” Reid nearly asked if she was more stubborn than
her, but didn’t. “She is hurt too, but won’t let anyone have a look
at her. I think she has a couple of ribs broken too.”

“And her father, what does
he have to say about all this?” Reid tried not to think about her
walking around hurt. For whatever reason, and he was sure she had
plenty, she hadn’t healed herself. He waited for CJ to answer
him.

“He just lies in the bed
and looks around. When she comes to his bedside, he perks up a bit,
but he won’t talk to Austin. He goes with her when she insists on
going over to the house. Not often, mind you, but she does go more
than I would if he was my dad. Reminds me too much of my own
father.”

Reid had forgotten that CJ’s father
was a bastard too. He’d knocked CJ out at her mom’s funeral and had
told her that he never wanted to see her again. She’d lived with
her grandmother when she wasn’t driving a truck, and even then
didn’t even come home when he’d died. Phil had handled all the
arrangements with another firm, including taking care of the house
that Charles Webber, her dad, had lived in.

They hung up a few minutes later when
he was only an hour from home. He told her he’d call when he got
there. When he pulled into the driveway, he nearly ran someone down
and had to break hard to avoid hitting the beautiful hawk that sat
in the middle of the road.

~~~

Jodie sat very still as the man got
out of his car. She didn’t have time for this shit. She’d come out
here to have a nice, long fly when Curt had come out of nowhere and
threatened her again. She could have taken off, she supposed, and
left him there, but now the man was standing between her and her
idiot brother. While she didn’t care if he killed Curt or not, she
didn’t want anyone else to get hurt by him.

“She’s coming home with
me.” The newcomer looked back at her and then at Curt. “She’s not
going to stay here and sponge off these nice people any longer.
Tell her to shift and get her ass home.”

“I think she can hear you.”
She hopped closer to the man and watched Curt. He could be a real
prick when he wanted to and would hurt anyone he thought was weaker
than him. Actually, she thought he assumed everyone was weaker than
him. The man looked down at her again when she turned toward him.
But there didn’t seem to be anything weak about this man at
all.

“She’s not listening to
me.” When Curt took a step toward the man, she flew up and hit him
with her outstretched talon. He backed up and the man behind her
laughed. She landed near him but not quite in front of him this
time.

“I don’t think she wants
anything to do with you, and I’m pretty sure she’s right. Why don’t
you get off this land before I call the alpha? He doesn’t take
kindly to uninvited guests.” She moved when Curt kicked out at her
but not fast enough. She might have been able to dodge his foot
altogether but for the fact she was staring at the man. She felt
her ribs punch into her lung and knew that she’d never fly away
from him now if he attacked again. And she couldn’t shift now
either. She was entirely too weak and would get hurt by Curt and
more than likely the other guy before she could limp
away.

The gun
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