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Summary


Is Ash her future, or is the danger of loving a werewolf too much to handle? 
Sherri Walker quit her job and changed her zip code for a man who is often known to howl at the moon. When she trips over a dead body and her criminal ex pops up, she’s forced to confront her past and take a detour from her spontaneous future. Suddenly nothing is clear and Sherri is questioning an already unlikely relationship. 
Even though he’s left his pack, Asher Hughes still values family. His sister-in-law needs protection, but the new love in his life may be in danger as well. Sherri’s ex is whispering lies in her ear, and Ash is feeling pulled between old loyalties, and the chance at a new beginning with the human he wants. It’s enough to make anyone, man or beast, go crazy.




Chapter One



A month ago, if someone had told Sherri Walker she’d start her Saturday mornings snuggling up to a werewolf, she’d have referred them for psychiatric evaluation and a full drug screening. Even after she’d been clued in to their existence through her former position with the FBI, they sure as hell weren’t painted collectively as a species one would think of as “boyfriend material.”
Yet right then, a solid, sleep-warmed body moved behind her. Soft, wiry stubble brushed her shoulder, and a thick arm decorated with vibrant were pack markings hugged around her middle. These things all told a different story. As did the generous lips mapping her shoulder and the thick erection pressing into her right butt cheek.
“Good morning,” Ash rumbled against her shoulder. 
She closed her eyes, luxuriating in the golden warmth of the rising dawn as it washed over them both. “Mmm. Someone’s in a... pleasant mood.” The soft and rough of his kiss against her skin made her tongue stutter and her spine tingle. 
“It is a beautiful morning.” His fingers mapped the curve of her hip. “I came back from the bathroom and there you were, all sun-kissed and naked as naked could get. Like a fucking work of art.” He bit gently at her upper arm. “silky…” Another bite on her hip. “soft skin. You bet your ass I’m in a pleasant mood. I took the weekend off from the restaurant, and you and I are going to make love, eat a leisurely breakfast, and then finally hunt you down a nice apartment here in Nogales.”
Sherri smiled her agreement as he hovered over her for a kiss. She’d been in Arizona for far too long to still be spending half her nights at the Nogales Inn & Suites. She guessed having a hotel room still felt easier than all the paperwork and commitment of signing a lease, especially when she hadn’t found a new job yet.
The way Ash’s strong fingers stroked over her stomach with the right amount of pressure and his thick, furred thighs squeezed her hips had her mind all fuzzy. This sort of head-spinning wake-up was why she kept putting her decisions on hold. Making one, changing it, and then making another until she landed back at square one. 
Where to live, where to work... It all seemed overwhelming, until he touched her this way.
With her eyes closed she drank in the rough suede on his thumbs as they brushed lower on her body, and lower still, teasing like they might touch her clit or better yet push inside her, but never quite getting there. So close, though. So close.
“Feel good?”
“Mmm.” Sherri pressed into his solid weight, ready to agree to anything. Anything he wanted. Whatever he asked of her. Like nobody she’d met, Ash had that effect on her when his bare skin touched hers. When he looked into her eyes.
A buzzing noise from the bedside table barged into the heat of their moment. “Is that your phone?” Reflex had her searching for the sound.
“Don’t care. Busy.” He snarled and worked his trail of licks and kisses, intent on moving to Sherri’s wrist and ohgod sucking her fingers. How he did that, how he treated her fingers like tiny, sacred objects to be worshipped with the tongue, she’d never truly understand. 
Still, a girl had to love the attention.
The buzzing stopped and started again. “Someone’s persistent,” she said. “Let me check.” God, she hated that she could never ignore a ringing phone. Scooting away from his clasping hands, she grabbed the offending device. “It’s your brother. Could be a family thing, you think? Or a case.” 
Ash’s brother worked with the local police force. While the two of them did what they could on the right side of the law, many wolf packs didn’t. In fact, most didn’t. Ash’s old pack included.
“It could also be lame brother stuff. His latest hookup got weird or he’s mad because his team lost last night. Whatever. Not my problem.” Ash’s lips swiped below her navel, making Sherri pull in a breath. He kissed lower, his dark amber stare holding hers as he dipped down, hot breath teasing the needy place where her legs met her body. 
“I’m sure you’re right,” she whispered. Hell, if he said to ignore the call, who was she to argue? These past weeks with Ash had taught her a thousand wicked things his mouth could do between her legs, on her lips, and all points between. She’d seen him change into a predator with lethal claws, and she’d seen that mouth turn deadly. She’d seen him turn deadly. It was tough to deny the rush of knowing all that coiled power could be tamed when he came to bed with her.
“You know, I remember the night we met.” He tightened his grasp on her thighs as he spoke. “You. Me. Two tumblers of scotch and one hell of a wild tumble in your hotel room.” He chuckled to himself, the sound vibrating against already tingling skin. “We wouldn’t have let something as silly as a ringing phone spoil our fun, would we?” With that, he dropped a teasing kiss at the top of Sherri’s leg. 
She gritted her teeth. “God. Yes. You’re so right. Jett can wait. Now please—” 
A decidedly unsexy bing-bong chimed from Sherri’s phone. 
Ash’s hand slapped on the bed. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” 
Sherri’s hand covered Ash’s. She’d gotten a new number shortly after leaving DC. The incoming text message could only be from a few people. “It might be Jett trying to reach you since you didn’t answer your phone.”
Ash jumped up and grabbed both devices. “It’s a message from Lisa. That’s your old FBI partner, right? Your renters moved out. Something about a break-in at your condo in DC.” 
Sherri’s stomach sank. Shit, she was so screwed. She’d been dragging her feet on searching for a new job since she gave notice at the bureau. No way could she afford living in Nogales if she had a mortgage on her old place to deal with. She groaned and looked at Ash. “She emailed me about it, but I thought the property manager was taking care of things. I didn’t know the renters had vacated. I’m gonna have to go handle this myself.” 
Ash set his jaw. “I should come with you.” 
“You have your restaurant here, and your family.” She put a hand on his leg. “I’ll be fine.”
“I don’t like you going by yourself.” 
“I’m a big girl. I was taking care of myself long before I met you. Anyway, there are no wolf packs in the DC area so far as we know. What’s the worst that could happen?”
The struggle played out on his face, in the narrowing of his eyes and the set of his jaw. “Just promise you’ll be careful.” 
She smoothed a hand over one of his fists, clenched in the sheets like he couldn’t quite let go of the matter. “I’ll be careful. Promise.” 
He kissed her again and offered a half-smile as he rolled off of his king-sized bed. “You’d better call Lisa. Find out what you can about the damage. I’ll call Jett back.” He walked away, dimpled ass flexing with every step. “Join me in the shower after?” 
“Soon as I’m off the phone.” 
He smiled over his shoulder while pausing to rifle through his pants drawer, and Sherri went to make her call so she could make good on her assurance that she’d be in to join Ash in the shower soon. Even as she did, nerves danced in her stomach. 
The idea of flying back to DC didn’t have her over the moon. As much as she appreciated Lisa keeping an eye on her condo, seeing her friend and partner was a mixed bag as well. Old memories Sherri would rather not revisit.
“What’s this?” Sherri turned to find Ash glaring, an envelope from Brevard Prison clutched in his hand. 
“I haven’t opened it,” she said.
“You didn’t mention your ex has been contacting you.” His fingers bent and so did the envelope, buckling under the weight of Ash’s clear but irrational jealousy. 
She took a breath. “Because I haven’t opened it,” she repeated in a there, now, down boy voice. “I can only assume it’s some sort of nasty-gram about the fact that I helped send him to prison. Whatever Ryan had to say to me, he said it loud and clear when he stole those files from my hard drive and passed them on to his crime-boss lover.”
“You sound like you’re still pissed. Maybe whatever’s in here could give you some closure.”
“As if.” Sherri had closed the door on Ryan and his insanity. She grabbed the envelope, ripped it in half, and tossed it in the bedside trash can. “What were you doing in my purse, anyway? I thought you were taking a shower?” 
“I dropped my jeans. It was right there in your bag when I went to pick them up.” His growl was gruff, but softer now. “I wasn’t prying, I was—”
“Worried. I got it. Look, I quit the bureau so I could get away from all the secrets and half-truths. I want you and I to be honest with each other.” Honestly, she did. The fact that she couldn’t quite make up her mind about who and where she was supposed to be since quitting her job. That, she didn’t know how to say to Ash.
“So do I.” His sexy, signature wolf-like grin re-emerged. “So are you ready to go for a shower?”
She tossed her phone on the bed. Her call could wait. “I’m ready.” 
***“Oh, hell no. This cannot be happening.” Sherri stared at the supernaturally mauled body by her feet, and cursed herself for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. “I do not need this right now.” Or ever. Really, never would have been a good time to find a dead guy while running errands.
Backing away from the blood and gore as she pulled out her phone, she tried not to take too much interest in the body itself as she dialed the authorities. Solving crimes wasn’t her job anymore. Still, this man’s death had clearly not been accidental, and a gal would be hard pressed not to find that interesting. 
Or she might, if she hadn’t been taking an extended vacation to enjoy her hot new relationship with her hot new boyfriend. Her hot new boyfriend, who was trying to call her while she dialed the authorities. Of course he was.
Sherri hung up to answer Ash’s call. “Hey. I’m gonna have to call you back. I sort of ran into a situation.” 
“What kind of situation? Did you get the bagels? Baby, you know I take brunch seriously.”
God help her. She took a closer look at the body crumpled between the trash bin and the back door of Pan Delicioso bakery. What was left of the man’s skin looked bronzed and the hair on his head was dark, but she couldn’t tell much about the features with all the damage . Someone—or something had done quite a number of his face and throat. 
After a run-in with Ash’s pack when she first came to town, Sherri was pretty sure she’d picked up on the signs of a were mauling. Sure enough, what looked like animal tracks led away from the area behind the trash bin. She’d bet her dwindling savings account this was a shifter killing. 
She’d been texting on her way into the bakery. Had she missed the body in her preoccupation, or had this unfortunate man met his end during her intense selection of chocolate croissants and cinnamon-crunch bagels?
The questions made her turn back to study the body, wondering about other things, like motive… Not your case. Not your problem.
Already clear of the spatter, Sherri took another healthy step to the side. She’d given herself a pedicure the night before, dammit, and starting the day with dead guy blood or were scent on her feet was asking for trouble. Or more trouble, anyway. 
Ash huffed into the phone. “Sherri? Talk to me.”
Sherri cleared her throat. “I’m fine. I, uh, seem to have won the crime scene lottery this morning.”
Ash muttered something she couldn’t quite understand. “You’re fucking kidding.”
Sherri gestured with the bagel bag, even though Ash wasn’t there to see her. “Do you think I’m kidding? I really wish. Guess what? Found a dead guy. Haha, April Fools. Oh. Wait. It’s August.”
A belabored sigh came over the phone. “Fuck. You need to call my brother.” 
Sherri smiled into the phone. “That’s why I said I had to call you back.” She replied slowly, in a show of exaggerated patience that she secretly hoped would press Ash’s buttons. A little payback for speaking to her like a child. 
“Okay. Go. Call. No. Wait. Sherri.”
She tightened her hand on the phone. “I have it all under control. I’m fine. Don’t worry, I didn’t drop your bagels in the blood or anything.”
His impatient growl was quiet, but she still heard him. “Dammit, Sherri. Was it a human kill?”
Her eyes skimmed over the torn and bloody body. Gross. Homicides really weren’t her thing. “I’m certainly no expert, but judging from the massive chest lacerations, what appear to be bite marks on the neck, and then the bloody paw prints leading away from the scene? My answer would be no.”
“All right. I’m coming over there.”
“I don’t see signs that the attacker remained nearby. I’m going to wait for your brother, give a statement, and come meet you. You can scramble some eggs and start eating without me if you’re hungry. Bagels and cream cheese will be along shortly.”
“I’m coming over there,” he repeated. 
The line went dead before she could argue further.
“Freaking werewolves,” she muttered. “They never listen.” 




Chapter Two


Alarm bells rang in Asher Hughes’s ears as his four paws sped him through the shadows of downtown Nogales. He cursed himself, chest tight from shifting too fast on his way out of the house.
Too tight from shifting. Yeah fucking right. 
For thirty-five years, Ash had proverbially crossed his arms and refused to take a mate. For fuck’s sake, he’d walked away from his pack rather than be the alpha of thieves, fools, and murderers. He sure as hell didn’t need to adhere to their ridiculous laws and customs. Taking a mate—committing until death under penalty of pack retribution for the love of all things holy—had never fallen into Ash’s plans.
Until the night he’d met Sherri. One night in a hotel bar, and all of the possibilities, all his plans changed. He’d nearly lost her before he had her, and every day since he secretly believed he’d wake up one day to find her gone.
This morning’s phone call only dragged his fears into harsh daylight.
He rounded the corner into the back parking lot of Pan Delicioso to find her giving a statement to his brother, Jett, and his partner Detective Parker. She leaned against a painted blue wall, looking as if it were any other Sunday morning. The way the mid-morning sun caught her dark hair and creamy skin made Ash ache to go and lay his hands on her. If he touched her, she’d be warm like she’d been in bed. Dammit to hell, he wanted to be back there with her now. 
Marring the entire picture was the fact that she stood a measly feet from a shredded lump of what used to be a human male. Jesus. Someone sure didn’t like the look of that fucker’s face.
Ash steered around the hubbub, making his way over to his old Jeep. Sherri hadn’t gotten a permanent car of her own yet, so he’d given it as a loaner. He liked his bike most days anyway, and he would have ridden it this morning except he wanted to scan for smells and sounds on the way. Unfortunately, he’d noted nothing unfamiliar.
His brother turned. “Nice to see you, Ash. I don’t suppose you know anything about this?”
Damn. He should have known he wouldn’t get by Jett so easily. With a quiet growl Ash ducked behind CJ-7 and dropped the handles of a plastic bag from his mouth. Groaning, he focused his mind and body on stretching back to his full six feet and two inches, reaching skyward to pop all the joints and stretch the kinks in his back.
“Lemme grab clothes out of the car and I’ll be right over,” he muttered to both of them. He gave the side-eye to some young crime scene tech who stood nearby with a blush on her face as colorful as a summer sunset. He growled to encourage her to turn her attention elsewhere, and she only blushed more before turning away.
He didn’t mind women finding him attractive, but he was no fucking sideshow.
Ash shook his head, looking across to Sherri as he pulled on a pair of sweats. He’d sure as hell never dated a human before. Too much trouble, everybody said. 
Talk about trouble. Some humans apparently also came with the occasional homicide. Sherri looked concerned but confident as she gestured and explained whatever she was telling Jett about the mess she’d found.
Ash walked over and slipped one hand on her lower back, handing a disposable container with the other. “I brought you an omelet.” They’d had both their early morning activities and now their breakfast interrupted. If he couldn’t make love to his woman, at least he could give her some damn food.
Sherri’s eyebrows jumped. “You didn’t have to come. I told you—”
“Eat.” He pushed the box closer, along with a pack of plastic wear. “You need your energy.”
“Yeah,” Jett agreed with a grim-looking nod. “You might want to go ahead and fuel-up. I’m gonna need you to come to the station for a bit.” 
Ash held in a growl, his hand balling into a tight fist against Sherri’s tank top. His female had more than enough backbone to fight her own battles, but times like these he found it hard to stand down. The struggle had
***
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