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CHAPTER ONE
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Harley Vincent! Harley Vincent!”

For God’s sake. The majority of the population seemed to live and learn, but apparently this woman just lived. Either that or her ski lift didn’t go to the top of the hill. Not that Harley had much room to judge others, considering her family tree was more like a tumbleweed.

Clutching her bag of groceries tighter, Harley picked up her pace as she headed to the cute little hotel where she was currently staying. She’d been in California for the past four months, where she’d been working in a club. Harley was somewhat of a drifter, but she liked the place and she didn’t feel the urge to go roaming again. Yet.

Hearing the click-clack of heels, Harley ground her teeth. The bitch had caught up with her. Shit, she should have taken the car. Her inner cat snarled, not at all fond of the fox shifter.

Digital recorder in hand, Gabrielle Rowan said sweetly, “Harley, how are you this morning?” Like they were lifelong friends.

Without slowing her pace, Harley sighed at the reporter. “You know, I’ve flushed and flushed and flushed, but I don’t seem able to get rid of you. Why is that?”

“If you want me gone, all you have to do is give me some information on your father.”

“Clive Vincent is old news, Gabby.”

“He was until people began to speculate that he’s the shifter who founded The Movement.”

People were always “speculating,” always naming certain shifters as the possible leader. Why anyone would think it was Clive, she wasn’t sure. Harley snorted. “Founded The Movement? He was sent to prison before the group even started. How do you expect him to do anything from there?”

“Come on, Harley, you have to know the truth. He formed the group to fight the extremists, didn’t he?”

Harley’s cat snarled at the mention of the extremists. Anti-shifter humans had always existed, but nowadays many of them were part of radical, destructive, and violent organized groups that were the bane of every shifter’s existence. They believed that shifters should be electronically chipped, confined to their territory, forbidden from mating with humans, restricted to having one child per couple, and placed on a register like sex offenders. They’d also attacked and bombed several packs worldwide, “culling” the population.

If the humans had thought there would be no repercussions to the violence, they couldn’t have been more wrong. A group of shifters known as The Movement hunted extremists and retaliated against their attacks, fighting violence with violence. What else would predators do in such a situation?

“I did a lot of research on you, Harley.”

Oh, did she now?

“For the first sixteen years of your life, you were part of a traveling pride of margay wild cats that—let’s face it—was more like a band of reckless free-spirited criminals that had no use for the word ‘sober.’”

Correct.

“Few other prides liked or respected yours. They had no useful alliances or resources.”

Also correct.

“It made your pride mates easy targets for prejudiced humans.”

Damn right it did.

“And that was exactly what your brother became, wasn’t it?”

At the mention of Michael, a wave of sadness washed over Harley. But she schooled her expression, refusing to give the bitch anything to work with. Rounding a corner, Harley saw the hotel up ahead. Almost there.

“His death was horrific. Most fathers would want to hunt down each of the humans responsible and then kill them, one by one. The difference is that your father actually did it. Coldly and without mercy. He didn’t even deny it when he was caught and convicted. He was proud of what he’d done. Saw no wrong in it. One psychologist called him a psychopath.”

Said psychologist probably wasn’t far from the truth.

“If I were you, I’d be infuriated with your father. By going to prison, he left you. Left you with your human mother, who was so devastated by having limited contact with her mate that she fell apart and couldn’t take care of you. He left you with a pride that was never sober enough to protect you—they just wanted to party hard and live large. That was when your aunt came for you, wasn’t it?”

It was. Her mother’s family, who was wealthy and had a high standing in society, hadn’t approved of Lily mating with Clive and joining his pride. As such, they had disowned her when she’d refused to reject him. But Lily’s sister, Tess, had occasionally visited. That was how she’d discovered that Harley was having trouble.

Hell, “trouble” was a mild word. Harley had befriended a wolf from the pack that neighbored the land her pride was squatting on back then. Mia was just fifteen years old and already on her way to being a junkie. Mia’s parents hadn’t wanted to face it, so they’d claimed it was Harley’s “influence” that had sent Mia down that path.

In truth, Harley had tried to steer Mia away from drugs, not wanting her to end up like Kara, Harley’s aunt from her pride. Hell, she’d even dragged Mia into her aunt’s messy motor home—where Kara had predictably been lying in a pool of her own vomit—and made her see what future awaited her if she didn’t get her shit together. It had actually made a difference. For all of three days.

Harley knew well that you could only help an addict if they wanted help. Mia simply hadn’t wanted it. But Mia’s pack had blamed Harley, using her as a scapegoat for Mia’s addiction. They’d cornered and ridiculed her, they’d smashed the windows of her motor home, and they’d even tried to physically assault her on a few occasions. Only one wolf hadn’t blamed her: Mia’s brother, Jesse . . . a wolf Harley had had the world’s worst crush on. Although he’d believed her and looked out for her as best he could, he’d been unable to stop the harassment since, as a juvenile, he’d had no power or real say in the matter.

An emotional wreck, Lily had been in no position to defend or protect Harley, so Tess had taken her away. Harley’s grandparents had eventually accepted her, though they treated her as human and expected her to behave like one. But that had been okay, because she had the fabulous Tess. Her aunt didn’t look at Harley and see someone who was half shifter or half human; she just looked at her and saw her niece.

“You’ve lived in the human world ever since,” continued Gabrielle. “You are half human, half shifter. You’ve spent large portions of your life in both the human world and the shifter world. That puts you in a very unique position. It gives you two different perspectives. What’s your take on things, Harley? Are the extremists justified in their prejudice? Does The Movement take things too far? What species is in the right in this war—humans or shifters?”

“I’d answer you, I really would . . . but talking to you is about as appealing as sandpapering a wild cat’s ass while having my nipples chewed off by rabid dogs. You are well known for twisting the facts. I’ll bet that if I had a dollar for every truth you printed, I’d be in debt.”

“You have a way with sarcasm.”

Harley smiled brightly. “Just a little service I provide. It’s even free. Now as much as I enjoy our conversations, I have somewhere to be.”

“I’m going to write that article with or without your help, Harley. Give me something.”

Damn, she was persistent. It was a quality that Harley might have admired under other circumstances. Without breaking stride, Harley glanced at her over her shoulder. “I suppose I could give you one final thought . . . but I’m not sure you have anywhere to put it.” Smiling at the fox’s growl, Harley walked straight to the hotel.

The moment she was in the privacy of her room, she dropped the halfhearted smile, took a deep breath, and tried to shake off the memories of her past. She wasn’t ashamed to be a shifter and she didn’t resent her inner cat. As a species, shifters were mostly good and they took care of their own. Harley’s pride mates, however, had somewhat different priorities. Even to this day they squatted on land they didn’t own, caused brawls and bar fights for fun, and spent most of their time either drunk or blitzed on drugs.

Given her pride’s reputation, she understood why Mia’s parents and pack blamed Harley for their daughter’s addiction—especially since Harley had looked the part of a “bad influence.” Back then, she’d hidden behind a goth “I don’t give a shit” look so that no one would see just how unhappy and angry she was with . . . well, everything.

What Mia’s parents should have noticed was that their daughter had wandered down a path of self-destruction. Once, when Mia was totally shit-faced, she’d told Harley all about how her best friend, Torrie, had drowned while they were at a lake; both girls had been eleven at the time. Mia not only lived with survivor’s guilt and an unrelenting grief at the loss of Torrie but with the knowledge that Jesse would be without his true mate.

Mia was convinced that Jesse secretly hated her, despite the fact that he claimed he didn’t blame her for not saving Torrie. As a child, Jesse had been playful and roguish. After his true mate’s death, he became hard, militant, and distrustful; he always wore a blank expression that Mia believed masked a deep loathing of her. And nothing Harley said could convince her otherwise—Mia would just claim that Harley was biased because she loved him.

In honesty, Harley had loved Jesse. As an adult, Harley could see that it had been an immature, juvenile love as opposed to the fierce, ferocious, all-consuming feeling that every shifter felt for their partner. It hadn’t been any less real, though. And that hadn’t stopped her from melting inside when she saw him at Mia’s memorial . . . or from having him in her bed that night.

Yeah, well, their emotions had been all over the place, and they’d just wanted comfort. Or, at least, that was what she told herself on those few occasions when she wondered if she’d made the right choice by sneaking out the next morning. Those occasions were few and far between, because Harley was a realist.

He might have spent a night in her bed, but it hadn’t meant anything to him. Not once in her life had she ever kidded herself into believing he was attainable or could ever care for her. He would always long for the mate he’d lost, which was perfectly understandable.

Even if that night had meant something to Jesse, there could never have been anything between her, a half-human female who had no wish to be in a pride or pack or anything else, and Jesse, a male shifter who was an enforcer and whose family despised her.

It was a harsh reality, but it was a reality she’d just have to live with.

 

Back aching, Jesse Dalton sank into the sofa after a long day of building the outdoor play area. Every single one of the thirteen adult wolves of his pack had helped build it using only natural materials. There was a fort, a tree house, swings, tree stumps, a slide, a sandpit, and log tunnels. And now everyone was relaxing in the main lodge, where the Alphas lived.

Well, “lodge” wasn’t quite the word, in Jesse’s opinion. The three-story building was more like a rustic mansion—all timber and stone and large glass dove windows. The rest of the Mercury wolves lived in smaller yet similar hunting lodges that were scattered around the vast, wooded land. The place was both wild and peaceful, and it would sing to any wolf’s soul.

“The kids loved it, didn’t they?” said Shaya, the Alpha female. She had designed the outdoor play area and was rightfully proud of it.

“They did,” agreed Eli, their Head Enforcer. A dopey-looking Labrador, Bruce, lay at his feet. “Considering we only have two pups in our pack, do you think you might have gone a little overboard?”

“Hey, if my old pack had a play area like that when I was a pup, I’d have loved it,” said Bracken. The enforcer had grown up in the same pack as Jesse and another enforcer, Zander. Their old pack was nothing like this one. The Mercury Pack was a close-knit bunch that protected their own fiercely.

Jesse, Bracken, and Zander had been Mercury wolves for over three years now. It was a small pack, but it was by no means weak—particularly since their Alpha, Nick, was powerful and dangerous.

“Cassidy’s settling in so well,” said Shaya. “Everyone at the shelter warned me that it’s often hard for kids to adjust, but Cassidy already considers this her home.”

Cassidy was a four-year-old pup the Alphas were fostering, who had been staying in a shelter for lone shifters up until eight weeks ago. A friend, Makenna, worked at the place, having once been a loner herself until she mated with a Phoenix Pack wolf—a pack that was very closely allied to Jesse’s.

Ally, the Beta female, gave a soft snort. “It’s not like she was reluctant to come with us.”

That was true. Jesse had accompanied Shaya and Ally when they went to the shelter to donate clothes. Cassidy—who they had never seen before that day—had been waiting for them with her backpack full and announced, “I’m ready to go with you now. Did you bring Willow with you?”

It turned out that Cassidy, like Ally, was a Seer. She had foreseen being fostered by the pack and was more than ready to come, eager to meet the Alpha pair’s three-year-old pup.

“Makenna was surprised that Nick was open to fostering,” said Roni, a female enforcer who was also the sister of both Nick and Eli. Roni was mated to a Phoenix Pack enforcer, Marcus. The pair acted as enforcers for both packs. “In fact, I was too.”

Jesse had been just as surprised. “He doesn’t exactly welcome outsiders.”

Shaya snickered. “He doesn’t exactly welcome insiders.” Nick was highly antisocial, which was tempered by his mate’s warm nature. As Shaya was a very compassionate and positive person, it often came as a surprise to people that she was also handy with knives and a shotgun—that was thanks to the teachings of her human, ex–Navy SEAL father.

Knowing there was a small chance that Nick would accept an outsider, Shaya had simply taken the child home. Cassidy had happily skipped into the main lodge and chatted to a confused Nick like she’d known him for years. The Alpha male had just sort of stared at her, totally bemused.

“I’m glad Nick was okay with it,” began Ally, “because I wouldn’t have had the heart to take her back to the shelter.”

Derren, the Beta male, leaned into Ally and nuzzled her neck. “And you like the idea of being around and tutoring another Seer.”

Ally smiled at him. “Of course. She’s a good student. Bright. Tries hard. She just needs help vocalizing what she’s foreseen. It’s hard for a child’s mind to translate an adult situation. I only had someone to guide me for a little while.”

“But she’ll have you,” said Derren. “And you can also help her learn how to cope with the sensory overload.”

Being a Seer didn’t just entail visions. They were also highly empathetic, which could no doubt be overwhelming. Picking up emotions caused physical sensations for them; if an emotion was positive, the sensations would be pleasant. But if the emotion was negative, the sensations could be anything from uncomfortable to painful.

“Where are your mom and sister?” Ally asked Bracken.

“Sightseeing,” he replied. Bracken’s mother and younger sister had come to visit for three weeks. In Jesse’s opinion, it wasn’t so much a visit as an attempt to lure Bracken back to their old pack in Arizona. The guy’s mother, a person who disliked the majority of the population, adored her son and preferred to have him close. Bracken turned to Ally and Jesse. “Can I just say I’m sorry about my sister?”

The Seer lightly patted his back. “No need to apologize.”

“Yes, there is,” insisted Bracken. “I asked you guys to train Kim because she said she was interested in being an enforcer. I thought she meant it.”

Ally sighed. “You don’t have to be embarrassed. It’s not wrong that she doesn’t take life too seriously and wants to have fun. But there’s a flip side to all that—she’s operating on her own timeline, so she’s often late. She doesn’t like rules, so she bristles at our orders. In not taking life too seriously, she’s not taking the sessions seriously. That’s the problem.”

“And she pays a little too much attention to Jesse,” added Bracken.

Ally inclined her head. “Well, yeah.”

The whole thing grated on Jesse’s nerves. There was only one female he and his wolf wanted—a pretty little margay shifter with a will of iron and a spine of steel. Jesse knew she was in California, working at a club not far from his territory. He also knew he wasn’t going to let her leave the state. He’d hoped Harley would come to him, had waited patiently, but she hadn’t. One more week. He’d give her one more week. If she didn’t come to him, he’d go to her.

“She gets a little distracted by him,” added Ally.

“A little distracted?” repeated Bracken with a snort. “That’s an understatement.”

“All right, so she melts into a puddle of lust every time Jesse gets authoritative with her,” Ally conceded.

Jesse winced. He’d never thought of Kim that way. She was Bracken’s baby sister and had once been a friend of Jesse’s deceased true mate, so he was . . . well, not nice to her—Jesse wasn’t anyone’s definition of “nice”—but he was tolerant of her. Or, at least, he had been until she started doing irritating shit like sitting too close to him at every meal and, worse, constantly asking him for extra help with combat moves that required him to touch her. She also acted upset whenever Ally passed on any constructive criticism during training, looking to him for comfort.

Until now, Kim had never shown any interest in him. “It’s possible that she’s just trying to seduce her way into the pack by attaching herself to one of the males.” It wouldn’t be the first time a female had tried it. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, Bracken. I just have to wonder about it.”

Bracken shrugged, unoffended. “I’d like to say she wouldn’t do something like that, but Kim lives by her own rules and I don’t know what they are. She also has it in her head that you and Ashley were once together.” Ashley was Bracken’s other sister.

Jesse jerked back. “That did not happen.” He would never fool around with his friend’s sister.

“I know that,” Bracken assured him. “Even Ashley told her that it wasn’t true. But Kim thinks it is, and she’s always been in some imaginary competition with Ashley. Even when they were kids, if Ashley had something, Kim wanted to have it too.”

“Whatever Kim’s reason is for behaving this way, I think it would be best if Eli took over for you, Jesse,” said Shaya. “Unless you think it might be best to cut Kim’s training short, Ally. It doesn’t seem important to her anyway.”

“Give her a formal warning,” Derren told Ally. “Make it clear what behaviors you find inappropriate and insist that she take the training seriously. If she wants the chance to prove herself by continuing the training, let her have it. But make her understand that she will not get another warning.”

Ally gave a slow nod. “That’s fair. And I’ll have Eli take over from Jesse.”

Sounded good to Jesse.

The sound of footsteps descending the stairs was quickly followed by Nick entering the den.

Marcus cocked his head as he studied the Alpha. “You look grumpier than usual. What’s wrong?”

Nick sat next to Shaya. “I just had a call from Hector Flynt.”

Shaya joined her hands in prayer. “Please tell me his plans for the hotel fell through.”

Nick twined one of her red curls around his finger. “I wish I could, baby. He called to repeat his offer, the stubborn bastard. If I’d known someone would swoop in and take that land, I’d have claimed it myself and we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

The neighboring pack had fallen apart after Nick killed their corrupt Alpha female for trying to wipe out the Mercury Pack. Hector Flynt—a half shifter who owned a chain of hotels and restaurants—stepped in and acquired the empty territory, where he planned to build a hotel resort. Naturally, none of the Mercury wolves were happy about it. They treasured their quiet and privacy. They didn’t want to listen to cheesy hotel cabaret every night or deal with tourists stumbling onto their territory, nosing around and taking pictures.

As it turned out, Hector didn’t want a pack next door to his hotel any more than they wanted the hotel there. He had come to Nick with a “solution” to their mutual problem: he’d offered to buy their territory . . . as if it were a mere stretch of land, not their home and sanctuary. He’d then reeled off a figure that made Jesse’s brows hit his hairline.

“Does anyone else have the feeling he doesn’t like shifters?” asked Jesse.

Eli frowned. “What makes you think that?”

“He could have bought land anywhere, but he went for shifter territory,” said Jesse. “He has a history of buying shifter territories.”

Nick’s mouth twisted. “It might be worth finding out so we know if this is something personal against shifters.”

Eli’s frown deepened. “But he’s half shifter.”

“That doesn’t mean he likes that half of him,” Nick pointed out.

Shaya squeezed her mate’s hand. “I think Hector’s scared of you, but I’m not sure he’ll drop this anytime soon. A person doesn’t become as successful as he is without having a serious amount of determination.”

Nick’s brow creased. “Nothing would make us sell.”

“We know that, but he doesn’t,” she said.

They all fell quiet as Nick’s mom came into the room with a freshly bathed Cassidy and Willow. “They’ve come to say good night,” Kathy announced.

Both kids were cute in their own way. Cassidy was angelic looking with her white-blonde hair, bright-blue eyes, and baby face. Willow’s corkscrew curls were also blonde, though a little darker. She had green eyes like her father and elfin features like her mother, complete with an impish smile.

Cassidy skipped over to Jesse and tilted her head. “Have you brought her here yet?”

“Who?” Jesse asked.

“The pretty lady.”

Jesse inwardly frowned. She’d said something similar a few times that day. “I’m not sure who you’re talking about, angel.”

She sighed, as if exasperated with him. “You should bring her here before her car goes boom.”

Everything in Jesse froze. As she turned to leave, he gently placed a hand on her arm. “Wait, what did you say?”

“Her car,” she repeated impatiently. “It’s gonna go boom.”

Ally took her hand, her voice patient as she spoke. “This pretty lady . . . do you know her name?”

Cassidy shook her head.

“What does she look like?” Jesse asked, striving to sound gentle when panic was eating his insides. Could it be his mother? His grandmother? A cousin? A—

“Her hair is long like mine, but it’s dark. She has gold eyes. Oh, and she can make music.” Then the pup skipped away, leaving him stunned.

His gut twisted painfully and his heart literally missed a beat. He knew a female with mesmerizing gold eyes . . . a female he’d been watching over for many years . . . a female who could play a musical instrument . . . a female who also happened to be his.

For a moment he couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. Then, looking at Bracken and Zander, he saw the same dawning realization in their eyes.

“Fuck,” Jesse bit out.





CHAPTER TWO
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In the shadowed parking lot, Jesse waited impatiently while Zander inspected Harley’s car. None of the humans heading to the club paid them any attention, which showed just how easy it would be for someone to tamper with her car. She should have known better than to park in the shadows; she should be taking better care of herself. But then, Harley had never been as protective of herself as she was of those she cared for. Not because she was reckless, but because she stupidly didn’t see that she was important to anyone.

The sound of humans laughing rubbed on Jesse’s raw nerves. His pacing wolf was just as furious that anyone would target Harley. She was theirs, even if she hadn’t quite accepted it yet.

Eyes narrowed, Bracken said, “Should I ask how you knew where she worked and which car was hers?”

“No.”

Finally, Zander slid out from underneath the vehicle. “There’s a bomb there all right. A pretty simple construct. It was set to explode when the engine turned on.”

Jesse swore. “Can you disable it?”

“Already did, but I left it where it is in case she wants proof that we’re not fucking with her. What reason does she have to trust us after the way our old pack behaved toward her?”

“I personally never thought she introduced Mia to drugs,” claimed Bracken.

“Neither did I,” said Zander. “Her pride was—still is—wild, but Harley was grounded. And, no offense, Jesse, but Mia was no saint.”

Jesse sighed. “I know. I never blamed Harley either.” He tipped his chin toward the club. “We need to find her.”

He had never much liked nightclubs. What was fun about being jostled by shit-faced people while lights flashed in your eyes, couples were dry humping all over the place, glow sticks were being waved in your face, and females were whipping their hair around and sending their sweat flying at you?

No, it just wasn’t Jesse’s thing. Nonetheless, he descended the steps to the underground club, nodding curtly at the human manning the door before walking through the arched doorway. It wasn’t at all what Jesse had expected. No people dancing on tables. No glow sticks. No whistles. No podiums. No people dry humping against the red brick walls. In fact, the place had the look of a jazz bar. It was classy and stylish. But there was also something dark about it—it had a forbidden air that drew a person inside and heated their blood. His wolf liked it.

Jesse slowly scanned his surroundings. There didn’t seem to be any sign of Harley. He arched a questioning brow at Bracken and Zander. They shook their heads.

“Want to split up?” asked Bracken.

Jesse thought about it. “No. Better if we stay together.” Indicating for his fellow enforcers to follow, he stalked the place in search of Harley. The last time he’d seen her had been at Mia’s memorial. No one else had noticed the female leaning against a tree, watching from afar where his old pack wouldn’t sense her. He’d known she’d come—not just because she was the type of person who paid her respects, but because he always knew where she was; he’d monitored her over the years as she drifted from place to place.

After the last blessing was said over the memorial stone, she’d walked away. Knowing she was staying at a local hotel, he’d gone to her. At first, they had simply talked about his sister and exchanged stories. Then, before he knew it, he was kissing Harley like a man possessed. Her taste had burst through his system and ate at his control until he’d just had to have her.

He didn’t know how many times or how many ways he’d fucked her that night, but he could still remember the feel and taste of her. Honestly, he was surprised she’d let him in the hotel room without a struggle. His pack had completely fucked her over. Worse, her pride hadn’t been worth shit, so she hadn’t had their backing.

Part of him had been glad when her aunt took her away from her pride—God knew she’d had a better life in the human world. But another part of him had hated it. He hadn’t liked not knowing where she was and what she was doing. His wolf hadn’t liked being away from her either. And so Jesse had watched over her from afar, interfered in her life more times than he should have.

The day after the memorial, he’d woken up to find her gone. He’d been pissed, but he’d also understood why she’d left. So he’d returned to California just as she’d returned to Manhattan, and he’d continued to watch over her . . . waiting for the right time to step forward and take what was his.

“I don’t see her,” said Zander.

“Me neither.” Bracken walked to the bar and spoke to the barmaid. “I’m looking for Harley Vincent.”

The middle-aged brunette paused in drying a glass. “Yeah? Who’s asking?”

“I’m an old friend.”

The brunette narrowed her eyes. “Old friend, huh. She’ll be out any second now. Want a drink?”

“Um . . .”

“Then move away from my bar.”

“Let’s sit and wait,” said Zander.

No sooner had they settled at a table near the dance floor than the crowd went wild and Bracken said with a smile, “Look.”

Jesse followed Bracken’s gaze . . . and there she was, standing next to the DJ on the stage, electric violin in hand. The beautiful instrument was S-shaped and a striking metallic blue, though nowhere near as striking as her heavy lidded gold eyes—bedroom eyes. She looked fucking edible in a crimson ripped top, faded-blue skinny jeans, and red high heels. Her midnight-black hair had dark-burgundy highlights and hung down her back in a smooth, layered curtain. She had some deliciously sensual curves and a pair of full, high breasts that he knew were a handful. His wolf sat up, intrigued and hungry. No surprise there.

And then she started to play. Standing straight with her feet shoulder width apart and her left foot slightly forward, she kept the electric violin on her left collarbone and the left side of her jaw on the chin rest as she played along with the dance tune. He’d never before heard her play. She was amazing. Captivating. So damn talented and passionate. She had a bewitching, natural grace of movement. All he could do was stare, totally turned on.

One tune flowed into another. The crowd danced, their eyes on her. It was impossible not to look at her. She was so in charge of herself up there, oozing confidence and sensuality, that she commanded and held attention. Possessiveness roared through him fast and furiously.

She drew out the final note, making it long and slow. Then she looked up, mouth curving into a small yet cock-hardening smile. There was clapping and whooping, and she gave a humble bow. She had no need to be modest, but his Harley had never given herself enough credit for anything she did.

Zander blew out a breath. “Wow.”

“Seriously gifted, isn’t she?” said Jesse. He kept his focus on the curtain that led backstage, so he saw the very moment she appeared. She modestly accepted each of the compliments people shouted as she headed to the bar. She moved exactly like a cat—graceful, fluid, and smoothly, with a little haughtiness thrown in.

“Wait here,” he told Bracken and Zander. Pushing out of his chair, he went to the bar, where she was chatting with the barmaid. “Harley?”

She turned with a casual smile . . . and stilled, eyes widening slightly. “Jesse?”

Of course it would have been nice if she had excitedly thrown herself at him and given him her brightest smile, but Jesse knew better than to expect that kind of reception from a female margay shifter. They were not put on the Earth to please and could shred a male’s ego with minimal effort. If you wanted a margay’s affection, you had to win it. If you wanted their attention, you had to be interesting enough to hold it. And if you wanted to claim and keep them, you had to be tenacious and resourceful.

In short, they were a challenge. It was a good thing he was up for one.

His wolf pushed against his skin, wanting out, wanting the pretty kitty. Jesse shoved him back down, but the wolf bucked at the reins; he’d missed Harley. Seeking calm, Jesse inhaled deeply . . . and her sweet yet sultry scent slammed into him and flooded his lungs. Warm apples, vanilla cream, and a promise of long, hot, satisfying sex. His cock throbbed painfully. “Don’t I get a hug?”

She shook off her surprise and said, “Sure.”

As she moved into his open arms, her head tucked beneath his chin, he breathed in more of her scent and let it soothe his wolf. Her scent brought with it so many memories—some good, some bad, and some damn fucking hot. Despite being a shifter, she wasn’t a tactile person, but she’d never shied away from his touch. He couldn’t help but be smug about that.

Reluctantly releasing her, he said, “We need to talk.”

She blinked. “Talk?”

“Somewhere private. You really don’t want anyone hearing this.”

“Why?”

“Trust me, you just don’t.”

 

Trust me . . .

Well, that was a problem, because Harley didn’t trust anyone. Never had.

She subtly inhaled a steadying breath as she stared up at well over six feet of hard male muscle and untamed masculinity. His presence had knocked her completely off-balance and sent her pulse racing. This was a male she’d adored since she was a teenager, one who had believed her when no one else had. One who had played her body with a confidence and single-minded focus she’d never forget.

As she looked into those familiar brown eyes that were so dark they were almost black, she couldn’t help remembering that night. Those normally vacant eyes had smoldered while he’d kissed her, tasted her, bitten her, and fucked her until neither of them had the strength to do anything but collapse and go to sleep.

Then she’d left him.

She had to fight the urge to squirm under that watchful, predatory stare. It shouldn’t be possible for a person to be scary and captivating at the same time. He was so menacing and imposing with that air of unshakable calm, but he also throbbed with a blatantly raw sexual energy that gave her goose bumps.

She had the sudden urge to skim her fingers over the rough edge of stubble on his jaw—stubble that had once left marks all over her breasts and thighs. She liked that he’d traded his military buzz for a short-back-and-sides haircut; she’d enjoy tugging on the short, dark, ruffled strands during her next X-rated dream.

It was rather sad that he starred in so many of them, but, in her defense, he was achingly hot and possessed a voice that was pure molten sexuality.

Her cat did a long, languid stretch, coming to life at the presence of this dominant, powerful male she recognized well. From minute one, the animal had been curious about him—she was a cat, after all—and drawn to his confidence. Right now, she was curious about why he was there. For that matter, so was Harley. If the dark vibe he was giving off was anything to go by, it wasn’t good.

“Hey, Harley, you played great tonight,” called out one of the regular guests. His friends echoed the sentiment.

She lifted her hand in a brief wave. “Thanks.” She turned back to Jesse and braced herself for whatever had brought him here. “You’re making me super nervous right now. Are you here to break some bad news to me? Has someone been hurt?”

“I won’t answer your questions here,” said Jesse. “Take us somewhere we can talk in private.”

She couldn’t help bristling at his curt, authoritative tone. “Not until you tell me what this is about.” Movement caught her eye, and she tensed. “Is that Bracken and Zander?”

Seeing they had been spotted, the two males came over. She backed up slightly. Not retreating but positioning herself so that she could take in all three males at once. Her cat coiled, ready to strike.

When their greetings only received brief nods, Bracken said, “Look, I know we’re not your favorite people. For what it’s worth, we never once thought you introduced Mia to drugs.”

“We told the adults of our pack that, but they wouldn’t listen,” said Zander.

Jesse stepped closer to her. “But this isn’t about Mia or anyone else. It’s about you. And you need to hear what we have to say. But not here.” Jesse cursed inwardly when she just stared at him defiantly. His wolf liked that she wasn’t easily pushed, despite being annoyed by her lack of cooperation. Jesse was just as frustrated, though most of that frustration was because he was hard as a fucking rock, struggling against an oppressive sexual heat that always struck him around this feline.

At one time, the intensity of that attraction had made him feel guilty, made him feel like he was betraying his true mate, even though she’d died before either of them were old enough to bond. He’d long ago worked past the guilt. “Don’t try to send me away, Harley. I’m not leaving until you talk to me. This relates to your safety.”

Stubborn-assed motherfucker. Harley decided against arguing with him any further. He wasn’t the type of male who could be easily sent away. She exhaled a resigned sigh. “We can use my boss’s office; he’s not here tonight.” She led them backstage and into the small, cluttered office. Folding her arms over her chest, she said, “Well, why are you here?”

Deciding to spare her any preamble, he replied, “I came because I had reason to believe your car was rigged with a bomb.”

Inhaling sharply, Harley opened her mouth . . . but, completely stunned, she had no words. Her cat froze, equally shocked. Finally, Harley said, “Could you repeat that?”

“You heard me, baby.”

Choosing to ignore the way her stomach clenched at the term “baby,” she shook her head. “I don’t understand. Why would you think that?”

“A four-year-old pup in my pack is a Seer. She isn’t able to explain her visions very well yet, but she was clear that your car would ‘go boom.’”

Harley’s brows lifted. “She said my name?”

“No, but she described you right down to having a musical talent.”

“That doesn’t mean it was me. I mean, you have to admit it’s odd that the little girl would have a vision of me, right? I don’t know her. I’m not part of your pack. I’m no one to you.”

“You’re not no one to me,” rumbled Jesse, infuriated that she would ever say that. His wolf backed him up with a growl. “And it was your car in the vision. I know it because Zander checked the vehicle before we came inside.”

She slid her gaze to Zander, who nodded and said, “I disabled the bomb. It’s simple enough for me to remove it without any problem, if that makes you feel any better.”

Um, no it didn’t.

“Who would target you that way?” asked Jesse, prowling toward her. “Has anyone threatened you?”

Harley tensed as he stepped right into her personal space. Not just because it was a very brazen move that could get his eyes scratched out, but because his scent of crushed ripe cranberries, cinnamon bark, and raw sexuality was like a zap to her senses. “Well, sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“I get hate mail from the extremists.”

“Extremists?” echoed Zander. “They’ve been known to use car bombs, so it could very well be them.”

Planting his feet, Jesse folded his arms. “Tell me about the hate mail. How long have you been receiving it?”

“It started recently, when people began speculating if Clive heads The Movement,” she replied. “Before you ask, I don’t know if that’s true or not. Anyway, the extremists have been sending me abusive e-mails.”

“And they threatened you,” Jesse prompted.

“Like I said, sort of. They told me I should have died with my brother, but they never actually threatened to kill me. Although they did threaten to sneak into my hotel room while I was asleep and . . . you know.”

Fury coursed through Jesse, and his wolf’s claws sliced out. “Dammit, Harley, you should have come to me with this.”

Her brow furrowed. “Why would I? I haven’t seen or heard from you in three years.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“It meant you were hardly going to be my first port of call if I thought I needed help.”

Well, he damn well should have been. “You need to come with me.”

Harley almost gawked. “Huh?”

“My territory is secure, guarded, and extremely difficult to invade without an intruder announcing their presence. I can protect you there. You won’t be safe on your own.” Jesse grit his teeth when she lifted her chin stubbornly, exposing the delicate neck that he’d once wrapped his hand around as he powered into her. His cock jerked at the memory.

Jesse took a deep, calming breath. Harley’s dominance was subtle—probably because she was used to being among humans where she didn’t need to wear it like a cloak. But he knew it was there, knew there was only so far he could push her before she’d shut him out. Besides, the “you need me to keep you safe” routine wouldn’t get him anywhere with a dominant female shifter. They were very proud creatures.

He moved closer, jaw tight. “Sweetheart, these assholes want you dead.”

“I know that.”

“But you don’t know what they look like, do you? They could walk right in here, buy themselves a drink, and settle at a table . . . and you’d never know it was them. They could walk right by you, smile at you, compliment your performance, and you wouldn’t have a clue.”

She clenched her fists. “You think I don’t know that?”

“No, I think you do know. And I think you also know that having my protection would be a very smart thing.”

“I’ll go to the police.”

“Ah, baby, you know the humans are very unlikely to help. You’re half human, but you’re also Clive Vincent’s daughter, and law enforcement doesn’t like him much.”

Harley knew he was right. She hated that he was right. “Why would you want to throw yourself in the middle of this mess? You don’t need to get involved.”

“I already am involved. There’s no way I’m going to ignore that you’re in danger. I know the last thing you feel you can do is depend on shifters for anything, but you know me, Harley. You know I’ll keep you safe.” And he wasn’t leaving without her.

“Taking me with you could lead the extremists to your pack,” she pointed out.

“They’re terrified of Nick; they won’t come there.” Not after what had happened the last time extremists had tangled with their pack. “Even if they did, they wouldn’t get to you. At the hotel, you’re vulnerable. And, quite frankly, I don’t know why you would want that. Don’t make this easy for them, Harley. Be smart.” He ate up the tiny bit of distance between them and said softly, “Come with me.”

She should say no. She should stay away from this male who had the singular ability to tie her in knots, especially since going with him meant staying with his pack. But, really, what other choices did she have? He was right; alone, she was vulnerable and an easy target. Of course she could go and stay with Tess, but she didn’t want to take trouble to her aunt’s door. The Mercury wolves would be able to handle that trouble. And she didn’t believe for even a moment that Jesse would let this go. He would hound her and hound her until she agreed.

She swallowed. “Call your Alphas. If they okay it, I’ll go with you.”





CHAPTER THREE
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All right, so she hadn’t actually expected his Alphas to okay it. She was an outsider, half human, half feline, and had extremists on her ass. Some extremists were all talk, but these particular humans were prepared to use car bombs, so it didn’t seem logical that the wolves would accept her on their territory. But after a very brief call outside her boss’s office, Jesse had returned with the news that his Alphas would protect her. That had totally shocked the shit out of her.

On the one hand, she appreciated it. Sure, part of her bristled at accepting help—she was a dominant female, after all. But she’d rather be bristling and alive than be proud and dead.

Another part of her, however, was wary about the whole situation. She hadn’t spent much time around shifters since coming to live with Tess. Shifters behaved differently and played by a different set of rules. Harley wasn’t interested in following any such rules.

What made her most wary about leaving with Jesse was . . . well, Jesse. He was hard to read and could be very compelling when he switched on the intensity—both had a way of keeping her off-balance. Still, that might not have been so bad if her body didn’t respond so easily and strongly to his. It gave him a level of power over her that she did not like. And he was just so big, so dominant, so . . . everything. What’s more, he was shoving his way into her business.

“Here we are.”

His words broke into her thoughts. As they drove along a dirt path that was littered with leaves, Harley admired the tall, regal trees on either side. They all had typical territorial animal markings that served to warn away humans and other shifters.

When they came to a huge lodge and Jesse parked between a Winnebago and a Mercedes, she said, “I like the fairy lights hanging on the trees.” They gave the lodge an almost magical feel. “Are they always up there or is it a special occasion?”

“They’re always up.” He hopped out of the SUV and waited at the hood of the vehicle for her to reach him.

She should have objected when he took her hand, but she was a little nervous. She’d never been good with people she didn’t know well, especially complete strangers. It wasn’t that she was socially inept; it was just that it could take her a while to feel comfortable enough around people to be herself. She preferred her own company.

Bracken and Zander stayed behind them as Jesse pulled her into the lodge and through to a cozy living area, where five wolves waited. It was clear that the two in front were the Alphas. The female was smiling, but the male—who radiated dominance in a way that a lesser person would have found plain terrifying—stared blankly at Harley.

Rather than join the other wolves, Bracken and Zander planted themselves behind her . . . almost supportively. They were making it clear that they would side with her if there were a problem, which was kind of touching. Going by the grim expressions of the other males, she might just need that support.

Jesse said, “Nick, Shaya, this is Harley. Harley, these are my Alphas.”

Harley gave an awkward smile and nodded in deference. “Um . . . hi.” Her cat twitched her tail, watching them carefully. She was particularly dubious of the Alpha male.

“It’s good to meet you, Harley,” said Shaya, gracious and pleasant. She wasn’t small, but she had a pixie-like look about her and an impish air. “Nick’s delighted too. So delighted he’s at a loss for words.”

Harley inwardly smiled at the scowl Nick cast his mate. The blond, powerfully built male was as unnerving as Jesse and exuded supreme confidence. His green eyes glimmered with irritation as they sliced back to Harley. He may have accepted her presence, but he wasn’t happy about it.

Jesse continued, “Over there are my Betas, Ally and Derren.”

“Hi, there,” said the slim, olive-skinned brunette. Her dark-eyed, dark-haired mate merely inclined his head ever so slightly.

“Hey,” greeted Harley, keeping her half smile in place.

“And that’s my Head Enforcer, Eli,” added Jesse. “He’s also Nick’s brother.”

Well both brothers sure had the indomitable look going on. Eli gave her a short nod, though his large brown eyes held no more welcome than the other two males’ eyes did. Taking in their strong, solid builds, she wondered what the Mercury males were being fed around here.

“And the dog standing by Ally shaking his tail is Bruce,” Jesse told Harley once she’d answered Eli’s nod with one of her own. “It’s late, so you’ll meet everyone else tomorrow.”

“In the meantime, get some sleep,” said Shaya. “Jesse will show you to one of the guest lodges.”

“Um . . . thanks.” God, she was hopeless with strangers.

After a quick exchange of farewells, Jesse led her outside and across the open field to the trees. It was a reasonably short walk to the guest lodge. Timber and stone, the exterior had a very masculine feel to it.

Harley followed him up a set of stone steps onto the wraparound porch. Inside, he shed his jacket and slung it on the rocker that, like much of the den furniture—including the coffee table, TV stand, and firewood rack—was made of cedar logs. The den also featured a brown leather sofa, a shaggy rug, a wall-mounted TV, and a pool table. Nice.

Best of all was the little reading alcove in the corner. It was framed by shelves of books and had a built-in chaise with a pillow and fake-fur blanket, making it look like some kind of rustic magical retreat. Being somewhat of a book junkie, she was going to love spending time in that little haven. She distrusted anyone, anyone, who said they didn’t like reading.

With the exception of the wall of reflective glass at the rear of the lodge, which let in plenty of light, the interior seemed to be all wooden paneling and hardwood floors. Jesse headed straight to the open-plan kitchen and dining area.

“How did you know I was in California?” she asked him. “For that matter, how did you know where I worked and what car in the parking lot was mine?”

“I have my ways of finding things out.”

How delightfully vague. She watched as he moved around with ease, switched on the coffee machine, and grabbed two mugs . . . looking right at home, she thought with a frown. Realization dawned. “I thought I was staying in a guest lodge.”

“You’re not.”

“Is there a reason for that?”

Jesse backed her against the wall and placed a hand either side of her head, crowding her. “I don’t play games, Harley, so I’ll tell you straight. I want you. In my bed. In my life. Where you belong.”

Her heart slammed into her ribs and her cat stilled, feeling like a deer in headlights. The air began to charge with a sexual tension that threatened to suck every thought from Harley’s head. She gave herself a mental slap. “Where I belong?”

“You know you do. You knew it three years ago. But when I woke up, you were gone. Why?”

“I figured it would be less awkward that way.”

“Bullshit, baby. You ran.” He tucked her hair behind her ear. “Mia told you my mate died, didn’t she? It’s true. Torrie and Mia were in the lake when they were eleven. Torrie smacked her head on a rock, fell unconscious, and drowned. I think it was what sent Mia spiraling out of control.”

Harley marveled over how he could talk of the tragedy so calmly, hiding what had to be a wealth of pain behind a blank expression. “I knew about it, yeah.”

“In that hotel, I told you I was keeping you. That scared you because you knew how overbearing I’d be. You knew that since I lost the female who would have been my mate, I was going to be hell in a relationship; I’d be controlling and possessive and hold you too tight. The shifter world let you down and you didn’t want to be dragged back in it, so you hightailed it out of there. But you had to know I’d only let you run for so long.”

She frowned, shaking her head. “I didn’t think you really meant it. I thought it was just said in the heat of the moment.” Her cat was just as taken aback by what he was saying.

“The heat of the moment?” he echoed, incredulous.

“Well, yeah.” They had too many things going against them. They lived in different worlds, neither of their families would ever give their blessing, and fate had paired him with a submissive female because that was what he needed. Harley was dominant and proud of it, and she had no intention of squashing that part of herself for anyone. Besides, she wasn’t anything special. She was just . . . little ol’ her.

“Hmm.”

Hmm? What did “hmm” mean?

“You honestly thought I would say something like that if I didn’t mean it?” he rumbled.

“Emotions were running high that night. People say stuff they don’t mean when they’re emotional. Anyway, don’t get pissy with me. If you had really meant what you said, you would have found a way to contact me.”

He moved his face closer to hers. “I would have hunted your sweet ass down three years ago if I thought you were ready for what I wanted from you.” Now she had no choice but to be ready, because he wasn’t going to let her walk out on him a second time.

She swallowed. “What do you want?”

“I want what belongs to me. You.”

Harley had no idea why that dominant, nonnegotiable tone revved her engines, but she didn’t like her body’s response at all. His eyes blazed with pure masculine possession as they roamed over every inch of her face. He looked at her as if he owned her, as if he’d always owned her. It made her stomach clench. It also made her bristle.

“You know,” she began, “I would have thought that someone who’d tragically lost the chance at spending their life with their true mate wouldn’t take that chance from someone else.” She’d meant to offend him, but a slow smile curved his mouth.

“That right there is why you’re perfect for me, Harley. You take no shit.”

“So you admit this is shit?”

“You won’t push me away. You’re mine.” Since she was fourteen, though she may not know it, he’d looked out for her, protected her, watched over her, and aided her—he’d say that gave him as much of a claim to her as a hypothetical mate she may or may not find.

He knew he was taking a chance by laying it all out like this, because there was never any knowing how Harley would react to a situation. She was a passionate creature who had her own codes and a quirky outlook that both confused and fascinated him. But he’d take this chance, because living without her any longer wasn’t acceptable to him. “You know better than anyone that finding your true mate doesn’t always mean hearts and rainbows and a happily ever after.”

Harley couldn’t argue with that. Even her cat could concede that he had a point there. Hell, her parents’ mating was a total joke. Lily was lost and miserable, and Clive was in a damn cell.

Jesse brushed his thumb along the crook of her neck. “I remember leaving a mark right here.” He’d do it again soon. “I remember the taste of you. Remember the feel of your pussy hot and tight around my cock.”

He sucked her bottom lip into his mouth and gave it a sharp bite. She jerked away—maybe in surprise, maybe in withdrawal. Either way, Jesse didn’t like it. Instinctively, he dominantly snapped his hand around her throat. Her response was instantaneous; her pupils dilated, her nipples pebbled, and she sucked in a sharp breath. Fuck.

Harley gasped as his mouth took complete possession of hers, greedily feasting and dominating and burning away rational thought. His tongue licked into her mouth, bold and sure and taking everything. Memories slammed into her just as heat surged through her and melted every bit of resistance she had . . . and there hadn’t been much left to begin with.

Wanting more, Harley tried to deepen the kiss. His hand fisted in her hair and held her head in place, letting her know who was in charge right then. Too turned on to bristle, she went lax. He rewarded her by taking her mouth again, this time harder and deeper and hungrier. She could only cling to his shirt to anchor herself.

Then he bit her. Sank his teeth into the crook of her neck. And that snapped her out of her aroused daze. Both her and her cat bucked at the proprietary act. With a growl, Jesse dug his teeth in harder. Only when Harley stopped struggling did he release her. He licked over his mark and pulled back, savage possessiveness stamped all over his features. Her pussy clenched at the sight, throbbing with a vicious ache. “Bastard,” she hissed. “I didn’t say you could mark me.”

“I’m not a guy you can manage, Harley—you know it. Just like you know that neither you nor your cat would want me if you could control me.”

“You’re still a bastard.”

“Maybe.” Seeing her mouth swollen, her cheeks flushed, and her eyes glazed with need, it took extreme restraint for Jesse not to take that mouth again. He wanted more, but he needed her to be with him all the way. Right now, she was shocked and unsure—not to mention tired. She needed time to get used to the fact that everything had now changed for her.

Jesse swept his thumb along the black smudge beneath her eye. “You’re exhausted. Go to bed, Harley. We’ll talk more tomorrow. The bedroom’s upstairs—you can’t miss it, because it covers virtually the entire floor.”

Trying to steady her breathing, she asked, “Where will you be sleeping?”

“Next to you. But not yet.” Because there was a wolf outside who clearly wanted to speak with him. Jesse backed up, letting her hands fall away from his shirt. “Go on, I’ll be up soon.”

He watched her go, satisfaction welling up inside him despite the deathly glare she shot him. Three fucking years he’d waited, and here she was—albeit begrudgingly. With an inward smile, he slid open one of the rear patio doors and stepped outside, closing it behind him.

Nick looked up from the porch swing. “I figured you’d bring her to your lodge.”

“Did you?” His attempt at flippancy fell flat.

“Well, since you told me over the phone that if her presence couldn’t be accepted on our territory you’d be prepared to leave, yeah.” Nick pursed his lips. “I’ve never seen you even the slightest bit possessive of a female before. You’re pretty serious about her.”

“She’s mine.” It was that simple and that complicated.

“So you’re hoping to imprint on her?”

“Yes.” Shifters who weren’t true mates could still form the mating bond through imprinting—a process that mostly happened without any prompting from the couple. The bond was just as strong and vibrant as one between true mates.

“What about her true mate?”

“Fuck him.” If there was one thing that losing two people had taught Jesse, it was that life was too damn short to spend pondering and overthinking shit. He was someone who believed in going after what he wanted. For a long time, what he’d wanted most was Harley Vincent. Now he finally had her and he was damn well keeping her.

“I had a call from someone who claims to be a . . . friend of Clive’s,” said Nick. “He knows she’s on our territory and wants my assurance that she’s safe here.”

Jesse wasn’t surprised. “Clive probably has people monitoring her. Did you tell them about the bomb?”

“Yes. They said they would ‘take care of it.’”

“Which means the extremists who planted the bomb will soon find themselves the targets of an attack.”

“It won’t be as easy as that. They knew when they planted that bomb that there would be retaliation. They’ll have taken precautions, found a place to lie low.”

“One good thing about them lying low is that they won’t be able to reach her.” Even if they did try tracking her, it would take them a while to realize she was here. After all, they would never think she would join a pack, considering she was not only half cat but also had been living with humans for a long time. The moment he claimed her, she’d officially be a Mercury Pack member.

“If Clive really does run The Movement, he’ll have the resources to find them before they find her.” Nick’s gaze moved to the view ahead. “I know a lot of shifters revere Clive. They use him as a symbol of rebellion, imply he’s a hero. But I’ve heard stories from people who actually know Clive. I don’t think he was thinking of shifters everywhere when he hunted those humans. I don’t think he was pushed over some kind of edge by the death of his son. I think he was just doing what came naturally to someone who likes to cause pain.” Nick looked back at Jesse. “Do you think he formed The Movement?”

“It’s possible. What better cover is there for the front-runner than to be under lock and key? But if he was, he wouldn’t tell Harley.”

“Why? She’s his daughter.”

“I know. But such knowledge would put her in a massive amount of danger.” The Movement kept the names of the key players secret because, sad as it was, there were shifters out there who would sell them for the right price. It wasn’t just the extremists that were greedy for those names. Human law enforcement would definitely offer a high reward for such information. “Clive might be cold, but he’s protective of her. He even granted custody of her to her aunt because his pride wasn’t a good place for her.”

“What about her mother?”

“Mother” wasn’t the word Jesse would use. “Lily Vincent is too wrapped up in her own problems to take care of Harley or anyone else.”

Nick puffed out a breath. “Imagine how it would feel if one of the very few people in your life who ever made you feel important and kept you safe was a cold-blooded killer. He might not approve of you mating her. He might have hoped she’d live her life as a human.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck what he thinks or wants.”

“I can see that you’re set on keeping her. Are you sure she’ll be able to deal with you, Jesse? You’re a very intense guy. A highly dominant wolf with a very forceful personality. It’s a combination that a dominant female might find crippling and oppressive.”

“Nothing has the ability to crush Harley.” Life had thrown a lot at her, but she’d always stood strong in the face of it.

“Bracken’s family might not react well to her presence, considering they’re part of the pack that blamed her for Mia’s addiction. I’m not saying that it should influence any decision you make; I’m just saying you need to be ready for that. And there’s something else you need to think about. I know someone else who lost their true mate as a kid and then tried to imprint on another female. It didn’t work for him for the same reason that it might not work for you.”

“Why wouldn’t it work?”

“If what Bracken and Zander said is true, you walled up after your true mate died, which is only to be expected. But if you want to take Harley as your mate, you’re going to have to drop those protective walls. You need to be prepared to give her all of you or imprinting won’t fully happen. And you have to be sure you can do that before you make her promises and demand a commitment from her.”

“I wouldn’t ask anything of Harley that I wasn’t prepared to give in return.”

Nick rose from the swing. “That doesn’t mean you can do it, especially if you’ll feel guilty on some level about giving all that to her. And according to Bracken, you have a habit of torturing yourself with guilt.”

“That’s bullshit.” For some reason, Bracken had it in his head that Jesse blamed himself for Mia’s death, for not being able to find and save her. “I regret my sister’s death just as I would anyone in my family, and I avenged her death. But do I blame myself? No.” Did he miss having a drug addict hanging around, manipulating, lying to, and stealing from him and their parents—breaking their hearts on a regular basis? No. And if that made him a cold bastard, there wasn’t a lot he could do about it.

“Good,” said Nick. “Guilt has a way of eating people alive.”

As Jesse watched the Alpha walk away, he marveled at how right those words were. Guilt had devoured Mia, sending her on a dark path. He’d always thought it would be the drugs that killed her. Instead, she was kidnapped by extremists and taken to an illegal game preserve, where she was hunted like an animal and then killed. They hadn’t even had a body to bury.

He’d tried to find her and save her, but he’d failed. So he’d settled for getting vengeance by helping Bracken and Zander kill one of the bastards who ran the preserve—it had been an act of vengeance for them too, since they’d also lost family to the extremists. Nick had killed the other male who ran the preserve.

Jesse wished he could say he’d grieved for Mia as intensely as his parents had. Wished he could claim to be scarred by her death like any normal person would be by the loss of a sibling. But he’d lost his sister long before that. Lost her to drugs and alcohol and her chosen path of self-destruction.

When her drug addiction had strongly taken hold, she’d changed dramatically. Become someone he didn’t know or like. Someone selfish and abusive. In some ways, he’d felt sorry for her. After all, who actually wanted to be a junkie? Who actually wanted to be someone who would steal, lie, hurt, manipulate, and cheat as easily as they’d breathe? Surely, no one did.

He’d tried to think of her as a lost and weak-minded person who just needed help. He’d even tried to get her that help—over and over, for that matter. But he’d come to realize that Harley had been right in something she’d once said: you couldn’t help an addict unless they wanted that help. Mia hadn’t.

His soul may not be bleeding with grief, but her death had still deeply affected his life. If she hadn’t gone missing, he wouldn’t be a Mercury wolf right now. He, Bracken, and Zander had only chosen to leave the Sequoia Pack because they’d mistakenly suspected that the Alpha—an asshole of epic proportions—might have had some involvement in the kidnapping of the missing members of their families. Rather than return to their old pack, they had remained with Nick, an Alpha they could truly respect and follow.

None of that would have happened if Mia had just listened to Jesse. He had warned her that shifters were disappearing. He’d warned her to be careful, and if she had just listened to him, she might be alive. Harley would take this shit seriously, and he would ensure that the extremists didn’t take her from him. And if she didn’t like that he was suddenly all up in her business, demanding everything she had to give, too fucking bad.





CHAPTER FOUR

[image: images]

It was the smell of coffee that penetrated her delightfully deep sleep, but it was the sensation of a thumb breezing along her jaw that made Harley snap fully awake. And there was Jesse, staring down at her. His expression would have been as blank as always if it weren’t for the way his eyes glittered with a heat that made her breath catch.

“Morning,” he said simply.

She swallowed. “I take it that’s for me,” she said, referring to the cup he was holding. Then she caught sight of a very noticeable bulge in his jeans. Warmth flooded her cheeks as she realized her words could be taken to mean something else. One corner of his mouth tipped up in amusement.

“It is,” said Jesse.

She sat upright. “Thanks.” Taking the mug, she blew over the rim before taking a sip. He watched her, completely still. She felt awkward and vulnerable having him there while she wasn’t fully alert, especially considering the things he’d said the previous night.

“Sleep well?”

Harley nodded. She would have thought that having him spoon her all night would have kept her awake; it hadn’t. If anything, she’d settled easier having him there. Maybe because, for the first time in months, she’d felt safe. And maybe because his bed was the shit. Seriously, the sleigh bed was huge and had the comfiest mattress in the history of . . . ever. Like the rest of the lodge, his wooden paneled bedroom was very masculine and earthy.

Harley had suspected it would take a while before she finally drifted off, considering her thoughts were jumbled and her body was humming with arousal. But minutes after she’d closed her eyes, sleep had taken her. She’d stirred briefly when she felt a solid body wrap around her from behind, but, being a heavy sleeper, she’d fallen right back asleep. “What time is it?”

“Eleven thirty. I tried to wake you earlier, but it would have been easier trying to wake the dead. You haven’t been sleeping well, have you?”

“Not really.” Receiving e-mails from people threatening to break into her bedroom and rape her had a way of keeping a girl awake. Her cat too, had been on edge every night.

“We missed breakfast at the main lodge. But that doesn’t matter because you and I need to talk in private anyway.” Unease flashed across her face, which hardly surprised Jesse. “Come downstairs when you’re ready and I’ll fix you something to eat.”

“All right.”

Leaning down, Jesse slipped a hand around her nape and indulged in a long, thorough taste of her. Breaking the kiss, he swept his thumb over her plush lower lip. “Belonging to me won’t be so awful, Harley.”

Watching that epic ass disappear out of the room, Harley took another swig of her coffee. Not that she was drowsy any longer. Hell, that kiss had woken her right up. It had also rekindled the low hum of her arousal that had simmered beneath her skin last night. Shit.

Unzipping the suitcase that she’d collected from the hotel on the way to Mercury territory, she grabbed her toothbrush, hairbrush, and some clothes. Once she was ready, she descended the creaky wooden stairs and found Jesse in the kitchen, cooking breakfast while talking on his cell phone. The smells of egg, sausage, and toast made her stomach rumble.

“Zander agreed to take over my shift today,” he told whoever was on the other end of the call. “I’m taking the day off.”

Oh, was he now? At that moment, he turned. She fought a blush as his dark eyes swept over every inch of her with a proprietary glint. It made her nervous, but her cat kind of liked the bold move. He gestured for her to sit at the oak table, where a glass and a carton of her favorite orange juice waited. She took a seat and poured herself a glass, watching him move around the kitchen as he continued his conversation.

As he opened one of the cupboards, she glimpsed a box of Twinkies. And frowned. Jesse didn’t like Twinkies, so who the hell were they for? And was that peanut butter? He hated that, whereas Harley loved making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. She glanced around the kitchen, noticing that the brand of coffee she used sat on the counter . . . right next to a box of the peppermint tea bags she liked.

He couldn’t have bought these things for her, since he hadn’t had a chance to go shopping. Either they were for his pack mates or he had a bed buddy with tastes similar to hers. Her stomach sank at the thought. Then she inwardly shook her head. No, it couldn’t be a bed buddy. Jesse was loyal to the bone. He wouldn’t bring Harley here and say the things he’d said last night if he was involved with someone.

Jesse slid two plates onto the table and took the seat opposite her. “Dig in.”

Glad to be distracted from thoughts of him with another female, Harley dived into her meal. Silence fell, which wouldn’t have been awkward for Harley if it wasn’t for the fact that . . . “You’re staring.”

“I like looking at you.”

She spluttered. “Well . . . don’t.”

Amused, he said, “You can’t be shy. You perform on stage all the time. Who taught you how to play the violin?”

“My aunt.” Her maternal family placed a lot of importance on the ability to play an instrument.

“You’re very talented.”

“Um, thanks.”

“You don’t need to thank me. I’m stating a fact.”

She forked some egg as she asked, “So . . . what are you doing today?”

His eyes bore into hers. “First, reading your hate mail.”

Her nose wrinkled. “I could just tell you the gist of it.”

“Did you get another e-mail from them this morning?”

“I don’t know.”

“You should check. Their intention was for you to die. They’ll know by now that you didn’t. They’ll either have driven by the club this morning, expecting to see a crime scene, or they’ll have stuck around the club last night, hoping to watch the car explode, and they’ll know that the bomb was dismantled. Either way, they should be aware by now that their plan failed, and they won’t be happy.”

Deciding to change the subject, since the e-mails could easily turn her stomach, she asked, “What did you say that made your Alphas agree for me to come here?”

“The truth: that you’re mine and I’m keeping you.”

He’d said it so simply, like this was a done deal. She shot him a sardonic smile. “Such a wishful thinker.” His mouth twitched. “You know, even if I was prepared to stay, they would never accept me as a permanent member of the pack. How has that not occurred to you?”

“It doesn’t bother them that you’re half human. So is Shaya.”

Okay, that threw her, since she was usually good at sensing a fellow half shifter. “If the local extremists somehow track me here, they could try to bomb your territory. I’m not good with you or your pack being in danger, and I seriously doubt they like this much either . . . unless you’ve downplayed the situation?”

“They know everything.”

“Yet your Alphas are okay with me staying here? Are they crazy?”

“Depends on who you ask.” Most would say yes. “I’m one of their wolves. They’ll protect what’s mine.” He threaded his fingers through hers, tightening his grip when she tried to tug her hand away. “They’re good people, Harley. Give them a chance. I know you’re worried that you’ll never feel settled here, but you don’t need to be.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You’ve lived in the human world for a long time now. Were you happy there, Harley? I don’t think you were or you wouldn’t have drifted from place to place, like you were searching for something but you didn’t even know what.”

Tess had once said something similar. She’d been right too.

“Even for half shifters it’s difficult to be without others of our kind. Humans don’t understand that we need touch—social and sexual. Our animals need it. You had a good life with your human family. Tess gave you the best of everything, took you on expensive holidays, and sent you to a good school. You graduated at the top of your class and then went off to college—”

“Wait,” she said, face slack. “How do you know all that?”

“I watched over you. Even went to your graduation ceremony. The point I’m making is that, even with that good life, you never felt fulfilled. You didn’t really want it. So why not try this life?”

Recovering from the startling knowledge that he’d been keeping tabs on her, she folded her arms. Part of her was rightfully pissed, but part of her liked that he’d been so interested in her life all these years. “Speaking of families, yours won’t ever accept me, and I doubt my human relatives will accept you.” Except for maybe Tess.

“I know that, sweetheart. I just refuse to let it matter.” A knock at the door interrupted what he would have said next. “That’s probably Nick and Shaya. They’ll want to know more about the hate mail.” He headed to the front door and swung it open. And double-blinked at the female now smiling at him.

“Jesse, hi,” said Kim, eyes bright.

Both bemused and annoyed, he asked, “What are you doing here?”

Her smile didn’t falter at his arctic tone. “You weren’t at the training session today. Ally said you wouldn’t be training me anymore, and I just wanted to check that you were okay. I was worried that you might be sick or injured or something. It was no fun without you there. I get the feeling Ally and Eli don’t like me. I don’t feel comfortable with them like I do with you,” she added shyly.

Jesse ground his teeth. He didn’t have the time or patience for this shit. His priority was Harley, who was probably going to be pissed that he’d walked away from a very important conversation to deal with . . . whatever this was. And he seriously doubted that either her or her cat would be happy about another female turning up at his home, because, whether Harley was prepared to admit it or not, she was exactly where she wanted to be.

“How about a drink? I’ll tell you all about the talk I just had with Ally.” Kim snickered. “I tell ya, she was in a bad mood this morning and I had to bear the brunt of it; she even gave me an ultimatum.”

Clearly she was referring to the formal warning that she completely deserved.

“Well, are you going to let me in?”

“Let me be very clear with you, Kim,” he rumbled, his tone stone cold. “Being a guest on our territory does not give you the right to appear at a person’s home uninvited.”

She lowered her eyes submissively, which was an odd thing for a dominant female to do. But, confusingly, she often downplayed her dominance around him. “I didn’t think you would mind.”

“This is my personal space. You have no business at all being here.”

Her eyes snapped back to his. “We’re friends.”

“No, we’re not.”

“Is this you feeling awkward about spending time with your friend’s baby sister? Like you think it would upset Bracken?”

“No, this is me being offended that you turned up at my home uninvited.” Irritated that he was wasting time out of his life with this conversation, he declared, “We’re done here.”

“It’s not good for you to keep everyone at arm’s length.” She took a brave step toward him. “I miss Torrie too, you know. It’s okay to let some people in and—” Her nostrils flared, and her smile fell. She leaned in and took another sniff. “Is that . . . ?” Ducking under his arm, she charged into his lodge.

He was reaching for her when she came to an abrupt halt, gaping at the feline sitting at his table. Another female might have shot to her feet and growled a warning at Kim. Harley did something far more insulting: she glanced at Kim, gave her a quick head-to-toe inspection, and went right back to her meal. Dismissed.

Jesse planted himself between the two females and bared his teeth at Kim. “If you ever, ever enter my home again without an invitation, I will have you removed from this territory—I don’t give a fuck whose sister you are.”

Kim asked shakily, “Why is she here?” There was an element of panic in her scent.

He growled. “Are you not hearing me?”

“I want to know why she’s here. Let me guess, she brought drugs.”

Harley said, “Jesse, introduce me to your . . . your . . . I’d say ‘friend,’ but you made it clear she’s not one.” Harley actually didn’t sound all that interested.

Kim balled her hands up into little fists. “You know who I am.”

Harley’s brow creased. “Nope.”

“You do, you remember me.”

Shaking her head, Harley pursed her lips. “I really don’t.”

Jesse sensed that she wasn’t lying. But, see, that was another thing about Harley. Unless you made an impression, it was very unlikely that she’d remember you. Not because she was forgetful, but because it meant you just hadn’t registered on her radar. “This is Bracken’s sister.”

Harley cocked her head, still frowning. “Really?”

And that just pissed Kim off even more. “Stop playing with me!”

“Did you do something to your hair? I remember it being long and curly.”

Jesse’s mouth twitched. “That’s Bracken’s other sister, Ashley.”

“Oh, right. Well, I remember her.” Harley then went back to her meal.

Before Kim could stupidly lunge at her, Jesse snapped, “Out.”

Kim backed up as he moved forward, all the while scowling. “You can’t seriously have her on your territory! After what she did to Mia—”

“Out.”

“You didn’t tell me why she’s here!”

“I don’t fucking have to!” He moved faster, making her stumble out of the doorway and onto the porch. “Never again come back here, Kim. Never. Again.” Slamming the door shut, Jesse took a deep breath and then returned to the table. Harley was looking at her plate, cutting into her sausage, and her shoulders were shaking. Sitting, he frowned. “What’s funny?”

Harley looked up, lips curved. “It’s just that I know how frustrated you get by people who think they can manipulate you.” He’d been that way even as a teenager. She pointed at the door. “And that girl is trying her best to do so. Is she part of the pack now?”

“No, she’s visiting with Bracken’s mom.”

“And she homed in on you, didn’t she? I’m not surprised.” But Harley didn’t like it. Her cat wanted to carve up her face.

“Why?”

“I think she might be what I’d call a fixer. A female who goes for guys who seem broken and then tries to patch them up.”

Whatever the case . . . “I don’t want her.”

“Yeah, I sensed that.”

“Why won’t she?” He had been perfectly direct with her since minute one.

“You heard her—she thinks you keep people at arm’s length. As such, she’s not taking your rejection personally. She doesn’t believe it’s about her at all.”

“Why aren’t you upset? If a guy showed up at your door, I’d be pissed as all hell.”

Harley sobered. “I don’t like that she turned up here—I’ll admit that.” For a moment, she’d thought she’d been wrong about him not having a bed buddy. “But I don’t see a reason to take that out on you. It’s not like she’s your girlfriend or even your ex. You didn’t give her any encouragement. You didn’t invite her here and you made it clear that she wasn’t welcome. You haven’t done anything wrong.” She frowned when he just stared at her. “What?”

He took Harley’s hand. “You know one thing I’ve always liked about you? There’s a practicality to your unpredictability. It means that although I don’t always know how you’ll respond to something, I know you won’t make a big deal out of utter bullshit. There’s no drama with you.”

Yeah, well, Harley was determined to be nothing like her mother. “That doesn’t mean I don’t have my moments.”

“Oh, you bristle and snarl, and you can be snippy and short with me—all of which I perversely enjoy. But you don’t lose your shit in a spectacular fashion unless there’s a very good reason.” He needed that in a mate, because he didn’t have the time or tolerance for drama. A knock at the door made him grit his teeth. He pushed to his feet. “That better not be her again.”

Harley clamped her lips together in an effort to hide her amusement. She had a feeling it didn’t work, because he growled as he left the table.

Opening the front door, Jesse found a number of his pack mates. As they entered, Jesse didn’t fail to notice Harley tense, but she didn’t lower her eyes. Good girl. In fact, she slowly straightened and lifted her mug, gaze locked on the visitors. She looked both casual and ready to pounce at the same time. Her dominance was totally evident in that moment.

“Harley, you’ve already met my Alphas, my Betas, and Eli,” said Jesse as he returned to the table. “Over there is Roni and Marcus, a mated pair who are also enforcers. Roni also happens to be Nick and Eli’s sister.”

Harley exchanged a respectful nod with the tall, ash-blonde female. Just one look into those green eyes was enough to tell Harley that she was facing someone who was absolutely lethal. Roni’s dark and seriously hot mate was even taller than she was. Going by the laugh lines on his face, she figured he was the kind of guy who smiled a lot. Right then, as his electric-blue eyes regarded Harley with both wariness and curiosity, he wasn’t smiling.

Jesse said to Nick, “I take it you’ve come about the hate mail.”

“We want to hear about it,” replied Nick. He turned to Harley. “But we’ve actually come because there are some females here to see you. They say they’re cousins of yours. Margays. The female who did the talking said her name is Indie.”

Smiling at the thought of her cousins, Harley said, “I’d like to talk to them.”

Nick gave a short nod. “I’ll have Zander escort them here.”

As the Alpha spoke to the enforcer on his cell phone, Jesse turned to Harley and said, “I thought you weren’t in contact with your paternal family.” His sources had assured him that she wasn’t.

“They belong to a different pride,” explained Harley. “They’re Clive’s nieces, but they don’t particularly like him or the rest of their family. Still, their pride looked out for me.”

“They didn’t offer to take you in?” asked Shaya.

They had, and Harley had appreciated the offer, but . . . “I wanted to be with Tess. They supported my decision, but they still came to see me every so often to check on me. They also taught me and my cat how to fight. Tess didn’t mind their visits because she thought it was good that my cat had ‘social interaction’ with her own kind.”

“Maybe they hoped you’d one day join their pride,” said Jesse.

Harley shrugged. “Maybe.”

A few minutes later, there was a short whistle in the near distance.

“They’re here,” announced Nick.

Following Jesse to the porch, Harley smiled at the four margays standing at the bottom of the stone steps. It had been at least six months since she’d last seen any of them. Only two of them were sisters—in fact, Jazz and Shiloh were twins who looked nothing at all alike.

By way of appearance, none of the four females seemed at all threatening, especially the tiny and innocent-looking Jazz. As Piper always managed to look like she’d just stepped off a catwalk, she could easily be dismissed as a woman whose only interest in life was that of her own appearance. Indie had a megawatt smile that could brighten a room and charm just about anyone. And the introverted Shiloh, who was forever playing games on her phone, was often mistaken for timid and meek.

The truth of the matter? Every single one of them was lethal and not to be fucked with.

“I didn’t expect you guys to come,” said Harley, feeling the Mercury wolves gather behind her. Like Harley, her cousins weren’t very tactile, so she didn’t try to hug them.

“We heard from your father’s people what happened,” said Indie. The tall blonde was such a true mastermind with her intellect, insightfulness, and strategic streak that Harley always joked that she could take over the world if she wanted to.

“He’s sending you after the extremists?” Harley said. It was rare that Clive asked anyone for anything, but he wouldn’t have reacted well to Harley in danger.

“Yes. But we’d have hunted them in any case; they tried to hurt one of ours.”

“You can’t join the hunt,” stated Piper, her willowy figure showcased in a floral pencil dress. “When we have annihilated the extremists who targeted you, you are free to join our pride if you—”

“She’s safe here; it’s where she belongs,” growled Jesse, his tone nonnegotiable.

Twirling a lock of her cherry-red hair around her finger, Jazz studied him for a moment before turning to Harley. “He’s a bossy one.”

Shiloh finally looked up from her phone and, flicking her coppery-blonde bangs out of her eyes, asked Harley, “Are you sure he can deal with you?”

Harley smiled at the curvy feline. “No, but he’s delusional enough to believe he can.” Each of the margays looked at him with mock pity, but Jesse just snorted.

Indie said to Nick, “Will you keep her location quiet?”

Nick gave a curt nod. “She’ll be safe here.”

Piper twisted her lips. “I think it will also be best to keep your . . . connection to this male quiet from Clive.”

Harley agreed with that. “Has he told Lily about the bomb?”

“No,” replied Indie. “She would come here and create a scene, which would risk exposing your location.” Indie sighed. “I’m reluctant to leave you here.”

Jesse bristled. “She’s safe with me.”

“I hope that’s true,” said Jazz. “I don’t think Harley would enjoy killing you, so it would be a shame if she had to.”

“Take care, Harley,” said Indie. “Call us if you need us. We’ll come.” As one, they turned and retraced their steps. Zander kept pace with them.

Shaya sidled up to Harley. “They were . . . interesting.”

“So,” began Eli, “that group of females will hunt the extremists?”

Harley wasn’t sure why he sounded so surprised. “Female margays are good hunters.”

“They don’t look like hunters,” said Eli.

“Do you think they’ll find the extremists?” Jesse asked her.

“If anyone can, it’s them,” said Harley.

There was a moment of silence, and then Ally announced, “I liked them.” Her mate sighed at her, a sound that said he’d never understand her. She seemed to find that amusing.

“Well,” said Derren as they all returned inside the lodge. “Shall we talk about the hate mail now? It would be best to have a conversation about the extremists away from the pups. But if you’re still eating . . .”

Harley gave a brief shake of the head. “I’m done.”

Jesse frowned at the half-full plate. She hadn’t eaten enough, but he could hardly blame her for losing her appetite at the mention of the extremists. “Harley was just about to show me the hate mail.”

“It’s all online,” she said.

Grabbing his laptop from the coffee table, Jesse pushed aside their plates and placed it on the dining table.

She slowly raised a brow at Jesse as she returned to her seat. “You sure you want to read it after you’ve just eaten? Some of it is pretty graphic.”

“I’m sure.” Jesse sat down, switched on the laptop, and then turned it to face her. “Log into your e-mail account, show me what they’ve been sending you.”

As her fingers flew over the keyboard, Shaya and Ally took the two empty seats at the table. The other wolves remained standing.

“I have a new e-mail,” said Harley. Her stomach sank as she read it.

“Is it them?” rumbled Jesse.

“Yep. They know I’m alive but they don’t know where I am.” And he wanted to teach her what happened to sluts by fucking her in every orifice she had while covering her face with a pillow. It wasn’t a threat he hadn’t made before. She was more disturbed by the line, “You might look innocent while you sleep, but I know the truth and nothing will save your soul.” Creepy.

After punching in a few keys, Harley slid the laptop back to Jesse. “This e-mail is the first one they sent.”

As Jesse read each e-mail aloud, he called on every ounce of his hard-won control to conceal the dark rage building inside him and his wolf. It was bad enough that the bastards called her a slut and a whore. One of them also talked of sneaking into her hotel room and slitting her throat while he raped her—that watching the life leave her eyes would make him come harder than he ever had before . . . and that was the tamest sexual threat he’d made.

Only once Jesse was done did he realize his hands were clenched so tight that his knuckles were white. He shoved the laptop aside, a growl rattling in his chest. His wolf was raking Jesse’s insides with his claws, wanting to surface and wreak vengeance on the people who had dared target and threaten Harley.

A long moment of silence passed before a very pale Shaya said, “I don’t have words.”

Ally rubbed her stomach. “I genuinely feel ill. Harley, how have you not gone insane receiving these, week after week?”

“I consider myself to be a tough bitch, but even I’d be a wreck if I was being harassed this way,” admitted Roni.

Harley shrugged. “Words are just words. At first I worried, but when time went by and they didn’t do anything, I figured they were all talk.” But she had still been scared, she just hadn’t wanted to face it, as it would have given the bastards power over her.

“Did you know your father monitors your movements?” Nick asked Harley.

She nodded. “He’ll know I’m here. That a problem?”

Eli pursed his lips. “Well—”

“No,” said Shaya, casting Eli a warning glare.

They chatted a little more about the extremists before Jesse walked his pack mates out of the lodge. Ally, however, hung back and then turned to Harley.

“I know what it’s like to come here, feeling unwanted and with no chance of fitting in,” Ally said to her. “If you ever need to vent about it or anything, you come to me.”

Surprised, Harley blinked. “Um, okay, thanks.”

With that, the Beta female was gone.

 

“She’s uncomfortable here,” Marcus said to Jesse.

He gave a curt nod, fists clenched. “The shifter world was never good to Harley. And she doesn’t trust easy.”

“Did you tell her I was half human?” Shaya asked.

“Yeah. I think it relieved her to know that being half human wouldn’t be an issue.” He was pretty sure it also annoyed her that he’d weakened her “I can’t stay” argument.

“It takes time to settle into a new place, especially if that place is filled with strong personalities,” Ally pointed out as she joined them. “You’re not exactly a relaxing person to be around, are you, Jesse?”

“Harley deals with me just fine.” Which wasn’t an easy feat.

“She won’t find it easy to fit in here,” Derren warned him. “I’m not trying to be an asshole. I’m just being straight. Her upbringing was no walk in the park, but she survived it. That tells me she’s strong. And I can see she’s highly dominant. Prides and packs have a similar structure, but she wasn’t part of a real pride. This will all be very new to her.”

“I know,” he said.

“She’s also spent a lot of years around humans,” continued Derren. “For her, moving to a pack will be the equivalent of a city girl moving to a small town. She’s used to noise, bustle, and privacy. We’re in each other’s business and have no real privacy and are out in the middle of nowhere. It might not bug her, but she might grow to feel bored, overwhelmed, and disconnected. She’s used to having a paying job and a purpose; she might not find a role or purpose here.”

Jesse sighed. “I know all this, Derren.”

“You need to also consider that she’s been living the high life for a while now.”

“She also spent a lot of her years living the total opposite of that.”

Derren tilted his head, conceding that. “So maybe she won’t find this so hard. But maybe she will. You need to be prepared for all of this so that you can help her adjust. If you’re blind to it, she’ll struggle.”

“You’re really not telling me anything I don’t already know, but I appreciate your concern.” Jesse turned to Ally. “There’s a rumor that Clive is the founder of The Movement. Is that true?” Ally’s foster brother, Cain Holt, was part of the group and posed as one of the leaders to give the true leaders more freedom and privacy.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I don’t ask Cain for details and he doesn’t volunteer them—it’s better for both of us that way.”

“Do you think he is?” Derren asked Jesse, putting an arm around his mate.

“I wouldn’t put anything past Clive Vincent,” said Jesse.

Marcus kept his voice low as he spoke. “I heard about what he did to the humans who killed his son. It was pretty gruesome. Even worse than what the humans did. But I don’t blame Clive one little bit.”

Neither did Jesse. The group of human men had attacked thirteen-year-old Michael with a baseball bat, a lead pipe, and glass bottles. After beating him almost to death, they’d poured gasoline over him and then set him alight. He’d died before the paramedics arrived. Clive had visited the exact same injuries on the humans when he killed them one at a time, calling it karma. But he also used a knife to carve “For Michael” into their chests before castrating them—this was while they were still alive.

Clive told the court that he did the latter because “they weren’t men” and they needed to die with the same indignity his son had suffered when they attacked him as a group, making him feel powerless and unmanned. It was definitely a cold method of retaliation, but Jesse had sought vengeance for his own sister’s excruciating death, so he was in no position to judge.

Hearing humming, Jesse turned to see Cassidy skipping toward them with Kathy, who was carrying Willow. “Hey,” he greeted. “How are you pups doing?”

Willow pulled her thumb out of her mouth. “They’re here,” she sang in a perfect imitation of Carol Anne from the original Poltergeist movie.

Shaya gasped. “Who let her watch that?”

Willow regularly spouted creepy lines from horror movies. Jesse was pretty sure Bracken was teaching them to the pup so she could spook people—he was odd like that, and Willow seemed to enjoy doing it. Eli, Marcus, and Zander shuddered every time.

Cassidy cocked her head. “Did you bring the pretty lady here?” she asked Jesse, biting on her lower lip, but it was clear she already knew the answer.

“I did, yes. You saved her. Thank you.”

Ally crouched down to her level of height. “And you did very well explaining the vision to us, Cassidy. We’re all proud of you for that.”

The little girl scrutinized Jesse closely. “You would have been very sad if the lady was hurt.”

He swallowed. “I would have been.”

“Are you so mad because someone wants to hurt her?”

Jesse nodded. Her Seer senses no doubt picked up on his emotions. “Would you like to meet her?”

Kathy narrowed her eyes. “I’ll go with Cassidy.” She went to hand Willow to Ally, but the Beta female shook her head.

“You’re not going in there, Kathy,” said Ally. “You were a total witch to me when I first came here. I won’t sit back and watch you do the same to Harley. She has enough shit going on.”

“Which is a good reason for her not to be here,” Kathy hissed. “We have our own problems.”

“And yet, I’m not feeling a need to back down on this one.”

Leaving the two females to quibble, Jesse led Cassidy into the lodge. He found Harley in the kitchen, loading the dishwasher. It was such a simple and domestic sight, yet also satisfying. He liked that she touched his things, leaving her scent everywhere. It soothed him and his wolf slightly.

Sensing she wasn’t alone, Harley turned. The lines of stress in her face softened as she noticed Cassidy. “Well, hello there.”

Cassidy peered up at Jesse. “See, I told you she was pretty.” Then she skipped over to Harley. “I’m Cassidy. You don’t have to tell me your name. I heard everyone talking about you. Kathy wants to know what kind of mother would name her daughter after a bike. Kent likes it, though. He’s mated to Caleb, and they have the prettiest lodge. Nick says I can have my own lodge when I’m bigger. Are you really a margay? There was a margay shifter in the shelter, and she was double . . . double . . .”

“Double jointed?” supplied Harley.

“Yes. Are you?”

“I am.”

“So your cat can twist her ankles all weird?”

“You mean can she twist them a hundred-eighty degrees, yes.” Her cat preened.

“Can you show me sometime?”

“Sure.” Harley smiled. “It’s the least I can do for you. Thank you for telling Jesse about your vision. You’re now officially my favorite person for life.”

Giggling, Cassidy gave her a simple “that’s okay” shrug—as if it was every day that she stopped people from exploding into tiny pieces. Harley’s cat liked the little pup.

Cassidy, who was clearly a chatty child, then went on to tell Harley dozens of stories about things that had happened on Mercury Pack territory. Eventually Shaya came for the pup, rolling her eyes as Cassidy continued to chat until the very moment she left the lodge.

Harley looked at Jesse. “She’s . . . friendly.”

“She is,” he agreed.

“What’s her story?”

“Her entire pack died when she was just a baby. They made a suicide pact, but we’re not sure why. At least her mom gave her up to Social Services before killing herself. It would have been better if she’d made it clear that Cassidy was a shifter. Then she wouldn’t have been adopted by a human family. An overly religious family that gave her up, afraid of her visions.”

Harley’s heart hurt for the kid. “That’s pretty sad.”

“Yeah.” He slowly moved to Harley’s side and leaned against the counter, watching her resume loading the dishwater. “You were frowning when I walked in. What were you thinking about?”

“I was just thinking I need to call Tess at some point. I haven’t spoken to her in a while. She worries.”

“Does she know about the hate mail?”

“No. Tess would have freaked. I didn’t want to scare her.”

And Harley hadn’t been taking the whole thing seriously enough. Jesse cupped one globe of her ass. “You need to start taking better care of this; it’s mine and I want it safe.” He lightly tapped her ass to punctuate his point, and her eyes flared.

“You have no ‘caution’ lights in your head at all, do you?”

He smiled, perversely liking her exasperation. That was nothing new.

“You know what your problem is, Dalton?” She slammed the dishwasher door so hard the plates rattled. “You’re not equipped to deal with dominant females.”

She was right, actually. As fate had paired Jesse with a submissive wolf, being in a relationship with someone like Harley wouldn’t come naturally to him, but she was who he wanted.

“You go on and on about how I’m yours and you’re keeping me blah, blah, motherfucking blah. How can you possibly be so certain that you want me to be yours?”

“How could I not want a girl who’s weirdly freaked out by the sight of wax statues and is absolutely convinced that The Matrix could be real?” he quipped.

“It could be; the signs are there.” She narrowed her eyes. “How did you know about my aversion to wax statues?”

“Because I know you, Harley. And you know me.” He pushed away from the counter. “Come on.”

“What? Why? Where are we going?”

“Exploring.”





CHAPTER FIVE
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Taking her hand, Jesse led her out of the patio doors and into the sunshine. Anyone else might have been mesmerized by the view of the forest and mountains. His female was too busy gaping in awe at the thick tree right next to the lodge. “You’ll climb that the first chance you get, won’t you?”

She smiled. “Well, of course.”

He’d never seen anyone climb and navigate trees as well as Harley. Remarkably agile and quick, margays were tree dwellers and had the ankle flexibility that allowed them to climb down headfirst like a squirrel. He’d seen her beautiful little cat do it more than once.

He remembered the animal clearly. She had big brown eyes and a thick, plush, honey-colored coat that was patterned with black-ringed rosettes, spots, stripes, and elongated blotches. Her undersides were white, and she had two dark stripes on both sides of her face. Her tail was long and marked with dark bands.

He’d often tried to coax her to him when they were kids, but the little cat had always kept her distance. Still, she hadn’t hissed at him or warned him away—he’d taken that as a good sign.

“Right, time for a tour.” Over the next few hours, Jesse showed her everything. The forest, the lakes, the hot springs, the waterfall, the mountains, the other lodges, and the new kids’ play area. He showed her the spots with the best views and pointed out all the wildlife. He relished every smile and laugh, satisfied whenever her eyes lit up.

He wanted her to love the territory. Wanted her to see she could be comfortable, safe, and happy there. Wanted her to feel at home and see what it was like to be part of a pack that had strong leadership and took care of its own. He knew her cat would adore the land, and he hoped that she would quickly become attached to it.

He also pointed out the boundaries of the territory and taught Harley about their safety measures. “Although there are enough land mines, traps, sensors, and cameras to keep people from crossing the border of our territory, we’ll have to add a perimeter fence if the hotel is built or we’ll be getting sued every time someone is hurt.”

“Hotel?” she repeated, frowning.

“A half shifter called Hector Flynt bought the territory next to ours. He plans to build a hotel resort there.”

“Shit, that would be bad. I mean, anyone could be a guest in that place. People could go there to spy on the pack—reporters, naturists, loners, assassins, extremists, shifter groupies . . . the list goes on.”

“I know. The good thing is that, from what he told Nick, Hector doesn’t want those kind of guests either. The bad thing is that his idea of a solution is to buy our territory from us. Naturally the Alphas are refusing to sell, but Hector doesn’t seem to be getting the message.”

She sighed. “Maybe once the guy realizes there’s no swaying your Alphas on this, he’ll give up and sell the land.”

Jesse slid an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s hope so.”

Sensing that he’d prefer a change of subject, Harley said, “So, tell me what being an enforcer entails.”

As they made their way back to his lodge, Jesse told her about his duties: guarding the perimeter, patrolling the land, acting as a bodyguard, providing backup for his Alphas during meetings, and training with his Betas and the other enforcers. “We take shifts so that each of us has some downtime every day. Obviously we’re always on call in case an issue arises.”

“The position suits you,” she told him. He had always been a protective and proactive person. “Were you an enforcer in your old pack too?”

“No. My old Alpha never liked me much. Our personalities clashed.”

“So the Mercury wolves trained you?”

He shook his head. “You’ve heard of the Phoenix Pack, right?”

Of course. Who hadn’t? The Alpha male had a reputation for turning feral during battles, and his mate . . . well, she was apparently plain crazy. “Yes.”

“The pack is closely allied with mine. Their Beta and enforcers trained me.”

Her brows drew together. “Why not your own pack mates?”

“Nick didn’t really want to start a pack. He would have been happy just to live somewhere with his mate and pup. But he’s a natural born alpha, so his wolf wouldn’t have been content with that. Everyone knew it. So we just sort of formed the pack on our own and waited for him to finally accept the position of Alpha male. In the meantime, the Phoenix wolves put some of us through enforcer training.”

Then she was grateful to them for giving him what his previous Alpha wouldn’t.

“So, what do you think?” he asked as they stepped onto his porch.

Her mouth curved. “It’s a peaceful place. I can see why you’re so happy here.”

“I can see you being this happy here. And so can you, can’t you?”

Hands up, Harley backed into the lodge. “Look, I’m not going to deny that it’s the type of place a person could easily fall in love with. It’s relaxing. Peaceful. But what I’m feeling right now . . . it’s like when you go on a great vacation. You’re so happy and relaxed, and you’re so sure you could relocate there and love it. But after a couple of weeks, you’re ready to go home.”

“Where’s home to you, Harley?” he asked quietly.

Honestly, she didn’t feel that she really had one. But she didn’t say it aloud . . . because she could sense that she didn’t have to; he already knew it.

Jesse covered the distance between them. “Home isn’t always a place, sweetheart. Home is something that anchors you, comforts you, and is a safe haven for you.” He rubbed his nose against hers. “Let me be that for you, Harley.”

If he made her cry she was so gonna hit him.

“We both want this. We’ve both wanted it for a long time. Really, it was inevitable. I’ll tell you how it’s going to work: I’ll claim you, you’ll claim me, you’ll come to trust the pack, you’ll settle here, we’ll imprint, and we’ll be fucking happy.”

Harley could only stare at him. “You’ve got things all planned out, huh?”

“I’ve had this planned for a long time. The moment you stepped into California, you sealed your fate. There was no way you were leaving. I’d decided to give you another week at most to come to me; if you didn’t, I would have gone to you.” But if Cassidy hadn’t had that vision, he’d have been too late to claim Harley; she’d have been dead. Just the thought made his throat burn.

“I thought you only came because of the car bomb,” she mumbled, surprised.

“Think about it, baby, why else would I have fucking peppermint tea bags? The cupboards are stocked with foods you like. I wanted you to have what you like and need. Jesus, I picked this fucking lodge out of all the others because of that damn tree out there—because I knew you’d love it and I knew one day I’d bring you here. When a team came out to restore and modernize all the lodges three years ago, I had them build that reading alcove for you.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” she breathed.

“Deadly.” He cupped her throat. “I’ve wanted you since I was fourteen and too young and messed up to do much about it. You had that permanent frown, black lipstick, skull earrings, and dark clothes. You acted like you didn’t give a fuck about anything, but I knew that was bullshit. You gave a fuck about Mia and tried to help her. You gave a fuck about your mother and tried to get her sober. You gave a fuck that your pride was a joke and you felt helpless that you couldn’t change that.” He combed his fingers through her hair. “You were so strong and you didn’t seem to see it, just like you didn’t see that I wanted you. And you wanted me, didn’t you?”

“Maybe. I can’t remember.”

He smiled at the dry response. “I want you more now than I did back then, and I won’t be satisfied until I have every part of you.” He gripped her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Every. Part.”

Yeah, but what if she gave him every part and he couldn’t give the same in return? She tried to keep her tone sensitive as she spoke. “I know this is a hard subject for you, but I’m going to bring it up because this needs to be said. I’m sorry that you lost your mate. I can’t even begin to understand how soul wrecking that must have been for you, even though you were only kids and hadn’t bonded. While I understand and sympathize—”

“You refuse to be second best,” he finished.

She blinked. “Well, I wouldn’t have worded it that coldly.”

“It’s not cold. It’s fair. Just the same, I have no intention of being second best for you.”

“It’s a little different with me. I never met my mate. You did. You spent a lot of years with her. You made plans with her, envisioned a life with her, and no doubt had deep feelings for her. I don’t want to be a substitute. It sounds bitchy and selfish, and I hate that. But I know myself, Jesse. I know that I would grow to resent being a stand-in—that resentment would twist me inside, and then I’d make us both miserable.”

Maybe she’d have a point if she and Torrie were anything alike, but they weren’t. “You’re not selfish. Bitchy, yeah, but I kind of like that.” So did his wolf. “There’s something you’re not considering. Her death changed me; I’m not the person I would have been if she’d lived. And the person I am now . . . I wouldn’t have suited her. I would have hurt her.”

“What do you mean?”

He clamped his hands around Harley’s hips. “She didn’t have the type of personality that could withstand the person I am today. Not because she was a submissive wolf.” Although submissives were physically weaker than dominants, they could be mentally stronger and braver—his Alpha female was a perfect example of that. But Torrie had been nothing like Shaya, who pushed back when her mate became too forceful. “Torrie was very passive and hated confrontation so much that she always backed down. She could never have dealt with this version of me.”

“Jesse . . . I get what you’re saying, but the inescapable fact is that fate paired you with a submissive female because, deep inside, it’s what you need. Submissives are built for the kind of relationship you want where one leads and the other follows. Dominants feels challenged by those types of relationships. We’d drive each other insane.”

He traced her hip bones with this thumbs. “I like control in a relationship, I admit that, but not the kind of control that means my female isn’t my equal. I want and need a female who’ll stand up and fight, demand to be considered and call me on my bullshit. That’s you, baby. So stop overthinking this and do what you should have done three years ago.”

“What’s that?”

“Admit that you belong to me.”

Harley swallowed. “Do you have any idea what you’re asking of me?”

“I do. I’m asking you to forsake your true mate. I’m asking you to step back into a world that let you down. I’m asking you to give me every part of you. And I’m asking you to accept every part of me—a lot of those parts are dark and broken.” When he said it aloud, he realized just what a shit deal she was getting.

“We all have parts that are dark and broken.”

He knew she was not only comforting him; she was warning him. He didn’t give a fuck how many dark or broken parts she had—he wanted her as she was.

“I can’t promise you I’ll be happy in a pack, Jesse. They’re a lot like prides and—”

“Yours wasn’t anything like a real pride, so how can you know that you won’t be happy here when it’s something you’ve never been part of before?”

She couldn’t deny that he made a good point. Hell, her “pride” hadn’t even had territory to call its own. There was an Alpha and a Beta but no enforcers. She sighed. “I need time to think.”

Think? He did not like the sound of that. “No thinking.”

“Jesse—”

“You’ve had three years to think. Plenty of time to come to terms with what I want from you.” He couldn’t, wouldn’t, wait any longer.

She growled, exasperated. He was too damn pushy—always forging ahead because he was so secure in his convictions. It didn’t bother her cat as much as it did Harley; the margay admired his perseverance and was drawn to his strength. She viewed him as a good potential mate—one she cared for.

“Jesse, feeling possessive and sexually attracted to me isn’t a reason to mate with me, and it’s definitely not a reason for me to accept you as a mate.”

“You know this is more than that,” he rumbled. “You’re more important to me than anything. Anything. I care about you. And I know you care for me, Harley, or you’d have walked away from this conversation long ago. Admit it, if you didn’t want to be here, you’d have slit my throat while I slept. In fact, no, you’d have done it while I was awake. But you didn’t, just like you didn’t object to staying in this lodge with me. You want to be right where you are.”

“Part of me does,” she admitted, because honesty deserved honesty.

“What about the other part?”

Even though he’d claimed to care for her . . . “It’s worried that you can’t be happy in a relationship with a female who won’t follow your lead.” He hadn’t said he loved her, but she didn’t put a lot of stock in that word. Her father used it all the time.

Jesse combed his fingers through her hair. “Baby, I like that you have your own mind. I like that you’re strong, smart, and willful. All I want is to make you feel safe, take care of you, and be your strength when you need it. Is that so bad?”

Something inside her melted. Her cat, a lover of indulgence, liked the idea of him caring for her when she needed it. “No, it’s not bad. But I’ll still buck every time you try to take over.”

“Of course you will. And I’d be lying if I said I won’t make you crazy—I’m bad at compromising and I like having my own way. I’ll push every hot button you have. But you’ve got to admit, it will make things interesting.” His hand slid up to span her neck. “Tell me you don’t want this.” He flexed his grip on her throat. “Tell me I’m not what you want. Say it and mean it.” She couldn’t; he could see it in her eyes. “Then kiss me, Harley.” She didn’t, and he growled, “Fucking kiss me.”

The order made her spine snap straight. “If you want a kiss, you’d better get it yourself.”

With a growl, Jesse palmed her ass and pulled her flush against him, but he didn’t kiss her hard. He sipped and licked at her mouth, tasting and savoring her. She tasted of everything he’d wanted since he was fourteen. Tasted like sin. Tasted like his. She inhaled sharply as he slipped his hand under her T-shirt and possessively palmed her breast. Her scent warmed and ripened with need, making his whole body tighten.

“Your scent is like a fucking zap to my cock.” Jesse bit her lip hard. She didn’t jerk away like she had last night, and he growled in approval. “Give me your throat, Harley.” It was a demand that held a dare.

His dominant tone made her nipples tighten, but hell if she’d submit to that extent. She dug her fingers into his shoulders. “If that’s what you want from your female, you should go get yourself a submissive.”

“The only female I’m interested in claiming is you. Yes, that’s right, you’re about to get claimed.” One second, she was plastered against him and the next she’d somehow broke his hold and was five feet away. “Come here.”

“It’s one thing to fuck me. It’s another to claim me.”

“Yes, sweetheart, I’m well aware of that.”

She backed up as he prowled toward her. “If you leave a claiming mark, it’ll never fade.”

“I know.” He lunged, but she evaded him and continued to backpedal.

“That means if you decide this relationship isn’t working for you and then you choose another mate, she’s gonna be pretty damn pissed that you once officially claimed someone else. And my partner would be just as pissed to see that mark every day.”

He growled. “There will be no one else for me. Only you.” She bumped into the dining table, so he lunged again; he grabbed her, spun her, and trapped her against the wall, his front to her back. He bit her earlobe. “And there’ll be no one else for you. Only me.” She struggled against him, all elbows. He turned her to face him and slammed his body against hers, pinning her to the wall with her hands above her head. “There’s nowhere to go, Harley.”

She curled her upper lip. “The bite won’t mean anything if I don’t accept your claim.”

“You’ll accept it.” He rocked his hips, thrusting against her clit. She gasped. “Because you know you’re mine.” Defiance flared in her eyes. He tightened his grip on her wrists. “Tell me you’re not, Harley. Say those words. I dare you.” But she didn’t. “You can’t, can you?”

No, she couldn’t. He was offering her what she’d always wanted but had never dared to hope for. Her cat wanted him just as much. Being his mate wouldn’t be easy—in fact, it could very well test her sanity—but she knew it would be harder to walk away than it would be to take a chance. And, well, it was hard to hold out against him when he was crowding her this way, sending raw need coursing through her. Still . . . “If you fuck me over I will claw your face right off your skull.”

Jesse had no idea why he found it hot when she threatened him, but he decided not to question it. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.” He slammed his mouth down on hers, driving his tongue inside, feasting and consuming, and she gave as good as she got. He moved his mouth to her ear, rubbing his cheek against hers. “Open your jeans.” He released her wrists and she slowly did as he’d asked. “Very good.”

He thrust his hand into her panties and slid a finger between her folds, finding her deliciously wet. “This is what’s going to happen. I’m going to fuck you with my finger and make you come. You’re not going to move. You’re going to stay still and take what I give you.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Then you’d better give me something good.”

He collared her throat as he plunged his finger in and out of her, watching every flicker of emotion cross her face. She held still, though her thighs trembled. “Such a good girl,” he whispered against her mouth, driving a second finger inside. “I’ve dreamed about this pussy. Dreamed of it milking my cock. Is that what it wants, baby?” Her response was a moan. “You know what else I dreamed of? This gorgeous mouth. One day, I’ll fuck that too.”

She growled. Dominant females gave oral sex in their own time, so he could damn well wait until she was ready.

Bunching a hand in her hair, he snatched her head aside to expose her throat. “Anything I want. You’ll give me anything I want.” Ignoring the warning prick of her claws, he licked, kissed, sucked, and nipped at her neck—knowing how sensitive it was. Soon enough, she was like melted wax in his arms and her pussy was getting tighter around his fingers.

“That’s it, baby, come.” He upped the pace of his thrusts, ruthlessly hitting her G-spot. “Come, Harley.” With a throaty cry, she came all over his hand, her pussy quivering around his fingers. His cock throbbed, needing to be in her. Possessing her. Claiming her.

Sucking his fingers clean, he hummed. “Like warm honey.”

“You’re good with those hands.” She licked her lips. “But then, so am I.” Harley snapped open his fly. He was full and long and thick. Remembering what he liked, she used both hands to jack him off, keeping her grip tight and doing a gentle twisting motion each time she headed to the base. Resting his forehead against hers, he growled and thrust into her hands, taking the control—not surprising.

Knowing he was going to come soon if she didn’t stop, Jesse stilled and clamped his hand around hers. “I don’t want to come all over your hands. I want to claim you. But first . . .” With a growl, he clawed off her T-shirt and bra. Her breasts were round and full and soft. Lifting her, he drew a nipple into his mouth, rolling the taut bud on his tongue.

Harley’s head fell back as he drove her insane with his mouth, licking his way from nipple to nipple as he devoured each one. Just like that night at the hotel, his teeth grazed and bit. His tongue laved and swirled. His calloused fingers stroked and dug into her skin. She needed more, wanted his cock inside her, but she was still half dressed. “Jesse,” she rasped.

The one word was a demand. Jesse might have made her wait, but the need to claim her was pounding through him. He carried her to the bedroom and over to the foot of the bed, but he didn’t lay her on the mattress. He let her slide down his body until her feet touched the floor. There, they quickly shed the rest of their clothes. Fuck, she was beautiful. Perfect breasts. Wicked curves. Toned abdomen. And long, shapely legs he knew felt good wrapped around him.

Jesse sucked at the patch of skin beneath her ear. “Turn around and bend over.”

Harley was too busy drinking in all his sleek, tanned skin and roped muscles. There wasn’t an ounce of fat, just pure hard muscle and untamed power. She smoothed her hands up his solid chest as she licked along his collarbone and gave it a sharp nip.

“Baby,” he rumbled. “Turn around and bend over. I won’t ask again.”

Defiantly taking her sweet time about it, Harley did as he’d asked. She glanced at him over her shoulder. “Do it now.” But he didn’t, the bastard.

Instead, Jesse crouched behind her and used his thumbs to part her slick folds. “So pretty.” He took a long lick and groaned. “Your taste drives me crazy.” He pumped his tongue into her pussy, wanting more of her taste on his tongue. But he didn’t let her come; he stopped just as she reached her peak . . . and then he smiled when she cursed the fuck out of him. “That’s not nice.” Jesse nipped her ass hard enough to leave a mark. No one else would see it, but they would know it was there; she’d remember who this ass belonged to.

As he rose behind her and the head of his cock bumped her folds, Harley bit her lip. “About fucking time.” But he didn’t thrust inside her. Instead, he licked along her spine and danced his tongue over the owl tattoo on her upper back. “Jesse,” she drawled warningly.

“What do you need, baby?”

“I need to come.”

“That’s the wrong answer.”

She ground her teeth. “I need you to make me come.” She sucked in a breath as he fed her an inch of his cock, stretching her until it burned. She didn’t care. She needed . . . “More.”

Jesse groaned as he sank into the tightest, hottest pussy he’d ever fucked. His pussy. He’d missed it, dreamed of it, jacked off to the memory of how it felt around him. Balls deep, he groaned, digging his fingers into her hips. “On your elbows, baby.”

Harley glared at him over her shoulder. “That position sounds a little too submissive for my liking.” He smiled, but it was a smile that made her nervous.

“I accept that you’re a dominant female, sweetheart. But you’re never gonna be dominant in this bedroom.” Then he was hammering into her. Hard. Fast. Going deep enough to hurt. He was ruthless and demanding, knowing she could take it, knowing she wanted it. Her pussy clutched and squeezed him as she arched into every thrust. Fuck, he loved how hot and slick she was. “Who’s in you, Harley? Who’s fucking you, owning you, right now?” When she didn’t answer, Jesse stopped midthrust and gave her ass a sharp slap. “Answer the fucking question.”

Goddamn son of a bitch. That confirmed it—no caution lights in his head at all. Shooting him another glare over her shoulder, she hissed at the warning prick of his claws. “You might claim me, Jesse, but that doesn’t mean you own me.” Again, he gave her another of those unnerving smiles.

Jesse slowly reared back. “Baby, that’s exactly what it means.” He slammed home with a grunt. “And you know it.”

Harley twisted and slashed his chest with her claws, drawing blood. His eyes flashed wolf, making her cat rise to the fore for a mere second. Then Jesse slapped her ass again and resumed furiously powering into her. She fisted the bedsheet, thrusting her hips back to meet every possessive stroke. He took her without mercy, gave her no reprieve. Her cat loved every minute of it.

Curving himself over her, Jesse slid an arm around her waist and spoke into her ear as he plunged in and out. “This is my pussy, Harley. You’re never gonna take it away from me again. You can’t. It doesn’t belong to you. It belongs to me. Every part of you does.” He fucked her harder, driving home his words—wanting them written on her soul. He could feel the telling tingle in the base of his spine. No, he wasn’t ready yet.

Jesse pulled out of her, yanked her upright, spun her around, and tossed her onto the bed. Then he dragged her to him, hooked her legs over his shoulders, and thrust back inside her, groaning as she rippled around him. “I want to look at your face when you come.”

He fucked in and out of her like a man possessed. The sight of her there—all flushed and restless with her nipples rock hard, her eyes sex drunk, and her mouth swollen—pushed him that much closer to coming. “Give me your throat.”

She bared her teeth. “I told you before, if you need that, then go get yourself a submissive.”

“The only thing I need is you.” He looked at where their bodies were joined, watching her pussy suck him back in again and again. As she began to tighten around him, he growled, “Fight it.”

“Can’t,” she rasped.

“Fight it.” He draped himself over her, spreading her legs wide and plunging even deeper. “Tell me who you belong to, Harley. Fucking tell me or I swear to God I’ll pull out and come all over you!”

With a resigned growl, she ground out, “I’m yours, you motherfucking, pushy bastard!”

“Never forget it.” He bit her neck, sinking his teeth deep and tasting blood. As she screamed and her pussy contracted around him, he licked and sucked, making a definitive mark that told the world she was mated, that she was his. That thought threw him into a climax so fucking powerful it hurt. He buried his face in her neck, jammed his cock deep, and exploded, shooting jet after jet of come inside her. It went on and on and on, vibrating through him.

Shaking, Jesse slowly slid out of her and collapsed at her side, heart racing. Fuck, he’d never come that hard or that long. And he’d never felt that satisfied. It went bone deep, fed his soul. Dragging his mate—his mate—against him, he stroked his thumb over his bite. It was done. She was his.

Of course, she could try denying his claim, could refuse to claim him in return, and could even choose to leave. Those thoughts would have sent him in a blind panic if he didn’t fully believe that Harley was content right where she was. If she needed time, he’d give it to her . . . even if it would make his wolf go insane. The animal intensely felt the absence of the mating bond. Until he and Harley imprinted, there wouldn’t be one, but Jesse was resolute that they would one day be fully mated, bond and all.

Panting, Harley lay in his arms. Limp. Sated. And satisfied on a level that wasn’t just sexual. Her cat was practically curled up in a ball of contentment. He’d claimed her. Jesse Dalton had claimed her. She expected him to complain that she hadn’t claimed him right back, but he seemed content enough to play with the mark on her throat. When she looked up, she realized . . . “You’re staring again.”

“I’ll stare at my mate all I want.” Threading a hand in her hair, he kissed and ate at her mouth, loving the taste of her. A growl of masculine satisfaction rose up his chest. “I missed you.”

“I don’t see how. I mean, apparently you’ve been stalking me.”

“Stalking? No. I just kept myself . . . well informed on your whereabouts.”

She snorted. “I should be mad about that. Why aren’t I mad?”

“Because you get me,” he said simply. “You know I did it because I was set on protecting you; it’s how I’m wired.” And she accepted and dealt with him. Rolling her onto her back, he said, “You missed me. Admit it.”

“Maybe a little.”

Humming, he lapped at her mark. Three years. Three fucking years, and now she was here—in his bed, exactly where she belonged, marked and claimed. Jesse pinned her gaze. “I won’t let you go.” He’d been possessive of her before. Now? Fuck, he was dangerously possessive. He knew for a fact that if anyone tried to come between them, they wouldn’t live long.

“I’m beginning to realize that, considering you just claimed me.”

“My wolf is pissed that you didn’t return the claim; he doesn’t understand the issues around the matter.” Their animals were too elemental in their way of thinking.

She smoothed her hands over his broad shoulders. She could touch him now whenever she wanted; he was hers. “You’re not pissed?”

“I understand why you’re hesitating. You wouldn’t just be claiming me; you’d be claiming a different way of life. If you need time, you take it. But I’ll only give you so much time. There’s only so long a guy can wait for his mate to claim him.”

Mate . . . She’d really never expected to hear Jesse call her that. It was a little surreal. “You were right in what you said earlier. I wasn’t happy living among a race where I always had to hide half of who I was. But I wasn’t ready to admit it to myself because that left me the option of giving into my cat and joining a pride. I don’t associate prides or packs with anything good. The fact is that I’ve never really had a place in either the human or shifter world.”

“You have a place with me.” He slid his hands under her back to hold her tighter to him. “Joining the pack won’t mean turning your back on Tess and the rest of your human family who were there for you all these years. It just means extending your family.”

“Not to them. Tess would respect my decision if she thought I was happy. But not my grandparents.”

“If they’ll only love you if you deny half of yourself, they’re not truly family and it’s not real love.”

Yeah, but they had still accepted her into the family . . . though sometimes she’d wondered if they’d done it just to piss Lily off.

“If I thought for even a moment that my pack wouldn’t accept and protect you, I’d leave with you. You’ll have problems with Kathy at first. She doesn’t like change and she sees threats to the pack everywhere. But I have a lot of respect for her because, although her mate died, she hung on and survived the breaking of the mating bond so she could raise Nick, Eli, and Roni.”

Having lived with a mother who wasn’t strong enough to survive restricted contact with her mate, Harley could also respect Kathy for that.

“I swear to you right now that if you can’t be happy here, we’ll leave together. I’m just asking you to try for me, baby.”

She inhaled a deep breath. “Okay.”

The last bit of tension left him. “Good girl.”

Bones snapped and popped, and suddenly Harley had a very large gray wolf standing over her, licking at her jaw. Smiling, she petted his neck. “You’re going to get fur on the bed.”

The wolf nipped her chin and then jumped off the bed. His eyes flashed human—there was both a challenge and an invitation there. And then the wolf took off running.

Harley shifted as she rose from the bed, releasing her cat so she could play with her mate.

The small cat did a long stretch, fitting into her skin. She padded down the stairs and tracked the scent of her male. As she walked through the lodge, she rubbed against the furniture and doorways, scent marking her home. Satisfied, she followed his scent out of the lodge and to the forest, where he waited. She slowly walked toward him. Then she abruptly veered left and ran. She clambered up a tree, out of reach, and easily swung from one branch to another by her flexible front and hind paws, enticing him to play.

The gray wolf kept pace with her as he charged through the forest, leaping over thick roots and logs. The wildlife scattered as he passed. His mate was fast. Agile. But he knew his territory well and navigated it easily. When she finally leapt to the ground, he came at her from the front. The female halted, panting. She was graceful. Strong. His.

The little cat sprang at the wolf and bit into his neck hard enough to mark him. He marked her right back. They wrestled, pounced, and played until she tired. Though happy, she still mourned the absence of the mating bond. Lamented that they were not true mates. And, like her human half, hoped that imprinting would one day bind them.





CHAPTER SIX
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Harley and Jesse chose to spend the rest of the day catching up and enjoying time alone, so she didn’t meet the rest of the pack until the next morning when they had breakfast at the main lodge. Not exactly eager to spend time with a bunch of people who, for the most part, didn’t want her there, Harley would have happily spent another day at Jesse’s lodge. However, he wanted her to meet the rest of the pack. As she didn’t want them to think she was hiding, she agreed. So now they sat at the long table, helping themselves to the selection of food that Kathy placed in the center.

Jesse had wasted no time in making his claim on her clear. He hadn’t said a word, just brushed aside her hair so that the bite was visible. A few people sucked in a stunned breath, but most didn’t look surprised; that didn’t mean they were all fine with it. Nick, Derren, Eli, and Caleb exchanged “this could be bad” looks. As Jesse had predicted, Kathy wasn’t at all happy and made it clear in a pathetically passive-aggressive way.

Harley ignored her, which seemed to only increase her frustration. Harley suspected the woman would snap at some point and spout whatever was on her mind. How tedious. Jesse also ignored it. He focused on Harley, constantly touching her—stroking her hair, holding her hand, tracing her claiming mark, or curving his arm around her to run his fingers along her collarbone.

She’d expected Jesse to be possessive, but she hadn’t expected him to be so blatant about it. Shifters were easy about touch when it came to people they trusted, but she’d never known Jesse to be touchy-feely. Of course, the constant touching was also a protective display. He was communicating to every wolf in that room that she wasn’t to be harmed, verbally or physically. It was . . . nice. She wasn’t used to nice when it came to relationships. She was used to assholes.

It was a shame that the dog wasn’t around, since at least he liked her. But apparently Bruce went roaming for days at a time.

Leaning back in his chair, Derren spoke to Jesse. “You wasted no time in claiming Harley, did you?”

Jesse blinked. “Why would I?”

Ally chuckled. “Why indeed.”

Derren’s gaze cut to Harley. “You don’t seem to have returned the claim. But I’m guessing, since you haven’t covered the bite with makeup, that you’ve accepted his claim on you.”

Harley sipped at her coffee, returning his stare boldly.

He arched a brow. “No answer?”

“I didn’t realize there was a question,” she said.

Ally snickered. “Don’t mind him, Harley, he’s—”

Splat.

As a slice of toast slapped Jesse’s chest, he sighed at the two pups. In reality, he was amused that—despite the constant reprimands—the pups seemed to find it necessary to engage in a food fight with each other every morning. However, he’d find it much more amusing if their aim was better and the food didn’t accidentally hit him.

Eyes twinkling, Willow kept her hand over her mouth to hold in her laugh. Cassidy had her head down to hide her amusement, but her little shoulders were shaking.

Nick gave them both an exasperated look and tugged on one of his daughter’s curls. “Enough, you two. Apologize to Jesse.”

The pups both turned to him, eyes still gleaming, and said in unison, “Sorry, Jesse.”

He snorted. “No, you’re not.”

They giggled and, predictably, resumed their food fight.

Harley looked up as Kim and an unfamiliar brunette entered. A hush fell, as if everyone was waiting to see how this would play out.

Thin and gaunt, the brunette stared down at Harley, an ugly twist to her mouth. “So Kim was right. And here I was thinking that Jesse would never betray his sister’s memory that way.”

Harley turned to Jesse. “Who’s that?”

The woman’s eyes flared. “Who’s that?”

“Bracken’s mom,” said Jesse, stifling a smile. But he could see that Harley didn’t remember her any more than she remembered Kim. Of course, he’d known Bracken’s mother would have a few things to say about Harley’s presence. The woman wasn’t cruel or blinkered, but she was very opinionated. If she had something to say on a matter, you were going to hear about it. It meant she could come across as harsh at times and tended to rub most people the wrong way.

“This is my mom, Nat, and my sister Kim,” Bracken told Harley as they took their seats. “I take it I don’t need to introduce Harley.”

Nat opened her mouth, no doubt ready to spout off something offensive, and Ally quickly suggested, “Maybe someone should take the pups to the play area now that they’re done with breakfast.” Both pups had sensed the tension and were staring at Nat, wide-eyed.

Nick rose to his feet. “Eli and I will.” Switching from wary to excited in a heartbeat, the pups scrambled out of the room with the males close behind them.

Jesse arched a brow at Nat when she started to speak. “No. I’m not interested in hearing bullshit, and I won’t tolerate you insulting my mate.”

Eyes bulging, Kim glared at Jesse. “You’ve claimed her?”

Looking a little off balance, Nat stroked a hand over her perfectly coifed hair. “Jesse . . . I’m without words.”

“Well, that’s a first,” muttered Bracken, earning himself a scowl from his mother.

“I just don’t understand,” said Kim, shaking her head.

Harley picked up her mug. “We don’t require you to.” Kim shot her a glare.

“You’ve all made your point,” clipped Jesse. “Back off.”

“Now that the pups are gone, we can all discuss the plans for Cassidy’s surprise party,” said Shaya, trying to defuse the tension. “What do we have left to do?”

“I saved my to-do list on my phone,” said Ally, whipping out her cell and swiping her thumb across the screen. “Right, here we go. Balloons . . . check. Costumes . . . check. Cake . . . I have all the ingredients. Themed decorations . . . well, we have most of them. The fake vines and camouflage fabric still aren’t here. Why aren’t they here?”

“They’re due to be delivered sometime tomorrow,” said Shaya.

“Vines?” echoed Harley. “What’s the theme?”

“Safari,” replied Shaya. “Cassidy is determined that she will one day go on a safari in Africa. Maybe it’s something to do with the Disney Madagascar movie; I don’t know. We’re planning to decorate the play area so it looks like a jungle. We made little pretend passports; the kids will have to hand them over before they can enter the jungle.”

Harley raised her brows. “That sounds seriously cool. When is the party?”

“Saturday,” replied Jesse, tracing the shell of her ear. “We need—” He cut off at the sound of a cell chiming. “I think that’s yours, baby.”

Digging it out of her pocket, Harley sighed at the name flashing on the screen. Lily only ever contacted Harley when she wanted money—money she could use to buy booze or drugs. Of course, Harley had no intention of funding her habits or any desire to listen to the “I’m sober and planning to turn my life around, I just need money for groceries” speech.

She could ignore the call, but that would be the mature thing to do. Harley found “mature” a little boring. Harley answered in a robotic voice, “The person you are calling is currently unavailable. To speak to someone who has time for your drama, press one. To be beamed up to the mother ship, press two. To talk more about your codependent issues, have someone press three for you. Alternatively—”

“Oh, Harley!” whined Lily. Then the line went dead, and Harley smiled. Returning her cell to her pocket, she became aware that everyone was staring at her.

“Who was that?” asked Kent.

“Someone who makes it difficult for others to like her.” Harley frowned when Kathy snatched her empty plate with a loud huff. “I see you’re another one of those people.”

Kathy narrowed her eyes. “I’m difficult to like? That’s rich, coming from a Vincent.”

Nat placed her palms flat on the table. “It was wrong of you to accept Jesse’s claim. You and I know that you won’t be happy here. Your maternal family is wealthy. You’re used to china plates, crystal glasses, and expensive champagnes. You won’t find any of that here.”

“Mom,” drawled Bracken. “It’s not your business.”

Ignoring that, Nat appealed to Jesse with a look. “You have to know deep down that she’s not a good choice for a mate. Maybe that’s why you want her—some males are drawn to forbidden fruit, and she’s definitely an apple to stay clear of.”

Roni cocked her head at Nat. “Did you know that it doesn’t say in the Bible that the forbidden fruit was an apple? Some people think it might have been a fig or even a pomegranate.”

“Roni.” Marcus chuckled around a mouthful of food.

She blinked innocently. “What? What did I say?”

It wasn’t what Roni had said; it was the reason she’d said it. Roni used random facts to annoy or unsettle people—mostly so that she could escape the conversation. Jesse had seen it work thousands of times. The extremely intelligent tomboy had nonexistent social skills. Marcus, however, had a natural ease with people and, in that sense, balanced her out.

“Your mom will lose her shit, Jesse,” sniped Kim.

Before he could say a single word, Bracken leaned forward, pinning the female’s gaze. “If you’re thinking of calling Jesse’s family with news of what you’ve learned here, think again. What happens between Jesse and Harley is not your business to share or interfere with. Unless you want to be thrown off this territory, keep it to yourself. They’ll share their news in their own time. You got me?”

Kim swallowed. “Fine. But I’ll keep quiet about it because I know it’s what Jesse wants, not because you’re snapping at me.”

Bracken snorted. “I don’t give a shit why you keep quiet just as long as you do.”

“Same goes for you,” Shaya said to Nat, firmly. “I don’t think I need to point out that Harley’s location can’t be leaked. If the extremists find out where she is, their attention could turn our way and then your son will be in danger.” That right there was enough to make Nat keep quiet—she loved her only son and hadn’t given up hope of luring him back to his old pack.

“Can you keep your mouths shut about this?” Bracken asked his family. Both nodded, though they were also scowling. “Don’t fuck with my trust,” he warned them.

That made Nat’s spine snap straight. “Bracken, honey, you know better than to think I would.” Jesse believed her.

Kathy started collecting mugs. “Bracken, you can’t blame them for being concerned.” She sneered at Harley.

Anticipating another insult coming her way, Harley raised a hand and said, “Honestly, this is getting tedious. Jesse’s already claimed me, so—”

“That’s something I don’t understand.” Kathy shook her head. “Five minutes he’s had you here and he’s already claimed you. He never even mentioned you before that.”

Shaya frowned. “No, he did. He once said, ‘My Harley plays the electric violin.’ I thought he was talking about a relative.”

Kathy brushed her hands down her long skirt. “Well, I’m not convinced you’ll fit in here, Harley. We’re not like your haughty, high and mighty human relatives or your reckless, free-spirited, criminal pack. We’re good, steady, mature—”

The front door swung open. “Roni, where are you?” Eli bellowed.

Ally turned to Roni with a sigh. “What did you do now?”

A furious-looking Eli stormed into the room and stopped in front of his sister, hands on hips. “It’s not bad enough that you put bang snap firecrackers under my toilet seat? I shit myself—literally—when I sat on it this morning and the damn things went off!”

Kathy gasped. “Roni!”

“You had to also sign me up for gay porn?” continued Eli, his voice rising.

Hands fisted, Roni leaned forward. “You gave me an exploding sponge cake!”

Shaya bit her bottom lip to hide a smile. “Oh, Eli, you didn’t. You know how much she loves cake.”

Roni said to Shaya, “It was chocolate sponge with buttercream, and I was so happy and so looking forward to eating it.” She glowered at her brother. “And then it exploded.” She shook her index finger at him. “Too far, Eli. Too far.”

“So all the things you’ve done to me were tame, were they?”

“I never made it personal!”

Harley looked at Jesse and said quietly, “They do this a lot? Play pranks, I mean.”

“Yeah,” he replied. “Always have, apparently—even when they were kids.”

Harley turned to Kathy, brow raised. “You were saying something about you all being mature people?”

Kathy rounded on Harley with a growl, but she stilled as the pups walked in with Nick behind them, his expression grim.

Shaya frowned at her mate. “What’s wrong?”

“Hector called,” replied Nick. “He wants me to meet him at the closest part of the border that separates our territory from his.”

Jesse stiffened. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” said Nick, voice flat.

“Probably to repeat his offer,” hedged Derren. “Maybe even up his price. I’m coming with you, Nick.”

“Me too,” said Eli.

Nick nodded in agreement. “Ally, I want you to come too. I want to get a feel for his emotional state. Jesse, Marcus, Roni—I want you three to come along but linger out of sight. I want him to sense you’re there, but I don’t want him to know where you are.”

Jesse nodded, adrenaline coursing through him. His wolf stretched within him, ready.

“The rest of you stay here and be alert,” said Nick. “I don’t think Hector’s trying to divide the pack and leave us vulnerable to attack or he would have asked to meet me far from the main lodge. But we know from past experience that taking chances puts people in danger.”

Shaya nodded. “Kathy, take the pups upstairs. Zander, get me my shotgun.”

Jesse massaged Harley’s palm with his thumb as he spoke to her. “I’ll be back soon. Wait here for me.” He braced himself for her to insist on returning to their lodge. After all, she wouldn’t find it much fun being here without his support, especially given the drivel she’d had to listen to from Nat and Kathy.

Harley saluted him. “Be careful.”

“Good girl,” he whispered, wondering if he’d ever be able to anticipate her reactions.

The picture of menace, Nick said, “Let’s get this done.”

As they left the lodge, the Beta pair flanked Nick while the others stayed at the rear. No one said a word as they headed for the border. When they came close, Jesse, Roni, and Marcus melted away to guard the others without being seen.

Jesse took a position beside a thick oak; he had a perfect view of Hector, standing not far from a blue BMW. With his navy, tailored suit, analog watch, and confident posture, the tall male was the epitome of a professional businessman. Two hefty males flanked him. Jesse guessed they were shifters but couldn’t be sure. Apparently Hector had brought some muscle for protection.

When the four Mercury wolves finally came to a halt just a few feet short of the border, Hector gave them a winning smile. “Nick, how are you this morning?”

“What do you want?”

Hector’s affable smile faltered at Nick’s curtness. “Should I conclude that you still don’t wish to sell?”

“Yes, you should.”

“Come now,” said Hector. “You don’t want a hotel next door. Having a pack living right next to my hotel would attract the sort of guests I do not want—particularly humans who like to study the way of shifters, comparing them to animals and making documentaries about their findings. They would watch you like hawks.”

Well, they knew that—it was just one of the reasons they were so opposed to the hotel.

“It would be inconvenient for all of us,” added Hector.

“You should have thought of that before you bought the land.”

“I did consider it, but this is such a perfect location for a holiday resort,” said Hector. “Your land was once owned by humans who rented the lodge.”

He was right. In fact, Shaya and her father went on many hunting trips there when she was growing up, which was why Nick had bought it.

“It’s a place that humans and shifters alike would appreciate,” Hector continued. “There are locations all over California that would suit the needs of your pack. I am offering you a figure that is more than double what the land is worth. You could use that money to procure vaster territory.”

“You’re not fucking hearing me,” growled Nick. “We’re not selling.”

Hector’s smile lost its openness. “That’s a shame. A real shame.”

“No, it’s not.”

Hector’s eyes hardened. “I want this territory, Nick.”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass what you want.”

“No, you really don’t, do you?” And that seemed to surprise Hector. “You spent a good portion of your youth in juvie, didn’t you, Nick?”

Jesse blinked. What the fuck did that have to do with anything?

“I heard it was where you met the wolf who is now your Beta.” Hector slid his gaze to the male in question. “Derren, isn’t it? You were found guilty of raping a human girl.”

Ally’s chin lifted. “He was recently exonerated.”

“Oh yes, so I heard. It’s a shame that the Seer who falsely accused you wasn’t around to witness the wrong made right, Derren. From what else I heard, he was presumed dead . . . although a body has never been found.”

A sick feeling slithered into Jesse’s stomach.

“Have you ever been to New Orleans, Derren?” Hector asked casually.

“No, I haven’t,” replied Derren, tone emotionless.

“Odd.” Hector rubbed his chin. “I was under the impression that you, your Alpha, and another wolf you met in juvie—Cain Holt—once went there, searching for the Seer. I believe his name was Neil something-or-other. It was around that time that Neil disappeared. But then, people often disappear in the swamps, don’t they?”

“This meeting is over,” said Nick.

“I’m going to reach for something in my jacket,” Hector quickly said. He pulled out a brown letter sized envelope. “Here. Open it.”

Nick didn’t take it. “Not interested in anything you have to show me.”

“You’ll want to see this. Derren will most certainly wish to.”

Derren pursed his lips. “Can’t say I do.”

“Then perhaps I should hand these testimonies to someone who would find them rather interesting.”

Ally exchanged a meaningful look with Derren. Whatever she’d sensed from Hector worried her.

“There are three testimonies inside,” said Hector, throwing the envelope at Nick’s feet. “One from a barman who can identity the three of you asking about the Seer—I believe Neil worked alongside the barman. The second testimony is from Neil’s neighbor, who swears he saw three males dragging the Seer out of the house and shoving him into a rental van. And the third comes from a swamp guide who witnessed three men dumping a corpse into the swamp. He wasn’t able to identify them, as he was too far away at the time, but he could give their height and build.”

“And this is supposed to make us do what, panic?” Nick snickered. “We were never in New Orleans, and all you have are three witnesses who strangely never came forward. So either the witnesses saw other males or you’ve made this whole thing up. Whatever. But, hey, if you think you can make that stick in a human court, go for it. I’ll be surprised if a court wishes to dredge up the whole thing, given it will highlight all the mistakes the police made in falsely prosecuting Derren.”

“Oh, I agree that this isn’t enough, particularly since his body was never found. But if these statements reached the extremists, reporters, or your childhood pack, you might find yourself with people coming at you from all sides. I’d say life would become very difficult for you.”

Fuck. The piece of shit was right. Reporters would pounce on such a story. And Derren’s childhood pack—most of whom refused to acknowledge his innocence—would likely love a reason to persecute him all over again. He’d been through enough.

“Of course, these statements can disappear if you just give me what I want.”

Nick growled. “You think you can blackmail me? You son of a bitch.” No sooner had he cocked back his fist and lunged than Hector’s two guards each whipped out a revolver. Derren and Eli quickly grabbed Nick and yanked him back.

“Shoot him and you’re all dead,” Derren snarled at the guards. They swallowed hard, but their hands didn’t waver.

“Killing me would get you nowhere,” Hector told Nick, voice a little unsteady. “I have taken measures to ensure my safety.” As Nick shrugged off the wolves holding him back, Hector quickly gestured at the envelope and said, “They are copies. The originals are somewhere safe. My attorney and some others I trust also have copies. If I die, they will release them to the world.”

“Why do you hate shifters so much?” Ally asked. Hector looked stunned by her words. “It’s no coincidence that you’ve acquired a lot of land over the years that was owned by shifters. Seems that they’re not your favorite species.”

Cheeks flushed, Hector spoke to Nick. “I’m not an unreasonable man. I will give you some time to find alternative territory, since you will now have to do it without any funding from me. Construction doesn’t begin for another three months. You have until then to secure new land and relocate. If you don’t, copies of these testimonies will find their way to various people. And remember, killing me won’t achieve anything.” He sighed. “I’m sorry that it has come to this; I truly am. Make the right choice.”

Then he turned his back on them and walked away with a cocky stride. His guards followed, guns still aimed at the Alpha right up until they were in the safety of the BMW.

Looking rightfully enraged, Nick and the others pivoted on their heels and stalked into the forest, where they joined Jesse, Roni, and Marcus.

“That rat bastard,” growled Roni. “He’s actually trying to blackmail us.”

Jesse turned to Derren. “I’m not going to ask if those statements are legit—I figure that Seer deserved to die anyway, and it’s your business if you made it happen sooner rather than later. Besides, it would make me pretty fucking hypocritical, considering I killed to avenge my sister. But true or not, those statements will bring us attention from all angles, which means we need to get our hands on the originals.”

Pacing, Nick nodded. “But he’s a rich guy who has properties in several places—the originals could be anywhere.”

“If he’s done this before, it’s likely that he keeps all his blackmail material in one place,” said Marcus. “Like a safety deposit box or something.”

“Something tells me he’d keep them close,” said Ally. “He’s doing this because he hates shifters with a passion that’s actually frightening. I think he’d want to look at the material occasionally the way a killer might like to have his trophies close by.”

“What else did you sense from him?” Derren asked her.

“He’s smug as all hell, which makes me think he’s done this many times before and is sure it’ll all work out the way he wants it to. He’s also scared of Nick, but he seems to like the fear—it gives him some kind of weird rush.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, that’s all I got. In short, he’s a serial blackmailer, likes a good ol’ adrenaline rush, and hates our kind—which means he also hates half of who he is.”

Derren scrubbed a hand down his face. “So now what? I don’t think he’s bluffing about the copies. Even if we do find the originals, the copies would still do damage if they were released. We could probably confront his attorney and hope he knows where they are.”

“It won’t be easy to find them or it would have been done before by other packs,” said Marcus. “He probably has a lot of smoke screens in place.”

“Like multiple attorneys and safes,” said Eli. “It would take us a lot of fucking time to get all this shit, even with all Nick’s resources.”

“You know,” began Roni, “we could try some tit for tat. Blackmail the blackmailer.”

Jesse wasn’t surprised by her suggestion. Roni was the type who always got even. “That might work. I saw his face when Ally asked him why he hated shifters. He hadn’t expected us to suspect that, and he didn’t like it.”

“Even though he hates our kind, I noticed he doesn’t mind using them for protection,” said Eli. “Those guards were polar bears. Probably lone shifters that he’s hired as guards.”

Nick’s expression was pensive. “He’s not a low-profile guy. I’d say that whatever has fueled his hatred for our kind is a secret he wouldn’t like made public. It would affect his businesses. That fact alone could make him back off.”

“If nothing else, we’ll have fucked him over the way he fucked us over,” said Roni. “And if he releases those statements and then we release his secrets and an ‘exclusive’ of his blackmail attempt at the same time, he’ll be discredited.”

Derren’s smile was cunning. “His business partners won’t want to be associated with any kind of scandal, and they’ll drop him like a bag of crack.”

Ally smiled at her mate. “Such a lovely metaphor.”

Nick exhaled a heavy breath. “My mate can feel my rage and is going insane with worry. We need to get to the lodge and explain everything to the others.”

Jesse couldn’t help feeling envious of Nick’s bond with Shaya; it allowed them to sense each other’s emotions, bolster each other’s strength, and for their scents to mix and become one unique scent. He wanted all that with Harley. His wolf yearned for it.

Back at the main lodge, Nick briskly relayed their meeting with Hector and his attempt at blackmail. Shaya went fucking nuclear. It took Nick, Eli, and Derren to hold her back from going after Hector with her shotgun.

“For a sweet person, she has a fierce temper,” said Harley, leaning into Jesse. She petted his chest, sensing that his system thrummed with anger. It was understandable. This territory was more than a stretch of land to the Mercury wolves. Every inch of it was their home, their sanctuary, the one place in the world they felt safe and content. Hector would know what it meant to them, which was probably exactly why he wanted it, the bastard.

Sensing just how deeply the loss of it would affect the pack, Harley had to wonder if the reason her old pride was such a mess was that they didn’t have their own territory to ground them. Unlike the Mercury Pack or other prides, her old pride had no real hierarchical structure or sense of safety even now. Nor was there a sense of community or family. They just . . . were.

Nick wrapped his arms around Shaya, rocking her from side to side, as he said, “All we know about Hector’s background is that he was raised by a human couple who are now dead and he has no other immediate human family. Maybe one of them was his biological parent, maybe not. We need to know where he came from. I’ll get every source I have on this. If there’s dirt on this bastard, we’ll get it.”

“He has a lot of money and power,” Shaya mumbled against his chest. “He’ll have buried it well.”

“No secret can ever truly disappear,” said Nick. “We have three months to find out what Hector’s is, and that’s exactly what we’ll do, because there’s no fucking way I’m giving up our home.”





CHAPTER SEVEN
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Stepping out onto the porch early the next morning, Jesse found Harley exactly where he’d known she’d be: up the damn tree. He hadn’t been surprised to find himself alone when he woke up. Like all margay shifters, her sleep cycle was somewhat irregular, so sometimes she was up early and sometimes she slept late. “Morning, baby.”

Straddling a thick branch, book in hand, she smiled down at him. “Finally, you’re awake.” She said it like he’d been asleep for most of the day.

“Come here.”

“Why?”

“I want a kiss. Get down here.”

She rolled her eyes. “If I must.”

“You must.” He waited at the bottom of the tree as she expertly climbed down the branches. Instead of landing on the ground, she slid from a lower branch right into his arms and locked her legs around his waist. “Hmm, that’s better.” He kissed her, licking into her mouth and indulging in a long, languid taste of her. “You’ve been eating Danish pastries.”

“They were good. Not as good as the ones I make though.”

“You make pastries?”

“Tess is awful in the kitchen, so she hired a chef. Ria taught me how to cook. Honestly, I don’t really like cooking, but I do like baking pastries. Mostly because I just like to eat pastries.” As such, Harley figured it was more of an act of self-indulgence than baking.

He swept his thumb over the claiming bite. “Then I’ll take you shopping tomorrow to get whatever supplies you need so you can bake as many pastries as you want.”

Harley cocked her head as she sensed, “You’re worried I’ll get bored, aren’t you?”

“Yes. I know you’re not someone who’s easily bored, but I still worry because it’s important to me that you’re happy.”

Ah, bless him. “Don’t fret so much.” Her nostrils flared. “I smell coffee.”

“That’s because I made us both a cup before I came out here.” Returning inside the lodge, he perched her on the kitchen counter. When she set aside her book, he handed her a cup of coffee and said, “I have to work today.”

“Well, of course you do.”

Reaching into the cupboard beside her, he retrieved two Danishes for himself. “I can either meet you here for lunch or at the main lodge. You choose.”

She sipped at her coffee. “I’m guessing you’d prefer to eat at the main lodge with the rest of your pack.”

He waited until he’d swallowed a chunk of pastry before answering. “Actually, no, because then I won’t have time alone with you.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You’re just saying that to give me an ‘out’ in case I don’t want to be around them.”

“No, I’m not,” he said honestly. “I’d rather eat here with you. I don’t like sharing you.” Neither did his wolf.

She inwardly snorted. He wasn’t exactly sharing her, since he was pretty much the only person who really wanted her there. “Then we’ll have lunch here.” She grazed his nape with her nails, and a contented growl rattled his chest. “Kathy will probably bristle about you eating here.”

“Probably. Ally cooks a lot for Derren, and Kathy doesn’t like it much.” He suspected it was because Kathy felt it was her role to feed them; she didn’t want anyone taking over that role. “She’s a little put out that Ally’s making Cassidy’s birthday cake. The only thing appeasing Kathy is that she’s making fancy dress costumes for the pups.”

They chatted about general things until Jesse was done with his light breakfast and ready to leave. She walked him to the door, and he searched her eyes. “You going to be okay while I’m gone?” Impatience flashed across her face, amusing his wolf.

“Of course. I can be alone without breaking down.”

“I’m not working late tonight, so you won’t be alone all day.” He nipped her lip. “Remember this lodge is your home; you’re free to do whatever you want here. I’ve already showed you the boundaries of our territory, so if you want to venture outside, that’s fine. Some people hang out at the main lodge during the day, so you’re welcome to go there if you want.”

Her lips twitched. “Welcome? Really?”

“I’m sorry that not all of them are making you feel welcome. Nobody other than Shaya was all that welcoming to Ally when she first got here. I was a bit of an asshole toward her, if I’m honest. But we all accepted her, and they’ll accept you just the same.” He opened the door. “Call me if you need anything.”

She saluted him. “Will do. Now go; I’ll be fine. I don’t need anyone hovering over me.”

“Fine, I’m going. You happy now?”

Not when he spoke to her with that snippy tone. “As a matter of fact—”

“Good.” He gave her a quick, hard kiss and then left.

When he was out of her sight, she closed the door. She didn’t need to ponder what to do next. Nope. She grabbed her book from the kitchen and settled in the reading nook. Poor Jesse . . . he was so dumb to have thought she would be bored. The idea of spending the day with her head in a book made her smile. For Harley, reading was the equivalent of chocolate, sleep, and morphine all rolled into one. Like all cats, she was quite the hedonist.

A few hours later there was a knock at the door. She was thinking maybe she could make a “Reading in Progress so Fuck Off” sign or something.

Opening the door, she found Ally. Awkward as always with strangers, Harley cleared her throat. “Um . . . hi.”

Ally smiled and lifted a plate that was covered with tinfoil. “I brought cookies.”

Well, if she’d brought cookies she was totally welcome. Harley moved aside, allowing the Beta to enter. Ally put the plate of cookies on the coffee table, and Harley peeled off the foil. “They smell so good. You didn’t have to do this . . . but I’m glad you did.” She bit into a chocolate chip cookie and groaned as it melted in her mouth. “I know it’s wrong, but I’d sell my soul for these.”

Ally chuckled. “You can keep your soul. But a coffee would be great.”

Harley made them both coffee, and then they settled on the sofa. Harley’s cat watched the Beta closely; she didn’t feel threatened by her, but she was wary of having strangers in what was now her home.

“I know how much it sucks to not feel welcome,” said Ally, grabbing a cookie. “When I first got here, I spent most of my time alone at my lodge. I don’t think their collective rejection would have bothered me so much if they weren’t all so close. It made me feel even more of an outsider. But not everyone is dubious about you joining the pack, Harley. I want you to know that. The others will come round. Even Kathy.”

“Let’s not ask for miracles.”

Ally snickered. “She’s not so bad. Really. I think she feels a little threatened by you.”

Harley frowned. “Why?”

“You might dress casually and have a down-to-earth attitude, but you’re well educated and well traveled according to Jesse. Kathy often bemoans that she never went to college—claims she could have been a doctor. What did you study in college?”

“Business,” replied Harley before biting into another cookie.

Ally did a double take. “I expected you to say music.”

“I studied business because my dream was to have my own club where I could perform and showcase other musicians.”

“What’s stopping you from pursuing it?”

“At first, I couldn’t find a place I wanted to settle; I couldn’t find a club that spoke to me. But then I came to California and got a job at The Velvet Lounge. I love California, and I love that club. The owner is looking to sell it. I was planning to make him an offer . . . and then extremists decided to target me.” The bastards.

“You could still buy the club.”

“Only if the owner hasn’t sold it by the time the extremists are off my back. If I bought it before then, the extremists would take their rage out on it.”

“You don’t necessarily have to wait until the extremists are no longer a problem. Not if your old boss will keep quiet that you’re the buyer. Maybe you could contact the guy and ask him if he’d wait to sell and keep your identity to himself.”

“I thought about it. But I’m not sure your Alpha would sanction one of his pack running a club anyway. I get the feeling he likes the idea of his pack being tucked away like this.”

“Yeah, he does,” Ally admitted with a sigh. “Partly because he’s so protective of us, and partly because he just doesn’t like people. But he’s not a tyrannical Alpha; he’s not an asshole. He wouldn’t dismiss your dreams. He would completely take over the security measures, though . . . which actually wouldn’t be a bad thing. Leave it with me. I’ll speak to Shaya about it. Then us girls will discuss it together, come up with a plan.” Ally paused, looking hesitant to continue. “You know that Jesse might not react well to you owning a club, considering he’d have to share your attention, right? Dominant males are like that.”

“Yeah,” replied Harley. “He’ll definitely balk at it, but he’ll respect that this is very important to me. He won’t hold me back.”

Ally gave a bright smile. “Then the only hurdle will be getting Nick on board.”

“You really think that can be done?”

“Nick is hard as nails, but he can’t refuse Shaya. At least, he can’t for long.” Ally twisted in her seat. “I’m excited at the idea of the pack branching out. Maybe I could even work behind the bar.”

“Do you have experience?”

“No. But I can brew beer.”

Harley’s brows flew up. “Seriously?”

“Oh yeah. My foster uncles taught me lots of stuff.”

“Like what?”

Ally grinned. “Well . . .”

 

Pulling on his T-shirt, Jesse held back a wince. The claw marks on his sides burned like a motherfucker. His jaw was swollen and he was pretty sure he also had a couple of bruised ribs. His spar with Eli had been anything but a spar. The Head Enforcer had gone at Jesse like he’d fucked his mother or something. Jesse had landed some pretty decent shots on the moody son of a bitch, even broke his nose. Eli had snapped it back into place with a growl.

“Little rough today, weren’t you, Eli?” said Zander with a glare, voice hard. Neither Bracken nor Derren looked any happier with the Head Enforcer.

Eli just shrugged and pulled on his tee. “How will he learn anything if I go easy on him?”

Derren took a step toward him. “Jesse isn’t a trainee. He doesn’t need to be tested or pushed to his limits. He’s a full-fledged enforcer who’s trained in combat . . . and you just treated him like a damn novice, which is why he put you flat on your back several times.”

Muscle ticking in his cheek, Eli scoffed. “You’re exaggerating. His wounds are shallow; he’ll be healed within the hour.”

“Not the point,” Derren bit out.

Jesse stared at the Head Enforcer while his wolf flattened his ears and snarled. “If you’d been some guy on the street, I would have torn your throat out for half the moves you dared to use. And you know it. You want to vent about something, you do that. But you don’t get to use me. Do we understand each other?”

They all turned as Ally stepped into the clearing and frowned at her mate. “I could feel your anger building through our bond. What’s wrong?” She looked from Jesse to Eli. “What the hell happened to you two?”

It was Zander who responded. “Eli was venting about something.”

As Ally came closer, Jesse sensed, “You’ve been to see Harley.” He could smell his mate on her. The scent soothed his irritation.

“I’ve been in her position,” said the Seer. “I wanted her to know that she had a friend if she needed one.”

Grateful for that, Jesse gave her a nod of thanks. He didn’t want Harley feeling disconnected from the world. But if the only person she had here was him, it was likely to happen. It went in his favor that she wasn’t particularly social, preferring her own company to that of others.

Ally checked her watch. “It’s almost time for lunch. Want me to go get Harley while you and Eli resolve whatever the hell just happened here?”

Jesse shook his head. “No need. Not interested in what would be a fake apology. See you all later. I’m going to have lunch with my mate.”

“You’re not eating with us?” Eli called out as Jesse began to walk away. There was an edge to his voice that Jesse chose to ignore. Whatever was messing with the guy’s head wasn’t Jesse’s problem.

Without turning, Jesse replied, “Not today.”

“So she has you pulling away from the pack?”

It was more of an accusation than a question, and it rubbed Jesse’s fur the wrong way. His already irritated wolf bared his teeth. Halting, Jesse slowly spun. “What?” he clipped.

There was an ugly twist to Eli’s mouth. “She’s not comfortable with us, so you’re going to spend most of your time with her at your lodge to placate her, aren’t you? You’re going to pull away from your pack.”

“I don’t know what crawled up your ass and died,” rumbled Jesse, “but I don’t care. Be a big fucking boy and deal with your shit instead of piling it on me.”

“So I’m wrong?” challenged Eli, either oblivious to the danger of continuing or simply not caring. “You’re not having lunch at the main lodge because she doesn’t want to be around us?”

Jesse went toe to toe with him. “Are you trying to pick a real fight with me? Is that what this is?” Eli didn’t say a word. “If I want to have lunch with my mate, I will. I don’t need to explain it. I don’t need to justify it. I don’t need to defend it. And I definitely don’t need your fucking approval.”

Bracken shook his head at Eli, lips flat. “I don’t think you have a problem with where Jesse eats. I think you have a problem with Harley, and you’re taking it out on him. You know, if you gave her a chance, you’d like her.”

“Jesse, let me heal you before you go,” said Ally. “We need to get rid of those wounds so your mate doesn’t hunt down Eli.”

Knowing she was right, Jesse moved to Ally and lifted his shirt so that she could heal him. The gift was part of the Seer package.

Eli snorted. “I’m supposed to be scared of a little cat tracking me?”

Done healing Jesse, Ally turned to Eli. “A domestic cat? No. A margay shifter? Oh yeah.” He made another dismissive sound. “You don’t know much about margay shifters, do you?” asked Ally with an impish smile. “They’re cunning creatures. Excellent hunters. Vicious when they want to be. And they can get close without a person sensing them—not until it’s too late, anyway.”

The Head Enforcer didn’t look at all impressed. “Whatever.”

And then a cat landed on his back from above, bit into his shoulder with a hiss, and then dragged her claws down his back as she slid down his body, tearing through cloth and skin. Eli roared with both shock and pain as he spun to face his attacker. The little cat didn’t run. Nor did she coil, ready to strike. She sat back on her hind paws, casually licking the blood from her paw.

Jesse smiled, remembering how—for lack of a better word—catty this little margay could be. One look could communicate pure and utter disdain . . . and that was exactly the look she shot Eli, who then tensed as if to spring.

Jesse rushed forward, planting himself between the two of them. “Don’t even fucking think about it, Eli,” he rumbled, eyes flashing wolf.

The others gathered, ready to intervene if need be.

“She just attacked me!”

“What else would you expect?” Jesse said. “The cat can see and scent my blood, which is enough to piss her off. Though she can’t understand your words, Harley can and she no doubt communicated to her cat that she needed to issue a warning. That was exactly what she did.”

Ally sighed at the cat, but she was smiling. “I had a feeling Harley wouldn’t stay behind when I told her Derren was angry about something.”

Feeling the margay rub her flank against his leg, Jesse picked her up and held her close. “Hey there, little cat,” he whispered. She purred in his arms as he petted her soft fur.

Ever curious, Bracken said, “I’ve never seen a margay up close before. They’re kind of cute.” He reached out to touch her. She hissed and spat at him like he was leading an invading army or something. Bracken jerked back.

Jesse stifled a smile. “Margay shifters aren’t particularly tactile.”

Chuckling, Ally said, “Yep. Only ‘the chosen’ are permitted to touch them. She clearly doesn’t trust you yet.”

At that moment, Nick appeared out of the trees. Thanks to his shifter-enhanced hearing, he’d no doubt heard Eli’s roar. “What happened? I heard a little of your conversation as I got close, but not enough.” Moving to his brother, who was glancing over his shoulder to check out the wounds on his back, Nick looked at them and winced. “They’re pretty deep.”

Eli jabbed a finger in the cat’s direction. “That thing is fucking feral.”

“Thing?” echoed Jesse with a growl. Zander moved closer, ready to hold him back.

“You asked for it, Eli,” said Derren. He gave Nick a bullet-point account of what had happened. “Anyone would have taken his words as a challenge, but I think she was mostly defending her mate against someone baiting him.”

After a long moment of heavy silence, Nick exhaled heavily. “I can’t punish someone for defending their mate. I wouldn’t tolerate anyone confronting Shaya, and it’s only natural that Harley and her cat would warn you to back off.”

Eli gaped. “You’re siding with her?”

“There are no sides, Eli,” said Nick impatiently. “We’re a pack; we’re one. And there are bigger issues going on right now. The last thing we need is tension in the pack at a time when we have to be strong as a unit. The enemy is Hector. Not Jesse. Not Harley. And it’s not her fault that she reminds you of someone.”

That cryptic comment made Eli’s eyes flash wolf. With a curse, the Head Enforcer strode away, heading in the direction of the main lodge.

Nick swept his eyes along Derren, Ally, Zander, and Bracken. “Follow him, but give him space.”

They all nodded, said their good-byes to Jesse and the cat, and then disappeared.

Sighing, Nick turned to Jesse. “He was out of line, but it’s not really about Harley.”

That didn’t excuse his actions, in Jesse’s opinion. Harley deserved the same respect that the other females of the pack were afforded. Just because Eli was working through some personal shit didn’t give him the right to take it out on Jesse or Harley.

“I want to talk to you about something. I’m meeting with the Alpha of Hector’s old pack on Sunday. I’m hoping that he or members of the pack might know something we could use against Hector. Ally and Derren want to come along, but I need them here guarding the others; they’re not happy about staying behind.”

Jesse could understand that, but he also understood Nick’s reasoning. In the past, people had attacked their pack by distracting the strongest members, dividing the pack to conquer it.

“You, Eli, and Zander will come along with me,” said Nick. “I know you might be reluctant to leave your mate, given that your protective instincts will be hypersensitive right now, but you have to trust that she’ll be safe here.”

Jesse was in fact reluctant to leave Harley, especially when she wasn’t fully comfortable with his pack mates, but he was sure that the females would have her back. Not that Harley needed their protection; she could take care of herself just fine. Scratching the underside of the margay’s chin, he asked, “Have your contacts found out anything about Hector?”

“A little. His human aunt and uncle raised him from the age of fifteen—his uncle had been the brother of Hector’s human mother.”

“His parents died?”

“No. His parents, Adriane and Thad, were the Alpha pair of Hector’s pack. Then one day they stepped down. Soon after, the three of them left the pack and became loners. But then Hector went to live with his aunt and uncle, which was considered unusual because Thad and Adriane weren’t neglectful parents.”

Jesse frowned, unsure what to make of all that. The cat climbed onto his shoulders, practically curling herself around his neck.

“I have people working on tracking his parents. If there’s anything worth knowing about Hector, they’ll have that information.”

“And if they don’t tell us anything we can use against Hector?”

“They will. Two allegedly good parents don’t give up their child without reason. If they had no problem doing that, they’ll have no problem sharing what they know in exchange for my protection—the lone shifter lifestyle is dangerous, after all.”

He was right. Being a shifter without a pack meant you had no protection; loners were vulnerable to attacks from extremists and other shifters. An offer of protection from Nick was nothing to sniff at.

“And if that doesn’t work, we bring them here and make them talk,” said Nick. “It’s not something we haven’t done before.”

No, it wasn’t. And it would no doubt work as well as it had in the past.

Nick then walked off, and Jesse turned in the direction of his lodge. The cat jumped down and then quickly climbed the nearest tree with that amazing agility that made her kind so unique. She kept pace with him as they headed home, leaping from tree to tree like an acrobat. When they finally arrived and he opened the door wide, she made a point of territorially clawing the porch before padding inside.

“Shift back, baby.” Bones snapped and popped, and then he had a naked Harley in front of him. As she stretched, he snaked his arms around her and nuzzled her neck, breathing her in, letting her scent pour into him where it belonged. “Your cat sure knows how to shred a man’s pride.” He figured Eli was mostly pissed that she’d taken him off guard and managed to bloody him.

Curling her arms around his neck, Harley shrugged. “He should know better than to act like an asshole toward you.” Or to talk smack about her.

Jesse pressed a soft kiss to her mouth. “I don’t know what his problem is, but Nick doesn’t seem to think it’s about you.”

Yeah, well, Harley didn’t care either way. She wouldn’t allow her mate to be used as an emotional punching bag by anyone. “I’m sorry that he did that to you. I know it had to have hurt to be baited by your own pack mate and used to vent his problems.”

“You made him pay for it.”

Her cat had enjoyed it. “I was preparing sandwiches and salad when Ally started fretting about Derren. They’re almost ready.”

“Good. I’m going to take a shower so I can get this blood off me.” Jesse scooped her up, and she locked her legs around his waist. “You’re going to help.”

“I am?”

“Yes. Then we’ll eat . . . but not until I’ve had a long taste of you.”

Well, she wasn’t going to fight him on that.

“Had any other visitors?” he asked, carrying her upstairs.

“Nope. Although Shaya did call earlier to ask if I was okay and if I needed anything. I think, like you, she was worried I would be bored on my own.” Harley pointed at herself. “Hello, feline.”

In the bathroom, he said, “Promise me something.”

“No.”

His mouth twitched. “Promise me that if you ever do feel bored, you’ll tell me. I’ll fix it.”

“How can I be bored when I have my violin and I’m surrounded by books? Trust me, I’m content.”

Too much time alone might change that. “Promise me something else.”

“No.”

His smile widened. “Swear you’ll play for me sometime.”

“You mean the violin?”

“No, Scrabble. Of course I mean the fucking violin.”

“Your language is fucking awful,” she said as he urged her into the shower and turned on the spray. “And maybe I’ll play for you sometime. We’ll see.” It was much easier to play for an audience of strangers than to give a private performance to someone she knew well.

“You will play for me.”

“And giving me orders is supposed to achieve what?”

“You will play for me.”

“You know . . . I’m starting to wonder if it’s not that you lack caution lights; it’s that you only gargled from the fountain of knowledge.”

He growled. “Personally, I think you’re trying to make me crazy.”

“You have no proof of that.”

Growling again, Jesse gently massaged her honey shampoo into her hair as she soaped his chest. He loved her hair; loved the color and texture and natural shine. Loved how it felt against his skin, loved burying his face in it as they slept.

After a quick rinse, he then smoothed conditioner into her hair while a soapy hand slowly pumped his cock. There was only so much a guy could take. Soon enough he had her legs hanging in the crooks of his elbows as he took her hard and fast against the tiled wall.

Clean, sated, and dressed, they ate their lunch in a companionable silence . . . which was probably why they easily heard a crowd quickly approaching.

Harley cocked her head. “Is that Marcus I hear trying to calm someone down?”

Jesse sighed. “Yes.” And it was no doubt Roni.

Swallowing a slice of cucumber, Harley said, “I’m guessing they’re outraged on Eli’s behalf and I’m now an even bigger bad guy than I was before.” Honestly, it bothered her more than it should have that these people were so quick to vilify her. It was like they’d pounced on the whole thing as an excuse to do some venting of their own.

“I won’t let any of them harm you,” Jesse stated.

“Neither will I,” she said as they rose. “What are you going to do if people start demanding that I leave?”

“Is that a rhetorical question?” He took her hand. “If you ever leave this pack for any reason, I’m leaving with you. But I don’t think they’ll demand that; I really don’t.”

“We’ll soon find out if you’re right.”





CHAPTER EIGHT

[image: images]

Harley and Jesse opened the front door and walked onto the porch hand in hand, presenting a united front. Roni, Marcus, Kathy, Kent, and Caleb stood at the bottom of the stone steps. Marcus didn’t spare Harley or Jesse a glance, too busy trying to keep Roni calm to even look their way. It wasn’t working; she was tense as a bow and, like Kathy, radiated hostility. Kent and Caleb glared at Harley—a ballsy move for submissive wolves. She could have used her dominant vibes to force them to lower their gazes, but fuck ’em.

Harley was kind of surprised Nat and Kim weren’t present. Surely they would have at least enjoyed witnessing Harley taking a verbal beating.

“I don’t know what you guys think you’re fucking doing, storming to our home like this, but you might want to rethink it,” rumbled Jesse, as offended and outraged as his wolf. “Did you rile them up, Kathy?”

Kathy didn’t look at him; she was totally focused on Harley. “My pack gave you sanctuary . . . and you repay us by attacking my son?”

“You all need to leave,” growled Jesse—the guttural sound came from both him and his wolf.

“Come on, Roni, let’s just go,” coaxed Marcus, gently urging her backward. “Ally healed him; he won’t have any permanent scars. It’s over now.”

“Did you see what your cat did to my brother?” Roni snarled at Harley, making Marcus groan and lower his head in sheer exasperation.

Harley jutted out her chin. “I did.” Her cat puffed up her body and whipped her tail, expecting a challenge from the other female. Harley didn’t want to fight with Roni, but she suspected it might come to that. The she-wolf was pissed.

“Did you see how deep those wounds were?” demanded Roni, fingers curled like claws. “Don’t you have any control over your cat at all?”

Jesse swore. “She isn’t feral; she’s just protective of her mate. Go judge her.”

Roni said to Harley, “He doesn’t need you fighting his battles—”

“And I’ll bet Marcus doesn’t need you fighting his,” said Harley. “But can you honestly tell me you never once stood up for him, even though he might not have needed it?”

Roni’s eyes slid to Marcus, who gave his mate a pointed look.

“I didn’t think so,” said Harley.

Whatever Marcus whispered into Roni’s ear made the anger leak from her expression. The female raked a hand through her hair. “Eli has a lot going on right now.”

So fucking what? “He doesn’t get to wear that like a badge and think it gives him the right to treat his pack mates the way he treated Jesse.” Harley spoke to the others as she added, “And if anyone here disagrees with that, they should be fucking ashamed of themselves.”

Kent and Caleb exchanged looks, suddenly uncomfortable, and did the human equivalent of tucking their tails between their legs.

Roni sighed. “Eli—”

“It’s your brother and he’s hurting,” finished Harley. “You want to protect him. Fine. I had a brother and . . .” No, she wouldn’t talk about Michael. They hadn’t earned a piece of her heart. “My point is I know the instinct to defend a brother is strong, so I understand why you’re so upset. But I’m not sorry for what I did and I won’t pretend to be, so if it’s an apology you’ve come for, Roni, you’re wasting minutes out of our lives. And if it’s a fight you’ve come for . . . bring it.”

Jesse and Marcus sprang into action and inserted themselves between Harley and Roni. Marcus angled himself so he could look at both females as he said, “This ends now. We don’t want fighting within the pack.”

“I wasn’t aware that you regarded me as part of it,” said Harley.

Marcus winced. “I didn’t at first.”

“No one who will rip strips of flesh from my son’s back is welcome here!” declared Kathy.

“Your son had every chance to stop antagonizing Jesse,” began Harley, “but he kept at it—even when Jesse tried to walk away. He was trying to pick a fight. You should thank me, really. If I hadn’t gotten involved, they probably would have fought.”

“Thank you? I should thank you?”

“You don’t have to actually say the words. A box of chocolates will do just fine.”

Everyone froze as Nick, Derren, and Ally walked out of the trees. Taking in the situation, the Alpha scowled. “What the hell is going on here? I got a call from Zander telling me a bunch of you were storming through the forest like you were on some kind of crusade.”

Kathy turned to her oldest son. “You saw what she did to Eli!”

“Yes, I did.” Nick’s jaw tightened. “And I told you to let it alone. Just like I told Roni that Eli wasn’t a victim of a feral attack. He’s working through some personal shit right now and it’s clouding his decisions. This is not helping. Roni, you know better than to let Mom get you all riled up.”

Kathy gasped. “Nick!” He just ignored her.

Fed up with this shit, Jesse announced, “We’re done here.” He took a step back, placing himself at Harley’s side. “I had a great deal of respect for you, Kathy, but you lost a lot of that today.”

The fire in Kathy’s eyes dimmed. She swallowed. “I’m just defending my son.”

Harley shook her head, incredulous. “Eli used Jesse as both a physical and emotional punching bag. If you can defend that, if you’re willing to defend that, you don’t deserve the trust Jesse has in you.” Spinning on her heel, Harley marched inside.

Jesse sighed at the crowd. “Eli implied that having Harley here would make me pull away from the pack. Ironic that if I pull away to any extent, it will be because of what you guys did today. Not because of her.” Before anyone could say another word, he returned to the lodge, slamming the door behind him.

He tracked Harley to the kitchen, where she was staring out the window. He slowly curled his arms around her and kissed her nape. “I’m sorry about that, sweetheart.” She hadn’t deserved any of that.

“Not your fault.”

“I want you to feel safe here.” He wanted her to find peace in this place. That was hardly going to happen when she had his pack mates confronting her. He kissed her neck again. “I won’t try to defend what Roni did tonight. I will say that she’s a good person. She’s very protective of her baby brother. Her mother . . . well, she knows what buttons to push.”

“I know. I’m not mad at Roni,” said Harley truthfully. “I know how manipulative some people can be.”

“You’re talking about Clive.”

“Yep.” Her father had a whole species eating out of his hand because he knew how to play others so well. “I won’t say Kathy is quite as talented as he is at it, but she’s good.”

Gently turning Harley to face him, Jesse began to massage her shoulders. “I knew Kathy would have problems with you being here. I didn’t expect her to pit you and Roni against each other. I don’t think anyone would have expected that.”

“Maybe Nat and Kim riled up Kathy, who then riled up the others.”

“Whatever the case, Shaya’s going to freak.” His Alpha female liked Harley and didn’t tolerate shit like that. He continued his massage, but the tension didn’t leave her. And he quickly sensed . . . “Your cat’s pissed.”

“Very.” The cat had a wicked temper and was raking Harley with her claws, wanting out.

“How do you usually calm her down?”

“Give her freedom for a few hours. But if I did that now, we both know what she’d do with that freedom.”

Hunt down the wolves who had challenged her. “Let her out.”

“Look, I know you’re pissed at Kathy and might find some satisfaction in seeing her mauled—”

“I never meant give her the freedom to go hunting. I meant, let her out, trust me to calm and soothe her.”

Harley grimaced. “I’m not sure that will work.”

“My wolf would calm for you.” He rubbed his nose against hers. “Trust me. Shift. I’ll calm her.”

“It takes her hours to truly simmer down, and you have to go back to work.”

He shook his head. “I’m done for the day. I’m not leaving you.”

“You think there’ll be more trouble?”

“No.”

“But your protective instincts are doing a frenzied dance after that little confrontation, so you don’t want me out of your sight,” she guessed.

He kissed her. “I never want you out of my sight. Now, come on, let her out.”

Dubious, Harley nonetheless stripped naked and placed her folded-up clothes on a dining chair. “Good luck.” Then she gave her cat the freedom it craved.

Jesse crouched down so as not to seem so intimidating to the angry margay. “Hey, pretty kitty.” She spat at him, repeatedly smacking the floor with her tail. “I know, I know. But you can’t go hunting.” Risking his eyeballs, Jesse scooped her up and held her against his chest. She squirmed and let out a low guttural growl; sharp claws pricked him, but she didn’t draw blood. He took that as a good sign.

“Shush,” he soothed, petting her with firm strokes all the way from her head to her tail. The writhing soon stopped, but she kept on growling—it was one continuous sound. “I’m mad at them too.” He scratched the top of her head. “But you still can’t kill them.” And so the growling continued.

When some of the tension finally left her, Jesse lay on the sofa, legs crossed at the ankles, and rested her on top of him. He scratched her behind the ears and under her jawline, until the growling turned to purring and she relaxed.

Grabbing the remote from the coffee table, he switched on the TV. The cat opened one eye and, apparently uninterested in the choices that Netflix had to offer, closed it again and drifted off. They stayed like that for hours as Jesse had his own movie marathon. The Wolf of Wall Street was just finishing when there was a knock at the door.

Still pissed with his pack, Jesse wasn’t in the mood to get up and greet anyone. “Who is it?” he called out gruffly, stroking the waking cat sprawled on his chest.

“Me,” said a female voice hesitantly. Shaya.

He silently swore. If it had been anyone else, he could have told them to fuck off. But he found it practically impossible to be mad at Shaya. “Door’s unlocked.”

It slowly opened a little, and Shaya stepped halfway inside, clearly unsure of her welcome. “Hi.” She smiled at the cat. “Hi, there.”

The cat released a quiet growl.

Shaya’s smile wavered. “Not a happy kitty.”

“No,” agreed Jesse.

The Alpha female blew out a long breath. “Can’t say I blame her. Our pack let you both down today—hell, they let themselves down. Bracken and Zander feel truly awful.”

Jesse frowned. “They had nothing to do with it.”

“No, but they were part of the last pack that ganged up on Harley. It’s eating at them that ours did the same thing. That’s why they’re both currently guarding the perimeter of your lodge, refusing to let anyone near it. I had to prove my intentions were honorable before they’d let me pass. I mean, hello, I’m Alpha female here.”

Jesse’s mouth kicked up into a smile. He wasn’t surprised. He, Bracken, and Zander had been friends since childhood and were as close as brothers.

“They’re also making Eli and Roni hang behind until you agree to see them. I can understand if you’d really rather not, but I’d appreciate it if you’d let them fix this. They feel bad about it, and they don’t want a divide in the pack.”

Neither did Jesse. As Nick said, they needed to be a unit right now. Hector was the enemy. Eli might have acted like an asshole, but he was a decent guy who’d had Jesse’s back in battle more than once. Jesse sighed. “All right.”

Shaya brightened. “Thanks, Jesse.” She called the two wolves over. Eli entered first, though he only took a single step inside. Jesse didn’t get up to greet him. Honestly, it would be better if he stayed where he was and kept a tight grip on his mate anyway. Tension was gathering in her muscles, but she looked deceptively relaxed.

“I came to apologize,” said Eli, casting the margay a wary glance. “I took my anger out on you and I said some pretty sly remarks. I was out of line.” Simple. To the point. No attempt to justify his behavior. “It won’t happen again.”

“No, it won’t,” said Jesse.

“And I’m sorry for my mother’s behavior.” Eli shook his head. “She had no right to do what she did. If I’d known what she planned, I would have put a stop to it. Please believe that.”

Roni entered then, shoulders hunched and eyes glinting with shame. The cat unsheathed her claws, and Jesse ground his teeth as they dug into his skin. Just a little more pressure would have him bleeding, so he was glad that Roni didn’t advance any farther into the room.

“I’m sorry too, Jesse.” Roni bit her lip. “I don’t have an excuse. There isn’t an excuse for turning up at your house to confront your mate—a female who was totally justified in what she did. I’m not going to blame my mother. Nick was right; I should know better than to let her get me all worked up.” She looked at the margay. “I came to apologize to Harley too.”

Going by the way she was tapping her claws . . . “I don’t think Harley or her cat will be receptive right now.”

Roni’s shoulders slumped. “On a scale of one to ten, how mad at me is she?”

“Harley or her cat?”

“Both.”

“Harley blames Kathy, not you. But her cat . . . she’s gonna need a little time.”

Roni inclined her head. “Fair enough.”

“Kathy, Caleb, and Kent have been dealt with,” said Shaya. “The boys had actually backed down well before Nick arrived at the scene. They feel like shit but are too scared to face your mate, especially in her cat form. As for Kathy . . . she’s been uncharacteristically quiet. Subdued, even.”

“It’s because Jesse told her she lost a lot of his respect,” Roni explained. “Respect means a great deal to my mother. Not just because she’s a very proud, dominant female, but because my father placed a lot of importance on respect.”

Eli nodded. “He’d say you had to give it before you could get it, that to lose someone’s respect was a shameful thing.”

“Then it would seem that Jesse hit her where it hurt.” Inhaling deeply, Shaya turned to Jesse. “Dinner’s almost ready. Are you coming to the main lodge to eat?”

Since the cat’s claws were still pricking his flesh, he replied, “Not tonight.”

“I thought as much.” The Alpha female smiled weakly. “I hope you’ll join us for lunch tomorrow. I won’t say breakfast, because I know you two prefer having the mornings to yourselves.”

The cat slowly unfurled and did a long, lazy stretch, showing off those sharp claws, never losing sight of the visitors.

“We should go.” Eli backed out of the lodge, pulling Roni with him.

Rolling her eyes, Shaya said, “She’s not getting ready to pounce; she’s just stretching. Her markings are beautiful, especially those little spots.” The redhead stepped forward, reaching out. “I don’t suppose she’d let me give her a little st—” The cat hissed, and Shaya snatched back her hand. “Understood. I’ll see you both tomorrow. Have a good night.” With a little wave, Shaya left the lodge.

The cat retracted her claws and padded up Jesse’s chest to rub the sides of her neck against his face, scent-marking him. He scratched her head. “Such a cute little thing, but you have those wolves nervous.” Because cat shifters were temperamental in their animal form, and this little margay had already perfectly demonstrated just what she could do with those claws.

Just then, his stomach rumbled. The cat blinked and looked around, seeming confused. He chuckled. “I’m hungry. Come back, Harley; tell me what you want for dinner.” But she didn’t. He sighed. “All right.”

Holding on to the cat, he got to his feet and walked into the kitchen. She didn’t struggle to be put down. “I think you like getting carried around. Maybe it’s because you like being up high.” He looked in the cupboards and the fridge, searching for inspiration. “How about I grill some steaks?” he proposed. “Come on, Harley, I need an answer here.” The cat made what sounded like a noise of complaint, and then bones began to crack and pop as she shifted back into her human form.

Curling her limbs around him, Harley said, “When you stroke her and coo to her like that, she doesn’t want to shift.”

Jesse nipped her lip. “Well, I like stroking her—she’s soft, like you. And I don’t coo.”

“You totally coo.”

“Guys don’t coo.”

“You do.”

He growled. “Steaks . . . yes or no?”

“Sounds good to me,” she said. “Put me down so I can get dressed.”

He smoothed his hand down the length of her spine to cup her ass. “But I like you better naked.”

“I’m cold.”

He reluctantly released her. “Then dress. I don’t want you cold.”

Harley took her clothes from the dining chair and began to drag them on. She didn’t have to look at Jesse to know . . . “You’re staring.”

“You’re mine to stare at.”

Snorting, she rolled her eyes.

“You hear everything they said?”

“Yep.”

“Their apologies seemed heartfelt.”

“They did.” She sighed. “I’ll accept them gracefully.”

“But you won’t forgive them in a hurry, will you?” It was a feline thing. And even when she did forgive, she’d never forget. He liked that merciless streak, though.

“Nah,” she replied. “Although, since I’m feeling magnanimous, I’m willing to concede—even if only to you—that their reactions probably wouldn’t have been quite so extreme if everyone wasn’t already wound up tight about the Hector situation.”

“Did you hear Nick tell me earlier that he wants me to go with him to meet Hector’s old Alpha?”

“I did. I also heard him tell you what his contacts discovered about Hector. Personally, I don’t get it. The story just doesn’t make sense; too much info is missing.”

“I agree,” said Jesse. Hopefully the meeting would clear some things up. If not . . . well, he wasn’t sure what their next move could be.

 

It had to be said that Jesse Dalton had a mouth that was truly golden. Harley often woke up to his tongue fluttering between her folds or swirling around her clit. Right now, her legs were hooked over his shoulders as he angled her hips and, basically, served himself—there was really no other way to put it when he was growling hungrily as he sipped, licked, and ate at her.

Every now and then he’d pause, keeping his tongue still, so she could writhe and squirm against it. Then he’d take over, his fingers biting into her hips to keep her still while he licked around the entrance of her pussy or clamped his mouth around her clit to suckle gently. Sometimes he’d drive a finger inside her, but he’d only give her a few thrusts before withdrawing it.

It was pure bliss, but it was also utter torture because she was shaking with the need to come.

“Jesse . . .” It was a demand and a warning.

“Not done,” he growled. His tongue plunged inside her, swirling and stabbing over and over and over.

God, she was close to begging, and she never did that. But then, it probably wouldn’t make a difference if she did. There was only one thing that ever made him show some fricking mercy. “I’m yours, you son of a bitch!”

Jesse rose up and slammed into her pussy, burying himself balls deep in one possessive thrust. She came instantly, contracting and rippling around him. “Yes, you are.” He rode her hard, watching her gorgeous gold eyes widen and go blind with pleasure. “That’s it, sweetheart, milk me dry.”

With her taste in his mouth, her scent flooding his lungs, her soft skin under his hands, and her pussy squeezing him like a burning-hot fist, he couldn’t hold back. He exploded, filling her with everything he had and biting the swell of her breast to leave yet another mark.

Totally replete, he collapsed on top of his mate. Content. Satisfied. Relaxed. Comfortable. Until she punched him in the arm and ordered him to get off and let her breathe. Instead, he hummed against her neck. “I feel so adored.” She just snorted.

Downstairs, she made cinnamon twists using the ingredients they’d bought when he took her shopping the previous day. Jesse had liked them so much he begged her to make more, swearing they brought tears to his eyes. After some incredible sex in the shower, Harley was sitting on the bathroom counter, applying shaving gel to Jesse’s face. “Lily called last night,” she told him.

“What did she want?”

His protective growl made her a little tingly. “Probably money.” Harley had answered the phone with another fake voice-mail greeting, and the line had soon after gone dead.

“Do you see her much?”

“Not really.”

“What about when you first went to live with Tess; did Lily visit you?”

“Only when she wanted something, which was usually money or for me to visit Clive with her and Shawn. I preferred seeing him on my own.”

Jesse frowned. “Who’s Shawn?”

“Clive’s brother.” He was no steadier than Lily, but there had been some occasions when he’d saved the woman from herself. “Can I shave you?”

The request took Jesse by surprise. Her expression said, “I won’t be offended if you say no,” and he believed her. The thought of anyone—even a trained barber—going near his throat with a sharp implement made him balk. But this was Harley. His mate. The person he trusted on a level he didn’t trust anyone else.

As Jesse moved to stand between her legs and then handed her the razor, her breath caught. It was a gesture of trust—as good as giving her his throat. “You sure?”

“I trust you.” Jesse stayed still as she began shaving one side of his face with short, firm strokes, sure to rinse the razor often. She was pretty good at it. If anyone had told him he’d find it relaxing to have someone shave him, he would have snorted. “Tell me about Shawn,” he said as she swirled the razor in the sink. “I don’t remember him.”

“Medium height. Pudgy. Double chin. Dresses like a biker. He has a goatee that makes him look more like a faun from Narnia than a badass.”

“Oh yeah. He was always hanging around Lily.”

“Still does. He’s head over heels for her—has been for as long as I can remember. She doesn’t see it. She’s too wrapped up in Clive to see another male. I think Shawn likes that my father’s in prison. It means he’s able to be a sort of . . . platonic mate to her—all under the guise of looking out for her on Clive’s behalf.”

“Does Clive know the truth?”

Harley went back to shaving him. “I’ve often wondered about it. He doesn’t miss much, so he probably does know. It wouldn’t surprise me if he gets some kind of kick out of the idea that he has the female his brother so badly wants—Clive can be strange like that.”

“It doesn’t bother Clive that you see him without them?” Jesse asked when she paused to rinse the razor.

“No. He doesn’t like to share my attention.”

Then there was a strong possibility he wouldn’t like her being claimed. “How do you think he’ll react to you being mated?”

“There’s never any knowing how Clive will react to anything.” She smiled and teased, “Don’t worry; I’ll protect you.”

“That’s a true comfort.” He remained quiet for a while, but, curious about her strained relationship with Clive, he spoke when she paused once again to rinse the razor. “Did you visit him in prison when you were a kid?”

“Twice a month,” she said as she moved on to the other side of his face. “Lily would do my hair all nice and put on my best clothes. I hated going there. Hated being searched by big hands for drugs and contraband. Then they’d force me to stand still while they brought sniffer dogs into the room; having a huge dog in your face can be pretty scary when you’re just a kid. The guards were so abrupt and rude, glaring at me like I was the prisoner.”

The thought of a small Harley afraid and intimidated like that . . . It was enough to make his blood boil.

“You know, until I was six, I thought Clive was as amazing as his fans now do,” she reluctantly admitted.

The self-recrimination in her voice made his chest ache. He gently cuffed her wrist to still her hand, massaging her pulse with his thumb. “What happened when you were six?”

She hesitated, finding it hard to explain. “You have to understand that, as a kid, I thought my family situation was normal—all I had to compare it to was the other families in my pride. They were all messed up. But when I was six, I started sneaking onto shifter territories.” Mostly using trees. “Sometimes I’d befriend the pups or cubs there; other times I used to just watch them.”

“And you started to see that your family wasn’t so normal.”

Worse. She didn’t want to say it out loud, but he deserved the same trust he’d given her. “I saw that most other dads didn’t beat their mate and son.”

Jesse’s hand clenched around her wrist. He forced himself to gentle his hold. “Clive hurt you?” he rumbled.

She shook her head. “And I don’t know why. He used to call me his princess and be really kind to me. Sometimes I think he just wanted someone to worship him. But you know what? I did love him at the time.”

“Of course you did. He was your dad and you loved who you thought he was.”

She nodded miserably, going back to shaving Jesse’s face. “I did.” And she’d believed he loved her back. But he hadn’t. “Even now, I don’t hate him,” she admitted. “But I despise and resent that people think of him as a hero. They have this image of him as a loving, devoted father who was so devastated by the loss of his son that he wreaked vengeance on humans in the way that other shifters wished they could have done. And he lets them. Thinks it’s amusing.”

“You would think that Lily would find it a blessing that he isn’t able to hurt or control her anymore,” he said when Harley was finished shaving his face. “Instead, she seems unable to cope without him.”

“Like I said, my family isn’t normal.” She took a deep breath. “You sure you’re okay with me shaving your throat?”

He pressed a light kiss to her mouth. “Do it. But first you have to promise to stop beating yourself up for doing something as natural as once loving your own father.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Good girl.” They fell into a comfortable silence as she finished the job, washed his face and throat, dried him off, and then applied his lotion. He skimmed his hand over his face and throat, feeling no rough areas or missed spots. She hadn’t nicked him once. “You did a good job, baby.” He kissed her hard. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Jesse stroked his thumb over her claiming mark. He liked looking at it, touching it, reminding himself she was finally all his. “When I woke up this morning and you were right there, I felt . . . calm.” It was hard for him to explain, but he wanted her to know. “I’m used to feeling restless inside. You bring me peace.”

Her cat totally melted. “I’d say something equally sweet, but I don’t want to sound like a girl.”

“You are a girl. My girl.” Taking her hand, he nipped the pad of her finger. “Always have been. You shouldn’t have taken so long to realize where you belonged. Three years was way too long.”

He said it like she’d left him all alone. “You can’t tell me you were celibate during that time.”

“I wasn’t celibate. I’m a shifter. We need touch, sexual and social. But they were either short flings or one-night stands. None of them meant anything to me. Not a thing.” Yeah, it was cold but it was also the truth.

If that was supposed to soothe Harley, it didn’t. Although she didn’t like thinking of him with others, she also didn’t like that he’d closed himself off emotionally. “Maybe that’s because you didn’t give any of them a chance to be anything more to you.”

“Hmm.”

Hmm? “What does ‘hmm’ mean?” And why did it annoy her so much when he said it?

“None of them could have made me happy. They weren’t you.” It was really that simple. “You didn’t have a lot of relationships either—there was only really the chef, the lawyer, and the fireman.”

Harley gaped. “How the hell do you know that?”

“You should have damn well known in advance that they wouldn’t make you happy. The chef was an asshole with an assault record. The lawyer was married to his job and kept canceling on you. The fireman . . .”

“Cheated on me,” she finished. “I’m surprised you didn’t try to scare them off.” Then she remembered how abruptly they had all disappeared. “Oh my God, you scared them off.”

“I didn’t like knowing you were with others, but—knowing I’d have you one day, when you were ready to see you weren’t happy among humans—I would have dealt with it if they were good to you. They weren’t, so they needed to go.”

She looked at the ceiling. “Why aren’t I mad?” He’d interfered in her personal life, after all.

He slid his arms around her and kissed her neck. “Because, like I said before, you get me.”

Yeah, she did. She got that he hadn’t done it out of a malicious jealousy. He’d done it to protect her, because that was what he did. A guy who’d lost his true mate wasn’t going to just sit back and take for granted that the female he intended to claim would be fine without him watching over her. And said female couldn’t be in a relationship with him unless she took that into account and made some allowances. So Harley hugged him back and said, “Yeah, I get you.”





CHAPTER NINE
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Watching the kids running around while Bruce yapped at their heels, Harley smiled. The play area looked awesome with all the fake green and brown foliage twined around the wood. Camo fabric, inflatable banana trees, and animal-print balloons added to the jungle feel. The large stuffed jungle animals were also a nice touch . . . right up until the kids each claimed one and ran off with them.

Sadly, the party hadn’t been a surprise, since Cassidy had foreseen it. Still, she was thoroughly enjoying herself, leaping around in her leopard costume. Willow was always close behind in her tiger costume, roaring or laughing.

All four of the other children were in fancy dress getups. Well, they had arrived in costumes. A toddler with a mop of blond curls named Dexter had long ago stripped off his giraffe suit and was dashing around in his underwear.

The only outsiders present at the party were Shaya’s human father, two cat shifters who worked at a shelter for lone shifters, and of course the Phoenix Pack. Some looked at Harley with curiosity, others with wariness. But they all looked away whenever the tower of overprotectiveness at Harley’s side turned a glare on them.

Shifters without a fully formed mating bond could be pathologically possessive and protective—it was something to do with being insecure in the mating. Since she had yet to return Jesse’s claim and they didn’t even have the beginnings of a bond, it was really no wonder that he was finding it difficult to have so many unmated males around her.

“Cassidy’s so happy here,” said Makenna. “It’s great to see her settled.” Her hot yet deadly-looking mate grunted. Ryan seemed to prefer communicating in grunts, and Makenna seemed able to translate them.

“She’s also pretty fast; even Kye can’t catch her,” commented Taryn, referring to her son, who was dressed as a monkey. Perched on her hip was the infant daughter of Grace, one of her pack mates.

Considering the Phoenix Alpha female was Shaya’s best friend, Harley had expected Taryn to be cool toward her, given the trouble Harley could bring the pack. However, both Taryn and her mate, Trey, had been nothing but pleasant. To look at, the couple was an odd match; Taryn was a tiny little thing and Trey was built like a Highlander.

“Savannah, down!” ordered Kye, every inch the alpha, making his parents chuckle.

That was when Harley saw a little girl with caramel pigtails hanging upside down from a tree branch, dangling her elephant costume with her fingers. “Is she okay up there?” Her cat badly wanted to join her, a little overwhelmed by the large number of strange shifters.

“Sure,” replied Riley, a small female with enviably dark iridescent hair who was also a raven shifter. “Savannah’s a viper.”

“I thought I could smell ‘snake.’ I just hadn’t figured it was one of the kids.” Harley had never met a viper before, since they were fairly rare.

“Dexter’s a cheetah,” said Riley. “He and Savannah are from the shelter, like me.”

“Our pack gave them and Riley sanctuary,” said Taryn. “It was supposed to be a temporary arrangement, but we adopted the kids into the pack and are hoping Riley will join us too.”

Riley shifted uncomfortably. “I’m still unsure.”

“If you do decide to leave, I don’t think you’ll find it easy.” Trey gestured at a wolf who was staring at Riley with a possessive gleam in his eyes, a wolf who had earlier been introduced to Harley as the Phoenix Pack’s Head Enforcer.

Riley sniffed. “That hot-and-cold motherfucker has no say in what I do. When I first arrived at his territory, he whined about it and wanted me gone. Now he growls at me whenever I talk about leaving—all the while scowling at me because he doesn’t like that he wants me to stay. How messed up is that?”

Taryn chuckled. “That’s just Tao for you. His mind works in mysterious ways. Still, we all hope you’ll stay.”

Loosely hooking an arm around Harley’s neck, Jesse said into her ear, “See, other species of shifter can survive well in wolf packs. So will you.” When she gave him a “we’ll see” look, he nipped her earlobe, smiling at her little yelp. “They’d better open the buffet soon. I’m starving.”

“I don’t think the cooks will make us wait much longer; Marcus is driving them crazy, harassing them for food,” said Harley, unsure how someone who ate so much could look so hot. “Ally did a good job with the birthday cake.” The huge chocolate monstrosity was decorated with standing edible trees and jungle animals. With Roni and Marcus hovering around it, Harley would be surprised if there was any left for the others to taste.

All was well again between Roni and Harley. The she-wolf and her mate had appeared at the lodge earlier and, with a “please forgive me” expression, she’d handed Harley some catnip. Like that, the tension was broken and Harley burst out laughing. Marcus sagged in relief, and she suspected he’d worried that Harley wouldn’t “get” his mate’s somewhat offbeat sense of humor.

Eli had also come by again and apologized to her, which wouldn’t have been all that surprising if he hadn’t had Kathy at his side. She’d said a very terse yet sincere apology to Jesse and then handed Harley a box of books she’d had “lying around.” With that, she’d stomped off. As the collection of books included works by Stephen King, Harley was willing to accept the silent act of contrition.

Caleb and Kent had also made their apologies, asking if said apologies could also be passed on to her cat, who they seemed to be absolutely petrified of. Harley had taken pity on the couple. They were impossible to dislike, even though they’d acted like idiots by following the crowd instead of thinking for themselves.

Since then, all had been fine within the pack. Jesse explained the previous night: “You’ve earned their respect by proving you’ll defend me—even against our own pack mates—you won’t take shit, you can protect yourself, and you’ll gracefully accept their apologies even when they might not deserve it. They consider you officially one of us now.”

Well, whatever.

Feeling eyes on her, Harley looked to see Nat, Kim, and an old woman staring at her like she’d pissed in their shoes. Yeah, it was safe to say that Nat and Kim hadn’t joined the Mercury Pack in accepting Harley. But the more she’d watched Nat interact with people, the more Harley had decided it would be wise not to take a single thing personally when it came to that woman. She seemed to detest all people equally with the exception of her children. She might be polite and respectful to those around her, but that didn’t mean she liked them.

As for Kim . . . well, she still seemed to have her sights set on Jesse and, as such, saw Harley has an interloper. But why the old woman standing with Kim and Nat was scowling at Harley, she had no idea. “Who’s that?” Harley asked.

Trey sighed tiredly. “That would be my grandmother, Greta.”

“Or, as I affectionately refer to her, ‘the antisocial, psychotic, prudish agent of Lucifer,’” said Taryn, to which her mate sighed again.

Harley vaguely remembered Shaya and Ally mentioning that Trey’s grandmother was very possessive of him, his Beta, and his enforcers—referring to them all as “her boys” and disliking unmated females around them. Roni was the only female she had accepted.

Something about the way Taryn was glaring at Greta made the woman choose that moment to march over. She did a double take at the sight of Savannah. “Will someone get that child down, for goodness sake!” Greta shook her head at Riley. “You have no control over her at all; you let her go around attacking people.”

Riley crossed her eyes. “She only hurt one person—that was you. And all she did was bite you. Get over it.”

“Greta, this is a kids’ party,” Trey reminded her. “Tone it down for once.”

Lifting her chin, Greta sniffed haughtily. Then her eyes landed on Harley and narrowed. “I’ve heard about you. I respect your father and I respect that he avenged his son, but I don’t respect your actions. You’ve put good people in danger by coming here. Clive would be very disappointed in you.”

Harley snorted. Here was yet another person who didn’t know the real Clive Vincent. Her cat unsheathed her claws and wiggled them.

“Greta,” drawled Jesse. “This has nothing at all to do with you. Stay out of it.”

“I’m disappointed with you, Jesse,” Greta told him. “I would have thought you were more protective of your pack than to take a risk like this. Although I respect Clive, I don’t respect his pride. She’s just like them—selfish. How can you not see that? For God’s sake, she spent most of her life around drugs, alcohol, partying, and bar fights.”

“It builds character,” said Harley.

“Then she went off to live with a bunch of rich, high-and-mighty humans,” Greta went on. “Why should you lot be the ones protecting her when she’s got them?”

Harley gave her a smile filled with mock pity. “Your parents didn’t hug you enough when you were a pup, did they?” Before Greta could speak again, Harley asked, “What’s it to you anyway? You’re not part of this pack.”

“No, but my Roni is. My other boys didn’t find themselves a decent mate, but Marcus didn’t let me down; he’s mated with a good, strong female who’s a loving mate and takes care of him.” She gestured at the couple.

“Ow! Stop hitting me with spoons!” Marcus whined at his mate.

Roni hit him again. “Stop trying to cut the cake!”

Harley turned back to Greta. “I see what you mean.”

Flushing, Greta humphed. “You’re no better than her.” She stabbed her finger in Riley’s direction. “She moved to our pack for sanctuary, knowing it could bring trouble our way. Some people are just selfish through and through.”

Riley rolled her eyes. “Look, Gretchen—”

“It’s Greta.”

“I don’t care,” said Riley.

Greta looked back at Harley. “See, selfish. And rude. She’s not—”

“Buffet’s open!” Shaya called out.

Just like that, Greta’s scowl fell and she turned to Trey with a shark’s grin. “Ooh good, I’m starving.”

As the woman walked away, Harley said to Jesse, “And I thought Lily was dramatic.”

Jesse snickered and guided his mate to the long table, where they both filled their plates with food before finding an empty bench. As they ate, he watched her, admiring the almost orgasmic looks she displayed after every bite. She was a female who enjoyed her food and made no apologies for it. As conversation went on around them, Jesse licked barbeque sauce from the corner of Harley’s mouth. “Watching you eat makes me hard,” he said in a low voice.

She chuckled. “Then prepare to stay that way for a while because I’m having seconds.”

“So am I.” At the buffet table, they grabbed another plate of food and then returned to the bench. Dominic—a Phoenix enforcer and born flirt—was in their spot, so Jesse just stared at him until he moved, laughing.

“When are they cutting the cake?” Dominic asked Jesse.

“I don’t know,” he replied. “Why?”

“I called dibs on the lion.”

Trey frowned at him. “The animals are for the kids to eat.”

Dominic blinked. “What’s your point?”

Sighing, Trey shook his head. “Have you met Jesse’s mate yet?”

“Yeah, I’ve had that pleasure,” said Dominic, grinning. “Hello again, Harley.”

“Hello,” said Harley. The blond wolf was seriously good-looking, long and lean with a wicked grin that spelled “trouble.” And Jesse was glaring at him.

“You’re a lucky guy, Jess,” Dominic told him.

Jesse narrowed his eyes. “I know.”

“I was surprised to hear her dad was Clive Vincent,” continued Dominic. “I actually thought her father might be a lumberjack.”

Confused, Harley repeated, “A lumberjack?”

“Yeah, because whenever I look at you, I get wood in my pants.”

Before Jesse could make a grab for the little fucker, Trey fisted his hand in the back of Dominic’s shirt and yanked him aside, almost making the blond drop his beer.

Jesse pinned the pervert’s gaze. “Fuck off, asshole.”

Dominic looked at him with mock hurt. “What’s with the hostility, dude?”

“You’re breathing my mate’s air,” said Jesse. “That’s enough.”

The blond just chuckled. Jesse wasn’t exactly surprised by Dominic’s behavior. The Phoenix enforcer always annoyed mated males by dishing out cheesy lines to their mates. No one quite understood why Dominic did it, though the general consensus was that he just wasn’t right in the head. Why else would he flirt with mated females?

Hearing her cell phone ring, Harley fished it out of her pocket. “It’s Tess,” she told Jesse. “I’ll be back in a sec.” On answering, she said, “City Morgue, you kill ’em, we chill ’em.”

Jesse watched his mate walk away to take the call in private, purely because he loved that ass. It was an ass that fit perfectly in his hands, an ass that turned a gorgeous shade of red when he spanked her. His cock twitched as he remembered doing just that the previous night when he took her hard from behind, his teeth biting into her nape as he kept one hand bunched in her hair. He’d left yet more marks of possession over her body, had learned and tasted and worshipped every inch of it until—

“Here, peace offering.”

Jesse looked up to see Kim holding out a plate of food . . . which might have been a nice thing to do if it weren’t the kind of thing a mate would do. His wolf snarled at the offering. “No.” Before she could try to take Harley’s seat, he put his hand there.

Kim perched herself on the arm of the bench, as if he wasn’t emitting an unwelcoming vibe. “I’m sorry.”

Reminding himself that this was Bracken’s baby sister and he could, at the very least, hear her out, Jesse sighed. “For what?”

“Judging you so harshly for taking Harley as your mate.” She bit her lip. “It was a shock and . . . I guess I’ll just always feel that you should have been Torrie’s.”

“Is that right?”

“I shouldn’t have jumped down Harley’s throat like that and said the things I said,” added Kim, looking sincerely regretful. “I’ll bet she hates me now.”

“She doesn’t hate you. Or like you. Or dislike you. Or anything else.” The female wasn’t a ping on his mate’s radar. And that seemed to piss Kim off.

“You may not think of me as a friend, but I’ve always thought of you as one. We both loved Torrie, and I saw how devastated you were by . . . I just want you to be happy.” She looked at him from beneath her lashes. “You’re sure imprinting will work?”

He bristled. “My relationship with Harley is not your fucking business.”

She swallowed. “Let me just say one last thing. I have a feeling that imprinting will be hard for you. If you ever need to talk, need someone to listen without judgment—”

“He’ll talk to Harley,” finished Ally, making Kim’s head snap up.

“I’m just saying he could find imprinting hard,” Kim told her. “But that doesn’t mean he can’t still have a strong mating bond with a female who isn’t his true mate. I want that for him.”

Ally stepped forward. “No. I think you want it with him.”

Kim flushed. “Torrie was my friend—”

“Great, but you can stop dragging her into conversations. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you kept mentioning her in the hope of making Jesse feel guilty for mating with Harley.”

“Look,” began Kim, standing upright, “it seems like you and I got off on the wrong foot, Ally. Or maybe I offended you somehow. If so, I’m sorry; it wasn’t intentional.”

A slow smile surfaced on Ally’s face, but it wasn’t pleasant. “As I’ve already explained to you, it offends me that I take time out of my life to train you and you don’t even take it seriously. But that’s not the issue here.”

“Isn’t it?” challenged Kim, eyes flaring.

“No. And you know it.”

“I just came over to apologize. I don’t want to cause trouble. I’m trying really hard to fit in here and—”

“There’s no reason for you to fit in; you’re not one of us. Harsh, yeah, but it needs to be said. Now I suggest you scamper before I shove this chicken wing up your ass for making me mad at a kids’ party.” Ally exhaled heavily when the female finally stomped off. “Just two more weeks and she’ll be gone,” the Seer reminded Jesse.

Taryn, who’d been listening intently, leaned forward. “Ten bucks says Harley will have clawed her before then.”

Jesse wasn’t going to bet against that.

The kids suddenly whizzed by with Willow droning, “He wants you too, Malachai.”

Shaya’s eyes widened. “Tell me she didn’t just quote Children of the Corn.”

 

“Sweetheart, how are you?” Tess asked.

Standing in the shadows, Harley said, “I’m good. How about you?”

“Fine, fine. But I’ve missed you. I was thinking of coming to California to see you. What hotel are you staying at?”

Crap. “Um . . .”

“Oh God, what’s happened?”

“Well, to cut a long story short—”

“No short stories. I want the full, uncut version.”

So Harley told her about the hate mail, Cassidy’s vision, and that Jesse had brought her to Mercury Pack territory to protect her. Before she could add that he’d also claimed her, Tess was speaking.

“You’re telling me you’ve been receiving hate mail from extremists and you’re only telling me this now?”

“I didn’t want to worry you.”

“You didn’t want to worry me or you didn’t want to trouble me with shifter problems? I’m not your grandparents, Harley. I accept that part of you.”

Harley sighed. “I know you do, and I appreciate that more than you know. But you’re a sweet person who blushes and hums and laughs like an angel. I didn’t want to unload this twisted crap on you. I didn’t want it to touch you. Is that so awful?”

“No,” said Tess before grumbling, “it’s that shifter protective streak at work. So, you didn’t say a lot about this Jesse guy other than he’s Mia’s brother and that a pup in his pack had a vision of your car exploding.”

“He’s one of the very few people in his old pack who didn’t accuse me of introducing Mia to drugs.”

“Well, it was nice of him to offer to protect you on his territory, but that’s not necessary. Ask him to drop you at my house tomorrow. You’ll always have a home here.”

Harley chewed on her nail. “Um . . . yeah, I don’t think he will.”

“You only ever say ‘um’ when you’re uncomfortable. Why are you uncomfortable talking about him? What aren’t you telling me?”

“Um . . .”

“Sweetheart, just because he’s a shifter doesn’t mean he can protect you better than your family. I have excellent security here, and I can hire bodyguards.”

“I know, but it’s not about that.” And she didn’t dare risk leading the extremists to Tess’s door anyway.

“So tell me what it is about.”

Harley rubbed her forehead. She wouldn’t be so nervous if Tess’s approval wasn’t important to her. “Are you sitting down? You should sit down.”

“Harley, I’ve had all the bad news I can take for one day.”

“It’s not bad news.”

“Go on.”

Taking a deep breath, Harley said, “Jesse would rather I stay here because . . . he claimed me.”

A pause. “He claimed you? He’s your true mate?”

“No, his true mate died when they were kids, but, well, he wants me as his mate.” Total silence greeted that statement. “Tess, you there?”

“Oh, Harley, you never fail to surprise me. Where is this Mercury territory? Give me directions. I need to see you with my own eyes.”

“Directions? Not a good idea.”

Tess huffed. “I don’t always get lost.”

Harley snorted softly. “Sure you don’t.”

“Stop distracting me from the real issue. I told you, I need to see you.”

“The Alpha male isn’t real big on visitors. I’ll come to you.”

“And you’ll bring Jesse? I want to interrogate him and see for myself that he’s good enough for you.”

Harley smiled. “You don’t know how to interrogate someone.” Tess was a marshmallow.

“I need to see him around you and decide for myself if he cares for you the way you deserve—I will not rest until this happens.”

“How about we come see you Monday?”

There was an excited squeal. “Come at noon.”

“Okay, but, Tess, please don’t cook. Leave it to Ria; that’s why you hired her.”

A huff. “Fine. See you then!”

Harley grabbed another plate and piled it with goodies before returning to the bench. She handed Jesse one of her cinnamon twists, and he smiled.

“Thanks, sweetheart.” He gave her a long kiss before biting into the pastry. “What did Tess want?”

“Who’s Tess?” asked Taryn, ignoring her Beta female’s “Don’t be so nosy” admonishment.

“My aunt,” replied Harley.

Greta sniffed. “I take it she’s one of the rich ones. Haughty through and through, I’ll bet.”

Harley sighed. “Maybe you could take a trip to the library to brush up on your prejudice. Now what’s with all the tension?”

“We had ourselves a little problem.” Roni gestured with her spoon to Kim. “It’s gone now.”

Ally put a hand on Harley’s arm. “Don’t worry about Kim. She’s no threat whatsoever to your relationship with Jesse.”

Harley knew that. Of course, that didn’t mean that she and her cat wouldn’t happily tear the bitch apart with every claw she possessed.

“The thing is,” began Ally, “she finds his level of dominance so hot that when he’s forceful with her, it turns her on. She’s not at all discouraged by how cold he is with her. The poor guy can’t win.”

“How about we just stop talking about her?” suggested Jesse. With a few “Fines” the conversation switched topics. Uninterested in anyone other than his mate, he said into her ear, “What did Tess want?”

“To meet you.”

“I thought as much.” He bit into his cinnamon twist, inwardly groaning. His mate could bake like a pro.

“I told her we’d go for lunch at her house on Monday.”

“We’ll use the jet.”

She blinked. “You have a private jet?”

“It belongs to one of Nick’s contacts.” Jesse took another bite of his pastry. “He lets us use it.”

“Your Alpha seems to have some really useful contacts.”

“He met most of them in juvie, including Derren. Shifters in places like that form little ‘packs’ of their own and often keep in touch afterward.”

“Huh.” She was curious about how Nick and Derren had found themselves in juvie, but it didn’t feel right to ask. It was none of her business. “They have my respect for surviving the experience.” Many shifters died at the hands of the abusive human guards.

“And mine.” He shifted in his seat, wincing as his back muscles flexed.

Harley looked at him, expecting to see pain on his face. Instead, there was smugness. “What?”

“Sometimes when I move, it tugs on the claw marks you left on my back.” They were marks of possession and were deep enough to be permanent.

“You like that I branded you, even though it hurts?”

He snorted. “Of course. And I like that I branded you. I’m going to enjoy doing it again.” And again and again, until she finally accepted that there was no going back for them.

 

Later that night, Harley sat on the porch swing with Jesse. Neither said much, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence. Her cat basked in the sense of peace she found in that very moment. Being without her own territory had never been easy for her cat, but Harley hadn’t realized just how important it could be to the animal until she came here. Her margay had already bonded with the land. And who could blame her? “It’s so quiet here.”

Beside her, Jesse stiffened. “You don’t like the quiet?”

Frowning at his sudden tension, she said, “What’s not to like about it?”

“Some people prefer hustle and bustle.”

“I’m not one of those people.”

“Good.” He began playing with her hair as the tension slipped away from his muscles.

“You worry I miss living among humans,” she realized.

“Don’t you?”

“No. I miss performing at the club, though.” She missed it a lot. It was something she loved. Of course she still played her violin at the cabin, but that wasn’t the same thing at all. And not having a job or the sense of urgency to make money to afford her outgoings . . . it was odd. She was just about to share her plans to buy the club when he spoke.

“You can’t go back there.”

“I know I can’t now. But after this whole thing has blown over—”

“No,” he clipped.

She bristled at that one-word answer that was the verbal equivalent of a door being slammed shut on the conversation. She sat upright, meeting his gaze. “Excuse me?”

“Harley, your cousins may hunt down and kill the extremists who targeted you, but there are plenty of other extremists out there,” he pointed out impatiently. “Now that they seem convinced your father leads The Movement, you’re not safe from them.”

“You said they don’t mess with this pack.”

“They don’t. They won’t come here. But they’ve already demonstrated that they have no problem targeting you while you’re at the club. I can’t be sure they wouldn’t be so desperate to hurt Clive through you that they won’t try that again.”

“You’re right.” She leaned forward and spoke sharply as she added, “But if you think that I’ll hide out here and never leave this territory again, you’re out of your damn mind.”

“Harley—”

“There’s no way I’m going to hole up here forever just because they’re crazy motherfuckers.” Their mental issues were not her problem. “Do you honestly expect me to?”

“No, of course not.” But it wasn’t a bad idea. “They’re only focusing on you at the moment because Clive is big news right now, since people are speculating that he founded The Movement. Soon enough, they’ll be suspecting someone else. That’s the way it works. But even then, it will be safer for you to not spend a lot of time in the human world.” Done with the subject, Jesse rose from the swing and went inside the lodge.

“Safer for me?” she repeated, following him.

“Yes. If you ever want to go somewhere—shopping, a restaurant, the movies—I’ll take you. Not a problem. But working in the human world isn’t a good idea for any shifter, and I’m not prepared to risk you.”

“I’m planning to buy the club.”

Shock rooted him to the spot. “Say again?”

“You heard me just fine.”

He slashed a hand through the air. “No fucking way.”

A hot wave of anger washed over Harley. Her cat hissed, swishing her tail. “Jesse, be very sure you want to continue dictating to me. It won’t end well.”

He spoke clearly, enunciating every word, “You are not going back to that club. And you are definitely not buying it.”

She folded her arms as she slowly walked toward him. “You know what I think, Jesse? I think the real reason you don’t want me anywhere near the club is that you want me to leave my old life behind. You feel threatened by it.”

“Why would I feel threatened by it? When you accepted my claim, you chose me over that life.”

“When I accepted your claim, I chose to give returning to the shifter world a chance,” she corrected, halting in front of him. “But when I made that decision, I didn’t think you expected me to give up my dream. Considering how well informed you were about my life, you’ll know that, no matter where I lived, I always performed at clubs. It’s what I do.”

He clenched his fists. “You don’t need a job. You don’t need to earn your own money. You’re part of a pack. We support each other.”

“This has nothing to do with money and everything to do with how much I love what I do.”

“You can play your violin here.”

Her cat took a swipe at him, angered by the way he’d so easily dismissed how important this was to her. “I do, actually.” She practiced often when she was alone. “But that’s not the same as playing it for people who appreciate that kind of music. I like playing alongside DJs and bands—”

“And I like knowing my mate is safe,” he snapped. “My priority is your safety. That means no returning to the club. End of conversation.”

“End of conversation? Damn fucking right. This is all pointless because I will make the owner an offer and there is no way for you to stop me. Whatever rights you thought you had to rule my life, I hereby remove,” she sniped. “But if there ever comes a time when I need you to think for me, I’ll let you know.” With that, she stalked out of the room.

“Already lost two people, Harley. I’m not losing anyone else.”

The gut-wrenching agony in those gruff words pulled her up short. He hid the pain so well beneath that blank expression that it was easy to forget how tortured he was. Without turning to face him, she reminded him, “I lost someone too, Jesse.” She missed Michael every day. “But I don’t let that loss rule my decisions, and I definitely wouldn’t expect it to rule anyone else’s. And you really don’t need to be so overprotective. I’m not weak.”

“You’re not weak,” Jesse agreed. He crossed the room to her, pressing his front against her back. “Far from it. But you’ve never been as protective of yourself as you should. It means you don’t always think before you act; you make decisions with your heart instead of your head. You can’t be careless with your safety anymore, Harley. Not when you belong to someone. Not when that someone needs you.”

She tried to hold on to her anger, not wanting to let him off the hook so easy. But she hated hearing pain in his voice. Hated it. “You’re an enforcer, and you’re proud of it. You like the sense of importance that comes with it. What if you no longer had that?”

Jesse’s wolf stilled. “Are you asking me to give up the position?”

She turned and smacked his chest. “No, idiot. I’m asking you to imagine how it would feel to suddenly lose that position. You’d have nothing to do, no real contribution to make, no purpose to ground you. How would it make you feel?”

“Bored. Unfulfilled.” Jesse cupped her jaw. “I don’t want you to feel those things. I don’t want you to be unhappy.”

“I didn’t say I was unhappy. I’m fulfilled in other areas of my life. I like it here. But without being able to do what I love doing, I’ll feel like I’m just sort of floating around.”

“You’re strong enough to be an enforcer, but I don’t think that would fulfill you.”

“Nah, not my thing. There’s too much routine involved. Routine bores me. And I don’t like being micromanaged.” She placed her hands on his chest. “I don’t need a role. But I need to play. It’s part of who I am, just like being an enforcer is more than a role to you.”

Snaking his arms around her, Jesse rested his forehead on hers. “I just want you safe.”

“No one’s saying you can’t keep me safe. You can be with me every time I’m there if that’s what it takes to keep you from losing your shit. This little thing is called ‘compromise.’ Work with me here.”

He groaned. Every instinct he had screamed no. Panic, anxiety, fear, anger—all of it sat like lead in his stomach. He wanted her here at all times, where he knew she was safe. But he also knew—always had known—that she’d never be totally happy if she were isolated. And if he fought her on this and cut her dream short, it would create enough bitterness and resentment to eat at what they had until there was nothing left. He had more chance of losing her if he didn’t do that dreaded thing she called “compromise” than if she reappeared in public.

“We wait until the focus of the extremists has shifted to someone else before you go anywhere near the place, okay?” he said. “If you want to make the owner an offer, I’ll support that.” Even though he’d hate it. “But I’ll take care of the security measures. And there must always be me and at least one other wolf with you.” Sensing her pride balking at that condition, he added, “If you won’t consent to that for your sake, do it for mine.”

She sighed, and her shoulders lost their stiffness. “I can live with that.”

“Good. It won’t be easy getting Nick on board. Unlike me, he doesn’t have an undying need to give you whatever you want and make you happy.”

She smiled. Jesse could be sweet sometimes, although she doubted many would believe that. “No, but Nick does have an undying need to do those things for Shaya.”

“If you get Shaya on board, he won’t stand a chance.” Jesse scooped her up. “Now let’s move on from this and get to the makeup sex. I’m hungry.”

Sounded good to her.





CHAPTER TEN
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Walking Jesse to the front door, Harley asked him, “You leaving with Nick soon?”

“Yes,” he replied. “Hopefully Hector’s old Alpha will have something interesting to tell us.” Even though he’d be back by the evening, he’d miss her. Miss her humor, her smile, her scent, and that sense of whimsy that warmed his life. “Any plans of your own for today?”

“I’m hoping to finish the book I started yesterday.”

When she said no more, Jesse arched a brow. “Nothing else?”

“Nope.” Reading would be quite enough to get Harley through the hours alone. She’d also practice the violin later while she wouldn’t have an audience. She didn’t like to practice in front of people. Refining and reconnecting with her craft was an intensely personal process.

“No baking at all?”

The hint made her roll her eyes. “What is it you want me to make?”

“It would be good if you could make more cinnamon twists.”

She released a long, suffering sigh. He was so spoiled. “Fine.”

Satisfied, Jesse nodded. “We’re visiting Tess tomorrow, right?”

“Right.”

“Do you think she’ll approve of our mating?”

“She will if she thinks I’m happy.”

“Are you?” he asked carefully.

She pretended to think about it, and then she was squealing because he threw her over his shoulder and spanked her ass. Spanked. Her. Ass. Twice. She bit him hard and pounded his back with her fists, but he just laughed. Bastard.

Chest rumbling with laughter, Jesse put her down and kissed her hard. She literally shoved him out of the lodge, which just seemed to make him even more amused. Alone, she settled at the reading nook. Forty minutes. She got forty minutes of peace before there were light knocks on the door and two pups yelled her name, giggling. It was ironic that Jesse worried Harley would be lonely; she rarely had any time to herself.

The moment she opened the door, the two pups rushed inside, telling her all about their brand-new coloring books. Shaya, Ally, and Roni followed them into the lodge, looking at the pups with affectionate exasperation.

“Why don’t you two girls sit at the big table while you color your books,” proposed Shaya, ushering them into the dining area.

As Harley closed the front door, Ally said, “We were going to leave them with Kathy, but once they heard we were coming here, they begged to come along. They said it smells good here. I’m assuming they mean because it always smells like a bakery.”

Roni pulled her lollipop out of her mouth. “We came to talk about the club. Ally told us you’re hoping to buy it.”

Unable to tell by their expressions whether or not they were going to back her on it, Harley simply gestured for them to sit on the sofa and said, “All right. Who wants coffee?” Once everyone had a drink, Harley settled in the rocker.

“So, about the club,” said Shaya.

Harley sighed. “Nick’s not gonna go for it.”

“No, he’s not,” agreed the redhead. “We need to be smart in how we go about this.”

“You mean we need to manipulate him,” said Roni.

Shaya cocked her head. “I prefer to think of it as avoiding complications.”

Lightly rocking the chair, Harley said, “Can’t I just go to him and—”

“No,” stated Shaya. “If you’re serious about buying the club, we need to be smart about how we present the matter to Nick. Trust me, I know him well.”

“Have you mentioned it to Jesse yet?” Ally asked Harley.

“Yes. He didn’t react well initially, but he’ll support me as long as he’s responsible for the security. Since that’s not my area of expertise and it gives him peace of mind, I’m okay with that.”

Shaya smiled. “It would be really cool to have a place to go that we know is safe for us. I love our territory, but there are times when I’d like to go have some fun without Nick worrying too much. I’m glad you’re willing to stick around, Harley. I know you haven’t officially claimed Jesse yet, but you’re not holding back—you’re really giving this relationship a try. I like that. He’s a good guy, and I’d really like to see him happy.”

“It really doesn’t bother you that I come with a ton of shit?” Harley asked.

“Even if I didn’t like you—which I do—it wouldn’t.” Shaya was silent for a moment. “You know, I always thought Jesse was bad at relationships. They never lasted long, they often ended badly, and he just didn’t invest anything of himself in them. But when you came here and I saw him with you, I realized it’s not that he’s bad at relationships, it’s just that—to put it simply—those females weren’t you. He knew who he wanted and who could make him happy. And I want Jesse to be happy.”

“I’ll bet he’s happy that you smell of him,” said Roni.

Harley snorted softly. “I’m not surprised I smell of him. He rubs himself all over me every day.” Like a damn cat.

“No, I mean . . . his scent is imbedded in your skin. There’s a difference.”

Ally stood and sniffed Harley. “Roni’s right. And you know what that means.”

Imprinting had begun. Harley was shocked enough about that for it to override any other emotion she might have felt. “I didn’t think it would start unless I returned his claim.” Having been out of the shifter world for so long, she wasn’t as educated about these matters as she should be.

Ally shook her head. “Imprinting is a tricky thing that I don’t think anyone fully understands. It’s a process that, if completed, will result in a mating bond. It seems to work differently for each couple. Sometimes it begins quickly, sometimes it takes years, and sometimes it doesn’t happen at all. I was in a relationship with a guy for quite a while. I cared about him, and he cared for me. But we didn’t imprint on each other. Probably because I didn’t love him.”

“I’m not so sure it’s about love,” said Shaya. “I’ve known couples to begin imprinting on each other when the emotion wasn’t yet present, but maybe love is the kicker. Maybe without it, the couple can’t fully imprint on each other.”

“But that doesn’t account for the couples who love each other yet haven’t fully imprinted,” Roni pointed out. “It could be that a host of things need to be present. Like love, loyalty, respect, acceptance, and trust—the type of things that build and sustain not only relationships but mating bonds.”

“That would make sense,” said Shaya. “The couple needs to have the building blocks as well as the willingness to completely expose themselves to one another before nature will grant them the bond.”

“So what does it mean if I’m wearing his scent but he’s not wearing mine?” Harley asked.

Roni frowned. “If you’re wearing his scent, he’ll be wearing yours. That’s how it works.”

“If that was true, he’d have said something,” said Harley. “I’m surprised he didn’t sense it.”

“Oh, he’ll know you’re wearing each other’s scents and he’ll be damn smug about it,” said Ally. “If he hasn’t mentioned it, it could be because he’s worried how you’ll react. Or maybe he just wants you to sense it for yourself.”

“If it’s the latter, I’ve totally ruined it.” Roni slipped her lollipop back in her mouth as if to shut herself up.

“He should have told me.” Harley rubbed her forehead. “But, then, he also shouldn’t have slung me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and then spanked my ass.” Recalling why he’d done that, she said, “Ah, maybe that’s why he never mentioned it.”

Confused, Ally asked, “You think he was distracted by spanking your ass?”

“No. He asked me if I was happy. To tease him, I pretended to mull it over. He wasn’t upset or anything, he even seemed amused, but he could have read something into it.”

“He’s probably just being cautious,” hedged Shaya. “I guess you’ll find out later when you make him talk about it.”

“I guess I will.”

 

The Alpha of the Trantham Pack leaned back in his leather chair, tapping his fingers on his office desk. “So, Nick, what can I do for you?”

So far, Jesse kind of liked the guy. Garth Whisler didn’t seem interested in petty posturing and dick measuring, which was rare among Alphas. He didn’t use his stocky build to intimidate, and he appeared to have the immense respect of his Beta and each of the enforcers he had introduced them to. That spoke well of him.

“I’m a direct person,” Garth went on, “so I don’t mind admitting that I’m hoping you’re interested in an alliance. Like you, I have a reasonably small pack.”

Nick already had plenty of alliances and, considering how many contacts he had, didn’t really need more. However, there was little chance that Garth would share pack business with an outsider unless there was an alliance between them, which was only fair.

“There would be a condition,” said Nick.

“Condition?”

Nick leaned forward in the seat opposite Garth. “I need you to tell me what you know of Hector Flynt.”

“Ah, bothering you, is he?” Garth sighed, exchanging a look with his Beta. “I’ve heard all about his hobby of pressuring shifters to sell their territory. You’re not the first to come here asking questions about him. I can only tell you what I told them, which I will warn you is very little.”

It was good of Garth to not mislead them, and Jesse could see that he’d now earned Nick’s respect.

“I’ll agree to an alliance,” said Nick.

Garth accepted that with an incline of his head. No insistence on shaking hands or anything, which made Jesse like him more.

“I wasn’t a member of the pack during Hector’s time here,” began Garth, “so I don’t know him personally. Everything I know comes from secondhand knowledge.”

“I’d still be interested to hear it,” Nick told him.

“At one time, this pack was large. Strong. Respected. Seven years ago, it splintered. There was a terrible tragedy. A girl from the pack was assaulted—raped, strangled to death, and left in a wooded area far from her territory. She was only fifteen.”

Jesse growled. Each of his pack mates spat a curse.

“It was days before they found Jenny. The rain had washed away any scents, but everyone suspected it was her ex-boyfriend. He didn’t deny it, even seemed smug about it. Just before the Alpha executed him, he said that four other boys had taken part in the rape, but he wouldn’t give any names. Paranoia took over, and everyone started pointing fingers. A lot of the boys were accused, but they all denied having any part in what happened to Jenny.”

“Hector was one of the boys who was accused,” Eli guessed.

“Yes. He was an odd boy, apparently. Exceptionally smart. One person described him as a typical problem child, but others said he was quiet and kept to himself. Being half human meant he stood out from the others, and many teased him for it.”

Being different probably made Hector an easy scapegoat, but Jesse didn’t believe that meant he was automatically innocent.

“Anyway, his parents stepped down from their role as Alphas,” continued Garth. “No explanation was given, but I suspect they may have lost the trust of the pack since their son was one of the accused. Or maybe they didn’t feel they could protect a pack that turned on their child. I can only speculate.”

“And then they left the pack?” asked Nick.

“Not straightaway. Thad became a heavy drinker, and Adriane seemed very depressed and became somewhat of a recluse—wouldn’t eat with the others, wouldn’t socialize, wouldn’t attend meetings. No one cared because no one trusted each other anymore; the pack soon broke down and the families went their separate ways.”

Nick’s brow creased. “No one here is an original Trantham wolf?”

“The elders of the pack, whose mates were buried on the land, remained here so that they could be buried beside them,” replied Garth. “But they’ve all passed on since then.”

A muscle in Eli’s cheek ticked. “So there’s no one in the pack we could talk to who might know more?”

Garth shook his head. “Sorry.”

“Do you have any idea where Hector’s parents are?” Nick asked him.

“No, I’m afraid not. I really am sorry that I can’t be of more help. I don’t agree with Hector’s actions. All I can do is offer my support in the event that you have to go up against him.”

Rising, Nick nodded in thanks. “I appreciate you sharing what you know.”

Soon after, Nick led the way as they left the pack house and returned to their all-terrain vehicle. Inside, he said, “That didn’t go as well as I’d hoped. But I suppose it could have been worse. He might not have known anything.”

Switching on the engine, Eli spoke. “If Hector was falsely accused, it could have bred a rage against shifters that needs venting. His parents stepped down and his pack fell apart. He lost his life, in some ways.”

“I know from Derren what it’s like to be falsely accused of such a crime,” said Nick. “It can definitely eat at a person and give him some dark demons. But surely Hector would have sought vengeance against his old pack if they had really wronged him.”

Zander sank deeper into the seat. “What’s pissing me off is that we still don’t have anything we can use against Hector. There are allegations but no proof. And there’s no sense in searching for proof unless we know for sure he was guilty, or we’d just be wasting our time.”

Nick leaned his head back. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: we’ve got to talk to his parents.”

Scrubbing a hand over his jaw, Jesse said, “I think the only person who knows the full story is Hector. If they do know more than he’s comfortable with, he could have killed them.” Which would mean they were chasing ghosts.

It was shortly before dinner when they arrived at their territory. Nick waited until after they had eaten and the pups were in bed before he held a meeting in the living area, where he relayed what Garth had told him. After plenty of speculation over whether or not Hector was guilty of the awful crime he’d been accused of, the pack dispersed and everyone went home.

In bed, Jesse took his mate hard and fast, seeking an oblivion that would let him escape the anger and frustration. For a while, it subsided. But only for a while. And so he lay there, staring up at the stars through the ceiling window.

Dancing her fingertips over his chest, Harley asked, “You all right?”

“Just frustrated that we have more questions than answers. I’d like to say that if Hector was really wrongly persecuted, I’d feel bad for him. But the truth is that I can’t feel bad for someone who’s trying to take our home. For me, nothing will justify that.”

“Of course it wouldn’t,” Harley assured him. She didn’t like seeing him so morose and pessimistic. “You know what I wonder?”

“What, baby?”

“Why he bothered offering to buy your territory when he could have just hit Nick with the blackmail material from the start.”

“He probably anticipated that Nick would refuse. This is a game to Hector—one he gets a perverse joy from. And if he’s so perverse, maybe he wasn’t falsely accused. That’s why we need to talk to his parents. I’ve been thinking . . . it’s possible that they didn’t give him up. Maybe he left them willingly. His father allegedly became an alcoholic. Living with an addict is no easy ride,” he added bitterly.

Harley propped her chin on his chest. “How bad did Mia get after I left?”

“Very bad.” Jesse ran his fingers up and down her spine. “I think people thought that she’d miraculously get better after you left.” He snorted. “If she wasn’t high, she was shit-faced. Sometimes she’d disappear for weeks. When that first started, everyone would panic and the pack would send out a search party. By the end, they didn’t bat an eyelid about it. That was why no one was alarmed when she went missing the last time. I probably wouldn’t have been either except so many other shifters were disappearing.”

“You tried to help her,” she reminded him. “We both did. She didn’t want that help.”

“I should have been grieving at the memorial. I just kept thinking of how selfish she’d been for dedicating years to killing herself. That’s what it was, Harley. A slow, drawn-out, drama-filled suicide. It didn’t even work. She died at the hands of extremists.” He sighed. “I tried to tell her so many fucking times that I didn’t blame her for . . .”

“For Torrie’s death,” she finished.

“But Mia wouldn’t hear it.”

“Because she blamed herself.”

“Losing her best friend should have made her appreciate life.”

Not if they were so close that Torrie had been her rock. Mia hadn’t been strong. “How long had she and Torrie known each other?”

He was quiet for a long moment. “I told you our pack has tangled with the extremists before, right?”

Harley blinked. Apparently he didn’t want to talk about Torrie. She might have pushed him for a little info if he weren’t already feeling so down. “Yes.”

“It was because of the hunting preserve where Mia was taken. We helped shut it down. The extremists behind its creation followed us to Phoenix Pack territory. Then both packs destroyed them. There were two leaders—one was actually a shifter. Zander, Bracken, and me . . . we killed him. It wasn’t a quick or easy death. It was long and painful. You should know that. You should know that I’m capable of that.”

“You think you’re scaring me?”

“You haven’t been in the shifter world for a long time. There’s a lot of violence in it.”

“There’s a lot of violence in the human world too.” A saddening amount. “You’re staring again.”

His hand clenched in her hair. “I won’t let them have you.”

She knew he meant the extremists. “Neither will I.”

Using his grip on her hair, he tugged her close and kissed her. “You wear my scent now.” He didn’t bother keeping his satisfaction out of his voice.

It was about damn time he addressed that, she thought. “Yes. And you wear mine. Why didn’t you mention it earlier?”

“I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about imprinting starting without your claim. You didn’t think it would, did you?”

“No,” she admitted.

He grinned. “I did.”

“Smug bastard.”

“Sore loser.” He rolled her onto her back. “I need to be in you again.” Needing to be buried deep in his favorite place where there was only her, where nothing and no one else mattered. So when she wrapped her legs around him, he thrust hard.





CHAPTER ELEVEN
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The next day, as they drove through a set of high security gates toward a huge three-story mansion, Jesse whistled. Having kept tabs on Harley, he’d already known she’d lived here for many years with her aunt. But it was one thing to know intellectually that she lived in comfort and a whole other thing to see it for himself. It brought home what standard of living she was accustomed to, and it made Nat’s comments seem not so petty.

“Tess lived here with her ex-husband until they were divorced, right?”

Harley smiled. “Your level of ‘well informed’ continues to astonish me. Yes, they were divorced about a year before Tess brought me here.”

“Big place for one person.”

“Yep, but she loves it. That was why her ex didn’t fight her on keeping it. It was a fairly amicable split. As Tess says, they just drifted apart until they were more like friends who slept together. There was no bitterness on either side, and they’ve even remained friends.” As they parked the rental car next to her aunt’s Porsche, Harley turned to him. “Now, listen. Tess is kooky and full of what some people find an annoying amount of energy, but she’s also the sweetest person ever with a huge heart, so be nice to her.”

“I’m always nice.”

Harley snorted and hopped out of the car. The front door opened as they neared, and there was an immaculately groomed Tess—her blonde hair curled perfectly, her designer clothes tailor-made to fit, and her makeup completely flawless.

“Harley, I’ve missed you!” She wrapped her arms around Harley, rocking her gently from side to side. “You look so well.” Pulling back, she turned to Jesse with her smile still in place. Her aunt was nothing if not gracious. “You must be Jesse.”

He gave her a respectful nod. “And you must be Tess.” He wasn’t really very sociable with outsiders, but he’d make an effort with this female because she was important to his mate.

She gently elbowed Harley. “His eyes are a little vacant, but I like his voice. And he’s very cute. No, not cute. That’s not a manly enough word. But I wouldn’t kick him out of bed, that’s for sure.”

Harley groaned inwardly. “Tess . . .”

“He doesn’t mind being objectified for just a minute.” Stepping back, Tess urged them inside. “Lunch is almost ready. And no, Harley, I did not make it. How about a tour, Jesse?”

Interested to see the inside of what had once been his mate’s home, he nodded. Following Tess around the ground floor, he was unsurprised to see that the interior was as grand as the exterior. White walls, luxurious carpeting, stylish furnishings, and expensive paintings ran throughout the entire space. There wasn’t a single thing out of place, and everything seemed to glimmer.

Taking them up a grand staircase, Tess showed him the one room he’d been eager to see—Harley’s old room. His wolf was just as curious. “I left it exactly as it was,” Tess told him.

Considering his mate had lived there until she’d left for college, he’d expected a space that was typical of a teenager. But there were no posters or girly things or even any personal touches. It didn’t shout “Harley” at all. He got it. To fit in with her human friends—friends who would have spent time here—she’d had to be human. To do that, she’d had to hide her cat, but being a shifter meant having a dualism to the soul; the human and animal were fused together. In hiding her cat, she’d hidden her true self. He doubted many people knew the real Harley Vincent.

When the tour was over and they were making their way to the dining room, he slowed to study a cluster of photographs on the wall. They were all of Harley at different ages, even from when she was just a cub and still part of her pride. She was smiling in each photo, but the smiles in the earlier pictures didn’t quite reach her eyes. The photos of her as a teenager when she’d come to live with Tess were different; Harley was clearly happier and healthier.

In the dining room, Tess spent a few minutes fussing over them as she set out the food and poured drinks. The moment her ass hit the seat, she turned to Harley. “I’m very upset with you for not telling me about the hate mail sooner.”

Harley sighed. “I told you why I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did, but . . .” Tess forked some pasta onto her plate before adding, “I don’t think it was just about protecting me.” She looked at Jesse. “Harley was a model child—never gave me a cross word, never broke a single rule, never neglected her chores, and never got into any trouble in school. Seriously, I never had to ground her even once. That’s just not natural, is it? I talked to her principal and school counselor about it.”

Jesse blinked. “You had a meeting with her principal and counselor about her behavior . . . because it was perfect?”

“It concerned me. Then one day, I realized what it was—like someone had whispered the answer into my ear. She was determined not to give me a reason to give her up.” Tess turned to Harley with a soft smile. “You didn’t want to go back to Lily, so you did everything possible to please me. That still breaks my heart. Lily will never forgive me for keeping you.”

Jesse frowned, cutting into his steak. “I thought Clive agreed to you having custody of Harley.”

“He did, but Lily wasn’t happy about it. She’d relied on Harley for a lot of things—cleaning, laundering, and grocery shopping. Lily turned up every so often, claiming to have turned her life around, said she’d changed and wanted Harley back. She’d rob us blind before she left. Harley used to put ‘Stop being a bum’ notes in her purse for Lily to find, but Lily could never complain about it or she’d have to admit she tried to steal from her own daughter.” Tess exchanged a conspiratorial smile with Harley.

As they ate, Tess regaled Jesse with tales of a teenage Harley and recited all her accomplishments, clearly proud. He resisted telling Tess he already knew of all her achievements, having kept watch over her.

It was when they were finished with lunch that she took in Jesse with a speculative gaze that made his wolf lift his chin. “So . . . you claimed my niece.”

“I did.”

“And you want her to do the same to you?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Even though there are dozens of reasons why this might not be a good idea?”

“Even though.”

Tess considered that for a minute, then nodded. “Good enough.”

Harley rolled her eyes. “Great interrogation skills, Tess.”

“Actions speak louder than words. I’ve been watching him with you. He stays close, like a sentry, placing himself in the way of you and any potential danger. He touches you a lot, but not in a creepy way; they’re subtle, affectionate, reassuring touches that let you know he’s there and provide him with the comfort that he has you with him. He watches you closely, taking in every emotion and enjoying the view. I know for a fact that if I showed myself to be a threat to you, he’d go for my throat,” she added with delight.

Harley blinked. “And that makes you happy?”

“It’s what any good aunt wants for her niece.” She moved her smile to Jesse. “Tell me about your pack, Jesse.”

Thinking that Tess was extremely astute, he said, “There are sixteen shifters in total, all wolves except for Harley.” Without revealing anything that would be considered pack business, Jesse told her about the territory and each of the members.

“They sound like wonderful people. I’ll bet you fit right in from the start, Harley.” Tess noticed Harley tense, and she was right on it. “What? What’s wrong? His pack doesn’t like you?” Tess turned to him. “I can talk to them. I’d be happy to come forward as a character witness.”

He stifled a smile. “It’s not easy to settle into a pack, especially if you’ve been living among humans for a long time, but Harley’s found her place.”

“Good. But if you ever need me to talk to them, just say so.”

An hour later, as they were getting ready to leave, Tess shook his hand. “Well, it was really lovely to meet you, Jesse. Now take care of my niece. Oh, and be sure to give this to the little pup who saved Harley.” She put a stuffed bear in his hand.

“I will. It was good to meet you, Tess.”

“You don’t mind if I have a quick moment alone with my niece, do you?”

Harley almost smiled at the way his mouth flattened. He totally did mind. “I’ll just be a sec.” With an unhappy grunt, he headed to the rental car. Harley waited until he was inside the vehicle before she turned back to Tess. “What’s up?”

“Nothing. I approve of your choice, and he certainly cares for you. I worried when you told me his true mate died. It reminded me of Matt and Sandra.”

Matt, Tess’s cousin, lost his fiancée in a boating accident. Four years later he married Sandra, a sweet woman who he truly loved, but he was never able to let his deceased fiancée rest. Harley remembered Darla well. She’d been nice enough, but she’d also been curt and self-centered; the couple had argued often. Matt seemed to have forgotten the bad stuff. He built up Darla and put her on a pedestal, making Sandra feel inadequate and second best.

Harley remembered Sandra once crying to Tess about how painful it was to be with a guy who regarded his past partner as his soul mate. In Harley’s case, the female who Jesse lost literally was his soul mate. It was little wonder that Tess worried.

“Matt still speaks of Darla as if she was saintly,” said Tess. “I can understand why a person might want to forget all the bad things when they lose someone, but Matt takes it to the extreme. How does Jesse speak of the girl he lost?”

“He doesn’t. He only really spoke of Torrie once, but he did reassure me that I wasn’t second best. I brought her up in conversation a couple of times since then . . . I guess I’m just curious about her, and I don’t want him to think he can’t ever speak of her to protect my feelings. But he just changes the subject.”

“He strikes me as the type of person who doesn’t easily share.”

“He doesn’t, and I can accept that. Especially because he’s been pretty open with me about other things. And everyone’s entitled to their emotional privacy. I’m pretty guarded myself. It’s just . . . I need to know he can open up all the way before I put all my faith in this relationship and tie my soul to his.”

“Which is not only perfectly reasonable, but smart. It protects both of you.” Tess rubbed her arm. “He can’t know it hurts you that he doesn’t share things about Torrie unless you tell him. Talk to him about it. Don’t put any pressure on him, just let him know what you’ve told me. It’s all about communicating.”

Harley smiled at her. “My own personal agony aunt.”

She chuckled and held out her arms. “Hug.” She gave Harley another tight squeeze. “Don’t wait so long to come visit me.”

“I won’t,” Harley said as she walked to the car. “Promise.”

When Harley slid into the passenger seat, Jesse switched on the ignition and asked, “What was that about?”

“Girl stuff. So, what do you think of Tess?”

“I like her. She’s very different from Lily.”

Harley waved at her as they drove down the path. “I know. All three of the sisters are different. I never spent much time with Marlene because she’s always in her lab. The woman has an IQ higher than mine and yours combined.” Neither of them spoke for a while, but it wasn’t a comfortable silence. “If you’re worried that living with that kind of luxury means I won’t be content in a lodge, you’re wrong. I’m not a materialistic person. I shop at thrift stores, stay at simple hotels, and drive a rickety car—or I did until the whole bomb situation.”

Shame slithered over Jesse. “I did have a moment when I wondered if Nat and Kim’s concerns were warranted, but it was a small moment. To be fair, that mansion is five times the size of our lodge.”

She liked the sound of “our” lodge. “My grandparents’ place is even bigger.”

“It’s hard to believe that Lily turned her back on it all. She’s self-centered enough to prefer that lifestyle over being with Clive, whether he’s her true mate or not.”

“I think she did it as a ‘fuck you’ to my grandparents. April and George aren’t very loving. April thinks of Marlene as ‘the smart one,’ Tess as ‘the musical one,’ and Lily as ‘the pretty one.’ But April doesn’t place much importance on ‘pretty.’ She has high standards and is very strict and critical. Lily bore the brunt of that because she didn’t fit the mold.”

“You think that’s where her undying need for attention comes from?”

“Yes.” She couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for her mother. “I think that when she failed to get it from April, she rebelled in every way possible. Then along came a shifter—a guy her family would never approve of—wanting to claim her. Going with him was the ultimate form of rebellion. It probably also made her feel special to have a true mate; she’d never been special to anyone before. That would have been more important to her than money.”

“Lily’s family disowned her for mating with Clive?”

“Everyone except for Tess. Before I met them, I thought they were prejudiced against shifters. It’s not that. They’re just intolerant of everyone and everything outside of their little world.” It was pathetic really.

“After everything you told me about your grandmother, I’m surprised she acknowledged you as part of her family.”

“She came to see me the day after I moved in with Tess. We sort of just stared at each other in silence for a minute. You can imagine how horrified she was by my skull earrings and pentagon medallion, can’t you? She asked me straight out if I worshipped Satan.” And she’d been totally serious.

His mouth curved. “You said yes, didn’t you?”

“Of course. Then she laughed. I think she probably accepted me just to piss off Lily.”

“Or maybe she respected that you couldn’t be intimidated.”

Harley shrugged. “April’s an enigma. Anyway, I quickly learned that being acknowledged by April and being approved of by her were two different things. But the only approval I sought was that of Tess, and I told April that. Still, when I started to do well at school and learned to play the violin, April formally accepted me into the family. They were all nice enough. Of course, I was treated as human and expected to behave as one.”

“And you did,” he said, without judgment.

“Sort of. I mean, I accepted my cat and I enjoyed shifting and exploring Tess’s land. But I didn’t share any shifter-related things with anyone other than Tess because I didn’t want their bullshit to touch my cat.”

He nodded, totally understanding that. It was yet another example of her protecting her true self by hiding it. They stopped at a red light, and he said, “Promise me something.”

“No.”

His mouth curved. “Promise me you won’t ever do with me what you did with Tess; you won’t try to be falsely perfect out of an understandable fear of being rejected.”

“I won’t. It was tiring. And I found being mature extremely boring.”

A few hours later, they were back at Mercury Pack territory. Most of the pack was in the living area of the main lodge, where the pups were bouncing on the sofa. “I don’t know where they get all their energy from, but I want some of whatever they’re having,” said Harley.

Jesse held out the bear. “Cassidy, this is—”

With a beaming smile, Cassidy took the stuffed bear. “I love it! Tell Tess I said thanks!”

Seeing Harley frown, Ally smiled and said, “You get used to it. Cassidy has a lot of small visions that are more like ‘knowings.’ Mine always seem to be bad. I’m still bummed that I didn’t foresee that your car was rigged.”

Derren put a hand on Ally’s back. “Seers don’t ‘see’ everything.”

“Yeah, well,” said Ally.

“Yeah, well, what?” asked Derren.

“That’s it. That’s all I got.”

Derren just snorted, sliding an arm around her shoulders.

Lifting her head out of a magazine, Nat said to Jesse, “Well, do you have her aunt’s approval?”

Jesse took Harley’s hand. “I do.”

“Good. Family approval is important.” Nat went back to her magazine. Harley couldn’t decide if the woman was happy for Jesse or was reminding them that Harley would never have his family’s approval. She’d stopped making sly remarks to Harley, as if satisfied that she’d made her point and didn’t see the need to harp on about it.

The front door swung open and Kim marched inside, cheeks red and mottled, wearing an ugly scowl. Halting in front of Jesse, she held up a shredded white T-shirt. “Did you see what she did?”

Harley stifled a smile. Earlier, she’d been exploring in her cat form. The margay had wanted to do some surveillance of Kim’s temporary territory. Seeing Kim’s clothes hung up on a washing line had been a temptation too much to resist. “I’d say, ‘It wasn’t me, it was my cat,’ but I did egg her on. A lot.”

Kim’s nostrils flared. “You dared to come near my lodge—”

“Just like you dared to come near mine this morning,” said Harley, watching as Kim’s eyes flickered. “I know you were there; I scented you.”

“Kim,” Nat admonished, sounding exasperated.

Jesse growled. “You’ve been warned about coming to my lodge.”

Eyes wide, Kim insisted, “She’s lying! I turned up that one time, yes, but you made it clear I couldn’t go there again unless you invited me. I wouldn’t disrespect your wishes.”

“Yet you’re hovering around my lodge.” Which, to Jesse, indicated that she was full of shit.

“I’m telling you, she’s lying! She probably wants me gone, so she came up with this little plot, hoping you’ll throw me out.”

With a huff, Nat got to her feet. “Harley doesn’t care enough about your existence to concoct such a plan, Kim.” She was right, of course. Nat turned to Jesse and Harley. “It will not happen again.” Grabbing her daughter’s arm, Nat hauled her out of the room, saying, “You and I need to talk.”

Hands on her hips, Shaya turned to Bracken. “I don’t suppose you have any idea why Kim can’t just let this go, do you? I mean, he’s mated now. He’s partially imprinted on someone else.”

Bracken sighed. “She’s just intent on having everything Ashley has, and Kim just will not believe that there was never anything between him and Ashley. And she’s never been good at letting things go. She was one of those high-demand kids that wanted everything ‘now’ and constantly moaned ‘it’s not fair.’ You could tell her no, but she would hound you, cry, complain, and do her best to wear you down. Mom would stay firm, but Dad found it hard to say no to her. Now she’s someone who believes she should always have what she wants, someone who’s never deterred by the word ‘no’ because, in the past, she always got what she wanted in the end.”

Done talking about that pain in the ass, Jesse turned to his mate. “Let’s go home.” He leaned into her, speaking low. “I want time alone with you. We can have a lazy day. Eat, binge watch TV, and have sex. Lots and lots of sex.”

She smiled. “Only if I can choose what we watch.”

Since he planned on making out while they watched TV . . . “Done.”





CHAPTER TWELVE

[image: images]

Carrying his mate on his back, Jesse trudged up the stairs. “Just think about it. There’s no harm in that.”

“I just don’t think there’s any point,” said Harley.

In the bathroom, he let her slide off his back and then turned to face her. “And why not?”

Squirting toothpaste onto her toothbrush, she pointed out the obvious. “Because it wouldn’t work.” Punctuating that, she shoved her toothbrush in her mouth and went to work on her teeth.

“Now you’re talking stupid.” He brushed his own teeth, enjoying the spark of irritation in her eyes.

Spitting out the toothpaste, she said, “Are you honestly telling me that if I stripped naked, you wouldn’t touch me?”

Once finished with his own teeth, he replied, “I didn’t say I wouldn’t touch you, but I’d hold back from fucking you until we’d finished the game. The loser would have to do whatever the winner wanted,” he added as he followed her into the bedroom.

She snorted. “You’re only saying that because you’re good at pool and think you’ll win.”

He slid in the bed next to her and yanked her close. “I’d win for sure if you were dressed. But if you were all naked and distracting me, you’d have the upper hand.”

Her lips pursed. “That is true.”

“So you’ll think about it.”

Sighing, she rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’ll think about us playing pool together while naked.”

“That’s my girl.”

“I should warn you that I’m actually not too bad at pool.”

“Yeah? Who taught you?” Her face fell, and he instantly knew . . . “Michael.”

Her nod was jerky. “Yep.”

“Tell me about Michael.” Jesse watched as she bit down hard on her lower lip. He didn’t think she would answer, but then she flashed him a sad smile.

“He was my arch nemesis.”

Taken aback, Jesse laughed.

“That’s how it feels when you’re a kid, doesn’t it? That the point of your sibling’s existence is to make your life hell? He was only around for the first seven years of my life. He dedicated that entire time into driving me crazy. Not in a malicious sense. It was playful torture.”

“I know what you mean.” Jesse skimmed his hand up and down her arm. “What kind of stuff did he do?”

“He’d wake me up by breathing in my face—teenage boy morning breath is foul. He’d hide my favorite toys. Eat my candy. Sometimes we’d sit on the little sofa with a blanket over us . . . he’d drag that blanket over my head, trap me there, and then fart.” Watching Jesse grin, she gasped. “You did that to Mia, didn’t you?”

“It’s a brother’s right.”

Whatever. “Wherever we went, he’d find good hiding spots and show them to me. At the time, I didn’t understand why. I think he was worried that Clive would one day start hitting me. Michael wanted me to have somewhere to hide, somewhere he’d know where to look.” She swallowed hard. “He didn’t deserve what happened to him.”

“No, baby, he didn’t.” Jesse kissed her, hating the pain in her eyes.

“He would have liked you.”

Jesse snorted. “He would have hated me for the simple reason that I was his sister’s mate and he believed it was his job to protect you. He would have tried to chase me away.” Probably would have told him that he had no right to claim her when she had a true mate out there waiting for her. Maybe he would have been right, but it wouldn’t have stopped Jesse from claiming her.

He licked over his claiming bite—it had become a sort of talisman to him. “I’ve wanted to put that there for a long time.” He splayed his hand possessively over her stomach. “I want to wear your mark. I want to see it every morning when I look in the mirror. I want others to see it and know I’m yours.”

She tensed. “I know.” But Harley just couldn’t return the claim yet. She’d told Tess it was because she needed to know he could open up, but it was more than that. The little girl inside her who had never been indelible to anyone, who had never really belonged anywhere, worried that she would only ever be second best to Jesse.

He’d told Harley that wasn’t the case, and she was sure he even believed that. She just wasn’t sure that it was true. How could it be? How could she possibly have the same significance to him that his true mate—his other half—did? She didn’t think it could be possible, even if he wanted it to be.

What worried her was that there might be guilt behind his protective walls, guilt at claiming another female. If he had never met and then tragically lost Torrie, it would be different. She would have only existed in his mind as an abstract person. It was easier to forgive yourself for mating another when you had never known your true mate—or, at least, that was how it was for Harley. But Jesse had known Torrie. She’d been a flesh-and-blood person to him, and her death had wrecked him, left a black mark on his soul. Harley had sensed that mark the second she’d met him and looked into a pair of dead eyes.

It was worth noting that he’d had years to come to terms with his loss. His vacant eyes could sometimes gleam with emotion, though it was rare. And he’d actually found enough life in him to want to claim another female. She’d found enough hope in all of that to accept his claim. But to claim him in return, she needed more. She needed the surety that there could be a mating bond.

There were couples that chose not to imprint on each other, but those relationships never worked because their inner animals would accept nothing more than total commitment on every level. If they didn’t get it, they withdrew from the relationship . . . and their human side then had to do the same. As such, her worries about his emotional ability to imprint on her weren’t insignificant.

He’d said Torrie’s death had shaped him into a different person. Maybe it had. Or maybe he’d become a different person to protect the boy who’d lost his mate. Maybe his hard personality was more like a protective shell that guarded his real self.

Harley knew all about building another personality to protect who you truly were and to escape the pain. People did it all the time. But if a part of him deep inside—no matter how small—couldn’t accept Harley without guilt, imprinting would never happen. Then they’d have to go their separate ways and look at each other’s claiming mark in the mirror every freaking day, and remember the mistake they had made.

Tess was right; Harley needed to talk to him. As gently as possible, she said, “Tell me about Torrie.”

Now it was he who tensed. “Why?”

“You never talk about her. You can, you know. I’m not bitter about her being your true mate.”

He rolled onto his back. “I know. But there’s nothing to say.”

Harley tried not to bristle at his icy dismissal, but it was hard. Her cat really didn’t like it. “What was she like?”

Jaw grinding, Jesse merely said, “I told you. Passive. Timid.”

“Yes, but I find it difficult to believe any person could ever be summed up in two words.”

Jesse turned to face her, pinning her gaze. “If there is ever anything you want I’ll give it to you. No limits. I’ll give you whatever you want. Any question you have I’ll answer. But she’s a subject we won’t touch,” he clipped. “I told you about her once so I could make my point. I made it. You got it. We don’t need to speak of her again.”

Irritation and hurt rushed through Harley and her cat in a powerful wave. “Why is she a subject we won’t touch?” Did he think she’d be bitchy about Torrie? Did he really think that little of her?

His nostrils flared. “She has nothing to do with us.”

“She’s not a memory you need to protect from me. I’d never taint your loss with petty jealousies.”

Jesse slid out of bed and shoved a hand through his hair. “She’s fucking dead, Harley. There’s nothing else to say. You don’t need to know about her.”

“Jesse—”

“No, Harley, drop it.” Jesse watched as Harley slowly uncoiled from the bed to stand upright, making him think of a snake ready to strike. And he knew he’d just messed up big time.

“All right,” Harley drawled, remaining cool and collected. She would not let him see her pain. No fucking way. “You want to drop it?” She shrugged nonchalantly. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

Something about her tone made his hackles rise. “Harley.”

“I’m gonna take a shower.” Grabbing her robe, she pushed past him and shut herself in the bathroom.

Jesse flinched at the snick of the lock. She hadn’t even slammed the door to make a statement, and that worried him more than if she’d yelled at him. This wasn’t a tantrum. This wasn’t rage. He’d hurt her.

Pressing his forehead and fist against the bathroom door, he closed his eyes. “Harley . . .” But he had no idea what to fucking say. No idea what to do. His wolf began to pace, anxious. Shit, he needed some air.

 

Standing under the hot spray of the shower, Harley swallowed past the lump of emotion in her throat. She refused to let it escape. Refused to shed the tears welling up in her eyes. She’d expected him to find it hard to speak of Torrie, even expected him to be reluctant to do so, but she hadn’t expected the harsh dismissal.

She’s a subject we won’t touch.

It wasn’t even so much what he’d said as the way he’d said it. Like she wasn’t privy to his memories of Torrie. Like she had no right to ask him to share them. His eyes, his tone, his expression—all of it had been so cold.

Hey, Harley respected that people carried wounds, and she respected their right to withhold their pain. And if Jesse hadn’t insisted on claiming her, and if so much wasn’t riding on his ability to fully open up, she wouldn’t be so cut up about it. But how could he demand that she claim him, that she give him everything she had to give, and then keep a part of himself separate?

No, he didn’t get to ask Harley for everything but then only give her the parts he chose. She wanted the broken parts too. Wanted all of him. And Torrie was a part of him—the other half of his soul. If he couldn’t share that part of himself, Torrie’s memory would effectively become a barrier between them.

Maybe a part of him needed that barrier. Maybe he was hiding behind it, not wanting to risk feeling that depth of pain ever again. Harley didn’t know. She did know that she’d been wrong about her place in his heart. She wasn’t wedged as deep as she’d thought, wasn’t as vital to him as she’d clearly fooled herself into believing. And now she didn’t know what to do about it.

She could cut her losses and leave. But she knew what would happen if she did. Jesse would tell her what she wanted to know, sure, but he’d do it for the wrong reason. It wouldn’t be him lowering his walls. It would be him doing what he had to do to make her stay—and doing it begrudgingly. That wouldn’t fix anything.

She could stay, giving him the time to see for himself what he needed to do to make imprinting work. But she’d, all the while, be aware that he didn’t care for her as much as she’d thought, aware that she cared for him more than he did her. That would eat at her and twist her up inside, though not enough to grow to hate him . . . which was a shame, because that would have made it easy for her to go.

So what the fuck should she do? God help her, she didn’t have a clue. Her cat was just as mixed up about the whole thing. Harley did know that making such a decision while her emotions were running high would be a bad idea. Harley never made good decisions while she was hurt or pissed. And there wasn’t a lot she could do at this late hour anyway.

Tomorrow. She’d figure it out tomorrow. One thing she was sure of was that if she did decide to go, she’d need to have the words to make him understand that it was best for both of them. If she couldn’t get him on the same wavelength, he’d just harass her to stay. And she was weak enough to do just that, hating to hurt him when he was already so wounded.

Stepping out of the shower, she quickly dried off and pulled on her robe. Opening the bathroom door, she found an empty bedroom. The bastard hadn’t just dismissed her; he’d left her. With a low growl, she exchanged her robe for shorts and a tank top before sliding into bed. It took a while for the chaos in her mind to calm, but eventually sleep crept up on her.

She was half asleep when a solid body curved around hers and one hand splayed over her stomach. Ignoring him, she forced herself to relax. She’d need her sleep to deal with him tomorrow.

 

Jesse woke up alone. It took only mere moments before memories of the previous night pushed to the forefront of his mind. A sick feeling took hold in his stomach. He’d fucked up last night. Slammed up his guard and, in doing so, hurt the one person who shouldn’t have to fear he’d ever hurt her. If he’d just calmly explained he didn’t want to talk about Torrie, Harley probably would have accepted that. But no, he’d been unnecessarily cold.

Rolling onto his back, he pinched the bridge of his nose. God, he was such a dick. His wolf pushed against his skin, urging him to seek her out. That was what he’d do. He needed to find her and fix this. Cats were notorious for holding grudges, but Harley would accept an apology with grace if it were heartfelt. He was counting on that now.

Once he was washed and dressed, Jesse headed downstairs. Harley was nowhere to be seen, so he exited the patio door and saw that, yep, she was sitting in the tree with a book. She didn’t look at him, though she had to have sensed him. She was fully dressed in a pair of slashed jeans and a pale-blue T-shirt—a T-shirt that hid his claiming mark. He was hoping that wasn’t intentional. In any case, it annoyed his wolf.

“Morning, baby,” he greeted gently, testing the waters.

She looked down at him and softly greeted, “Morning.” She seemed serene. Relaxed. Trouble free. Which made absolutely no sense to him. Her attention went right back to her book.

“Come here,” he coaxed.

Gold eyes cut to him. “Why?”

“So I can apologize.” That got him no response. All right, he’d do it from where he stood. “I hurt you last night. I didn’t mean to do that. I’m sorry.”

She pursed her lips. “Apology accepted.”

He sensed it wasn’t a lie. He also sensed that, though she may accept his apology, he’d broken something. Something he wasn’t sure he knew how to fix. And it didn’t bode well for him that she’d resumed reading her book as opposed to climbing down the tree.

“Baby,” he said. “Baby, look at me.” Her gaze met his, and his enhanced vision picked up that it was clear and tranquil, yet there was something missing. Anxiety trickled through him, and his wolf’s hackles rose. “Don’t hate me.”

“I don’t hate you.”

“Then don’t wish you could.” Her eyes flashed. Ah, he’d hit the nail on the head there. “I told you before that you’re more important to me than anything. I meant it.”

Harley knew her smile was a little sad. She was more important to him than anything, but not so important that she had any rights to his memories of Torrie. She’d spent the past hour debating on whether to stay or go. She was very tempted to just pack her shit and march out, but that was fueled by anger and wounded pride, not good sense. And walking out felt too much like giving up. Harley had never been a quitter.

Besides, it wouldn’t be as simple as that. Jesse had already lost one mate; he wouldn’t let go of Harley so easily. They’d have the argument of all arguments. Harley wasn’t a fan of drama. But she could only stay if he understood that he couldn’t stonewall her, that he’d only have everything from her if he gave her everything back.

So, she reasoned, she’d have to make him understand. Yes, she could lay it all out and give him the chance to fix it. And if he couldn’t give her what she needed, she’d just have to wish him well and then leave. Her cat didn’t fight the idea of leaving him, still hurt by his actions.

“Come down and—” Jesse cut off at the sounds of voices. Dammit. “Give me a sec, baby.” Returning inside the lodge, he strode to the front door and opened it wide. A grim and enraged Derren, Ally, Bracken, Eli, and Roni were fast approaching. “What?”

“Don’t freak out,” said Derren.

So, of course, Jesse began to freak out. “Is this about Hector?”

“No. Although Donovan says he’s close to tracking the guy’s parents.”

“Then why are you here?” Jesse frowned as Derren held up a folded newspaper. Taking it, he stepped back to allow the wolves to enter.

At that moment, Harley walked into the living area, arms folded. “Everything okay?”

“I don’t know yet,” said Jesse. He wanted to go to her, hold her, but she had a warning “everyone keep your distance” vibe going on right then.

“Check out page four,” Derren told him. So Jesse did, and then swore.

Harley glanced from person to person. “What’s going on?”

“Looks like a reporter managed to get some photos of you and Jesse when you visited your aunt,” said Roni.

Harley’s face went slack. “You’re kidding me.”

Roni shook her head. “There are pictures of you both inside the SUV; one is of him kissing you, and another is of him stroking your claiming bite.”

“The reporter writes that you’ve ‘switched sides,’” Jesse growled. “That by mating into a pack and quitting your job, you’ve turned your back on humans.” Crunching the paper in his hands, he looked at her. “As if that’s not bad enough, the extremists will now know where you are.”

Harley’s cat hissed. “Let me guess . . . the author of the article is Gabrielle Rowan.”

Jesse’s brow creased. “Yes.”

Her cat went insane, raking Harley’s stomach—wanting freedom so she could hunt down this person who had endangered her. “Let me see.” Harley held her hand out for the newspaper, and Jesse reluctantly handed it over. As she looked at the photos and skimmed over the article, she growled. “That bitch!”

“I take it you know her,” said Ally.

“Gabrielle Rowan has been on my case since I moved to California, asking for information on Clive—what he’s like, if he’s part of The Movement, if he created The Movement.”

Eli folded his arms. “The way she talks about you is almost . . .”

“Bitchy,” supplied Ally.

The Head Enforcer nodded. “She really doesn’t like you, Harley.”

The feeling was mutual. “Yeah, well, I was pretty rude to her.”

“Hector has to be behind this,” said Eli. “He talked of going to reporters with the testimonies. Maybe this is his way of letting us know he has no problem causing trouble for us. Maybe he even thinks trouble will drive us out of here.”

“I agree,” said Jesse, a muscle in his cheek ticking. “He could even be hoping to cause trouble within the pack. The reporter’s claiming that ‘sources’ from my old pack and this pack say that Harley was instrumental in my deceased sister’s addiction and they feel upset and angry at me for taking her as my mate. That’s a load of shit. No one from this pack would do anything like that.” He couldn’t say the same for his old pack, though.

Roni looked at Harley. “You know, although that’s only a local newspaper and unlikely to be seen by either side of your family, the news of your mating will travel fast. It won’t be long until they find out. How do you think Clive will react?”

She sighed. “I have no idea. But he won’t like finding out this way.”

“Is the reporter right about him being a raging psychopath?” Bracken asked. At Jesse’s hard look, the enforcer raised his hands. “It was just a question.”

“Your family will lose their minds over this,” Harley warned Jesse.

“Probably,” said Jesse, “but I always knew that.” He just refused to let it be a factor in his decision to claim her.

“You have to stop this bitch from writing a follow-up article that could further stir up the extremists,” said Roni.

“A reporter isn’t going to back off a story like this easy,” said Harley. “Especially not this reporter. She’s like a fucking bulldog.”

Bracken nodded. “It wouldn’t surprise me if she’s ballsy enough to demand something in return for ceasing to write stuff about you.”

Yeah, she’d want information on Clive. Harley wasn’t giving that heifer anything.

“Before we came here, we had Donovan find out some things about this little reporter,” said Derren. “She’s twenty-seven, unmated, and lives in an apartment outside of her territory but remains an official member of her pack.” He rattled off the address before continuing. “She likes covering news related to extremists and The Movement and is currently sleeping with her human boss—a guy with a pregnant wife and two kids.”

Harley’s brows flew up. Gabrielle truly was an absolute bitch who lacked any morals. Apparently her boss wasn’t much better.

“What’s more interesting is what Donovan discovered about the guy she’s sleeping with,” added Derren. “Listen to this . . .”

 

Arriving at apartment 253A, Jesse placed his body slightly in front of Harley’s and rapped his knuckles on the door. His Beta pair had followed them in another vehicle, and they were parked outside, keeping a lookout. No one thought that the extremists would stupidly try to make a grab for Harley, but they all agreed that it wasn’t worth the risk.

He glanced at Harley, trying to gauge her mood. Right now, she was proving harder to read than usual. She’d been quiet as they drove. They often lapsed into comfortable silences, neither feeling the need to speak for the mere sake of it. But the earlier silence had felt awkward. Loaded with things left unsaid. It made his wolf anxious.

Moments later, a small redhead with cunning eyes opened the door. Those eyes flashed with recognition as she took him in. She gave him a sultry grin, but it dimmed as her gaze flicked to the female with him. “Well, if it isn’t Harley Vincent. Changed your mind about giving me an exclusive after all?”

“We should take this inside,” said Jesse.

Harley almost rolled her eyes when Gabrielle’s breath hitched and her eyes went half lidded. Her cat unsheathed her claws and took a swipe at the bitch for ogling him.

Gabrielle swung the door open wide. “Come on in.” She put a lot of sway into her hips as she led them into the living area. Her place was actually nice. Stylish. Contemporary. Though maybe a little soulless for Harley’s liking.

“You know something, Harley?” said Gabrielle, picking up her Dictaphone with a smirk. “I always knew you would come to me sooner or later.”

The cockiness in her manner disgusted Harley’s cat. “Why is that?”

“I’m very good at reading people.”

Jesse took the Dictaphone from her hand, checked it wasn’t switched on, and then slung it on the sofa. “She’s not here to discuss Clive Vincent.” He tilted his head. “You don’t like my Harley very much, do you? I have to wonder what your issue with her is.”

Gabrielle stiffened . . . most likely because a lethal edge had crept into his voice that made even Harley nervous. Considering how much beef he had with the reporter, Harley had expected an explosion of some sort. But no. Oh, it was clear that he was pissed; his fury pulsed around the room. But he appeared the epitome of calm.

“I’m not interested in making a new friend; I’m interested in her story,” said Gabrielle, watching him carefully. “I suppose I haven’t been too polite in trying to get it, but it’s just business.”

One of Harley’s brows slid up. “Not personal?” She hissed. “That article you wrote will have extremists lining up to reach me.”

Her over-glossed lips flattened. “You have a pack to protect you now.”

“A pack that you also endangered by sending extremists my way.” Her voice went slightly guttural as her cat pushed for dominance.

Licking her lips, Gabrielle backed up. “That wasn’t my intention.”

“I don’t believe you,” said Harley, taking a step forward for each one she took backward. Gabrielle’s eyes flickered with fear. Her cat liked that.

“You wouldn’t hurt me.”

Harley’s mouth curved. “You don’t know me, Gabrielle. You don’t know what I’m capable of or you would never have fucked with me.”

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to piss off a margay?” Jesse asked the reporter. “I’m a Mercury wolf, as you know. My pack has the kind of resources, contacts, and alliances you can only dream of. Just imagine how much misery I can cause a person for fucking with my mate . . . then triple it.”

Chest rising and falling madly, Gabrielle said shakily, “My pack wouldn’t take too kindly to you threatening me.” Oh, the fox had balls.

“They’ll see it as my right, given that your actions put my mate in danger,” said Jesse. “They’ll also be forced to agree that it was wrong for you to take personal photographs without my knowledge or consent. No shifter likes their private business made public.”

“The photographs were given to me anonymously. Someone slid them under the door of my office. They were in a blank envelope.”

“Is that so?” he asked, skeptical.

“Look.” She opened a black satchel, flipped it open, and pulled out a letter-sized brown envelope—the same kind Hector had used to contain the testimonies. “There are at least five photos in there.”

Jesse fished them out and quickly flipped through them. “You have no idea who sent them to you?”

She shook her head. “A lot of people leave me things anonymously.”

“Hmm.” Jesse returned the photos to the envelope. “I’ll be taking these with me.”

Harley then shoved her way into Gabrielle’s personal space. “Now you listen, and you listen good. If you do anything to put me in more danger than I’m already in, I’ll come for you. Just in case you’re thinking your pack can protect you or that it’s worth the risk, I can always pay your boss’s wife a visit. I’m sure she’d be interested to know just how close you are to her husband. And I’d be more than happy to tell her.”

Her mouth fell open. “I don’t know what you’re—”

“Yes, you do.” And so did Harley, thanks to Donovan. “What you may not know is that his wife inherited a lot of money. They have a prenup stating that if he’s unfaithful, he walks away from their marriage with nothing. You can imagine how quickly he’ll fire your ass for fucking up his life, can’t you? And if there’s one thing you care about, it’s your job.”

Looking at the fox doing her best to hide the tremble in her legs, Harley came very close to feeling sorry for her. But not close enough. This female was ruthless and without morals. “What will it be, Rowan?” Harley continued. “You can agree right now to not include me in any more articles . . . or, to put it simply, you can fuck me over and then watch your life fall apart.”

Gabrielle closed her eyes for a moment. Then her shoulders sagged slightly. “Fine.”

“Say it,” snarled Jesse.

Her eyes snapped open. “I won’t include Harley in any more of my articles.”

“Right answer.” Putting his hand on Harley’s back, he guided her to the front door.

“Don’t you want to know who my source is from your pack?” Oh, apparently Gabrielle wanted to take a parting shot.

As he opened the door wide, he gave Gabrielle a hard look. “That was just petty.” He trusted his pack mates, was confident that they would never betray him.

“Don’t be so sure!”

Ignoring her, Jesse and Harley left. As they waited for the elevator, he turned to Harley, worried that Gabrielle’s claim had ruined what progress the pack had made in earning her trust. “You don’t know my pack well enough to trust them like I do, so I can understand if her words might worry you. But she only claimed to have a source from our pack to give her article some credibility—nothing more.”

“I agree.”

“You do?”

“Your pack mates are loyal to one another. I don’t think they would betray you by talking to a reporter.” Not even Nat and Kim. For all their faults, they loved Bracken. “I especially don’t think they would want attention drawn to the pack. As for your old pack . . . I wouldn’t be surprised if they told her a few things.”

Neither would Jesse. As the elevator doors opened, he took her hand. “Come on.” She tried to retrieve her hand, but he just tightened his grip. He wouldn’t allow his mate to pull back from him, but he could feel her holding him at an emotional distance.

Deciding it might be best to give her space, he went about his enforcer duties when they returned to Mercury territory. But when he met up with her again in time for the evening meal, it wasn’t to find that she’d thawed out. On the contrary, she was wound up tight . . . like something had been eating at her all day long and she needed to get it out of her system. Yeah, well, he’d sure like to hear what was on her mind. Then they could move the hell past it.

As such, he pretty much verbally leapt on her the second they got home after the evening meal.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Slamming the front door, Jesse planted his hands on his hips and said, “Okay, tell me what’s eating at you. I know I fucked up last night, Harley. You said you accepted my apology. Was that the truth?”

She shrugged off her jacket and hung it up. “Yes.”

“Then what is this about?” Jesse watched as she took a deep breath and her features smoothed out into the same serene mask she’d worn earlier. He hadn’t liked it then and he didn’t like it now. He didn’t want a mask; he wanted his mate.

Harley moved to the dining table. “Let’s sit down.”

“No.”

“I’d rather we sat.”

He crossed the room to her. “You sit down if you like, sweetheart. I prefer to stand.”

Stubborn asshole. Well, there was no way she’d sit and have him towering over her. If he wanted to discuss it standing up, fine. She lifted her chin. “Do you know why I asked you to tell me about Torrie last night?”

Straining to keep his tone warm, he replied, “Harley, baby, she’s separate from us. Not a subject we need to touch.”

In other words, no. “I needed to see that you could lower your walls all the way. You talk about me marking you, but I refuse to do that until I can be sure that imprinting will fully work. You hide a lot behind that blank expression, Jesse. I don’t need to know your every thought, but there can’t be a fully formed mating bond unless two people know each other inside out, unless they expose every part of themselves.”

“I know that.”

“Torrie is a part of you.”

His jaw tightened. “She’s dead.”

“Dead or alive, she’s still the other half of your soul,” Harley gently pointed out.

“You already know about her. You know she died. What else is there to fucking know?”

“You don’t get it. This isn’t about her; it’s about that ‘No Access’ area you have. Everyone has things they’d rather not share, including me. But I don’t keep anything from you. I always give you honesty, even when it isn’t easy.”

He threw up his hands. “What do you want from me?”

“The same thing you want from me.”

Everything, Jesse understood. “You have all of me,” he ground out.

“No, I don’t, and you know it.” She sighed. “You learned to deal with your emotions by locking them down. I don’t blame you for that. I really don’t.”

“So why are we having this fucking conversation?”

“Because we can’t have a mating bond without exposing our fears, secrets, vulnerabilities, and personal pain. We just can’t. I suspect a lot of yours are all linked with losing Torrie, and she’s behind that ‘No Access’ area we were talking about before.” Harley licked her lips. “I don’t want to change you or ‘fix’ you. But I will not be stonewalled. I will not be treated like I’m not good enough to share with. And I’m not interested in giving everything I am to someone who doesn’t appreciate just how difficult that is. If you want someone to come to you without walls, you need to do the same. If you can’t do that, Jesse, if you’re not ready for imprinting—”

“You are not walking out, so don’t even think it,” Jesse snapped, every fiber of his being going on high alert. Anger rose up, fast and furious. His wolf’s ears flattened as he let out a savage snarl. Their mate wasn’t going anywhere.

“Hear me out instead of preempting what I say.”

He advanced on her, fists clenched, but she backed up fast. “You’re not leaving me, Harley.”

“And you’re not listening.”

“I see where this is going. Not happening.”

“Dammit, Jesse, will you just listen!”

He backed her into the wall and planted a hand either side of her head. “I warned you that I wouldn’t let you go.” His tone was as lethal as his mood. “If you think I’ll watch you walk out of here, you don’t know me as well as I thought you did.” She opened her mouth to speak, so he growled, “You’re not going. You’re not leaving. We’ll talk this out.”

“Jesse—”

“You want to know about Torrie?”

“Not like this. Not when you’ll resent telling me.”

He threw up his arms. “I can’t fucking win with you.”

“Careful,” she warned, eyes flashing cat. The animal didn’t like his tone at all.

“I don’t get what it is that you want to know about her. Are you trying to ask if you mean more to me than she did? Is that what this is?”

Harley snorted. “I don’t need to ask that.” After last night, she knew exactly where she stood.

Uneasiness slithered through Jesse. “What’s that supposed to mean?” But she didn’t respond. “Explain what you mean by that.”

“She was your true mate. Your other half. I can’t compete with that.”

“It’s not a competition,” he clipped.

“You know what I mean.”

“And you know that you’re more important to me than anything.”

“Yeah? I can’t say I felt important last night when you used that cold razor-sharp tone and made it clear that I had no right to hear about her.”

Realization dawned on him, and he sighed. “You misunderstood.” No, he just hadn’t explained it well . . . which fully supported her argument that he needed to open up about this.

“Actually, I don’t think I did,” said Harley. “Look, if you feel you can’t share your grief or your guilt with me—”

“Wait, you think I haven’t grieved? You think I’m burying the pain and refusing to let Torrie go? Wrong. When I was eleven and she died, I went nuclear. Snapped. Did stupid, dangerous shit until all the rage was burned out and there was nothing left—no anger, no pain, nothing. I was just lifeless. A walking husk. Might as well have been in a damn grave myself.”

Harley swallowed hard, aching at the thought of him that way.

“Then one day I heard my sister screeching at someone to let her go. I followed the sound, thinking she was in trouble. I saw another young female forcing her to stand in the doorway of a motor home, telling her to take a good look at what her future would be like if she didn’t get off the damn drugs and accept that it was okay to live. She pointed out to Mia the simple truth that everything that’s born eventually dies; it’s life, a natural, universal cycle that everyone is powerless against.”

Shocked, Harley could only gape. “I didn’t know you heard that.”

“You worked out that Mia was suffering from survivor’s guilt. I didn’t see that. I was too messed up to see what was going on with anyone else. Your words didn’t resonate with Mia, but they did with me. And I decided to let myself live. To do more than just exist. And bit by bit, I became an actual person again. Not the same person—hell, not even close. What came out of that husk was scarred and dark and needed a lot of work, but it was a big improvement on the zombie I’d been for years.”

Harley had absolutely no clue what to say, still reeling from the fact that he’d been there that day when she’d taken Mia to her aunt’s motor home.

“You say you don’t want to change or fix me. Baby, you already did both those things. Unfortunately, this is as good as it gets.” Which wasn’t all that great. “You’re wrong if you think I feel guilty for claiming you. I would never have come to you with guilt saddling my shoulders. It wouldn’t have been fair to you. But did I once feel guilty about how much I wanted you? Yeah—more than you know. I hated myself for it. But I worked past that. I’m here, with you, because you’re who I want.”

Harley swallowed. “All right.”

“No, it’s not, because you don’t seem to believe how important you are to me.” Jesse framed her face with his hands as he softly added, “When I was fourteen, a girl with wounded gold eyes brought me back from the dead. She made me want to live. Saved me from a self-imposed hell. How could that girl not be more important to me than anything, Harley? You tell me how.”

Oh God, she was gonna cry. “Stop,” she rasped.

“Tell me how I couldn’t want to make her happy, whatever it took.”

She would have backed away if she weren’t already plastered against the wall. “I said stop.”

“Tell me how I couldn’t want to keep her and claim her as mine.”

“Seriously, stop.”

“Tell me how I couldn’t love her.”

She sucked in a sharp breath, stunned.

Jesse raked his hands into her hair. “That’s right, baby, I love you. Always will.” He slammed his mouth down on hers. The kiss was hard. Deep. Wet. Greedy. Almost savage. The addictive taste of her drove him into a frenzy; he’d always crave it, always burn for it. Always burn for her.

A primal, powerful need clawed at him, causing his body to tighten and his cock to harden to the point of pain. Jesse angled her head how he wanted it, making the kiss even deeper. He took her mouth like he needed it to survive—and he did; he needed Harley. One of her hands tugged on his hair while the other clawed at his nape, demanding more. Then that’s what she’d get.

Harley hissed as his teeth bit into her lip, drawing blood. Licking over the puncture marks to ease the sting, he lifted her leg and hooked it over his hip. Each time he thrust his tongue into her mouth, he rocked his hips into hers. She moaned, tightening her leg around him to bring him closer. She felt empty. Hot. Restless. Almost like a cat in heat. “I need you in me.”

With possessiveness flaring through him, Jesse shredded her clothes with his claws just as she yanked off his T-shirt and tore open his fly. “Good, because I want in you.” Her cat eyes glowed with a primitive lust that hit him right in the gut. “Now.”

Harley curled her arms around his neck as he abruptly lifted her, his hands like steel bands around her thighs. His dark eyes blazed into hers, and her pussy clenched at the raw, unadulterated possession stamped on his features. No sooner had she wrapped her legs around him than he savagely thrust hard, burying himself balls deep inside her. “Fuck,” she gasped, digging her claws into the sleek skin of his back.

Jesse groaned as her hot pussy clamped down on his cock, so tight and slick he could come right then. But he didn’t. “Hold me tighter.” Her limbs tightened around him until they were as close as two people could be. Then he was powering into her with rough, territorial strokes. His wolf’s possessiveness fueled every thrust. “My pussy,” Jesse growled against her mouth. And for once, she didn’t fight him on it. There wasn’t even a glint of defiance in that gold gaze. “You belong to me, don’t you?” His tone dared her to deny what they both knew was true.

“Yes,” she rasped, watching as masculine approval gleamed in his gaze.

“Then give me your throat.” Ah, a little wariness flashed across her face. He wasn’t surprised to see her still struggle with that. “It doesn’t mean reining in your dominance, Harley. It just means giving me what’s already mine—everything.” Still, she hesitated, waging an inner battle. He growled, “Give it to me.” And finally, she tilted her head back, exposing her neck. He damn well almost came. “Such a good girl.”

Harley held on tight as his pace turned brutal and he ferociously hammered into her, grunting and growling into her neck. Her cat reveled in how animalistic it was. His fingers dug so hard into her thighs that Harley knew he’d leave bruises, but she didn’t care. She loved the little brands he left. Loved how rough and aggressive he could be. Loved him. Loved him with everything she was, just as her cat did.

“Jesse, I’m gonna come.” She could feel her orgasm tumbling fast toward her.

He bit her neck. “Mark me, Harley. Claim me.” He needed it. His wolf needed it. It was a soul-deep need that tormented both man and animal day and night. Jesse had asked her time and again to do it, but she never did. Never—

Jesse hissed out a breath as sharp little teeth sank deep into his shoulder, stabbing hard enough to draw blood. His mate sucked and licked at the mark . . . claiming him. And like that, he exploded. He didn’t just come; his entire body quaked and fragmented as his cock swelled and pulsed deep inside his mate while her pussy contracted around him. “Fuck, I love you,” he growled.

And then every bit of energy seemed to leave them both. She sagged over him, limp. Holding her tight, he turned and slid to the wooden floor, stretching out his legs for her to straddle them. For a long time, they just sat there, panting and trembling. She’d claimed him. His mate had finally claimed him. The satisfaction of that went beyond anything he’d experienced before. It settled into every pore, every muscle, every bone. His wolf was both smug and relieved that this little cat they adored had returned their claim.

Languid with pure contentment, Harley and her cat snuggled into their mate. He was the only male both her human and animal side had wanted. The cat had always quickly grown bored with Harley’s human partners. This wolf impressed, amused, delighted, and challenged both sides of her nature. “Oh, um, by the way . . . love you too,” she slurred into his chest.

Throat burning, Jesse kissed her hair and inhaled the honey scent of her shampoo. He’d known she cared for him—she would never have let him claim her if she didn’t—but he hadn’t known how much. There had been nights when he watched her sleep, wondering if he’d ever find a way into that big heart that was encased in an iron cage. It was probably natural that someone who felt things so deeply would protect that heart so it didn’t go through life constantly bruised. He’d hoped she’d trust him to be a person who wouldn’t abuse that trust and purposely wound her. But he had hurt her, and now he needed to fix it.

“You misunderstood last night,” he told her. “When I said Torrie was a subject we wouldn’t touch, I didn’t mean you had no right to hear about her. I wasn’t trying to protect her memory, and I didn’t believe you’d taint it.”

She lifted her head to meet his gaze. “Then why?”

“There was a couple in my old pack who weren’t true mates, Jeannie and Ron. He lost his true mate when they were kids. He talked of her as you would a little sister. You have to understand . . . you feel things differently as a kid than you do as an adult. As a kid, I loved Torrie. I still do, but that love is more fraternal now that I’m an adult. It was the same for him.”

“I understand.”

“Jeannie didn’t. She was resentful that she wasn’t his true mate. Jealous of what feelings he had for the little girl. She compared herself to her, compared their traits and likes and dislikes. She was convinced she was second best, though that was probably her own insecurities talking, and she constantly accused him of pining for his true mate.

“I know you’re not Jeannie. In fact, you’re nothing like her. But I didn’t want that for us. I didn’t want you tormenting yourself the way she did. I didn’t want you to ever think you couldn’t match up. I figured the less you knew about Torrie, the better.”

Harley kissed his throat. “I get it.” He’d done it to protect her. She played her fingers over the bite on his shoulder, understanding now his fascination with her own claiming mark. Just the sight and feel of it was comforting, a reminder that the most important person in her life was hers. It was also a total turn-on.

“You’re not the only one who worries about being second best.” Jesse stroked a hand over her hair. “I worry that one day you’ll regret choosing me over your true mate. I’ve seen it happen with imprinted couples. They grow to resent each other. But life is too fucking short to hem and haw over things. Sometimes you’ve gotta go with your gut. This feels right.”

“My gut tends to get me in trouble,” she said with a smile. “But I think it might have led me right this time.”

Tangling his fingers with hers, he brought their joined hands to his mouth. “There’ll be times when I piss you off and hurt you. It’ll be unintentional, but it’ll happen. All I can do is swear I’ll fix my fuckups. I promise you that you are not second best and you do not have to compete with anyone.”

“It’s not that I think there’s some kind of competition. I just meant that, as your true mate, she’ll naturally be a part of you.”

“She would have been my mate. She’s not here, Harley. You’re my mate.”

“But I’m not your other half—that’s all I’m saying.” And, yeah, it did sting despite how much she wished it didn’t, but she kept that pain to herself.

He cupped her face and skimmed his thumb along her jaw. Softly, he said, “No, you’re not my other half. You’re my center. No lie, baby. You brought me back from the dead, remember? Everything was dark and bleak and empty. My soul was in pieces. You changed that. I can’t be without my center, can I? I need that. And that’s you.” He gave her a slow, wet, languid kiss. “It’ll always be you. Don’t ever, ever doubt that.”

Wrapping one arm tight around her, he picked her up and took her to bed.

 

Jesse woke to the feel of a hot mouth wrapped tight around his cock. His mate was sucking so hard her cheeks hollowed, scoring his sides with her nails. Her soft hair trailed over his thighs, teasing his nerve endings into a little frenzy. Her tongue flicked a certain spot just right and he growled. “That’s it.” His voice was gruff from sleep. Gold eyes flicked to his, blazing with heat and feminine possession. And he understood he was being claimed in a whole other way here.

He knotted his fingers in her hair as he watched. Her lips kept a tight grip on his cock as her tongue swirled and licked and rubbed. He hissed as the head bumped the back of her throat, and then that throat contracted around him as she swallowed him deeper. Fuck. “Yeah, take more, baby.” She did. And the sight of more and more of his cock disappearing into her mouth was almost more than he could take.

Harley lightly grazed his balls with her nails, smiling around his cock as he swore. She liked the taste of him. Liked the feel of him hot and hard in her mouth. Liked him fisting her hair with a dark proprietary edge that said he could fuck her mouth if he wanted to but was choosing not to. It was as bold as the stark possessiveness shimmering in his eyes that once would have made her bristle. Now it gave her goose bumps.

“I’m gonna come, Harley. I want you to swallow every drop.” Using his grip on her hair, he held her head in place. She sucked harder, purring . . . and then he exploded, watching her throat work as she swallowed it all. “Good girl.” It was one more way to mark his mate and solidify his claim.

Harley slid up his body, resting comfortably on his chest as she pressed a light kiss to his mouth. “Good morning.”

“It’s a very good morning.” One hand cupped her ass as his other lazily smoothed up and down her bare back. She tucked her face into the crook of his neck and relaxed into his touch. Little claws absentmindedly kneaded his shoulders and a purr slipped out of her. Jesse smiled. She often settled on top of him, whether in bed or on the sofa, while he petted her, lazily luxuriating in the attention. “You really are one big kitty cat. My kitty.”

“Yours,” she easily agreed.

He tipped up her chin so he could look in her eyes. “You always were. Always will be.”

“Is your wolf okay with me claiming him?”

“Okay with it?” That would be a serious understatement. “He’s smug as all hell and mentally crowing like a rooster.”

“Good, so is my cat.” Her stomach rumbled. “I’m hungry. We need breakfast.”

“I need to take care of you first.” He slipped a finger inside her, finding her deliciously wet. “Then we eat.”

It wasn’t until they were in the kitchen, where Harley was reaching for a Danish, that Jesse told her he wanted them to have breakfast with the pack so he could share that she’d officially claimed him. Harley grimaced. “You want us to walk right into the main lodge and make a big announcement in front of everybody?”

He leaned against the fridge. “What’s wrong with that?”

A lot. She wasn’t nervous about the pack’s reaction. They had already accepted her, and several had expressed their eagerness for her to claim Jesse. But she detested being the center of attention, especially since . . . “They’ll all want to hug me, and you know I’m not big on being touched.” Neither was her cat.

“You can deal with it this once.” He crossed the room to take her hand and pull her close. “I want everyone to know.” He was proud that she’d claimed him.

“That’s easily done.” She whipped her cell out of her pocket.

Jesse frowned. “Who are you calling?” Then he heard his Alpha female greet, “Morning!”

“I claimed Jesse last night. Pass it on.” Harley ended the call and smiled at him. “See, easily done.”

He just shook his head, helplessly amused.

“How long do you think it will be before it reaches everyone?”

“Five minutes at most. They’ll come here,” he warned her. “You haven’t escaped their reaction.”

“Yeah, but they won’t all come at once.”

Yes, they would. But he’d let her believe differently if it stopped her from disappearing in her cat form. “If we’re not going to eat with the pack, we best do it now before they come.” She was cranky when she was hungry, so there was less chance of her losing her patience with the pack if she’d eaten.

Snuggled together on the porch swing, they were just finishing breakfast when they heard excited chatter in the near distance. Harley froze. “That’s more than one person.” Straining to hear better, she realized it was more than even a few people. “They’ve all come together?”

Jesse’s mouth curved. “Sounds like it.” He got to his feet and brushed the crumbs off his lap. Then he looked up just in time to see his mate lunging toward the tree. He looped on arm around her waist. “No, no, no.”

She struggled against him. “I can accept their congratulations from up there!”

“Don’t be a wuss.”

“A wuss?” she echoed as he advanced through the lodge. “Who uses that word?”

“I do.” He set her on her feet but kept his arm tight around her. “It’ll be fine.” He pulled open the front door to see his entire pack approaching. The females and pups entered first; each hugged and congratulated them. The males patted Jesse on the back and gave Harley a smile, knowing better than to hug her when she and Jesse weren’t yet fully mated.

By the end of the scene, Harley’s upper lip had curled back, her eyes kept flashing cat, and she looked ready to dive on someone. Jesse tightened his hold, fearing she might actually claw someone if her personal space was yet again invaded.

“That’s two pieces of good news in one morning,” said Nick.

Jesse’s wolf cocked his head. “Two pieces?”

“We have the location of Hector’s parents.”

Anticipation rushed through Jesse. “Where are they?”

“Chicago.”

“You need to take me with you, Nick,” said Shaya.

The Alpha male sighed, and it was clear they’d had this conversation before. “Shay—”

“Nick, let’s be honest here; you’re not particularly pleasant,” she said without any judgment. “You need someone to temper you. That’s what I do.” She did, and she did it often.

Eli folded his arms across his chest. “Shaya is good at keeping the peace, Nick. It’s what makes her such a good mediator.”

Nick gave him a look that said “traitor.” “We’ll talk more about this later, Shay.” Then he turned to his Beta pair. “I know how badly you want to come, but I need you here. I need to know my daughter is well protected.”

“She will be,” vowed Ally. “You can count on that.”

Nick inclined his head and then slid his gaze back to Jesse. “I intend to take you, Roni, and Marcus.”

Jesse nodded. “When do we leave?”

“I was hoping we could leave today,” replied Nick. “But we won’t have access to the jet until the day after tomorrow.”

“Let’s end this talk of Hector-related matters,” said Ally. “Yes, it’s good news, but it’s still not a pleasant subject. Today needs to be a happy day for Harley and Jesse.”

“I agree.” Shaya linked arms with Harley and tried to pull her toward the dining table, but Jesse refused to let go. Shaya rolled her eyes. “The Phoenix wolves told me to express their congratulations.”

Jesse looked at Shaya. “You shared it with people outside the pack already?”

“Harley told me to pass it on,” the redhead pointed out. “Taryn likes her. They share something in common: they both have fathers who are assholes.” Shaya turned to Ally. “Speaking of Taryn’s father, apparently Lance bought an Italian restaurant.” Lance was not only Taryn’s father but her old Alpha. Shaya and Caleb had also once been part of his pack.

Ally sat on one of the dining chairs. “Another restaurant? How many does he own now?”

“Six, I think,” replied Shaya. “It’s no secret that I don’t like Lance, but he’s right to buy properties and businesses.”

“Yeah,” said Roni. “Extremists can’t force us to stick to our own territories if we own properties and businesses smack dab in the middle of their communities.”

Harley pursed her lips, wondering if the females were about to inform Nick of her attention to buy the club.

“And it’s good for humans to see us, to see that we’re relatable and can coexist with them just fine.” Ally leaned back in her seat. “Not all of them are against us. The majority of the human population accepts us. They’re just not very vocal about it.”

“I agree that Lance is wise,” said Roni. “If shifters stick to their territories, it means they’re segregating themselves. By buying restaurants, stores, diners, and other properties, they’re always visible. And it means they can have businesses exclusive to shifters too. Places they can shop and eat without worrying about being harassed.”

“I have my fingers in pies,” said Nick, his posture defensive. Evidently, he didn’t like hearing other Alphas be praised.

Shaya blinked at him. “Oh, I know that. You . . . invest.” She said the word like it was insignificant. “Investing is good too.”

“Yeah?” Nick folded his arms. “You don’t seem convinced.”

Roni sighed at him. “Be honest, investing is the lazy way.”

“Lazy?” he repeated.

“You’re taking risks, but only behind the safety of your computer.” Roni shrugged. “You don’t own anything outright.”

“I—we—own this territory,” he corrected.

“We’re talking about properties within the human community,” Shaya pointed out.

Nick waved a dismissive hand. “There are too many responsibilities roped up in that.”

“Hmm,” said Shaya, pursing her lips.

He narrowed his eyes. “Hmm? What does ‘hmm’ mean?”

Harley had to smile. Apparently she wasn’t the only one who found that irritating.

“Just that, you know, some people see it as a challenge,” replied Shaya. “It’s okay that challenges aren’t your thing.”

His spine snapped straight. “Hey, I like a challenge as much as the next Alpha.”

“But not enough to listen to my business idea,” said Shaya.

He tensed. “Business idea?”

“After we’ve dealt with Hector, we can buy the land neighboring ours. That’s a lot of space to—”

“And it will remain just space,” Nick insisted.

“Wait, hear me out. We could open a salon there, a little motel exclusive to shifters, a bakery—”

“Ooh yeah,” said Ally. “I’m getting tingles here. Actual tingles.”

Nick slashed a hand through the air. “No. No. No. No. No.”

Shaya sighed, impatient, and put her hands on her hips. “Look, this Hector crap has taught us one thing: a plot of land like that will attract buyers. We need to ensure we’re the buyers.”

“And we will,” said Nick. “That doesn’t mean we need to do anything with the land.”

Roni shook her head. “That’s not good business sense.”

He arched a brow at his sister. “It’s not?”

“I agree with Roni,” said Shaya. “All that land could pay for itself if there were businesses there providing us with income.”

Nick scowled. “It would be too complicated, too many businesses, too much to think about. We don’t know anything about running businesses anyway.”

Kent shyly raised a hand. “I do. I mean, I owned a salon in Arizona. I’d just love to open another one.”

Nick spluttered. “Well, the rest of us haven’t. We haven’t even worked among humans.”

“I have. I worked in Kent’s salon,” Shaya reminded him.

“Not for long,” Nick ground out. “The only real person here who has worked among humans is Harley. She worked at clubs. Anyway, owning lots of businesses . . . it would be too much hassle.”

Ally tapped her fingers on the table. “What you’re saying is that it would be simpler to just run one business.”

“Yes,” replied Nick. “If we branch out, it would be best to start with one business. Something that wouldn’t need my supervision. Something small.”

“Like a salon,” suggested Kent.

Ally shook her head. “It would take time to build a client base. And you would have to hire people outside the pack, since you and Shaya are the only ones here who are qualified to work at a salon.”

“It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” said Shaya. “I’d love to be out in public—”

“No,” stated Nick, clearly panicked about the latter, being so overprotective.

Shaya huffed at her mate. “You said it yourself: it would have to be something that wouldn’t require your direct supervision. A salon wouldn’t create any hassle for you.”

“A club would be less hassle, though,” said Roni. “That wouldn’t require his supervision either.”

Nick latched onto that like it was a lifeline. “Yeah, a club would be simpler. It wouldn’t be something that requires Shaya to be out in public.” He turned to Harley. “You’d know how to run it, right?”

Harley shrugged. “Sure.” God, these females were good. They had Nick thinking the whole thing was his idea.

Nick nodded, satisfied, clearly feeling like he was back in control of the matter. “There. Simple. If we branch out, we start with a club.”

Shaya frowned. “But my idea—”

“No.”

“But—”

“No.”

Her shoulders fell. “There’s no way at all I can change your mind?”

“Not on this.”

Shaya released a long, suffering sigh. “I guess we could look into local clubs, see if any are for sale.”

Roni nodded, patting Shaya’s back soothingly. “Yeah. A salon could come later.”

When Nick bristled, Ally raised a hand at Roni. “Let’s not push Nick any further.” He grunted in approval.

“Shaya, look!” called out Cassidy. “Watch me skip!”

“I’m coming!” Shaya walked out, followed by Ally and Roni.

“I want to see the pups skipping,” Harley told Jesse.

His arm flexed around her. “You promise you won’t disappear up a tree?”

Harley rolled her eyes. “Promise.” She accepted his kiss and then slid out the patio door. The three adult females were on the porch, watching the pups attempt to skip and fail. “You girls are sheer goddesses.”

Shaya grinned. “Ain’t we, though?”

“Can I just say I’m so glad you returned Jesse’s claim,” Ally said to Harley. “You and Jesse might not be true mates, but you were meant for each other.”

Harley’s nose wrinkled. “That makes no sense.”

Ally elaborated. “The Jesse he was as a child—he was meant for the little girl who died. The Jesse he is now—he was meant for you.”

Her cat liked that idea, and Harley would like to think it was true.

“Dude, you’re not watching,” Cassidy complained to Shaya.

Blinking in surprise, Shaya chuckled. “Little girls don’t say ‘dude.’ I’m glad Willow didn’t hear you say it; she’d repeat it constantly.”

Cassidy waved a hand. “Nah, she’s too busy singing while she tries to skip.”

Harley frowned. “That sounds more like chanting than singing.” They all quieted and strove to listen to the pup . . . and Harley had to bite back a smile when she realized Willow was chanting “redrum” over and over.

Shaya gasped, wide-eyed. “Who let her watch The Shining?”

 

Eli looked at Jesse in mock disgust, but he was wearing a ghost of a smile. “You’re sickeningly happy right now, aren’t you?”

“Of course,” replied Jesse.

“It’s making me nauseous.”

“We’re all falling, one by one.” Bracken sighed. “First Nick. Then Derren. Now Jesse.”

Nick folded his arms. “Let’s just hope the next one who finds their mate doesn’t do it for a while. I don’t think I can cope with any more new members in one year.” His mouth twisted, and he was silent for a moment. “I was totally manipulated by my mate just now, wasn’t I?”

Derren’s mouth kicked up into a smile. “Yeah. The others were obviously in on it, but Shaya was clearly the ringleader.”

It had been fucking hilarious and had taken everything Jesse had not to laugh. Shaya was damn sneaky. But Jesse supposed that a submissive female mated to an Alpha would have to find alternative ways of getting what she wanted or she’d feel constantly oppressed.

Nick’s jaw tightened, and he glared at an unsuspecting Shaya through the window. “I’ll kill her.”

“For what it’s worth,” began Zander, “she is right about branching out.”

Nick snorted. “Whatever.”

After everyone left, Jesse and Harley spent the rest of the day alone. It was a day lazily spent lounging, snuggling, bathing, eating, and fucking. Later, they gave their animals freedom and let them run and play together. When it turned dark, the wolf padded back to the lodge with the cat clinging to his back and playfully biting at his ears. Happy.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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The sound of a twig snapping brought Harley out of her book. Sitting comfortably on a tree branch, she listened harder . . . and heard light footsteps. Someone was coming. Someone who didn’t want to be sensed.

Jesse was currently guarding the perimeter of the territory and nowhere near their lodge. And since she’d left her cell on the kitchen counter, there was no way she could call for backup. So she remained absolutely still, straining each of her senses. She scented the prowler before they came into her line of vision. Motherfucker.

Harley watched as they halted a few feet away from the building and stood on their tiptoes, trying to peek through the windows without coming close. Then they started to creep toward the patio doors. She waited until just the right moment before she—in a short series of quick, fluid, silent movements—descended from the branch and landed directly in front of the prowler, who jerked back in surprise. Harley gave a mock smile. “Howdy.”

Licking her lips, Kim glanced around. “Where’s Jesse?”

“You’re not supposed to be here.” Her cat took a swipe at the she-wolf.

“My mom and I are leaving in half an hour.”

Good fucking riddance.

“I came to say good-bye to Jesse.”

“Well, he’s not here.” Harley cocked her head. “But you already knew that. You didn’t really come here to see him. You have something you need to say to me? Let me guess . . . you’re here to tell me how happy you are that I claimed Jesse. I appreciate the sentiment.”

Reeking of envy, Kim glared at Harley. Her expression was so sour it was a wonder she had a grip on her temper. “It doesn’t matter that you claimed him. He’s still not yours.”

“He’s not?” Harley sensed the weird bitch genuinely believed that.

“There’s no mating bond. Imprinting has started, but your scents haven’t mixed.”

“Should I thank you for bringing what I already knew to my attention?”

“If you know that, then you know he won’t fully imprint on you. He can’t,” Kim added with a smugness that made Harley’s cat spit.

“You do realize that if envy was a fatal disease, you’d be on life support right now, don’t you? In your position, that would disturb me.”

“I’m only speaking the truth: you’re not officially mates until you have a mating bond.” And this clearly comforted Kim while she was dealing with the unique situation of not getting what she wanted and having to leave without Jesse.

“Want to know why you and Jesse would never have worked? You want to change him. You think he’s broken and needs fixing. We’re all a little broken. There’s helping someone, and there’s trying to shape them into someone else. The latter just breeds resentment.”

“You need him to change if you have any chance of developing a mating bond. He’s completely closed off.”

“Yeah, to you. And to most of the population.”

Kim arched a brow. “If he’s so open to you, where’s the mating bond?”

“The potential of it is close. I feel it. Like electricity in the air.” It was almost as if it was waiting for something. Harley simply wasn’t sure what. “Very close.”

“But that’s probably all it will ever be: close. That will never be enough for your animals. His wolf and your cat will withdraw from the relationship. His scent will leave your skin; your scent will leave his. At least you get to keep the mark. Although I’m not sure I’d want to forever wear the mark of a guy who left me.”

“I’d ask how long you’ve had it in your head that Jesse could be yours, but I can’t find it in me to care. If you really do feel the need to continue this pointless conversation, just call me later at 1-800-kiss-my-fat-ass.” Harley turned her back on Kim, dismissing her. The she-wolf simply wasn’t worth—

A hand knotted in her hair and dragged her back. Little bitch.

 

Jesse pulled his cell out of his pocket and saw “Zander” flashing on the screen. He tensed, remembering that the enforcer was guarding the road leading to the main lodge. “Tell me Hector isn’t back again.”

“It’s not Hector, but I don’t think you’re going to be any happier about who it is,” warned Zander. “Harley’s mother and uncle have showed up. They want to see her.”

Jesse swore. “Have you told Harley yet?”

“I tried to call her, but she’s not answering her cell.”

“I’ll go home and ask her if she wants to see them. In the meantime, don’t let them in the main lodge.” He didn’t trust them not to steal anything, and he didn’t want any drama Lily caused to touch the pups.

“I haven’t even let them pass the border. I’m keeping them where they are.” Zander hung up.

Jesse jogged to his lodge, not looking forward to ruining his mate’s morning by giving her this news. He’d been extremely tempted to tell Zander to turn the useless fuckers away, but Harley would hate him making any decisions for her, so he—

Kim’s scent.

For fuck’s sake, was the female suicidal or something? He followed the scent to the rear of the lodge . . . and came to an abrupt halt. A growl rattled his chest as rage surged through him in a hot rush. His mate’s hair was a mess, her lip was split, and blood was seeping through the claw marks on her chest onto the torn T-shirt she wore. Kim . . . well, she was unconscious and both gagged and bound by what looked like strips of her own sweater. She also had claws marks on her face and neck like she’d been attacked by a feral alley cat.

Jesse clenched his fists against the urge to rant and rave at what had been done to his mate; he sensed that her cat was very close to the surface and not at all happy. If he released his own anger, it would feed hers. He took slow steps toward his mate. “Baby,” he began softly, “why is she trussed up like a Christmas turkey? Not that I’m complaining.”

“She came at me from behind,” Harley replied simply.

“Ah.” He knew his mate well enough to understand that she therefore wouldn’t have viewed Kim as worthy of a true duel. Harley could really have hurt her if she’d wanted to, but she’d settled for humiliating and mauling Kim instead. That humiliation would run deep for a female as dominant as Kim.

“You should probably call someone to come and fetch her.”

Up close, Jesse stroked Harley’s back, petting the tension out of her. His wolf snarled at the scent of her blood, pushing at Jesse’s skin so he could reach his mate and comfort her. Both he and Jesse silently seethed at the sight of her injuries. They weren’t bad enough to need Ally’s help and, in fact, would probably heal just fine within the next thirty minutes. That didn’t make him feel any better.

He made a quick call to Derren and explained the matter. The Beta assured Jesse that he would get there fast, which was a good thing because Kim then regained consciousness. Realizing her predicament, she muttered something around her gag. With the strength of their kind, she tore her bonds and struggled to her feet, cheeks flushing with embarrassment.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” he growled at Kim, reminding himself how wrong it would be to strike a female. “You had no fucking right to touch her! I wish right now I was a lesser guy so I could rip your damn throat out!”

Breathing hard, Kim touched one of the scratches on her face. “She drew blood first.”

He jabbed a finger at the she-wolf. “You were warned not to come back here. You knew exactly what could happen if you did. Or maybe that’s why you came here. Maybe you wanted a fight.”

“You made a mistake choosing her, Jesse. I could have helped you open up.”

Harley tilted her head. “Persistent little bitch, aren’t you? And so very, very bitter.” Harley didn’t know if that bitterness was so intense because Kim had feelings for Jesse or because she simply couldn’t cope with being denied what she wanted. Harley also didn’t care.

“Three years,” Kim said to him. “It’s been three years of nothing from her, and then you claim her. You don’t even know her. Not really. I was there for you at the memorial, but you went to her.”

“You followed me after the memorial,” Jesse realized. He did remember Kim hovering around him, trying to comfort him. He hadn’t thought she’d followed him, though.

“Hoping to wear him down?” asked Harley. “Oh, now that’s just sad and desperate.”

Her flush deepened. “Says the woman who took advantage of a grieving male!”

“Harley didn’t take advantage,” said Jesse. “She took what was hers.”

Kim flinched. “Your true mate died—”

“I never said Harley was my true mate. I claimed her because she’s my choice. I’m hers just as she’s mine.”

“Even though she introduced your sister to drugs? Isn’t that the ultimate insult to Mia’s memory?”

Frowning at her shrill outburst, Harley mused, “You’re a lot angrier about all this than I’d first thought.” This was teeth-gnashing anger that would eat at a person’s soul. “Fascinating.”

“Fascinating?” Kim echoed.

“Well, not really,” said Harley. “It’s actually quite sad that a grown woman would carry this much bitterness over . . . well, anything.” Her cat raked her claws against Harley’s stomach, wanting the freedom to avenge herself.

“I never once misled you into thinking there would be anything between us,” Jesse told Kim. “If you thought differently, that’s on you.”

Kim planted her hands on her hips. “So you’ll fuck my sister but not me?”

Jesse grimaced. “I never touched your sister. It’s all in your messed-up head.”

Derren and Bracken came charging out of the trees. Both skidded to a halt, taking in the sight before them.

Closing his eyes, Bracken said, “I’m not even going to ask what happened, Kim. I don’t want to know. Go. Mom’s waiting for you.”

Kim warily approached him. “Bracken—”

His eyes snapped open. “Don’t. You bloodied one of my pack mates!”

“She bloodied me first!”

“That’s actually true,” said Harley. “Of course, if she hadn’t come at me from behind and took a fistful of my hair, I wouldn’t have whirled on her and slashed at her face.”

Derren growled at Kim. “You’re lucky you’re Bracken’s sister. Anyone else would have paid deeply for that. Now get the fuck out of here.”

As his sister walked off, Bracken looked at Harley. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think she was truly this stupid.”

“No need to apologize,” said Harley. “That was on her, not you.”

Bracken and Derren followed closely behind Kim, probably distrusting that she wouldn’t idiotically turn right around and make things worse.

Gently turning Harley to face him, Jesse massaged her stiff shoulders. “You okay?”

In spite of her mood, Harley’s mouth curled into a small smile. “You’d be a lot better at soothing my anger if you weren’t growling.”

Jesse softly brushed his thumb over her split lip; it was healing well. “If she was a male, she’d be dead right now.” He would have snapped the bastard’s neck like a twig. “You should be yelling at me.”

“Why?”

“When I went to the club to find you, I told you that you’d be safe here.”

She smoothed her hands up and down his chest. “I’m safer with you than I am anywhere else.”

He kissed her. “Damn right.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I kinda enjoyed making her bleed.” The fact that the she-wolf was bleeding was really the only thing stopping her cat from going apeshit.

“I can’t say that surprises me.”

“Not that I’m not pleased to see you, but what brought you home? Did you hear us fighting?”

“No.” He took both her hands, tangling their fingers. “I’m really sorry to tell you this, because it’s not going to improve your mood a tiny bit.”

Crap. “What?”

“Lily and Shawn are here.”

Oh, freaking wonderful. Just the people Harley did not want to see. Ever. And if it made her cruel that she wasn’t pleased to see her own mother, well . . . then she was cruel.

“Do you want to speak with them?”

Not even a little. “Sure.” Her cat snarled her displeasure, but Harley believed it was best just to get the whole thing over with.

“I can make them leave.”

“They’d just come back.” She kissed him. “But thanks. I’m going to wash, change, and drag a brush through my hair. By then, these injuries will have healed. Then we’ll let Lily whine about how I didn’t tell her I was mated.”

A short while later, they were walking down the dirt road to where a large number of the pack was gathered up ahead. Even from there, Harley could hear her mother whining, “You can’t stop us from seeing her!” The woman did love to make a scene. She was truly gifted at it.

“Let us pass!” demanded Shawn, curt.

“No. You have permission to step onto our territory but not to pass any farther.” Eli’s voice was deceptively cool. “Harley will come when she’s ready.”

Derren briefly glanced over his shoulder. “She’s almost here. I suggest you calm yourselves unless you want her to refuse to speak with you.”

But, of course, they didn’t follow his advice.

The crowd parted as she and Jesse arrived; everyone gave Harley either a supportive smile or a respectful nod. Unlike the others, Eli didn’t move. He stood between Harley and their visitors like a sentry. Still, she was able to see Lily and Shawn just fine. They both looked gaunt, pale, and disheveled. Her mother was dressed in a tight vest and short skirt, both of which badly needed ironing and were two sizes too small. Shawn, as per usual, was dressed like a biker, though he was a very sad imitation of one.

Red faced, Shawn ordered, “Tell him to move!”

She smiled. “Nobody can make Eli do anything he doesn’t want to do. I guess you’ll have to ask him nicely.” And, yes, she was tormenting them a little. Hey, if they were going to embarrass her, then there was no reason for her to be hospitable.

Eli said, “He’s not getting near you until he’s calm.” Odd that a person who had once despised her was now one of her staunchest supporters.

Shawn took a deep breath. “Can you please move aside so we can see Harley?” His false politeness made her smile widen.

Eli kept his gaze on Shawn as he asked, “Harley, you want to talk to them?”

“Sure,” she replied, so Eli stepped aside.

“Sure?” echoed Lily. “Well, I feel loved.”

Harley folded her arms, staying close to Jesse. “I take it you heard about our mating.”

Lily’s mouth went tight. “Yes, and imagine how hurt I was to find out secondhand that you’re mated. Your father called me earlier, and let me tell you he is not happy. He wants to see you.” Lily flicked her hair back as she flashed Jesse a smile. “I remember you. I wanted to come here and personally thank you for making her see where her place in the world lies.”

No, she’d come to embarrass her because Lily got some perverse joy out of it . . . as if it made her feel better about herself.

“Jesse, I’m sure you remember Lily and Shawn,” said Harley.

“Her mother and uncle,” Lily stressed, casting Harley a look of reprimand.

Given what Jesse knew of Lily, she was no mother to Harley. Maybe things would have been different if she hadn’t drowned in her own misery rather than care for Harley. Then again, maybe they wouldn’t have been. His wolf regarded the shifters with a snarl of distaste. “They look different when they’re sober,” Jesse told Harley. “Not a lot different, but still.”

Lily’s face hardened. Her eyes cut to Harley. “I wouldn’t have guessed you would ever have anything to do with a Sequoia wolf after what happened with his sister.”

“You guessed wrong,” said Jesse.

Shawn put a staying hand on Lily’s arm. “We’re happy for you, Harley. We just can’t believe you didn’t tell us that you’re mated. It was hard to hear from someone else.”

Petulant as ever, Lily sniped, “I’ll bet Tess knows. You tell her everything. You visit her all the time. But not me.”

Aware that her mother was just looking to start an argument, Harley said, “I’m not playing this game with you. You’ve had your moment of drama; you can leave now.”

“Wait,” said Shawn, “we’re on our way to visit your father. You should come. He wants to see you. Now, I know you prefer speaking with Clive alone and I know you don’t like the idea of being summoned to see him, but this is no small matter. If you won’t do it for him, do it for me.”

Jesse looked him up and down. “Why would she do it for you?”

Shawn lifted his chin. “I was more of a father to her than Clive.”

Um, no he wasn’t. But Harley knew that Shawn genuinely believed that, for the simple reason that he liked to think he had taken Clive’s place in Lily’s and Harley’s affections.

“It’s been hard for me to be without my mate,” Lily said to Jesse. “I’m only permitted to see him once a month—the physical distance is difficult to cope with. Shawn has been there for me every step of the way.” She turned back to Harley, teetering on heels way too high for anyone. “We’re leaving for the prison now. Are you coming?”

“Jesse and I will come, but we want to speak with Clive privately.”

Lily bristled. “What’s wrong with having a family visit? It’s hard enough that I see so little of my mate. I see even less of my daughter.” Tears welled in Lily’s eyes, but Harley steeled herself against the emotional manipulation. Her mother was a travel agent for guilt trips and had yet to figure out that they didn’t work on Harley.

“Jesse and I will see him after you and Shawn have talked with him,” Harley told her.

Displeased, Lily pressed her lips together. “You’re as stubborn as your father.”

Anger coursed through Harley and her cat. She was nothing like Clive Vincent. If Lily wanted to be blind to the reality of who and what he was, fine. But Harley had no intention of joining her in the city of denial.

Did Harley condemn him for killing the humans who’d attacked her brother? Not at all. But he didn’t do it out of soul-wrenching grief; he did it because he liked to dole out pain. Hell, he’d hurt Michael himself on a few occasions, even broke his arm once. Michael had hated him, and Clive had done nothing but ridicule him. The truth was that Clive got a kick out of hurting people, physically and emotionally . . . like they were toys put on the earth for his amusement.

He had never hurt Harley and, for some reason, seemed to find some strange sort of pride in her rejection of him. She’d never quite understood that. Maybe he just liked that she saw him as he was. In any case, Lily only saw in Clive what she wanted to see. Lily refused to remember the times when he had hit her, mocked her, and exerted control over her.

Sensing Harley’s mood darken, Jesse slid his hand around her nape. His wolf pushed against his skin, wanting to rub up against her. “Feel free to leave without us,” he told their visitors. “Harley and I will catch up.” The words were pleasant but the “fuck off” was clear in his tone.

Shawn looked about to argue, but then he took in the sight of all the Mercury wolves closing in and seemed to think better of it. He inclined his head. “Fine.” He urged a sullen Lily to a small and particularly shabby motor home. Within moments, they were gone.

No one spoke, as if at a loss for what to say. Then Roni whistled. “Wow. And I thought my mom was embarrassing.”

“We can go see Clive another day if you want,” Jesse told Harley.

She inhaled deeply. “I’d rather just get it over with.”

“All right.”

“Zander and Bracken will follow you there,” said Nick. “It’ll be better to have two vehicles in case someone tries to strike at you.”

Zander rubbed at his jaw. “Lily is more exhausting than I remember.”

Harley gave a wan smile. “Yeah, she’s actually more pleasant when she’s drunk. Go figure.”

“I don’t get the feeling that you’re as close to Shawn as he seems to think,” said Shaya.

“I’m not.” Never had been.

“Should we expect your family to show up soon?” Marcus asked Jesse.

“No.”

Ally’s brow furrowed. “You don’t think they’ll find out?”

“They’ll find out. But they won’t call me or visit me—they’ll give me the silent treatment as a passive-aggressive way of communicating their displeasure.”

Shaya rolled her eyes. “Families can be so dumb.”

As if to back her up on that, Bracken’s family drove past them. Nat gave a regal wave, and Kim pointedly ignored them all.

As everyone walked back to the main lodge, Harley dragged her heels a little so that she could speak to Jesse without being overheard. “You really think your parents will give you the silent treatment?”

“Yes, even though they know I don’t give a fuck if they approve or not,” he replied. “I never sought their approval for anything.”

Confused, she said, “They always seemed good to you.”

“They’re not bad parents or bad people. But my mother is every inch the demanding ‘I want things my way’ person that I am now. She considers herself the family matriarch and thinks all decisions should be run by her. Part of her respects me for not bowing down to her, but the other part of her is angry that I ‘defy’ her.”

“But you’re not defying her. You’re just being you.”

He smiled, liking just how well she got him. “You’re right. But in her mind, if I do something she doesn’t approve of I’ve done it to spite her or to punish her or to annoy her.” He was used to it at this point. “A side effect of being so dominant is that you can start to believe you know what’s best for everyone.” He was guilty of that sometimes.

“What about your father? Is he submissive?”

“No, but he might as well be.” Jesse sighed. “My mother is more much dominant than him, and that’s changed him. It’s not that she bullies him or uses it against him. In fact, she treated him as an equal right up until he stopped acting like one. He simply folded under the weight of all that dominance. When they argue, he backs down. When she wants something, he gives it to her. If she asks him to do something, he does it without question. Not because he wants to behave that way, but because he doesn’t have any fight in him.”

“That’s not a healthy relationship.”

“No, it’s not. She doesn’t like it. She doesn’t want a meek servant; she wants a strong male who is her equal. But he just folded under the weight of her personality until he was a shadow of his former self.” He squeezed Harley’s hand. “That’s not something I’ll ever have to worry about with you.” Which was essential to him, because if his mate couldn’t push back, he’d destroy something inside her . . . and that wasn’t something he’d be able to live with.

 

Clive Vincent didn’t look like a killer, Jesse thought. In fact, he was the epitome of average. Average height, average weight, average looks. The kind of person who could easily blend in and not stick out in a person’s memory . . . if it weren’t for those brutally cold gray eyes. They remained locked on his daughter as she and Jesse entered the small box room and took seats opposite him.

There were four guards, which was a little excessive in Jesse’s opinion. All of them watched Clive carefully. It wasn’t just that they appeared to fear him. It was that they also didn’t seem to quite trust how the visitation would go.

It occurred to Jesse that they could be worried how Clive would react to the presence of his only daughter’s mate. Well, up to this point, he still had yet to acknowledge him. Jesse didn’t get the feeling that the wolf was being rude. It was more that he simply didn’t find him significant . . . as if Jesse was interchangeable to him. For the moment, Harley held all his attention.

“Harley, sweetheart, I’ve missed you.”

And Harley knew he genuinely had, because Clive didn’t do too well with being alone. “Hello, Dad.”

“You look pretty today. I like your hair loose.” His smile turned nostalgic. “Do you remember when I used to brush it into little pigtails? You were the cutest thing ever.”

“I remember.”

He glanced at the guards. “Leave us. I want some quality time with my daughter.”

The humans exchanged looks with each other, unsure.

Clive sighed. “I won’t hurt him. It would upset Harley and then she would leave. Now go.”

And, to Jesse’s shock, they actually left. What the fuck? Harley didn’t seem surprised, so he guessed this wasn’t an uncommon thing. Well, he damn well didn’t like it. Cuffed or not, Clive was still dangerous. He also apparently had some power in here.

“That’s better.” Finally, Clive looked at him. Not many things had ever truly unnerved Jesse, but being the focus of those cold eyes was a little unsettling. “Harley, I see that you’ve brought your mate.”

“Yes, this is Jesse Dalton. Jesse, this is Clive Vincent.”

Clive gave her an indulgent look of reproach. “I would have appreciated finding out about your mating from you. It hurt that I learned it from the guards.”

She could almost believe that he truly was hurt . . . only she knew better. Instead of making excuses, Harley just held his stare. She was good at outstaring people; she’d learned it from him.

A slow smile spread across Clive’s face. “I like that you don’t apologize for your choices.” He leaned back in his seat. “Tell me, Dalton, is it correct that Harley isn’t really your mate? It said so in the article that the guards showed me. But reporters lie, after all.”

His wolf growled. “Harley is my mate.”

“Of course. I meant, is it correct that she’s not your true mate?” It was said as if that would mean he didn’t really have any rights to Harley, and that was utter bullshit.

Refusing to give Clive any emotion to feed on, Jesse called on all his experience at keeping his expression blank. “That’s not important.”

“Oh? Then what is?”

“Harley.”

“And yet, by claiming her you have deprived her of the chance to be with her true mate. That strikes me as a selfish act.”

“It is.” But Jesse didn’t have to justify himself to this weird fucker, and he wouldn’t apologize for claiming Harley.

Clive looked at him expectantly, but he sighed when Jesse said no more. Moving his attention back to his daughter, he smiled. “It’s good that you have made your way back to our world. I would have preferred it if you rejoined your pride.”

“It’s not a pride.”

“It’s not a conventional pride. It needs tidying. Better order. Someone strong enough to lead the strong personalities within it.” His gray eyes slid back to Jesse. “How would you feel about being an Alpha, Dalton?”

Jesse met his probing gaze without flinching. “My current position suits me.”

“Ah yes, you’re an enforcer. That level of power satisfies you? I find that hard to believe. I can sense how dominant you are.”

“I have no wish to be an Alpha or to leave my pack.” It was true.

“Not even if it was what your mate wanted?”

“It’s not what she wants.”

“You presume to know what she wants?”

“I know she left that sorry excuse for a pride for a damn good reason and that nothing could make her want to go back. So, with all due respect, fuck your offer.” His response was rude, sure, but shifters only respected strength. Of course, given that this male wasn’t entirely sane, there was no telling how he would feel about Jesse’s attitude.

For a moment, Clive said nothing. Then he smiled at Harley. “He’s not so bad.”

It was then that Jesse realized he’d passed some kind of test.

“Lily will never stop trying to lure Harley back there,” Clive told Jesse, “but it’s not a good place for her. Tess saw that too. Have you met Tess?”

“I have.”

“A delight, isn’t she?”

Harley almost snorted. The only thing Clive found “delightful” about Tess was that he could manipulate her. “The extremists who targeted me . . . did my cousins find them?”

The humor left Clive’s face. “They found their hiding place, but the humans had already left. They’re on the run now. No need to worry, sweetheart. They’ll be found. And they will pay. Clearly they believe it will not come to that or they would never have targeted you in the first place. But then, crazy people do crazy things.”

Well, he’d know. “You have contacts on the outside.” People who admired him so much they would happily do his bidding, like watch over Harley. “So why did you send my cousins after the extremists?”

“Since they care for you, they would be much more rigorous at hunting the extremists than others would have been. I need to know you are safe.”

“She will be,” said Jesse. “She has me.” Another father might have felt comforted by that, but Jesse could see that Clive saw it as trespassing.

“She also has me. It’s a father’s right to love and protect his child.”

Love? Harley inwardly snorted. “You’re not capable of that emotion.”

Clive slid his gaze to her. “Maybe not. Or maybe I just process the feeling differently than others do.” He looked back at Jesse. “She was the sweetest child you’ve ever known. Used to draw me pictures and write me stories. I treasure them. She may now look at me differently and not show me that same unconditional love, but she’s still my daughter and I’ll always love and protect her.”

“But you don’t regret what you did that got you locked up, do you?” asked Jesse.

Clive blinked. “Why would I? Did those humans not deserve what they got?”

“Your son deserved justice. You didn’t seek that. You sought revenge.”

“Sometimes revenge is the only thing we can seek. The human justice system would not have seen to it that those men paid for what they did.”

“Maybe not. But in doing what you did, in getting yourself locked up, you left Harley vulnerable. That’s not loving or protecting her.”

“I left her vulnerable, yes . . . and I regret that. But think of all the things that may not have happened if I wasn’t a free man. Lily would not have broken and Harley would have had both parents—good things, true. But then she wouldn’t have needed Tess; she would have remained part of the pride. And if I had been around when your old pack targeted Harley, I would have challenged your father for blaming her for your sister’s addiction. And he would be dead now.”

“And The Movement might never have been formed,” Jesse added, very tempted to ask him outright if he had indeed formed it.

Clive’s smile widened. “Don’t ask questions that you don’t really want the answers to.” He rose to his feet and called for the guards. “Don’t forget it’s my birthday in two months, Harley. I’ll expect to see you then.”

 

As they walked across the prison’s parking lot toward their SUV, Jesse took her hand. “Do the guards often leave you alone with him?”

“All the time,” Harley replied.

“Well, they damn well shouldn’t. I know he’s your father, Harley, but he’s also a convicted killer.”

She puffed out a breath. “Yes, he is. And he’s worshipped by the other shifters in that place, so you can imagine how easy it is for him to start prison riots, can’t you?”

Jesse stopped in his tracks. “You’re telling me he starts riots if they don’t give him what he wants? Like a little kid who throws a tantrum to get their own way?”

“Yep. Giving Clive what he wants is a win-win situation for the guards. He can keep the other shifters in line, making their job much easier. But he can also make that job hell. If his requests aren’t unreasonable, they agree to them.”

Jesse brushed her hair away from her face. “You know it’s very possible that he formed The Movement, don’t you?”

She swallowed. “Yeah. But I don’t want to know if he did or if he didn’t. I’m just going to pretend it’s a dumb theory.”

Jesse couldn’t blame her for that. “Although he’s accepted our mating, I don’t think he likes that you have another male in your life. By protecting you, I’m imposing.”

“He protects me the way someone would protect a prized possession. He sees me as something that belongs to him as opposed to an actual person.”

“Yet, he gave you to Tess.”

“Yeah, but there were a lot of conditions involved.”

“Such as?” he asked as they resumed walking.

“I couldn’t change my surname. Tess had to take me to see him twice a month and allow him to call me once a week, whether I liked it or not. She had to agree to send me to the school and college of his choice. She also had to send him photographs, copies of school report cards, and stuff like that. She couldn’t take me on vacation or send me on school trips without his approval. The list goes on.”

Well, fuck. “Giving custody to Tess allowed him to control you.”

“Yes. Giving me to Tess was, by no means, a selfless act.”

Reaching the SUV, Jesse pulled her close and spoke gently. “Baby . . . I ask this without judgment: If you don’t like to visit him, why do you?”

“When I was sixteen, Tess had trouble with her boss. Sexual harassment. She made a complaint, and he set out to ruin her reputation; basically portrayed her as ‘the office slut.’ She’d come home from work every day, stressed out and devastated. She’s such a gentle person. Not tough when it comes to things like that. I mentioned the situation very briefly to Clive, not expecting him to react one way or another. He didn’t say anything about it or even look interested. Two days later, her boss pleaded guilty to sexual harassment and resigned.”

“Clive found some way to threaten him?”

“That’s the weird thing. I expected him to proudly declare that, yes, he fixed the situation so I’d feel indebted to him. But he claimed to have no idea what I was talking about. I could tell he was lying. I still don’t really understand why he lied. But it shows that even cruel people can do good things for a woman in need.” For ridding Tess of that problem and eliminating the stress from her aunt’s life, Harley could at least take time out of her own life to visit him now and then.

Jesse kissed her forehead. “Maybe it was his way of repaying Tess for caring for you the way he isn’t capable of doing.”

“Maybe. Can we go home now?”

“Home works for me.”





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Sitting at the dining table in the main lodge with Ally, Harley explained her plans for the club she would soon officially own, having worked out an agreement with her old boss. “I contacted the shifter bands and DJs who I’ve enjoyed performing alongside in the past; many of them are interested in playing at the club.”

“On a permanent basis?” asked Ally, tapping her pen on her notepad.

Harley shrugged. “It depends how much they like the club. Some may do it as part of a tour.” She checked the clock, disappointed to see it wasn’t even time for lunch yet. Jesse had left shortly after breakfast to pay a visit to Hector’s parents, but it seemed like he’d been gone for several hours. She and her cat were missing him and hadn’t wanted him to leave, but they also understood that he had duties that couldn’t be ignored.

“In terms of staff,” began Derren, “how many people will you need to hire?”

“The club isn’t huge, so four bartenders working in shifts of two would be enough,” replied Harley. “I’ll also need two bouncers working on the door at one time. I can deal with the administrative side of things.”

“I mentioned the club to Taryn,” said Ally after jotting down Harley’s answer. “She thinks it’s a great idea and that it might be wise to use at least one of her enforcers as a member of the staff—they’ll be recognized as Phoenix wolves, and it will be a visual reminder that anyone thinking of fucking around will have to deal with both our pack and theirs.”

Eli nodded a few times. “That makes sense.”

“Makenna said that one of the loners who works at the shelter used to work at a bar.” Ally tilted her head. “You probably met her at Cassidy’s party: her name’s Madisyn.”

Harley searched her memory. “Oh yeah, she’s a cat shifter.” Harley hadn’t been able to sense what breed, though. “I like her. If she’s interested, we can definitely talk.”

Ally scribbled something on the pad. “I think Riley would be a good choice as undercover security, someone to keep an eye on what’s going on inside the club. She’s tough.”

“She’s also in hiding,” Eli reminded her.

“Yeah, but—” Ally cut off and her eyes went white. She didn’t move, didn’t speak—just froze.

Hackles raised, Harley demanded, “What’s wrong with her?”

In an instant, Derren was behind his mate, gripping her shoulders. “She’s having a vision.” There was no panic in his tone or expression, which made Harley’s own anxiety recede a little. It couldn’t have been even thirty seconds later that Ally’s eyelids flickered and she was once more looking at them with her brown eyes.

Ally shot to her feet and looked around, blinking in surprise . . . as if confused by her surroundings; Harley recalled that her visions weren’t flashes of an event—for Ally, it always seemed like time had continued as usual, but then she would snap out of it and realize what she saw hadn’t yet happened.

Ally grabbed Derren’s hand. “Somebody’s here.”

Derren stilled. “What?”

“We have a trespasser.”

Eli shook his head. “None of the sensors have been tripped or all our cell phones would be beeping.”

“This person can get past those sensors without tripping them,” she told him.

Harley was about to ask how that was possible when something else caught her attention. She cocked her head. “Do you hear that? The birds. They’re going crazy.”

“That’s because there’s a bird shifter out there,” said Ally.

“What?” demanded Derren.

“In my vision, we were sitting here talking about the club when we heard the birds going insane. You and I went outside and saw a little kestrel with too-wise eyes; we sensed it was a shifter. It was gone before we could even try to grab it. I’ll call Bracken. Derren, you warn Zander. Eli, tell the others to head to the basement.”

Eli strode into the living area, where Kathy, Kent, Caleb, and the pups were singing along to a Disney movie. Ally and Derren were just ending their calls when Eli rushed back into the kitchen and said to Harley, “You need to go down to the basement. The others are heading there now as we speak. The rest of us need to check . . . Harley, what are you doing?”

What was she doing? She was stripping naked so she could shift and go outside; that was what she was doing. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“You need to stay here,” Eli insisted. “If anything happens to you, Jesse will rip out my lungs.”

“Look, if there’s a bird shifter out there, my cat is the best chance we have of grabbing it. None of you can climb trees like she can. And none of you are used to hunting birds. I’m going out there. Don’t get in my way.” In only her underwear, she demanded, “Do you want to face my cat again, Eli?”

“Dammit! Let’s go.” He and the Betas melted away. Harley then removed her underwear and shifted.

 

Looking up at the basic tan brick house, Jesse said, “You sure Hector’s parents live here?” His human mother would be fine, but not her mate; it would be every shifter’s nightmare.

The house was small and narrow; hell, Jesse felt suffocated just looking at it. The garden was tiny and overgrown, meaning the male’s wolf would have no land to roam. The short, faded white fence provided absolutely no security, which would make any shifter feel edgy. It was situated on a very busy main road, so there was a lot of noise and activity. In addition, all the houses were closely clustered together, offering little privacy.

“It’s the last place you’d expect to find a shifter,” said Roni.

“Maybe that’s the point,” suggested Marcus.

“Nick and I will do the talking,” said Shaya as she opened the small gate. “If all five of us speak, they could feel overwhelmed.” Everyone nodded and then followed her down the narrow stone path and to the front door. Inhaling deeply, Shaya knocked twice.

Through the frosted window on the door, Jesse saw a thin figure. The door opened a crack, and a pair of distrustful blue eyes took them in. Jesse would bet that if the woman who answered had been able to scent they were shifters she’d have slammed the door in their faces.

Nick arched a brow. “Adriane Flynt?”

“What do you want?”

“We’re not here to harm you,” Shaya assured her. “Or your mate.”

Anxiety rose up in her scent at Shaya’s use of the word “mate.” “You’re shifters,” she said.

“Yes,” said Shaya. “We’d like to talk to you.”

“We have some questions,” began Nick, “and we need answers.”

Frowning, Adriane cleared her throat. “I don’t know anything that could be of any interest to shifters. We’re loners and we like it that way.”

“It’s about Hector,” said Nick.

Something Jesse couldn’t quite identify flashed in Adriane’s eyes. “Something’s happened to him?” she asked.

“No,” replied Shaya, trying to put her at ease. It didn’t work.

Adriane studied Nick closely. “He’s upset you somehow, hasn’t he?”

“Can we talk inside?” asked Shaya. “I understand this is your home and you may not want strangers inside. Tell me, Adriane . . . what would you do if someone tried to take your home from you?”

Realization dawned on Adriane. “Hector wants your territory.” Clearly she knew of Hector’s hobby. “My mate isn’t home right now.” And she clearly wasn’t comfortable meeting with them alone.

“You have my word that we are not here to harm you,” Nick told her. “We just have some questions.”

“We’re not in contact with Hector,” said Adriane. “We really can’t help you.” She tried to shut the door, but Nick shot out his hand to hold it open.

“Please, Adriane?” Shaya bit her lip. “This is very important. We wouldn’t have come all the way here if it wasn’t.”

“How did you find us?” It was a grumble.

“It was difficult.” Nick looked around. “Are you hiding from Hector?”

“No,” she said a little too quickly. “We just didn’t want to be found by any of the shifters he insists on offending.”

“If you need protection, we can offer you that,” Nick told her. “I don’t mean by joining my pack. You can stay right here. But if you ever need protection, you’ll have my backing in whatever way you need it.”

Shaya shuffled forward slightly. “Will you help us, Adriane?”

“I don’t see how I can.” They could tell she was wavering, most likely highly tempted by Nick’s offer of protection.

“Let us explain everything. Then you can decide.” Shaya clasped her hands. “Please?”

Muttering something under her breath, Adriane looked at Nick. “Is she always that hard to say no to?”

He sighed. “Yeah.”

Opening the door, Adriane said, “Follow me.”

The white-and-gray themed living area was so small it didn’t have room for more than a sofa, armchair, TV, and a fast-dying plant. There were photos on the wall of Adriane and someone who Jesse guessed was her mate, Thad, but not a single one of Hector.

The Alpha pair settled on the sofa while Adriane took the armchair. Jesse, Roni, and Marcus remained standing.

Flicking her long, dark ponytail over her shoulder, Adriane licked her lips. “I’d offer you coffee, but . . .” But she didn’t want them to stay long.

“I understand, so I’ll just get straight to the point,” said Shaya. “We’d like to know why Hector hates shifters so much.”

Tilting her head, Adriane asked her, “Do you have pups?”

Shaya smiled. “I do.”

Those distrustful easy brightened slightly. “How old?”

“She’s three.”

“You love her.” The light in Adriane’s eyes dimmed. “I’d imagine you have no idea what it is like to be terrified of your own child.”

Jesse blinked, taken aback.

The human averted her gaze as her expression took on a faraway quality. “Even as a toddler, it was obvious that something was wrong with Hector. His eyes . . . it was like looking into a bottomless pit of nothing. He didn’t play. He didn’t laugh. He was stubborn when it came to toilet training—wore diapers until he was seven. The other pups made fun of him for it, but he didn’t seem to care. He didn’t behave like a child at all.”

Adriane’s head whipped back to face them. “Don’t think he was abused or anything. People are always quick to scream ‘abuse’ when a child is cruel. He had loving parents and a supportive pack. It was like he was just wired wrong or something.”

Shaya raised her hands in a placatory gesture. “I wasn’t assuming he was abused.”

After a moment, Adriane gave a curt nod.

Nick said, “You said he was cruel. How?”

She fiddled with her fingers. “He would threaten me. Threaten to cut me or himself. If I wouldn’t give him what he wanted, he would urinate all over his shoes and clothes. He was manipulative. Always lying. So spiteful. I swear one look from him could give me an icy chill. Punishments didn’t work because he simply didn’t care.”

“The pack didn’t help?” Nick asked.

“They would have, but they didn’t see the real Hector for a long time. He was very good at showing people what he thought they wanted to see.”

A little like Clive, Jesse thought.

“I suppose you can’t truly know a person until you’ve lived with them. To the pack, he was polite and quiet. They were all ‘poor little Hector, he can’t get the hang of potty training.’ The truth was that he had the control to use the bathroom, he just didn’t want to use it. But they didn’t know that, and they felt bad for him. One of the other mothers said she’d ‘teach’ him. He did it for her, let her pretend she’d taught him the control, to make me feel inferior. The others all decided I was just a bad mother. He thought that was funny.”

“What about his father?” asked Nick.

“Thad saw him for what he was, but he thought being firm with Hector would make him change. It didn’t.”

“We were told Hector was accused of playing a part in a rape and murder,” said Shaya. “Was that true?”

Adriane swallowed. “At that point, his behavior had gotten worse. People started to see that something wasn’t quite right. They saw through his lies, they weren’t so easy for him to manipulate, and they would tell their children to stay away from him. I think on some level he may have felt lonely. Maybe not loneliness as we feel it, but . . . isolated. Like he had no one that understood him.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. It could be that I’m just trying to make excuses for him because I don’t want to face the reality of what he is.”

Shaya said, “You gave him up to your parents?”

Adriane looked surprised by the question. “No. He left of his own accord. He gave my parents a big sob story about how we were bad and abusive and hadn’t defended him against the accusations. They took him in, convinced he would be happier with humans.”

Nick leaned forward, hands loosely clasped. “Do you believe he was innocent?”

“Hector was guilty. I know he was.”

“How do you know?” asked Nick.

“He told me. No, he taunted me with it. It wasn’t until after we left the pack, though. Just before he went to live with my parents. Jenny, the girl who was assaulted and killed, was such a sweetie. She was a great help to me, and I often wonder if that was why he did what he did. He didn’t like to share my attention, you see. He didn’t like me having friends or even Thad, so he tried to isolate me.”

Jesse recalled Garth’s tale of how Adriane had isolated herself from the pack. It would seem that Hector was responsible for that.

Nick’s mouth twisted. “What made you and your mate step down from your position as Alpha pair?”

“We were blackmailed.”

Every Mercury wolf stilled. It was Nick who spoke. “Blackmailed?”

“I didn’t know about the blackmail.” Adriane crossed one leg over the other. “Thad told me he wanted to step down because the pack didn’t trust us anymore. He didn’t tell me until after we left the pack, but the Beta male, Jerold, had evidence that Hector was involved in what happened to Jenny.”

“What kind of evidence?” asked Shaya.

“Photos were taken by Jenny’s ex-boyfriend and hidden in his room. When Jerold was searching for evidence against the boy, he found them. Apparently some of them showed Hector very clearly. Jerold told Thad that if he promoted him to Alpha, the photos would be destroyed. I suspect he also blackmailed the parents of the other guilty boys in some way—maybe tried to extort money from them.”

“Why didn’t Thad hold Hector responsible?” Nick’s tone held no judgment.

“It sounds like a simple thing to do, doesn’t it? Straightforward. Just. If he was guilty, he should pay. You can’t know until you’re in that situation whether you really could give up your own child. Thad didn’t feel he could. He felt responsible for Hector being the way he was. Felt like he was a failure as a father. And if Thad had accepted that our son was guilty, he would have had to kill Hector.” As Alpha, it would have been his duty. “So he protected him.”

Nick sat upright. “Did Hector know about the blackmail?”

“Yes,” replied Adriane. “We’re not sure how he found out, but he was enraged that Jerold had ‘stolen his life’ from him. That was the way Hector saw it. He had a very strong sense of entitlement, you see. He thought he was next in line to be Alpha. Being the son of the Alpha pair gave him certain advantages, privileges, and an element of power. He lost all that.”

“He deserved to lose it,” stated Nick.

“Oh yes,” agreed Adriane. “But Hector didn’t see that because he didn’t care that his actions were wrong. He probably still doesn’t care. And in his world, everything is always someone else’s fault. He never took the blame for anything.”

Nick was quiet for a moment. “Is Jerold still alive?”

“No. He was the victim of a racial attack.” She glanced at all the Mercury wolves. “What will you do to Hector?”

“The same thing he’s doing to us,” Nick told her.

“I won’t make any statements against him. He’s my son. And . . . and I don’t want him back in my life.” She didn’t want his attention on her, because she feared him.

Hearing a car pulling up outside, Jesse cocked his head. “Sounds like your mate is home.” Her eyes widened. “He’ll scent us straightaway. You should open the door for him now, let him see that you’re unhurt.”

Everyone stood as she made a mad dash for the front door. She opened it and raised a calming hand at her mate, who was rushing toward her. “I’m all right,” she assured him. “Really.”

The male entered quickly and shifted his body protectively in front of hers. By that time, all the Mercury wolves were gathered in the hallway. “Get out of my house,” he growled.

“They’re here because of Hector,” Adriane told him. “He’s trying to take their territory from them, just like he’s done to others. They just want to understand what drives him to do so.”

Thad’s features settled into a mask of pain.

“I’m Nick Axton, Alpha of the Mercury Pack. You don’t need to fear for your mate’s safety. If we’d had any intention of harming her, we’d have done it already.”

Adriane rubbed her mate’s arm. “They already knew about the accusations. I told them about the blackmail.”

Thad shifted slightly to face her, though he didn’t turn his back on the Mercury wolves. “You told them Hector was guilty,” he guessed.

“We’ve protected him long enough. If he’d been held accountable for his part in Jenny’s death all those years ago, he wouldn’t be free to make other packs suffer.”

“He’s blackmailing us,” said Nick.

That had Thad’s attention snapping their way. “Blackmailing?”

“We’ve learned it’s a strategy he uses when shifters refuse to sell their territory,” Nick continued. “Although his so-called evidence against our pack would never lead to a trial, it would cause us a massive amount of attention and trouble if it was exposed to reporters and extremists—which is exactly what he’s threatening to do. We can sense that he hates shifters. We needed to understand why.”

Thad’s mouth set into a thin line. “And you hoped you would find something on him you could threaten to expose if he didn’t back off.”

Nick arched a brow. “Wouldn’t you, in our position?”

Sighing, Thad asked, “Do you have a child?”

“Yes. And I would do everything to protect her, even lie. I don’t judge your actions. You were protecting your son.”

“He didn’t deserve that protection.” Thad shoved a hand through his mousy hair.

“No, he didn’t. Which is why I’m going to ask you if there’s any chance Jerold’s photos weren’t destroyed.”

“After Jerold died, I went to his home to search for them, just to be sure. I didn’t want to risk that they would be handed over to the shifter council. Jenny’s family was dead. Our old pack had splintered. There didn’t seem much point in dragging it all up again. So, once more, I was prepared to cover up my son’s crime. There were no photos. Jerold destroyed them, as he’d promised.”

“Thank you for telling us what you know,” said Nick. “As a father, I understand how hard this had to be. You didn’t betray your son today. He was never a son to either of you.”

The couple nodded, but they didn’t appear comforted by the words. Who could blame them? There was really no way to be comforted in a situation like that.

“As I told your mate, you now have my protection,” Nick told him, making the lines of stress on Thad’s face ease a little. “I’ll leave you my number. If you’re ever in trouble, use it.” Nick scribbled his number on a pad, and then they left.

As Jesse and his pack mates headed for the rental vehicle, Jesse said, “Hector’s life was probably pretty comfortable when he was part of his pack, as the Alpha’s son. Then they were blackmailed and he lost his life as he knew it . . . all because of an ambitious shifter.”

“Of course, none of it would have happened if Hector hadn’t been so fucking cruel as to rape and kill that poor girl,” clipped Roni. She had once almost been gang-raped by a bunch of human boys, so she could no doubt relate to the terror Jenny must have felt. “But Hector doesn’t see that he did anything wrong.”

“I think he killed Jerold,” said Jesse.

“So do I,” said Nick. “But I think it wasn’t enough for Hector.”

Marcus nodded in agreement. “So he revisits that crime onto others again and again, avenging his own ‘wrong’ again and again. Really, it’s not about vengeance. It’s just that he’s a sick fuck who’s stuck in a loop of rage.”

“Loop of rage,” repeated Roni. “I like that.”

Inside the vehicle, Nick said, “Knowing the facts helps, but we still have no evidence of his involvement. Nothing to blackmail him with.”

“We could bluff him, tell him we have the photos,” suggested Eli. “It’s not a great plan, but I don’t see what else we can do.”

Sad as it was, neither could Jesse.

 

The little cat slowly prowled across the branch, never making a sound. She watched the bird that was perched on the branch below. A kestrel. A shifter. It was looking at the lodge, not sensing the danger stalking it. Her prey never did.

The cat stopped directly above the bird. Tensed. Coiled. Prepared to strike.

She pounced.

She didn’t go for a killing bite. The bird needed to live. She slammed one paw on the kestrel’s body and sank her teeth into one wing. The shifter froze, understanding that to move would mean terrible damage to her wing.

“She won’t release you unless you shift back,” a female voice called out from below. Ally. The Mercury Pack males were also there, two in wolf form, two in human form.

The kestrel squawked, so the cat pressed her paw down harder.

“Shift,” ordered the she-wolf. “That’s a margay that has a grip on you, Tweety Pie. This particular margay ain’t what I’d call predictable. Definitely not patient. Right now, I’m guessing you’re testing that patience.”

“I once tested her patience,” said the Head Enforcer. “It didn’t end well for me. Now shift before she mangles your wing.”

The cat didn’t understand all of the words, but she sensed what her pack mates wanted. So she waited. Tension began to gather in the bird’s body. Feathers shrank and receded. The cat released the bird and knocked it off the branch. By the time the body hit the ground, it was human. A juvenile female, to the cat’s surprise.

The Beta male said, “Who are you and why are you here?”

Harley pushed for dominance, but the cat wanted freedom a little longer. She didn’t trust the bird not to shift. Harley understood and ceased pushing, though she stayed close to the surface and listened to the words.

“No sense in playing dumb, little bird. You invaded our territory. You owe us an explanation as to why.”

Fear tainted the bird’s scent, making the cat’s nose twitch.

“Are you part of a flock?”

The bird slowly stood, holding her injured arm. “No.”

“Who hired you?”

Two wolves padded close, and more fear wafted from the bird. “Hector Flynt.”

Recognizing the name, the cat hissed. Eyes snapped to her. The cat stared back.

“Come on, kitty,” called the Beta female, tapping her thigh.

The cat didn’t move. She didn’t want the she-wolf’s touch.

The Beta female let out a long breath and then turned back to the bird. “I’m guessing you weren’t sent here to kill any of us.”

“No, he just wanted some information.”

“What kind of info?”

Tension again gathered in the bird. Not trusting the shifter wouldn’t try to flee, the cat slid off the branch so she was hanging upside down, gripping it with her hind paws.

The young female jerked, and the level of anxiety in her scent rose. “He asked me to look around, listen to some conversations, find out what’s happening, and report back to him.”

The Beta female looked at her mate. “He wants to know if we’re making preparations to leave; he’s checking to make sure we’re doing what he wants.”

The bird blinked. “Why would you leave? This place is awesome.”

“Glad you think so,” said the Head Enforcer.

Looking at the cat, the bird smiled. “Even she’s pretty cute.” The female reached out to touch the cat; she whipped her tail, making her jerk again. “Or not.”

The Head Enforcer said, “It’s best not to antagonize our little margay. There’s really only one wolf in this pack who can calm her down. And he’s not here.”

Sadness was thick and heavy in the female’s scent. She rubbed her wounded arm. “You’re going to kill me, aren’t you? Just make it quick.”

The Beta female folded her arms. “How did you become a loner?”

“My family was exiled.”

“Because . . . ?”

“My father dueled with the Alpha and lost. Even though my dad was badly hurt, they cast out my parents and me. My dad died a few weeks later. My mother was dead within days of his death.”

Becoming bored, the cat tapped her tail on the tree trunk.

The Beta male spoke to the wolves. “Take her to the toolshed.”

The wolves shifted into their human form. The bird tensed but went without a fight. Still distrustful, the cat heaved herself back up to the branch and, leaping from tree to tree, kept pace with the three shifters as they walked.

One of the wolves—Bracken, the cat sensed—put the bird inside and locked the door. The cat leapt onto the roof, and he smiled at her. “Don’t worry, little cat, there’s no way she can get out. Not even in her bird form. Zander will be standing guard anyway. Come on, let’s head back to the lodge.”

 

The pack was just finishing dinner when Jesse and the others finally returned. He went straight to where Harley was sat at the long table and kissed her smack on the mouth, luxuriating in her taste and scent. He’d spent most of his day on a jet, and all he’d thought about was her. “Hey, baby.”

She nipped his lip. “Hey.”

Lifting her, he sat in her chair and set her on his lap. “That’s better.”

“I saved you all some food,” Kathy told them. As the pups chatted animatedly to Shaya about their day, Kathy slid plates heaped with food in front of Jesse, Nick, Shaya, Roni, and Marcus.

“What did Hector’s parents say?” Ally asked Nick.

Everyone went quiet, eager to hear the answer.

“Wait a sec,” said Shaya. She then guided the pups into the living area. Once she returned to the kitchen, she said, “They’re preoccupied with the TV.”

Satisfied, Nick then spoke. “Hector’s father wasn’t home at first, so we mostly talked with the mother.” He relayed everything the human told them followed by their brief conversation with Thad. “In sum, we still have no blackmail material. Nothing to help us get Hector off our back for good.”

“I think our best bet is to arrange a meeting with him and then claim we have the photos,” said Eli. “We have nothing to lose. But if we do nothing, we risk losing our home.”

Jesse nodded, only then noticing that Nick was staring at his brother, eyes narrowed and suspicious. Eli paid him no attention, but there was no doubt in Jesse’s mind that he knew he was being watched closely.

“Okay, what did we miss?” asked Nick, running his gaze along everyone.

Ally sighed. “I told you they’d sense that something happened.” She turned to Nick. “We were going to tell you after you’d eaten.”

Jesse’s hand clenched on his mate’s thigh. “What? What happened?” His wolf shot to alertness.

Shaya rubbed her arms. “Tell me the extremists didn’t turn up.”

“The extremists didn’t come here.” Derren put down his fork. “We had an intruder while you were gone. Not anyone dangerous, just a juvenile bird shifter; she was sent by Hector to spy on us.”

“What?” demanded Nick.

“It’s fine,” said Bracken. “Harley’s cat caught her and then shoved her to the ground.”

“What?” demanded Jesse. His fury rose hot and fast.

Harley patted his hand. “No need to panic. Really. No one other than the bird got hurt. Bracken and Zander locked her in the toolshed.”

“Toolshed?” repeated Nick, pushing out of his chair. “I’ll deal with this.”

Ally jumped to her feet and planted herself in front of him. “We can’t kill her.”

The Alpha snorted. “Oh yes we can. If you and the other females want to deal with this one, I’ll show you where I hid the shears.”

Harley looked at Jesse. “Shears?”

“I’ll explain later,” he told her, enraged with himself for not being there to protect her from an intruder and enraged with her for involving herself in the situation.

“You’re pissed, Nick,” said Ally. “Understandable. But she’s sixteen, if that.”

“Sixteen?” echoed Shaya, face softening.

“And all alone,” added Ally. “She’s just trying to survive.”

“Yeah, and that can’t be a nice situation,” clipped Nick. “But think of what damage she could have done if you hadn’t known she was there. She would have heard us telling you about our conversation with Hector’s parents, and she would have given him that information—”

“But she didn’t, because I had the vision and Harley’s cat caught her. Think, Nick. We can use the girl. Like I said, she’s just trying to survive. I sensed shame in her. She doesn’t like what she’s doing. For the right amount of money, she’ll tell Hector only what we want him to be told.”

Derren nodded. “We can have him think that we’re making arrangements and starting to pack our shit.”

“And if we kill her, he’ll just send someone else,” Eli pointed out.

Shaya inclined her head. “That’s true.”

“Just talk to the girl before you do anything rash,” urged Ally. “She’s scared and ashamed.”

Shaya took Nick’s hand. “Come on, we’ll talk to her.” The Beta pair followed them out of the lodge.

That was when Jesse turned to his mate. “Protocol is for the nonwarriors of the pack to take cover in the basement. Why weren’t you in the basement?”

She frowned. “When will I ever be someone who hides out in a basement?”

“Harley—”

“You’re welcome.”

He blinked. “I’m welcome?”

“For capturing the bird and stopping Hector from learning anything we don’t want him to know.” She patted his cheek. “All is good.”

“Let it go, Jesse,” advised Eli. “We wouldn’t have had a chance of catching the bird without her cat’s help. Ally’s vision proved that.”

With an annoyed grunt, Jesse focused on his meal. He knew his mate wasn’t someone who would hide from trouble, but that didn’t mean he had to be happy about it.

A short while later, the Alphas and Betas returned. Roni looked up at Nick and prodded, “Well?”

Nick sighed. “Ally was right; she’s just a scared kid who’s trying to survive. Her name is Ellie, and she’s agreed to only feed Hector the info we want him to know. She doesn’t like him or what he’s doing, so she didn’t need any convincing. We’ve let her go.”

“I gave her Makenna’s contact details,” said Shaya. “Ellie’s agreed to go to the shelter. She probably would have gone sooner if she’d known it existed.”

Harley leaned into her mate. “Done brooding now?”

He grunted again.

“I’ll take that as a no.” She tried to stand, but he held her in place. Harley wagged her finger. “Nu-uh, you don’t get to sulk and pout and keep me here with you.”

“I don’t pout.”

“You so pout.”

“No, I don’t.”

“You hear that? That’s the sound of someone pouting.” Harley blinked as he shot to his feet and flung her over his shoulder. “Hey! This is just rude. Plain rude.” She tried to pull his jeans up to give him a wedgie. The bastard spanked her ass! So she pounded her fists on his lower back. Finally, he plonked her back on her seat.

“Happy now?”

She stiffened at his curt tone. “As a matter of fact—”

“Good.”

Asshole.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Okay, baby, break.”

Harley lined up the cue stick to the white ball, aimed, and took her shot. The cue ball hit the triangle of fifteen balls hard. One of the striped ones rolled into a pocket, and she smiled. “The solids are yours.”

Striped, solids—Jesse didn’t care which balls he’d be hitting. Not when his mate was wearing only a white thong and a matching lacy babydoll that hid absolutely nothing. He’d wanted them to play pool naked, but she’d insisted on half naked, which was why Jesse was still in his jeans. He’d expected Harley to simply yank off her top; he definitely hadn’t expected her to stroll down the stairs wearing a scrap of lace that was as hot as it was torture.

He inwardly groaned as she bent over the table to take another shot, making her breasts almost spill out of the cups. His cock was hard and heavy, needing release. Uncomfortable, he tore open the buttons of his fly. Her eyes snapped to him and roamed down to his cock. She swallowed and went right back to the game. And missed her shot. He smiled. “My turn.”

Harley backed away from the table, taking a good look at his ass as he moved around. When she’d come downstairs and watched his eyes flare with need, she’d expected to have the upper hand. As she’d walked around the pool table, his heated gaze had been locked on her with the same focus that a predator watched its prey. Yeah, she’d had the upper hand. That had lasted right up until he’d unbuttoned his fly. His long, thick cock had brought her off more times than she could count. She couldn’t look at it without wanting it inside her.

Watching as he pocketed two balls, she silently swore. Both Harley and her cat hated to lose. Clearly she’d have to up her game a little. As he lined up his next shot, she flicked one of the straps off her shoulder and danced her fingers along the edge of the table as she slowly rounded it. Opposite him, she stopped. He stilled as he noticed the fallen strap, which flashed him a little more of her breast.

“You trying to distract me, sweetheart?” he asked, voice husky.

She faked offense. “Would I do that?”

“Oh yeah.”

Leaning over the table, she used her arms to squash her breasts together. “You know me so well. Are you going to take your shot or not?” Harley smiled at his narrow-eyed look. He lined up the cue, aimed, hit . . . and the ball rolled right into the pocket. Bastard.

Smug, Jesse said, “No need to hiss, baby.” She’d been distracting him since he was a juvenile; he was used to it at this point. Eyes holding his, she propped her cue on the floor. Her hand curled around the top of the stick, and then she was stroking that hand up and down; making him remember how soft it felt as it skillfully pumped his cock. “Tricky little cat, aren’t you?”

Harley flashed him a smile full of feminine challenge. She knew how determined he was to win. They’d made up their own set of rules for the game, and they had agreed that the winner would have control during the fucking session that would immediately follow. He had a big thing for control, and she had never once given him full control in bed.

“Admit it; you wish it was your cock in my hand, don’t you? If I’m all yours, this is your hand. There’s only one thing it should be pumping like this.”

Jesse had to smile. “Oh, you’re good.” She was not only putting visuals in his head, she was playing on his extreme possessiveness. “But it’s not going to work.” That proved to be wishful thinking on his part, because he missed his next shot. Looking very pleased with herself, his mate then stepped forward. She sank one ball. And another. And looked ready to pocket yet another. He couldn’t have that. “When this is over, I’m going to fuck you so hard it’ll hurt.” And the white ball missed the striped one and went rolling into the pocket.

Harley swore. “You’re a total asshole.”

He prowled toward her. “You sank the white ball, baby. You know what that means.” They’d agreed beforehand that if either of them did that or pocketed each other’s ball, a little sexual punishment would follow. Crowding her against the table, he put both their cue sticks aside and then sat her on the edge of the table. Standing between her thighs, he said, “Remember: you can’t come . . . unless you want to lose the entire game.”

Harley gasped as he bit her nipple right through the lace. “Remember: you only have two minutes.”

“Don’t worry; I’ll make them count.” He tugged down the babydoll, propping up her breasts, and latched on tight to a nipple. Knowing what she liked, he sucked and licked and grazed the hard bud with his teeth. The scent of her need rose and flooded his lungs, making his cock jerk. Her hands sifted in his hair, claws scraping his scalp—he fucking loved that.

As a hand delved under her babydoll and cupped her, Harley bit her lip. Her thong went with a snap, and then his finger skimmed through her slick folds. Feeling his hot mouth on her nipple, his finger teasing her folds, and the heel of his hand brushing over her clit . . . It was too much. Her pussy quivered, but she fought the orgasm that began to build.

“Come, baby,” he rumbled. “You know you want to.”

“Not gonna happen,” she rasped. Glancing at the wall clock, she smiled. “Two minutes are up.”

“You’re right,” he said, biting her nipple one last time before stepping back. Jesse sucked his finger clean, groaning. He wanted more of that taste on his tongue. Not yet.

Thighs trembling, Harley slid off the table. Her pussy throbbed and burned. Why the hell had she agreed to this? Because he’d wanted to play, which was a super rare thing for her mate. Jesse was a very serious wolf. Not in the sense that he didn’t smile or find amusement in things. It was that he had such a serious approach to life that, unlike other wolves, he didn’t play or joke much. Still . . . “Your rules are cruel.”

Jesse chuckled. “My wolf’s pissed at me too. He wants to watch you come and hear you scream. That’ll come later.”

“Cocky motherfucker.”

“Always so cranky when you’re horny.” He grabbed his cue stick. “My turn again.”

Harley knew exactly how to wipe that smug look off his face. As he sent another ball rolling into a pocket, she grabbed one of the dining chairs and turned it to face him. “My legs are a little shaky.” Sinking into the chair, she kept her legs open, giving him a very nice view of what she knew he wanted.

Jesse swallowed. “You truly are a little bitch.” He prepared to take his next shot, but he couldn’t take his eyes away from her swollen, glistening pussy. His mouth watered. Fisting his painfully hard cock, he gave himself a quick stroke.

“I’m sorry, am I distracting you again?” she asked sweetly. Then she closed her legs.

Jesse growled. “Open them.” That pussy was his. His to look at and taste and sink into whenever he wanted. “Do it, Harley. Show me what’s mine.”

“If you insist.” She very slowly spread her legs, leaning her head back slightly to expose her throat. He persistently asked her to give him her throat; sometimes she did, sometimes she didn’t. She sensed that—in some weird way—he got off a little on not knowing whether or not she’d refuse him. “Time is ticking, Jesse. Of course, you can just end the game now . . . but that would make me the winner.”

Rolling back his shoulders, Jesse said, “I won’t lose this, Harley, no matter what you do.” And then he missed his damn shot. Smiling like . . . well, a cat who got the cream, his mate rose from the chair and sort of slinked her way to the table. Maybe it was because she was so utterly confident she had the upper hand, but she proceeded to effortlessly pocket three more balls.

“Just one ball left,” she taunted Jesse. “Then all I have to do is sink the black . . . and I win.”

As she lined up to take the next shot, he asked, “You ever been fucked in the ass, Harley?” And her ball almost sailed off the table.

She whirled on him. “Oh my God, I will kill you!”

He chuckled. “So close to winning . . . and yet you won’t.” He proved that by pocketing three balls in quick succession. All he had to do now was pocket the black. And he might have done just that if she hadn’t chosen that moment to once more sit on the chair, legs spread, and begin to play with her clit. “Harley, we agreed—”

“That we wouldn’t touch each other. We didn’t say we wouldn’t touch ourselves. You fisted your cock earlier and I never said anything.”

“I’ll bet money that you didn’t say anything about it because you planned to do this.”

She grinned, rubbing her clit. “You’d win that bet. But you won’t win this game. Nu-uh.”

“A demon. You’re a fucking demon.”

Harley laughed. “Take your shot so you can miss and I can end this game.” She slipped a finger inside her. “We both know that’s what will happen.”

He’d be damned if he let her win this. He bent over, aimed, and stupidly sank her freaking ball. That not only helped her, it earned him a punishment. Shit. Jesse cracked one side of his neck. “Well?”

“Come here.”

Fuck, just hearing her say the word “come” made his cock twitch. He was still so damn hard that it hurt to walk, but he stalked to where she sat on the dining chair. “Two minutes,” he reminded her, knowing it would be two minutes of utter torture. But he would not come.

She crooked her finger. “Bend over a little. I want a kiss.” His mouth paused mere inches from hers, and she licked at the seam until he opened. Then she thrust her wet finger into his mouth.

As her taste burst on his tongue, Jesse growled. He should have remembered how cunning and devious his mate could be. He wanted to ring her pretty little neck, but then she fisted the base of his cock and pumped once, twice.

“Make sure you remember not to come.” Harley lapped at the head of his cock, tasting the little pearl of pre-come. Then she swallowed him down, liking the growl that rumbled in his chest. Keeping her lips wrapped tight around him, she sucked on his cock like it was her job, taking more of him with each pass.

Hands clenched in her hair, Jesse watched as his mate drove him insane with her mouth. It was like having his cock buried in a fire of silk. Her tongue touched every sensitive spot he had, giving him absolutely no mercy. “Sweetheart, you have the best fucking mouth,” he growled. “I swear, if I could sleep with my cock in your mouth, I would. But no matter how perfect it is, I’m not going to come.”

Accepting that challenge, Harley sucked harder and faster, smiling inwardly as he bit out a harsh expletive. She dragged her claws down his thighs and purred around his cock. His hands tightened in her hair and his thighs started to shake—

“Time’s up.” He pulled out with total freaking relief.

She jumped to her feet. “Goddammit!”

“I never thought I’d ever be glad to get my cock out of your talented little mouth.”

Snatching up her cue stick, she snapped, “My turn.” She practically stomped over to the table, out of patience. The black ball was at an awkward angle. No matter what side she approached it, there was no way to take a decent shot. “Oh, come on!”

Shoulders shaking, Jesse said, “Something wrong?” The way she glared at him . . . he honestly thought she was going to hit him with the cue. Especially when her eyes flashed cat. Instead, she prepared to take her shot. Predictably, she missed. Even better, the white ball rolled to a stop at a position that gave him a perfect angle to pocket the black. “Ready to watch me win?”

Tapping her claws on the pool table, she hissed. “You’re such a dick.”

“Why? Because I’m going to win?”

“Yes.”

“Such a sore loser.” Bending to take his shot, he met her eyes. “Get ready to be ruthlessly fucked.” Then he smoothly sank the black. Swearing, she slung the cue on the table, glaring at him with eyes that dared him to act. Oh, he would. He had plans for his little cat. Anticipation and satisfaction coursed through him, making the excitement almost painful.

He growled when she went to move. “Stay where you were, hands on the table.”

Eyes narrowing, she followed his order. “You sure you want to risk coming close? My cat wants to rip your face off.”

Rounding the table, Jesse pressed himself up against her back. “I’ll take my chances.” Wanting total access to her skin, he peeled off the babydoll, careful not to tear it. Then he gripped her breasts and licked over her claiming mark. “Hold on.” Without any preamble, he slammed home.

Harley’s mouth opened in a silent scream as his long, thick cock forced its way past her swollen muscles and bumped her cervix. Biting her lip, she moaned. He filled and stretched her just right—enough to burn but not enough to truly hurt.

Knotting his hand in her hair, Jesse snatched her head back. “I win, so I have the control. That means you follow my rules. One, if I tell you to do something, you don’t question me. Two, you can’t come unless I give you permission. Three, if you want something you can have it . . . just as long as you ask nicely. And four, you have to answer my questions honestly.”

Questions? What questions?

“None of this means burying your dominance or being someone else, Harley. It means trusting me enough not to fight me. Trusting me to give you what you need. Trusting me not to do anything you won’t like. It means letting all the other shit go and giving yourself to me all the way. I know you’re strong enough to do that. And you will do it.”

Gripping her hips, Jesse backed them both up a little. “Now fuck yourself on me, Harley.”

The sheer power and dominance in that order pushed every defiant button she had. Bristling, her cat whipped her tail. Harley’s instinct was to fight him, but she had made him a deal. She might hate losing, but she never backed out on a promise. So she tightened her grip on the table and slammed her hips back into his, impaling herself on his cock over and over. She gasped as a wet finger began to push inside her ass. He often added a finger there when he fucked her, and she didn’t mind admitting that she liked it.

“Fuck me harder, sweetheart,” he rumbled. She powered her hips back to meet his. He groaned as her hot, slick pussy squeezed him tight. “You never answered me before. Has anyone ever had your ass, Harley?”

“No.”

He’d thought not. “Did anyone want it?”

“Can’t we talk later?” She was kind of busy here.

Curling an arm around her waist to still her movements, he growled into her ear, “Answer the fucking question.”

Never again would she agree to give the bossy bastard full control. “Yes,” she bit out. “The answer is yes.”

“Why didn’t you give it to them?” He pulled his finger almost all the way out of her ass and then roughly thrust it back in. “Don’t say you were saving it for your true mate.” It was something that most shifters did, but . . . “You had no intention of seeking him out and returning to the shifter world. So why didn’t you let anyone have your ass? Remember you have to answer me honestly.”

“It would have felt like I was letting them claim me.”

“That night at the hotel . . . would you have given me your ass if I’d asked for it?”

No. Maybe. Probably. “Yes.”

Satisfied, Jesse said into her ear, “Because you knew even then that this ass was only ever going to be mine.” He rotated his hips, hitting a spot deep inside her pussy that made her gasp. “I’m not going to fuck your ass now.” He needed to come too badly to patiently prepare her ass and fuck it nice and easy. “But I’ll have it soon.” His free hand slid up to close possessively around her breast. “Very soon.” And then he was ruthlessly pounding into her pussy, taking what was his.

Fuck, she was gonna come. How could she hold out when his teeth were raking over her claiming mark, his hand was clutching her breast, his finger was fucking her ass, and his cock was driving so deep inside her it actually hurt? It was a good hurt, a pain that amplified the pleasure. “Jesse . . .”

“I know. You need to come.” He bit her earlobe. “You know the rules, Harley.”

He wanted her to “ask nicely,” she realized. Harley hissed, which earned her a slap on the ass. “I. Don’t. Be—” Her breath caught in her throat as an orgasm threatened to tear through her.

Feeling her pussy flutter around him, Jesse stilled. “No, no, no.” She made a sound that was close to a sob. Stroking her stomach, he soothed, “Shush, you can fight it. Breathe through it. Fight it for me. That’s it.” After a few moments, her pussy stopped quaking. “That’s my good girl.”

A moan slipped out of Harley as he gave her a slow, shallow thrust. Her pussy clamped down on him, but she didn’t start to come. Still, she knew it wouldn’t be long before her orgasm came barreling toward her again. “I won’t last.”

“I know.” He gave her another agonizingly slow thrust. And another. And another.

“I need it harder.”

“I know you do.”

But she’d have to ask for it. Begging wasn’t her style, though. Never had been. Still, there was no way she could keep fighting off orgasms, so she relented. “Please fuck me harder.”

“Anything you want.” Jesse fucked in and out of her with brutal, territorial thrusts, knowing she could take it, knowing it was what she needed. Feeling her pussy tighten, he said, “Don’t come yet.” Ignoring her hiss, he said, “Wait.” He kept on thrusting hard and deep, both dominating and claiming her. “Wait.” He fucked her even faster, sucking on his brand. Her pussy fluttered, but she held back. “Good girl.” He added another finger in her ass and thrust them both hard. “Now come.”

Tumbling into a vicious orgasm, Harley threw her head back as her body arched like a bow and a scream tore out of her throat. She felt his cock swelling inside her, stretching her even more, and then he drove deep and exploded. Little aftershocks racked them both, and she would have collapsed to the floor if his arm weren’t wrapped around her.

Licking over his brand, Jesse smiled as she began to purr. He’d grown to love that sound. “Does your cat still want to claw my face off?”

“The orgasm soothed her bruised ego a little.”

“We could always have a rematch, give you a chance to win. We can change the rules, shake things up a little, make the prize something else.” She glanced at him over her shoulder, and he frowned at the soft yet odd look on her face as he asked, “What?”

“You played. And you want to play again.” It was nice. It also meant he let his guard down with her, which she loved.

“You’re fun to play with . . . even though you’re the sorest loser ever.” In fact, that was part of the fun. “Shower. Then bed.” He’d wake sometime in the night and reach for her, like he always did. Although she was moody when she was tired, she never complained that he woke her by sliding his cock inside her or by eating her out. She was right there with him every step of the way, accepting and taking him. She was as much his match in bed as she was out of it. Smiling at that thought, he carried her upstairs.

 

“You have visitors.”

At Zander’s words, Jesse halted near a tree, hand clenched around his cell phone. “My parents?”

“Yep,” confirmed the enforcer. “As you’ve probably guessed, they’re not happy. Bracken let them pass; they’re waiting for you at the main lodge.”

Sighing, Jesse changed course and stalked through the forest, heading for the main lodge. “Harley’s not there, is she?” He didn’t want blood getting spilled.

“No.”

Relieved, Jesse said, “Good.” She was no doubt still relaxing in the reading alcove, where he’d reluctantly left her hours ago so he could begin patrol duty. “I’ll be there soon.”

Walking into the lodge a few minutes later, Jesse wasn’t surprised by the tension thickening the air. His pack may once have had their doubts about Harley, but they now all considered her one of their own. As such, they were staring dubiously at the visitors who they knew disapproved of her.

His father, who Jesse bore a strong resemblance to, smiled wanly as he patted him on the back. “You look well, son,” said Julian. They’d always gotten along, though Jesse couldn’t help but lose some respect for the male when he folded under his mother’s dominance. Still, he and his wolf would be pleased to see him under other circumstances.

His mother was dainty and thin, but she had a forceful presence that made her seem bigger than she actually was. It was that presence which kept her family in line, but Jesse had never been interested in falling in line for her or anyone else. They got along, but they would always bump heads from time to time.

Fern stared at Jesse with a pinched, wounded expression. “How could you, Jesse?”

He sighed. “Mom—”

“You knew what pain this would cause your family, but you didn’t care.” She took a step toward him. “Do you know how hard it was to hear this from someone else?”

“Would it have felt any better hearing about it from me?”

Her mouth snapped shut. But it unfortunately opened again. “You didn’t even discuss it with us.”

“Why would I? Even if I did feel the need to have your opinion, I wouldn’t have needed to talk to you; I already know how you feel about Harley.”

“And yet you claimed her. Claimed her. You could have had Kim.”

Ah, so she’d gone straight to his parents when she got home—probably told them terrible tales about his mate. Bracken must have come to the same conclusion, because he groaned.

Jesse told Fern, “I don’t want Kim or anyone else. Harley’s who I want.”

“How could you do this to Mia?”

“I’m not doing anything to her or because of her or to spite her—it has nothing to do with Mia or you.”

Julian sighed tiredly. “Son, I know Harley isn’t responsible for Mia’s addiction. So does your mother, deep down.” He glanced at her cold expression and amended, “Deep, deep, deep down.”

Jesse wouldn’t be too sure of that.

Fern waved a hand. “We’re not here about her anyway.”

Jesse narrowed his eyes. “What’s happened?”

“Someone desecrated Mia’s memorial stone,” replied Fern.

For a moment, Jesse had no words. Rage rushed through him like a tidal wave, tightening his muscles and clouding his vision. “Someone did what?”

His mother’s eyes flickered nervously. “It was someone in the pack. We don’t know who . . . but we suspect it was Spencer.” Torrie’s brother. “We think he wants to get back at you for taking another female as a mate.”

Motherfucker. Jesse’s breathing sped up and there was a strange pounding in the ears. He’d kill the little shit. Kill him and enjoy it.

“Jesse should have spent his life alone because Torrie died?” snarled Shaya. His wolf snarled right along with her.

“Of course not,” said Julian. “I don’t think her family would have reacted so badly if the female Jesse had claimed wasn’t Harley.”

“You mean all because she’s a Vincent?” asked Nick, disgusted.

Julian shook his head. “It’s not that. It would make them feel better to believe that Torrie was really his one and only, that another female would just be second best. That’s not something they can do with Harley. Jesse never hid his attraction to her as well as he’d thought. Everyone saw it. Everyone watched him come alive and knew who was responsible for that. They were grateful, but they also resented Harley for being able to do it. They can’t kid themselves into thinking Harley is second best.”

Shaya planted her hands on her hips. “So you know that he’s wanted her for a long time, and yet you still begrudge him the happiness you know she brings him? Seriously?”

Any other time, Jesse might have responded just as bitterly as Shaya had, but he was too enraged to speak right then as his mother’s news rang in his ears again and again. It didn’t matter that he’d never been close to Mia; she was still his baby sister, and he’d like to think she’d finally found whatever peace she’d been unable to find here. But the son of a bitch had desecrated his sister’s memorial stone. And now he’d pay for it. Jesse strode out of the living area and into the kitchen, heading right for the back door.

“Jesse, no! Wait, dammit.” Zander slipped in front of him. “You’re not thinking right now.”

“The fucker’s not getting away with this.” His voice cracked with anger.

“No, he’s not. But charging down there won’t help. He’s trying to draw you there. He was always sneaky like that.”

True, but Jesse didn’t care. “Zander, move out of my fucking way.”

But the enforcer didn’t. Worse, Bracken moved to Zander’s side to further block Jesse’s path. Jesse growled. “Both of you move.”

 

As Jesse ranted at his friends, Nick turned to his mate. “Shaya, call Harley. We need her.” Jesse was trembling with rage and Nick was sure that their best chance of calming the enforcer was to bring Harley to him.

Fern bristled. “This is family business.”

Nick leaned into the bitch, looming over her. “Look at him; he’s lost it. You did that by blurting out that shit instead of telling him gently.” She’d known it would hurt him, and that was exactly why the bitter bitch had done it. “Harley’s the only one who has a chance at calming him down, so deal with it.”

Fern swallowed. “Jesse doesn’t lose control.”

“He does; it’s just very rare,” said Derren. “Nick’s right; we’re going to need Harley, and we’re going to need her now.”

Shaya, phone to her ear, said, “Already on it.”

 

Standing beside the bed, Harley paused her bow midstroke as her cell began to chime. Placing the bow and violin on the bed, she grabbed the phone from the beside cabinet, swiped her thumb over the screen, and said sweetly, “Sherwood Forest, this is Maid Marian.”

“You need to come to the main lodge.”

Harley frowned at the urgency in Shaya’s voice. Her cat sat up, instantly alert. “Why?” she asked, dashing downstairs and making a beeline for the front door.

“Jesse’s parents are here. He was already wound up about his mother whining that he’d claimed you against her approval, so when she abruptly and insensitively dropped the news that Mia’s memorial stone was desecrated by Torrie’s brother, Jesse just snapped. He wants to beat the living shit out of him. You need to calm him down.”

“On my way.” With her cat going crazy, Harley sprinted to the lodge and barged inside. Her pack mates turned to her, all looking helpless, as they listened to Jesse raging. Harley ignored Fern’s hostile stare. The bitch wasn’t important. Her cat sneered at her, though.

Following Jesse’s scent, Harley found him in the kitchen. Zander and Bracken were blocking his route to the door, trying to talk him down. “Jesse?” she said. He froze, stopping midrant, but he didn’t respond. Casually, she said, “Sorry to interrupt; I was just wondering who I need to kill.”

That had him slowly turning to face her, blinking in surprise. “What?” The word was guttural.

“Someone’s obviously aimed to piss you off, and it has clearly worked like a charm. Who was it and where do I find them?” Yes, she was pointing out that he was giving the asshole what they wanted by reacting this way. She moved toward him, but he raised a hand to ward her off. Her cat snarled, not wanting distance between them.

“I need you to stay back,” he clipped. “I’m not in control.”

“You wouldn’t hurt me.”

“Don’t,” he bit out, but she slowly walked to him.

“You’re hurting. Don’t expect me to ignore that. I can’t. I won’t.” She gently pushed aside the hand warding her off, but she didn’t invade his personal space. That would just make him and his wolf feel crowded and trapped. She needed him to calm down enough to come to her. “Shaya told me what happened. I’m sorry.”

“I can’t let the fucker get away with this.”

“He won’t,” she promised him.

“He did it to get at me.”

“He did it because he has no respect for the dead and he’s as cold as fucking ice,” she corrected. “Come here.”

Fists clenched, Jesse growled. “I have to see what he did.”

“Why, Jesse, why put yourself through that, huh? He wants that. He wants to hurt you. Don’t give him what he wants.”

“Harley . . .”

“I know. I do. Michael’s headstone has been ruined by graffiti more times than I can count. I know it’s painful that the one place they have left to rest is disrespected that way, but I will not allow you to show that bastard your pain.” She softened her voice as she added, “Come here.”

And then he was holding her, his face buried in her neck, and squeezing her so tight it hurt. She didn’t struggle. She held on to him and let him take what comfort he needed. Everyone melted away, leaving them alone. Sifting her fingers through his hair, she whispered soothing words in his ear. Her cat pushed up against Harley’s skin, offering him the same comfort.

Finally, the tremors stopped and his grip began to loosen. But he still didn’t release her. “We should probably take this to another room,” said Harley, “because I think Kathy wants to make lunch for the pack now.”

“In a minute,” he said against her neck.

Harley heard footsteps, but she didn’t turn. She didn’t need to. She recognized the scents of the two people approaching. For fuck’s sake.

“You all right, son?” Julian asked, cautious.

Jesse lifted his head. “Fine.”

Julian nodded at Harley. “Thank you for helping him,” he said sincerely and with a little warmth. The civility was an olive branch, and it pissed off Fern.

“Helping?” repeated Fern. “She talked of killing Spencer. How was that supposed to calm him?”

Harley had intended to take Jesse off guard and snap him out of his enraged zone. It had worked. Of course, he probably wouldn’t have been in any such zone if it weren’t for Fern, who was now glaring at her; trying to pressure her into lowering her gaze. Harley didn’t. She released Jesse and turned to fully face the witch. Fern just kept on glaring. “Are we done trying to outstare each other, because I’m getting bored.”

“I want to speak to my son in private.”

“Tough. Shit. You didn’t come here in peace and break the news to him gently. You used it to hurt him, didn’t you?” Her eyelids flickered. “You don’t approve of his choice of mate so you punished him for acting without your approval.”

Fern’s jaw tightened. “I’d never hurt my son.”

“You just did.” Whipping her tail, her cat hissed. She wanted out. Wanted to avenge her mate.

Fern’s lips pulled back, baring her teeth. “You don’t deserve him.”

Possibly not, but that wasn’t the issue here. “You don’t have to like me. In fact, you probably wouldn’t, even if it wasn’t for Mia. I’m not a likeable person. I’m rude. Stubborn. Sarcastic. Snarky. I only have respect for the people who’ve earned it—you haven’t. My cat, who has no patience for anyone other than Jesse and would protect him against even his own pack mates, would sure like to claw open your gut and watch you bleed. It’s actually hard to hold her back. And, to be honest, I don’t particularly want to.”

“I wouldn’t object if your cat did,” Shaya muttered.

“So if you’re determined to dislike me, Fern, fine—I can’t say I care if you do or you don’t. But get the idea out of your head that Jesse has to justify his decisions to you. He’s a grown male who doesn’t need or require your approval. If you push him on this, you’ll push him away. He lost one mate because fate can be a cruel bitch. If you make him lose another, you’ll be the cruel bitch. I know you love your son, so I can’t imagine you want to hurt him more than he’s already been hurt. But maybe I’m misjudging you just as much as you’re misjudging me.”

Fern’s mouth flattened as she returned Harley’s glare. “My daughter—”

“You don’t get to play the Mia card, Fern. Your daughter was a junkie before I met her and she continued to be a junkie after I left her life. Like you, I tried to help her. Like you, I failed. But we didn’t fail her; she failed herself. Keep blaming me for that if you want, but you don’t get to use her to drive a wedge between me and Jesse. You don’t get to play on his feelings for Mia to make him feel bad. It’s not fair to him, and it’s not fair to her. She’d hate you for it.”

Something Harley couldn’t quite identify flashed in Fern’s eyes. She tried to pass Harley and get to Jesse, but Harley blocked her path and hissed. “No. I don’t trust you around him.”

“I’m his mother!”

“Then damn well act like it!”

Scratching his head, Julian came forward. “I’m glad to see you’re so protective of my son, Harley. That’s how it should be.” Words seemed to fail him, and he sighed. Maybe someone else would have felt sorry for the guy and taken pity on him. Harley wasn’t the merciful type.

Fern’s eyes, blazing in outrage, sliced to Jesse. “Are you going to let her stand between you and your own parents?” she demanded.

Jesse didn’t even need to think about it. “Yeah. In her position, I’d do the same.”

Fern sneered. “Her parents are worthless—”

“They both accepted the mating,” he said. “Even Lily, despite her love of drama, didn’t cause this much of a scene.” His mother flinched, but he didn’t back down. “When you’re prepared to accept my choice and, more importantly, accept Harley, come back and we’ll talk. Until then, stay away.”

Fern moved toward him. “Jesse—”

Again Harley blocked her path. “Nu-uh. You heard what he said.”

Sighing, Julian put a hand on his mate’s shoulder. “Fern, this conversation has been unpleasant enough. Let’s go before something is said that can’t be taken back.”

For once in a long time, Fern listened to him. They left the main lodge without a word to anyone, though his father did give both Jesse and Harley a weak smile. Jesse let out a heavy sigh as he heard their car drive away. That was when his mate grabbed his arm.

“Come on.”

Jesse didn’t ask where they were going, sensing that she was not in a chatty mood right now. Neither was he; rage still simmered beneath his skin, making him edgy. He wordlessly followed her outside and to their lodge.

Inside, she guided him to the sofa. “Sit down.”

“Why?”

“Just do it.”

He frowned as she stomped upstairs, muttering to herself. Curious about where this was going—and hoping that just maybe it would involve the babydoll—he sank into the sofa and waited. Moments later, she was descending the stairs . . . fully dressed. That might have been disappointing if she weren’t carrying something that lifted his heart.

“You’re going to play for me, sweetheart?” he asked, surprised.

Violin in one hand and bow in the other, she said, “I don’t like giving private performances. It makes me self-conscious. But you’re rightfully upset and ready to snap. Maybe this will help you calm.”

Jesse watched as, like that time at the club, she stood with her feet shoulder width apart and her left foot slightly forward. Positioning the electric violin on her left collarbone, she propped the left side of her jaw on the chin rest. Bow in hand, she then began to play.

This tune was different from the one she played at the club, not rushed and hectic. In the beginning, the notes were soft. Mellow. Lilting. Almost ghostly. Soon, they became resonant, dark, and sensuous as they increased in power and intensity. One minute he was feeling calm, like he was floating; the next he was feeling invigorated, like the rhythm was recharging him.

The entire time, he was totally riveted and mesmerized by his mate, by her grace and confidence. Pride flooded every part of him. She was so damn talented. And she was his to dote on, care for, guard, and possess.

She moved fluidly from one note to the next, each one layered with emotion. There was so much soul and fire in her. Both drove her as she played, and the notes seemed to thunder toward the crescendo, becoming loud and vibrant. And then they began to wane and taper off, becoming once again soft and warm . . . until she stopped and looked up at him.

Throat thick, he swallowed. “Flawless.” His voice cracked with emotion. He patted his thighs. “Come here.” She carefully put down the violin and bow before coming to straddle him. Framing her face with his hands, he kissed her. “That really was amazing, baby. Thank you. If I didn’t already love you, I would have fallen hard for you right then.”

Feeling uncharacteristically shy, she said, “Stop being sweet.”

“Not being sweet. Just honest.”

“So you feel better now?”

“Much.” His limbs felt loose and his pulse was now steady. He kissed her again. “I’m sorry about my mother.” It was a surprise that he could mention the woman without wanting to explode. The rage had disintegrated like mist. Maybe it would be back. For now, he was free of it.

“She hurt you more than she hurt me.”

“And then you made her regret it. That was hot, by the way. My wolf likes it when you get all protective like that.” He smoothed his hands up and down her back. “My mother will respect your strength, even though she won’t want to.”

“She’ll never fully accept me, Jesse.” He needed to be prepared for that.

“She will if she wants grandkids.”

Harley cocked her head, surprised. “You want kids?” He’d never struck her as a fatherly person, though he was gentle with Willow and Cassidy.

“Sure, I want kids one day. Little girls with gold eyes.”

“Or little boys with dark eyes.”

“Whatever. I don’t care if they’re girls, boys, pups, or cubs as long as they’re happy and healthy.”

Well, he could change his mind on that. “Quick warning: margay cubs are totally demonic.” He laughed. “I’m serious. They climb before they can walk. You find them in the strangest places. Cabinets. Cupboards. On top of refrigerators. And they hide food everywhere.”

Smiling, he shrugged. “That’s okay.”

“They can also shift before puberty.”

“Really?” Theoretically, any shifter could do so. However, wolves generally didn’t shift until after puberty.

“Most shift for the first time at the age of six.”

“I don’t care what they are, when they can shift, or how much trouble they’ll be. I’ll love them, just like I love you. Just like you love me. Don’t you?”

“Yes. Can we stop acting like girls now?”

“You are a girl,” he chuckled. His girl. And yet . . . they still hadn’t fully imprinted.

“What’s wrong?”

He blinked. “What makes you think there’s anything wrong?”

“I sensed your mood plummet.”

Jesse twined a lock of her hair around his finger. “You often ask yourself why we haven’t bonded? I don’t get it, Harley. We’re totally open with one another. We don’t have any walls up. Our animals want the bond as much as we do.”

“I was told imprinting can sometimes be a slow process. It’ll happen. I can feel the potential of it. Have patience.”

“I don’t have patience when it comes to this. I want you bonded to me. I want our scents to mix; I want to feel what you’re feeling; I want to know I can bolster your strength if you need me to.”

“It’ll happen. Until then . . .” Her nose wrinkled. “I’m hungry.”

Sensing that she was trying to lighten his mood, he went with it. “Yeah, me too. Any Danishes?”

“Cinnamon buns okay for you?”





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Hector made Nick wait three days before he would agree to speak with him. Like last time, Derren, Ally, and Eli accompanied Nick while Jesse, Roni, and Marcus remained hidden. Nick and Hector met in the same spot, and everyone was in the same position, including Hector’s guards. So, once more, Jesse was crouched near a thick oak as he watched a meeting between his Alpha and the half shifter.

His stance wide and confident, Hector gave Nick a smile that oozed smugness and superiority; it made Jesse’s wolf snarl. “Nick,” drawled Hector, “to what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I have some things in my possession that I thought might interest you,” replied Nick.

Hector’s eyes narrowed. “What might they be?”

“After our last conversation,” began Nick, rubbing at his jaw, “I just couldn’t help wondering why you hated shifters so much. I don’t like unanswered questions, so I decided to look into it. I was surprised to find you were once part of a pack. I was even more surprised to find out you were once accused of taking part in gang-raping and killing a female juvenile from that pack.” Hector’s guards cast him sidelong glances; it was evident they hadn’t known about that.

Hector tightened his fists but then seemed to make a conscious effort to loosen them. “Accused. Not found guilty of.”

Derren tilted his head. “Is that why you hate shifters? They blamed you for something you never did? Personally, I can completely understand that kind of rage.”

“At first, we thought maybe that was it,” Nick told Hector. “But some things just didn’t add up. So we did a little more digging. I can’t say I was really all that surprised to find out that you were one of the boys who assaulted and killed that girl.”

There was a beat of silence as Hector went completely rigid. “You’re wrong.”

“I’m not. Of course, I’d have an easy time proving that if the wolf who blackmailed your family, leading to you losing all the things you believe you deserved, wasn’t dead. His testimony would have been very useful.”

Hector seemed surprised by the mention of the blackmail. “Is that what you have in your possession? Testimonies of people who once pointed fingers at me?” Hector scoffed. “Lots of boys were falsely accused.”

“Testimonies?” Nick shook his head. “I have something even better. I have photographic evidence.”

Hector did something Jesse would never have expected him to do: He burst out laughing. “Photographic evidence?”

“We have the photos Jerold used to blackmail your father,” claimed Nick. “If you back off and sign over that land behind you to me, these photos will never be shared with the world.”

Hector shook his head. “No, Nick, you don’t have those photos. I know that, because I have them.”

The words were like a bomb.

“You killed Jerold,” said Ally.

Hector smiled at her. “Well, of course. I couldn’t trust that he wouldn’t use what he knew against me the way he did my father.”

“You killed the other boys in those photos too, didn’t you,” she added.

“I can’t have witnesses running around telling tales, can I?” Hector’s eyes sliced to Nick. “I will say you have a good poker face.”

Nick’s jaw tightened. “I can still share what I know. Even without evidence, those accusations could cause many problems for you. Do you really think your business associates will be okay with this kind of attention?”

Hector sighed, as if bored. “I’m on charity boards, I make donations to children’s hospitals, and I have a high standing in society. Do you really think those accusations would be believed? Of course they would bring me negative attention, but that’s better than no attention at all, isn’t it? I have an excellent PR team that could easily spin the whole thing.”

Breathing hard, Shaya said, “Maybe you’re now the one who’s bluffing.” Jesse didn’t believe he was, and he doubted his Alpha female truly believed it either.

“I expected that you wouldn’t fold to my demands easily,” continued Hector. “But I think you now realize you are out of options. I suggest you focus on making arrangements to leave instead of sending my employees to lie for you. The little kestrel paid for her disloyalty. Unlike you, Nick, she didn’t have a good poker face.”

“You killed her?” Something in Shaya seemed to snap, but Nick obviously sensed it because he grabbed her before she could launch herself at a laughing Hector. “You’re dead,” she hissed. “I’ll make sure of that, one way or the other.”

Hector glanced at his watch. “I have somewhere to be. And you have a lot of arrangements to make. Let’s declare this meeting over, shall we? We’ll see each other again soon.” He spun on his heel and walked to his BMW, whistling. His guards followed, weapons trained on the Alpha pair.

Jesse, Roni, and Marcus sidled up to the others, watching as the BMW disappeared.

“It never occurred to me that he’d have the photos,” Eli said, shoving a hand through his hair.

“He always seems to be several steps ahead of us,” Jesse ground out.

“Probably because he’s experienced with this kind of thing.” Ally leaned into her mate with a sad sigh. “I can’t believe the bastard killed Ellie. She was sixteen.”

Shaya’s lip trembled. “We told her to lie for us and now—”

“We’re not to blame, Shay.” Nick sharply twisted her to face him. “Hector is responsible. He would have killed her eventually anyway. He doesn’t like witnesses. As soon as she knew too much, he’d have got rid of her.”

Rubbing the back of his neck, Marcus asked, “So what do we do now?”

Everyone looked at Nick, who puffed out a breath. “I don’t know.”

 

Even before Jesse entered the main lodge, Harley knew something was wrong. His anger echoed through her, vibrating her bones. The moment he returned, he stalked straight to her and hooked an arm around her neck to pull her close. She rubbed his upper arms. “I take it things didn’t go well.”

Resting his forehead on hers, he sighed. “They went to shit.”

While Zander, Roni, and Marcus patrolled the border, Nick held a pack meeting in the living area of the main lodge and explained everything to the others. Some of the pack cried out for war on Hector. Harley didn’t believe that was the answer, but she didn’t comment. Hector didn’t have a pack, but he could hire more loners—many would do anything for a price. As such, a war would equal absolute mayhem.

Nick must have agreed with that, because he growled, “No. More. War. We’ll find another way to deal with this.”

“No disrespect, Nick,” began Eli, “but I’m not sure there is another way to deal with it. Unless you plan on giving up our territory, he’s going to send people here eventually to run us off. We’ll have no choice but to fight back. All we can do is prepare for the battle ahead.”

“How would a margay pride deal with it?” Kathy asked Harley.

The question took her by surprise. “One of us would sneak into his home and slit open his throat while he slept.”

There was total silence for a moment. Then Ally said, “You’re serious.”

Very. “Margays aren’t big on wars. We’ve never understood why wolves, hyenas, and jackals like it so much.”

“We don’t like war,” said Nick.

“Packs are constantly at war with each other,” Harley pointed out.

“Yeah,” allowed the Alpha, “but that doesn’t mean we want to be.”

Shaya leaned forward. “One of your pride would really sneak into an enemy’s home and kill them in their sleep?”

Harley nodded. “We believe it’s better to cut the cancer out of the situation than have a full-on war during which lots of people get hurt and even die.”

Everyone looked up as Zander entered, frowning.

“Everything okay?” Jesse asked him.

Zander sighed. “Something weird is going on.”

Jesse got to his feet. “Weird how?”

“There’s a van parked near the dirt road leading here. A reporter’s sitting in there, looking torn about whether or not to get out.”

“A reporter?” repeated Harley. “You mean Gabrielle Rowan?”

“Yeah,” said Zander. “Marcus is keeping an eye on her.”

Dubious, Harley asked, “You’re sure it’s Gabrielle Rowan?”

“I’ve seen her on TV a couple of times.” Zander turned to Nick. “Want me to chase her off?”

Shaya’s brows drew together. “Why would the reporter even dare to come here? She has to know she’s not in the least bit welcome.”

“I’m curious enough about that to want to talk to her,” said Nick. “Escort her through.”

Zander arched a brow. “If she resists?”

“Escort her through,” Nick repeated.

“All right.” Zander left the room.

Nick turned to Shaya. “We’ll talk to her outside; I don’t want her in here.”

“Neither do I,” said Shaya, following him outside. Harley, Jesse, Eli, Bracken, and the Beta pair went with them.

Standing on the porch, Harley spoke to Jesse. “What do you think she wants?”

He blew out a breath. “No idea.”

It wasn’t long before Harley was able to see Zander guiding a reluctant Gabrielle down the path. Her cat let loose a long, drawn-out growl and swiped her claws. When Gabrielle noticed them watching her, she lifted her chin and adopted a confident stride. Fair play to her for not showing any weakness. Eventually she came to a stop in the parking lot, looking for all the world like she’d been happily invited there.

“My enforcer tells me you were lingering outside our territory,” said Nick, his tone unwelcoming. “Why?”

“I can understand why you don’t like me much, but you’ll want to hear what I have to say,” Gabrielle told him. “Trust me on that.”

“Trust you?” echoed Jesse with a snort. He didn’t trust this female as far as he could throw her.

Gabrielle shot him a tired look. “Just hear me out.”

“Go on,” urged Nick, looking deceptively uninterested.

Gabrielle glanced at the door of the main lodge, confused. “You want to talk out here?”

“There are pups inside. I don’t have people around them who I believe could be a risk to their safety.”

“Fair enough.” Gabrielle cleared her throat. “I had a call from a she-wolf who claims to have read my article about Harley. She also claims to know you all very well.” The fox looked at Harley. “She doesn’t like you much. In fact, she was happy to share a lot about you—she didn’t even ask for anything in return.”

“What did she say?” Harley didn’t realize she was edging closer to the reporter until Jesse’s arm shot out, acting as a protective barrier.

“That you came here for sanctuary because extremists rigged your car with a bomb and some of your relatives are now hunting them.”

“Motherfucker,” Jesse bit out.

Gabrielle continued speaking to Harley. “She also said that, from the little you’ve spoken of Clive to the pack, you don’t appear to have any regard for him or to know if he heads The Movement. I must admit, I found that rather disappointing. She also stated that you’ll soon own the club you were performing at. I don’t know her name; she didn’t say.”

“Kim,” guessed Bracken, expression glum.

“It might not be her,” Shaya told the enforcer but didn’t appear convinced.

“She sounded young,” said Gabrielle. “And very bitter.”

Bracken nodded. “Kim.”

Harley felt bad for him. His sister had fed his pack’s business to a reporter, betraying all of them—including him. When he turned to Harley, his face apologetic, she clipped, “Don’t you dare apologize. You are not to blame for anything another person does or doesn’t do.”

“If it was made public that you’ll soon own that club, the extremists would probably wreck it out of spite,” he pointed out.

“I know,” she said. “But you are not to blame, so you have no need to apologize.”

Eli patted Bracken’s back. “She’s right.”

“Why come to us with this?” Nick asked Gabrielle, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

Gabrielle tugged at her blouse. “I said I wouldn’t write anymore articles about Harley. I won’t. But I thought you might be interested to know that someone close to you has betrayed you, especially since she’ll probably go to another reporter if I don’t write an article.” She swallowed. “I didn’t have to come to you with news.”

“So you want something in return,” Jesse guessed.

“Only what I’ve always wanted: an exclusive from Harley.” Gabrielle turned to her. “Even if you don’t know whether or not your father is connected to The Movement, you can still tell me about him.”

Jesse growled. “You’re not getting a story from Harley.”

“But we can give you another story,” Nick said. “A story I think you’ll find just as interesting; one I’m sure hasn’t been told before.”

A smile on her lips, Gabrielle turned to the Alpha. “I’m listening.”

That was when, shocking the shit out of Harley, Nick told Gabrielle all about Hector; the guy’s love of acquiring shifter territories, his habit of blackmailing shifters who refuse to sell, that he’d killed a lone kestrel shifter, and that terrible accusations had once been made against him.

“I ask that you don’t mention our pack in your article,” said Nick. “You can easily check how many of his properties are situated on land that once belonged to shifters. Talk about ‘sources,’ but don’t mention my name.”

“You don’t want the attention,” guessed Gabrielle. “Fair enough.”

Shaya lifted a single brow. “You’re agreeing that easily?”

“As a shifter, I can sympathize,” said Gabrielle. “As a woman, I feel for Jenny. I will write this article if for no other reason than Hector Flynt should be exposed for the bastard he is.”

As Zander escorted Gabrielle back to her car, Eli stuffed his hands in his pockets. “You sure that was the right idea, Nick?”

The Alpha sighed. “No, but I don’t see what else we can really do but damage control. When we refuse to leave, he’s going to release the testimonies. Gabrielle’s article will clearly state that he gathers ‘false material,’ which means we’ve discredited him before he even releases our story.”

“This won’t really hit him where it hurts, though,” said Harley. “He’s not going to care much about the article, although I do think it was better to get out our story before he releases the testimonies. Hector’s weak spot is his success. We can’t destroy his career, but we can destroy symbols of his success.”

Jesse’s lips pursed. “I heard the guy has a lot of homes.”

Eli nodded. “It would be a shame if they started exploding, one by one. The properties are no doubt filled with antique furnishings, expensive rugs, genuine art, and safes—maybe even blackmail materials. Hector would lose his shit if they were all destroyed. Then he’d know what it felt like to have someone threaten his home.”

“You have the contacts to make that happen, Nick,” said Derren. “I think they’d happily do it once they hear what the bastard’s done.”

Nick was quiet for a moment. “I admit, I like the idea. But he might take it as a declaration of war.”

“Like Eli said, we can’t really avoid one unless we give up our territory,” Derren pointed out. “I don’t want war any more than you do, but I don’t want to be anybody’s prey either. That’s what he’s made us.”

Nick inhaled deeply as a hard fierceness gathered behind his eyes. “Then let’s change that.”





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Leaning against the doorjamb of the living area, Jesse watched as Ally tried to placate her sociopathic foster brother. And no, “sociopathic” wasn’t an exaggeration. Cain Holt might have gotten out of shifter juvie alive, but he hadn’t come out of it whole. He’d lost his moral compass, but Jesse didn’t think of the wolf as cruel. In fact, Cain was one of the shifters who posed as a leader within The Movement so that the true leaders wouldn’t be watched by law enforcement. It also protected their families from the extremists.

The wolf had arrived an hour ago, having read Gabrielle’s article about Hector. The reporter hadn’t mentioned the Mercury Pack, but Cain knew Hector had purchased the land neighboring their territory and came to check that Hector hadn’t been giving them any problems. Sitting on the sofa with Shaya, Nick had explained everything to Cain. That was when the wolf rounded on his foster sister. There were few people in the world who truly mattered to Cain, and Ally was one of them. The Alphas, Derren, Eli, Caleb, and Kent then joined Jesse in watching silently as the two wolves worked it out.

“How could you not come to me with this?” Cain demanded, neck corded.

Ally blew out a noisy breath. “Because that would be dragging you into my problems.”

“I could have helped you!”

“Yes, but I didn’t want to bring The Movement into this. The group formed to fight extremists, not half shifters. The minute The Movement turns on our kind, you all become assassins instead of defenders. That was partly why you didn’t send your people after my old pack when they betrayed me—that’s not what The Movement is about.”

Cain opened his mouth to respond, but then he sighed. Ally was right, and everyone in the room knew it. Being part of The Movement meant that Cain had a lot of manpower and resources, but no one wanted him to misuse them.

“You still should have told me, Ally.” Cain pointed a finger at her mate. “And you should have made her tell me. She’s my family.”

“Yes, she is,” agreed Derren. “Which was why you would have done something that could have made things worse and turned The Movement into something it wasn’t. None of us wanted that.”

“So, instead, you arranged to have each of his homes demolished?”

Eli grinned. “You saw it on the news, huh?”

The Head Enforcer’s voice rang with the same satisfaction that was coursing through Jesse. In the space of fourteen hours, all seven of Hector’s million-dollar homes had been reduced to rubble. It was times like this when Jesse was glad that his Alpha had contacts—however unsavory some of them may be—all over the globe.

Some reporters, due to the article, speculated that it was shifters taking his homes just as he’d taken theirs. After all, it was simple to confirm just how many of his hotels and spas were built on what was previously shifter land. Other reporters, however, believed it was the extremists trying to implicate shifters; after all, the humans would loathe Hector for his half-shifter blood. But Hector would know it was Nick.

“He’ll retaliate,” added Cain. “We need to be ready for that.”

“‘We?’” Ally gave a fast shake of the head. “No, Cain. You stay out of this.”

Jesse turned as the front door swung open. Cassidy skipped inside, followed by Kathy, who had Willow perched on her hip. Behind them was the female he’d been waiting for. His wolf relaxed at the sight of Harley. He hadn’t seen much of her since he’d left their lodge this morning as the pack had been vigilantly guarding the perimeter. Shaya had spent most of the day sitting on her balcony with binoculars and her shotgun, to Nick’s dismay.

Harley had been shocked when the Alphas asked her to aid Kathy in keeping an eye on the pups because they trusted her ability to protect them. Jesse hadn’t been so surprised. He’d always known that the pack would grow to adore and trust her. Plus, shifters liked their children to be guarded by someone fierce and protective. That made Harley a wise choice.

Jesse stepped aside to let Kathy and the pups pass, giving Cassidy a quick wink that made her giggle. He then slipped an arm around his mate and kissed her temple. “You okay, baby?” he asked quietly, nuzzling her and inhaling her scent—a scent he wanted mixed with his.

Melting into him, Harley puffed out a breath. “Spending a full day with two kids was more exhausting than I thought it would be, even with Kathy’s help.” They just seemed to have an endless abundance of energy. Willow always found a way to get dirty, no matter what they were doing or where they were doing it. Cassidy chatted nonstop, talking about even the most inconsequential of things. They’d loved petting and playing with her cat.

Smiling, Jesse gave her a quick kiss. “I’d have to agree.” He turned back to the scene in the living area, only to frown as Cassidy skidded to a halt in front of Cain.

Then the little girl gave the wolf a bright smile. “You’re here.” Like she’d been expecting him.

Cain’s brow creased. “I’m . . . here.”

“You’re early,” the pup added.

Looking lost, Cain said, “I am?”

“Yep. You’re gonna help me take off my jacket.”

Harley exchanged a confused look with Jesse, who just shrugged. The pup wasn’t even wearing a jacket.

Ally quickly stepped forward. “Cain, meet our little Seer, Cassidy.”

Understanding dawned on his features. “A Seer, huh?” He’d know all about them, having grown up with Ally.

“Nick and Shaya foster me,” Cassidy told him, swinging her arms. “I was staying at the shelter because the human family who adopted me gave me up. They weren’t very nice people and they worked a lot. I like it better here.”

Before Cassidy could tell him her life story, Jesse asked, “Does this mean you’ve finished playing with my mate? Because I kind of want her back.”

Cassidy gave him an odd look. “Dude, she’s right there.”

“Stop saying ‘dude’; you’re four.” Shaya chuckled, gladly taking her daughter from Kathy. “Hello, angel.”

Cain looked at Willow. “Wow, you’re a lot bigger than the last time I saw you.”

Shaya gently squeezed her daughter’s hand. “Aren’t you going to say ‘hi’ to Cain?”

Pulling her thumb out of her mouth, Willow whispered, “I see dead people.”

Shaya gasped and glanced around. “Who let her watch The Sixth Sense?”

Shoulders shaking, Jesse joined the others in shrugging, looking stumped.

“That was creepy,” Cain said to Willow. “Cute but creepy.” When a sociopath found something creepy, it had to be.

With a forced smile, Shaya put Willow on the ground and then turned to Kent and Caleb. “Maybe you should take the girls outside while we finish our conversation.”

Nodding, Caleb stood. “Who wants to hit the play area?” The girls jumped up and down excitedly. Harley stepped aside so that the two males and the pups could exit the living area. That was when Cain got a good look at Harley and froze.

“Cain, this is Jesse’s mate, Harley Vincent,” Ally told him. “Harley, this is my foster brother, Cain Holt.”

“Harley Vincent,” Cain repeated, eyes narrowed.

Chin up, Harley nodded. “That’s right.” She didn’t like the way the male was looking at her. Assessing her. Sizing her up. Her cat’s tail twitched as they engaged in a stare-out.

“Why didn’t you tell your father about all the trouble with Hector?” he asked her.

Harley cocked her head. “What makes you think I didn’t?” The wolf didn’t respond, making her once again wonder if Clive was a player within The Movement after all. She’d still prefer not to know for sure.

“Back to the subject of Hector,” said Ally, frowning at Cain. “Promise me you won’t get involved.”

“I can’t do that,” he told her firmly.

Ally rubbed at her temples. “The Movement has a true purpose. Assassinating assholes isn’t part of it.”

“I never said I’d involve The Movement. But I’m not going to go on my merry way while you’re in danger. Don’t try to downplay this, Ally. There’s no way he won’t suspect your pack is responsible for blowing up his homes. He’s not going to let that go.”

“We know that,” said Eli from the sofa. “But what choice did we have, Cain? He would have sent mercenaries after us when we refused to hand over our territory. Do you think we should have waited around until that happened? Waited for him to bring the fight to us?” Eli shook his head. “The first rule of every fight is to strike first and strike hard; that was what we did. I don’t regret that.”

Neither did Jesse. “This guy blackmailed us. He wants to take our home away. Well, now we’ve taken his.”

After a long moment, Cain sighed and his shoulders slumped as he muttered, “Sometimes vengeance is the only thing we can seek.”

Jesse frowned, pretty positive he’d heard Clive say the same thing once.

“The Phoenix Pack has been alerted that we may need to call on them soon,” said Nick, rolling back his shoulders. “They’re ready for that.”

Cain didn’t look appeased. “What if he hires people to bomb the land?”

Derren pursed his lips. “I don’t think he will. Hector seems to like the up-close-and-personal approach. He likes to witness his victims’ pain too much for him to stay out of it.”

Arching a challenging brow, Cain said, “And if you’re wrong?”

“If we’re forced to retreat, we can hide in the underground storm shelter that we had built a few months ago,” said Jesse. “The trapdoor isn’t easy to find unless you know where to look. We’d be safe there until the Phoenix wolves came to free us.”

“You’d also be trapped until they came for you,” Cain impatiently pointed out.

Nick nodded. “Which is why the pups, Caleb, Kent, Kathy, and—”

“Do not say my name,” snapped Shaya, eyes shooting fire.

“Which is why some members of the pack will be staying with the Phoenix Pack until this is over,” Nick rephrased, casting his mate an annoyed look. “After dinner, Roni and Marcus will drive them there. It’s not ideal, but it’s for the best.”

“The pups don’t mind so much because they can play with the Phoenix children,” said Ally. “To them, it’s a little adventure and—” She abruptly froze and her eyes turned white.

Harley’s stomach plummeted. “Fuck, a vision.” What now? Her cat began to pace, tail twitching.

Derren rushed to his mate’s left while Cain stood at her right, both looking equally concerned. They whispered comforting words, even as they knew she couldn’t hear them. The longer the vision went on, the tauter the air became with tension.

Finally, Ally snapped out of her trance and glanced around, eyes back to normal and now wide with panic. “No, no, no!” Then she was tearing out of the lodge like her life depended on it . . . or like someone else’s life depended on it.

Everyone ran after her, charging across the open field. Derren shouted his mate’s name over and over, but she didn’t respond. Jesse stayed close to Harley, ready to defend her from whatever threat was sending the Seer into a blind panic. Adrenaline and dread shot through him as dozens of scenarios zoomed through his mind.

Hot on her heels now, Derren shouted, “Ally, dammit, what is it?”

She didn’t pause or even glimpse over her shoulder. “The pups! They’re going after the pups!”

Who the fuck was “they”? Jesse glanced around, but there was no one. Not a—

“Oh fuck!” snapped Harley.

Tracking his mate’s gaze, Jesse almost gaped. They were huge. Fast. And all ten of them were flying toward the play area. His heart leaped into his throat. Cursing, he put on a burst of speed.

“Caleb! Kent!” Ally screamed. “Grab the girls!”

The two males turned, looking confused. They were possibly finding it hard to hear her over all the full-blooded birds going crazy, scattering, as the eagle shifters came their way.

“Grab the girls!”

One of the eagles swooped down, taking aim at Willow.

“No!” Shaya’s agonized cry split the air.

Just as the harpy eagle neared the pup, Caleb dived on her and pinned her small body to the ground. Enraged at being thwarted, the eagle—so much bigger than an average harpy that it could only be a shifter—landed on his back. Caleb cried out through gritted teeth as curved, five-inch talons pitilessly raked his flesh.

“Bastard!” Ally picked up Cassidy’s scooter and threw it at the eagle. The distinctive dark-gray raptor dodged it. Wailing at them, it fanned out its broad, slotted wings. It stood at over four feet tall and had at least a six-foot wingspan. Jesse wondered if that hooked, razor-sharp beak could puncture his skull. He wasn’t eager to find out.

The feathers atop its head fanned out into a bold crest as it made a strange mewing sound. As Ally, Jesse, and Harley made a mad dash for the bird, it tried to take flight. Derren came up behind it, grabbed its neck, and—snap.

Looking up, Jesse saw the other eagles high in the air, circling. “Get the pups inside the fort and guard it!” he ordered Kent and Caleb. Nodding, the two males urged the wide-eyed pups into the small building at the center of the play area.

Just then, Roni, Marcus, Bracken, and Zander came sprinting toward them from different directions, looking just as shocked as Jesse felt. It had all happened so damn fast with no real room for thought. His limbs were buzzing with adrenaline, his heart was pounding, and his breathing sped up.

The pack formed a protective circle around the play area—some in wolf form, some in human form—as the eagles soared above them.

“Hector sure does like to hire bird shifters.” Jesse knew this species could be brutal in their attack. He’d fought an eagle shifter once before, and it hadn’t been pretty. He’d won, but the bird had inflicted a lot of damage. These eagles were much larger. Harpy eagles. Fierce shifters.

His wolf bared his teeth, wanting freedom so that he could rip out the throats of the invaders. But Jesse chose not to shift so that he could maintain verbal contact with Harley. He planted his feet and stood at the ready. “Stay close to me. And don’t shift.” Her cat was small and would be easy for them to carry off.

Heart hammering in her chest, Harley tried to steady her breathing as she said, “We need to get them on the ground.” Their bones were hollow and fragile. Her hissing cat was looking forward to hearing them break.

Limbering up his neck and shoulders, Jesse warned, “Don’t let them come up behind you. One powerful strike to the back of your skull would be fatal.” Just the thought made him lose his breath. She was integral to him. Part of him. She was . . . everything. A knot of panic formed in his throat, making it hard to swallow.

He wished he could send her into the fort with the pups, even considered using the excuse that she didn’t have the same training as him and the others. She’d just snort at him. She had the same fierce protective streak that ran through him; she could no more retreat from a fight than he could. As such, all he could say was . . . “Stay safe for me.”

She nodded, jaw hard. “You do the same for me.” Anticipation tingled through her as they waited in silence. All that could be heard was the rustle of grass and leaves, as if the wildlife stood still. Goose bumps rose on Harley’s arms. Whether they were caused by the cool, light evening breeze or the rage thickening the air, she wasn’t sure. The breeze carried the earthy scents of pine needles and greenery, but those comforting smells did nothing to calm Harley or her cat as they continued to wait.

As if by some unspoken agreement, the harpies attacked at once. No warning. No slow descent. One dove toward Jesse like an arrow. He ducked, narrowly evading the talons, and then quickly whirled as he stood, swiping the eagle’s wing. The fucker didn’t even lose its balance.

Spinning, he saw his mate grab a metal pogo stick and whack another eagle, sending it crashing to the ground near Jesse. He moved to the injured harpy, who was on its back, wings splayed and talons slashing the air. Stomping one boot on its wing, he reached down and broke its neck with a satisfying yank.

“Jesse, duck!” shouted Harley. But the harpy didn’t aim at him. It snatched up a white-gray wolf with outstretched feet the size of human hands. Instead of soaring away with who she was pretty sure was Eli, the eagle dropped him mercilessly on Roni. And then things just sort of went crazy.

The battle was chaotic. Brutal. Frenzied. Neither side showed mercy. Blood, rage, and sweat scented the night air, feeding her cat’s hunger to be free and exact her own vengeance. Pumped on adrenaline and fury, Harley swung the pogo stick again and again as the harpies came at her. Each time the metal hit bone, the impact reverberated up her arm. She didn’t care, even though her hand was starting to feel a little numb. She—

At the sound of a wail, Harley ducked. Talons scraped her scalp and yanked some hair right out of her head. Fucking bastard. Eyes watering, she slapped a hand to her throbbing scalp. It would probably hurt a lot worse later when the adrenaline wore off.

Another wolf hurried toward them, howling in anger. Harley guessed it was Kathy. A harpy smashed into the she-wolf, sinking its talons deep as it pinned her to the ground. Heart in her throat, Harley rushed forward and struck the motherfucker with the pogo stick.

The eagle swayed, taken off guard. The she-wolf took advantage of the eagle’s distraction by righting herself and lunging, sinking her teeth into the bird. Another wolf appeared, aiding the older wolf in tearing the eagle apart.

“Harley, I told you to stay close to me!” Jesse yelled, throat dry from breathing so hard. A horrific force slammed into him from behind, driving him to his knees and snatching the breath from his lungs. The impact could have snapped his spine if he’d been human. Burning pain lanced down his back as talons tore into his skin. He gritted his teeth and—

The weight of the harpy disappeared at the sound of metal crushing bone. The dead bird landed at his side.

Harley helped him up and then slapped his chest. “You bastard, stop worrying about me and worry about you!”

Jesse wanted to shake her. How in God’s name was he supposed to not worry, especially when the scent of her blood tormented his senses and sent his wolf into a frenzy? “Just stay—”

They both jerked back as a harpy whizzed past them and ripped Ally from the ground. It just as quickly released her, causing her to fall right on the kids’ slide with a loud thunk. Harley flinched in sympathy.

As Derren rushed to his unconscious mate’s side, another eagle made a beeline for him. But then a ball bounced off its head, testing its balance and distracting it—thanks to Caleb and Kent, who were throwing balls and Frisbees at any harpies that came too close—giving the Beta the chance to dodge the harpy in time.

Wiping the sweat from her brow, Harley took a moment to glance around. The situation was bad. One eagle had dug its talons into Marcus’s arm and was dragging him along the ground, away from a half-conscious Roni. Zander was struggling to his feet after an eagle struck him hard, barely missing the back of the enforcer’s neck. Nick’s wolf was biting into a bird’s wing and shaking it hard as the eagle tried to attack Shaya. So many of the pack were injured. In addition, Ally was still unconscious, so she couldn’t heal them. Only four of the ten eagles were dead.

“We’re getting our asses kicked here!” Harley growled at Jesse.

Well, he damn well knew that. Hell, he’d just watched an eagle soar upward and then rapidly descend, striking Bracken and knocking him to the ground. Once again, he thought about ordering his mate to hide with the pups, but he knew she’d never—

Hearing several loud growls, Jesse looked to see six wolves charging their way. The Phoenix wolves. Kathy must have called Trey before joining the fight. The wolves wasted no time in getting involved; two pounced on a harpy that had just subdued Zander with its vicious talons and was trying to carry him off. Another two dived to Eli’s wolf’s rescue, whose jaws were fixed shut by strong talons, preventing him from biting. The others took on a raptor as a team, each tugging on a wing and then tearing it to pieces.

Jesse turned in time to see an eagle flying low to the ground toward his mate, taking aim for the back of her head. He lunged and wrapped both arms around the bird, tackling it to the ground and crushing fragile bones. It let out a loud, piercing wail. He cut off the sound by snapping its neck like a twig.

He was about to get up when, in a very aerobatic move, another harpy rolled upside down just before it swooped in and hit him like a bullet. The eagle knocked him to the ground and pinned him there. It then tried biting his neck, most likely trying to sever the jugular vein. Fuck that.

Seeing her mate struggling with a harpy, Harley ran toward him, but she didn’t make it. A pain-wracking force hit her in the side, sending her sprawling onto her back. Her head smacked the ground hard, and stars burst behind her eyes. Motherfucker. The raptor’s hooked beak and claws attacked her pitilessly, ripping flesh from bone. Hissing with the pain, she reached behind her for something, anything . . . there. Harley heaved up the scooter and brought it down hard on the big fucker.

Something snapped, and the eagle fell back, wailing—stunned but not dead yet. Harley winced in pain as she tried to get up. She was slashed in too many places to count. The coppery smell of her blood was so strong she could almost taste it.

Talons caught her calf in a crushing grip, tearing through jeans and skin and muscle. She kicked and struggled, but the eagle dragged her along the ground. Her T-shirt rode up, causing the ground to chafe and scratch the skin of her back. “You motherfucking motherfucker!”

The eagle came to a sharp halt and wailed in pain. And there was Bracken; he’d seized the eagle by one broad wing and was now prying the talons from her leg. It was no use. He yanked hard on the wing, breaking its flight feathers. The talons withdrew from her leg, and the harpy, losing its balance, fell with a screech. A trio of wolves immediately dived onto it.

Jesse, having fought off his attacker with the help of Trey’s wolf, carefully helped Harley stand, biting out a harsh curse as he saw that she was covered in deep scratches and puncture wounds. Hell, she looked worse than he did. His hands shook as they took hers. “Baby—”

An eagle whooshed their way and snatched up Bracken, taking him high in the air. Another eagle joined the first and grabbed the enforcer’s leg; the two harpies then engaged in a tug-of-war midair. Bracken was shouting in agony.

Jesse’s heart slammed against his ribs. “Shit!”

There was the cock of a shotgun, and then bang. One of the eagles holding Bracken screeched and, releasing him, dropped from the sky and disappeared into the trees. Several more shots were fired. The second eagle also released Bracken, and they both hit the ground hard. Jesse winced, figuring the enforcer would have some broken bones from that fall. Better that than to be torn in half by harpies.

“Check he’s okay!” ordered Shaya, still holding the shotgun steadily. Jesse wondered at which point she’d ran back to the lodge to fetch the weapon.

“Any of the bastards left?” panted Taryn.

“Just one,” said Shaya, aiming at a tree. “Which is good, because I only have one shell left.” She cocked the gun again, then . . . bang. The eagle made an ear-piercing sound and then dropped to the ground. Panting, she lowered the weapon and handed it to Taryn. “I have to check on the pups.” Shaya hurried to the fort with a few of the others close behind her. And stopped dead, sucking in a breath.

“Oh my God,” muttered Jaime, the Phoenix Beta female. “Taryn, need a little help over here. Caleb and Kent are in bad shape.”

“What about the pups?” demanded Nick.

Shaya peeked inside the fort. Then, as if having some kind of adrenaline crash, she fell right on her ass. “They’re gone,” she whispered.

Harley went stock-still. “What?”

Shaya looked up, lower lip tremoring. “They’re gone.”





CHAPTER NINETEEN

[image: images]

Huddled against the tree, Cassidy held Willow tight. She could hear her pack fighting. Could hear wailing and screaming and growls of pain. She wanted to cry, wanted to curl into a ball like Willow, but she wouldn’t. Willow was afraid. Cassidy was older, so she had to protect the little girl. She’d tried to fight off the two large shifters that had taken them, but they were too big and strong.

Cassidy held the shaking pup tighter. She didn’t once look away from the male smiling down at them. It was the kind of smile Marcus wore when there was cake around, but this man wasn’t nice like Marcus. Cassidy knew he wanted her and Willow dead. Knew that was why he’d sent his guards to snatch them.

He had to be the man her pack had talked about when they thought she couldn’t hear them. Hector. The mean one who wanted to take away their home. It made her mad. Cassidy had never been as happy anywhere as she was at Mercury territory. She didn’t want to lose it.

He stepped toward them, and Willow flinched. He raised his hands. “No need to be scared, pups. I don’t want to hurt you.” He crouched down. “I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

He was lying. Cassidy knew he was.

“Come over here,” he urged, but Cassidy shook her head. He seemed to think that was funny. “Don’t you trust me?”

“No.” She’d meant to shout it, but it came out a whisper.

“Clever girl.”

Willow pushed her face harder into Cassidy’s chest, shaking even worse now. Couldn’t he see that she was just a baby?

“Really, I’m not going to hurt you. In fact, I have something for you. Something nice for you to wear. Come over here and I’ll show you what it is.”

Cassidy shook her head again. She wasn’t going to let him hurt her or W—

He snatched Willow’s hand and dragged her to him, making her scream.

Reaching for the little girl, Cassidy cried out, “No!”

Hector shook Willow hard, making her head snap back, and growled, “Quiet.”

Willow stopped struggling and sobbed, hiccupping. “I want Mommy.”

His face went all soft and he stroked a finger down Willow’s wet cheek. “You do? You want to go back home, little one? I can arrange that. You just have to do something for me first. Just one little thing.”

 

Coming down hard and fast from her adrenaline rush, Harley ran a shaky hand through her hair as they all moved silently through the trees toward Hector’s territory. She felt cold and feverish. The pain that had earlier been dulled by the adrenaline was now in full force; although many of her injuries were healing fast, they still burned like a motherfucker. Overriding that pain was the all-consuming rage that had come with the discovery that the pups were gone.

Ally glanced over her shoulder, eyeing Harley cautiously. The Seer had tried to heal Harley, just as she and Taryn had healed the rest of the wounded. But each time the Seer neared Harley, her cat pushed to the surface and hissed, warning her away. The cat had gone hysterical when she’d realized the pups were missing, and the only person she’d let close was her mate. Knowing that the little girls had to be terrified wrenched at Harley’s heart; it was no doubt chipping away at Shaya’s.

They had all figured out pretty quickly that the eagles were a distraction. Hector had known the Phoenix wolves would come and that the two packs would eventually overpower the harpies. It was the pups he’d wanted, and they could only assume that Hector had smuggled them onto his territory. As such, both packs were heading there. Harley stayed at the rear of the huge hunting party, deciding her edgy cat would be better off if she weren’t surrounded by people.

Up ahead, Nick was holding his mate to his side. “We’ll find them, Shay, we’ll find them.” Fury coated every word.

“I never thought Hector would go for the pups.” Shaya’s voice was small and weak.

Nick kissed her hair. “Of course you didn’t.”

“I should have,” she said. “Pups are the heart of every pack.”

“He may not intend to hurt the pups,” said Cain. “He could be simply trying to lure you off the territory.”

“The pups are more important to us than any land,” Nick gritted out.

Cain didn’t back down in the face of the Alpha’s anger. “That could be what he’s counting on.”

Even with rage clouding his thoughts, Jesse could concede that Cain was right. But so was Nick; the pups mattered more than their territory, so it made no difference. His eyes jumped to Nick as the Alpha’s cell began to ring. Everyone quickly gathered around Nick as, halting, he pulled out his phone. Pure hatred contorted his expression, so Jesse didn’t have to ask who was calling.

Nick answered, growling, “You motherfucking son of a bitch! Where are they?”

The night was so quiet that it was easy to hear Hector’s response. “Easy, Nick, easy.” There was a lazy amusement in his tone that made Jesse’s wolf bare his teeth. The animal wanted to rip out the bastard’s throat, wanted to watch him bleed and howl in agony.

“Easy?” snarled Nick.

“You’re upset,” said Hector with mock sympathy. “I understand.”

Nick’s hand clenched around his cell so tight it wouldn’t be a surprise if it cracked. “If you hurt them—if you even imagine hurting them—I will fucking destroy you, even if it means coming back from the dead.”

“They’re unhurt,” Hector told him. “I’m a lot of things, but I’m not a child murderer.” He sounded genuinely offended that Nick would think differently. “Would you like to talk to them?”

Nick opened his mouth to speak, but then they all heard, “Daddy?”

Nick’s eyes squeezed shut and he cleared his throat. “Hey, baby girl.” Shaya put her shaking hand to her mouth.

The pup’s breath hitched. “I wanna go home.”

Eyes snapping open, Nick said, “You will come home, sweetheart.”

There was a shuffling sound, and then a shaky voice. “Nick?”

The Alpha male swallowed hard. “Don’t worry, Cassidy; we’ll come for you, I pr—”

“Coming for them won’t be necessary, Nick,” said Hector. “If you want them back, I’ll take them to you.”

“In exchange for our territory, right?”

A sigh. “I’ve decided your land isn’t worth the bother.”

“Then why? Why do this?”

“Come now, Nick, did you expect me to ignore what you did? Really?”

No . . . they just hadn’t expected this. Jesse held Harley close to him. Angry tremors were running through her and echoing through him.

“If you want the girls . . . look behind you.”

At once, they all twirled. Hector and his guards were walking toward the border with the pups. A wave of ice-cold fear washed over Harley and her mouth fell open. Oh, fuck no. The girls were hand in hand, cheeks wet and pale . . . wearing explosive vests. Her stomach rolled. “Tell me I’m not seeing straight.”

Jesse let loose a string of curses. “He’s gonna die tonight.” Slowly and painfully. Jesse would make sure of it.

“Without a doubt,” added Harley. Her cat lunged for the surface. Wincing, Harley forced her into submission. Now was definitely not the time for rash actions. She looked at Zander. “Please tell me you could defuse those vests.”

Zander gave a sad, slow shake of the head. “I wouldn’t have a clue. The bomb on your car was simple. Those vests . . .”

Nick held out his hand to Shaya, who took it and squeezed his tight. “Try not to give him any emotion to feed off, Shay,” he whispered. “If we look calm, it should help the kids stay calm.”

Shaya stiffly nodded in assent, and then they all stalked through the trees. Finally, Nick and Shaya came to a halt a few feet away from the border, looking deceptively calm. The other wolves gathered behind them, all standing solidly and at the ready.

Willow called out for Shaya and tried to run forward. Hector grabbed the pups by their shoulders, preventing them from stepping over the border.

“It’s okay, angel,” soothed Shaya, trying to keep her voice light. Harley figured it had to be agonizing for her not to charge past them all to reach the girls.

Muscles tight with rage, Nick ground out, “You sick bastard.”

Smiling, Hector shrugged. “After what you did to my homes and possessions, it seemed quite fitting.”

Shaya forced a watery smile for the girls. “Everything will be fine, I promise.” Neither pup seemed to find those words comforting.

“Bombing my homes . . .” Hector wagged his finger. “That wasn’t nice at all, now, was it?”

“You wanted to take our home from us,” said Nick, jaw set. “We took yours from you instead. That sort of thing happens when you fuck with the wrong pack.”

“And look where it got you. Look where it got your pups.”

“They’re in this situation because of you, not us. But your mother did mention that you never accept blame for anything you do. Everything is always someone else’s fault in your world.”

As Hector’s cheeks flushed, Harley whispered to Jesse, “Why is Nick antagonizing him? I’m not sure it’s the best course of action when the bastard has the pups.”

“His fury probably got the better of him for a minute,” replied Jesse.

“My dear mother can be quite chatty,” Hector said to Nick. “Sometimes, I almost miss her. Isn’t that odd?”

Harley inwardly snorted. Who gave a fuck?

Nick must have been just as uninterested, because he demanded, “Give me the girls.”

“I’ll bet it was painful to find that they were gone,” said Hector. “I’d imagine it came as quite a shock too.”

Harley wished he’d shut the fuck up and release the pups. Her churning stomach seemed to be full of knots, butterflies, and acid. Her cat was pacing, claws unsheathed, hissing like crazy.

“I have to admit I was surprised you didn’t race right over here.”

“Give me the girls,” Nick simply repeated.

“But I’m having fun.”

“Because you’re twisted. Not my problem.”

Hector’s eyes went hard. “I suppose it’s a good thing that you’re standing together as a unit to die. If you shift forms and start running now, you’d make it to safety.”

“We don’t run.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“If you detonate those bombs, you’ll kill us all,” Derren pointed out.

“I’ll be far away from here when that happens,” Hector told him. “See, there are three ways to detonate them. One, tamper with the vests. Two, use the triggers, which I can do remotely using this.” He held up his cell phone. “Or three, wait for the timers to run out and do the job for me. In other words, there’s no way at all for you to help the little ones. No way to save yourselves, unless you choose to abandon them.”

Sensing someone behind her, Harley twisted with a snarl, even though she recognized the scent. She and her cat were simply wound too tight.

Cain, looking much calmer than she felt, whispered, “I might be able to defuse the vests.” At her arched brow, he continued, “Let’s just say I’ve built a lot of bombs. I won’t know how complicated these are until I’ve seen them up close. I have no chance of doing that until Hector releases the pups. He doesn’t seem inclined to do that yet. When he does, I won’t have much time to defuse the vests. I need you to do what margays do best, Harley.”

Oh, her cat sure loved that idea.

Jesse went rigid. “Hector has guards.”

“And they’re watching what’s happening on the ground,” said Cain. “They won’t think to look up. It’s doubtful that they’d sense her.”

Jesse gritted his teeth. It was easy for Cain to be so blasé about it because Harley wasn’t his mate; she wasn’t his to protect and care for. It wasn’t Cain who would fall apart without her.

Harley held Jesse’s tortured gaze. “I’m going,” she said firmly but quietly. “Yes, I could be hurt. But if I don’t try to help, we all die anyway.”

“He’s going to drive away any minute now. The moment he’s far enough away not to feel the backlash of the bombs, he’ll press the triggers,” Cain pointed out. “We don’t have time to wait around.”

Harley nodded. “He won’t need to press the triggers; these are time bombs.” She could see the numbers on the little LED screens.

Cain grimaced. “I don’t know if they’re really linked to the explosives or if they’re there to fuck with our heads—I mean, why give us the luxury of knowing how much time we have? In any case, we still have little time.”

Harley squeezed Jesse’s hand. “I can do this.” Since they were at the rear of the large group, Hector wouldn’t hear her shifting—especially while he and Nick were arguing.

“I know you can do it,” Jesse said gruffly, stroking his thumb over her claiming mark. “I just don’t want you to have to.”

She gave him a quick, hard kiss. “Watch my back.”

“Always.” Once she was gone, he’d move to the front of the crowd so he was standing behind Nick and Shaya. Then if something went wrong, he could intervene. As she started to strip, Jesse shot Cain a cold look. “Turn around.”

With a roll of his eyes, the wolf did.

Harley braced herself, knowing the shift was going to hurt like a bitch thanks to all her injuries. “I should have let Ally heal me.”

“Yes, you damn well should have.”

Bones popped and cracked as she shifted; the noises made some glance over their shoulders. Understanding flashed in their eyes, and they quickly faced front.

As the little cat stretched, getting comfortable in her skin, Jesse crouched down and stroked his hand down her back. “Hey, kitty.” He scratched her head. “Be careful.”

With a low purr, the cat rubbed her flank against his leg to leave her scent on her mate. She didn’t like him being around strange wolves—especially the females—but the pups were in danger. She stayed low to the ground as she padded to the nearest tree. Satisfied she hadn’t been seen, she leapt onto the branch above.

Silently the cat crept along the branch as she hunted her prey. He was close but not close enough. She could hear him. See him. Her upper lip curled.

She swung and leapt from one tree to another, moving closer and closer to her prey. So close that she could scent him now—he smelled of decay and corruption.

He said, “You thought I wanted the eagles to take you all out, Nick, didn’t you? No. They were just to keep you busy. I can kill all of you with the single press of a button.”

“That doesn’t make you powerful,” said the Alpha male.

“It does make me someone you should fear.”

“And yet, I don’t.”

Inside the cat, Harley urged the margay to hurry. One more leap had the cat reaching the tree closest to her prey. She slowly and carefully padded along the branch above him. He didn’t sense her. He was focused on the Alpha male, speaking more words she didn’t understand.

“Admit it, Nick. You fear me now that your pups’ lives are in my hands.”

The Alpha male growled. “For the last time, give me the girls.”

“But I’m enjoying the panic and anxiety that’s broadcasted all over your face.”

The cat pounced.

 

Jesse watched as the margay landed hard on Hector’s shoulders, claws out and tearing through skin and muscle. Hector stumbled with a shocked, pain-filled curse, releasing the pups, who ran to the Alpha pair. He grabbed the little cat with sharp claws and launched her at a tree with such force that something cracked. She slumped to the ground, unmoving. And Jesse . . . a red haze fell over his vision as the rage he’d buried welled up and streamed through every vein.

With a guttural roar, Jesse charged over the border and lunged at Hector. He shifted midair and knocked the male to the ground.

The large gray wolf stood over his enemy, snarling, and tried to rip into his throat. He couldn’t. The half shifter gripped the wolf’s head and held it in place. Furious and caught up in bloodlust, the wolf shook his head to get free. The other male held tight.

Growling, the wolf used his back paws to slice at the male’s stomach. Cloth and skin tore. The scent of blood rose in the air. The wolf growled in satisfaction. But then a polar bear knocked the wolf aside with a roar. At the same time, bones cracked and popped as the other male shifted.

Shaking his head, the gray wolf righted himself and circled the polar bear and the large white wolf. Several others joined the gray wolf, snapping their teeth at the two enemies. Roaring again, the polar bear swiped at them. One wolf hit a tree with a yelp. The others all pounced.

The polar batted and clawed at them while the large white wolf bit and body-slammed them. Some wolves fell. Some clung tight with teeth and claws, ripping into flesh and fur. The fallen wolves rose and lunged again, attacking the two enemies from all sides. Bloodying them. Weakening them. Killing them. Soon, both of them collapsed. More wolves tore into them and—

“Jesse! Jesse!”

The gray wolf growled, again sinking his teeth into the white wolf’s flesh.

“Jesse, he’s practically dead! Go to Harley! Check she’s okay!”

Harley.

The name penetrated his red haze, tickling at the last memory he had of his mate. She’d been hurt. His pack mate was right. He needed to see her. The wolf withdrew, even though he was still shaking with rage.

Panting and bleeding, Jesse stood with a wince. He distantly noted that the second guard was dead, having met the same fate as Hector and the first guard, but Jesse was only interested in Harley.

He did as Zander suggested and hurried to where the little cat lay, surrounded by some of their pack. He shoved his way through the wolves. And froze, heart skipping a beat. He felt the blood leave his face. Her body was twisted at an angle that was far from fucking natural. And she wasn’t moving.

She. Was. Not. Moving.

His stomach heaved and the breath left his lungs. His wolf . . . well, he went apeshit again. And Jesse thought he might just do the same.

“She’s not dead, Jesse,” said Roni. “Don’t fucking lose it on me. She’s in bad shape and she needs to hear your voice right now.”

Swallowing hard, Jesse knelt beside his mate. Her brown eyes looked at him, tired and glassy. He couldn’t speak. Hell, he couldn’t think. Fear was choking him and twisting his insides, ripping into him more painfully than the polar bear’s claws and Hector’s fangs.

Jesse reached out to touch her but then fisted his hand, worried his touch wouldn’t be gentle enough. Her breathing was shallow. Too shallow. Each time she inhaled, something in her chest rattled. He wanted to hold her, but he was scared to move her in case he caused her any more pain than she was already in.

“Jesse, talk to her; keep her here,” said Marcus.

Clearing his dry throat, Jesse forced out his words. “Baby . . . mother of fuck. We need Ally.” He glanced around, frantic, but he couldn’t see her. He noticed Cain trying to carefully remove the explosive vest from a shaking Willow while Shaya tried to keep both little girls calm. Their tears and fear only fueled the fire in Jesse’s gut. Anxious, his wolf paced and snarled and raked his claws. “We need Ally,” he repeated.

“I know,” began Roni, “but she got hurt really bad too and now she’s unconscious again.”

Shit. He scrubbed a hand down his face. “Well, where’s Taryn?”

It was Bracken who responded. “Trying to heal Ally, which is proving difficult because not only is Taryn hurt as well, but she’s healed so many injuries tonight she’s pretty weak. She’s barely conscious herself.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Jesse stroked one of the cat’s soft paws. Her eyes closed. His heart jumped. “Stay with me, Harley,” he said, panicked. “Okay? Stay with me.”

Nothing. If anything, her breathing turned weaker. His gut twisted in terror.

“That’s it, talk to her,” Roni encouraged him.

Jesse swallowed hard. “One of the healers will come, Harley.” His voice came out coarse with emotion. “Any second now, they’ll come.” They had to come. Someone had to do something because he couldn’t fucking lose her. “You just have to hang on for a minute, all right? Just hang on for me.” Fuck, he needed to hear her voice. Needed to look into her eyes. “Shift back, Harley.”

“I don’t think she has the energy, Jesse,” said Roni. “It’s better if she doesn’t waste what energy she has left trying to shift.”

“Feed her your own energy,” said Marcus.

“I can’t,” Jesse rasped, throat constricting. “There’s no bond.” Unless either of the healers came to help, Harley was going to die right there in front of him. He knew it; he could feel her slipping away. Could hear her heart stuttering and her breathing becoming even slower. She was leaving him. Dying. And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

Not a damn thing.

“Cain’s struggling with the vests,” said Bracken. “I don’t know if he can really help.”

Which meant they could all be dead in moments anyway. But it was Harley’s life that was important to him. And he was losing her. He’d never felt as utterly powerless as he did in that very moment. Never felt so fucking useless. He was her mate, dammit; he should be able to help her. But he couldn’t.

The metallic taste of fear soured his mouth. The insidious emotion had his own heart racing so badly, he thought the damn organ would explode in his chest. But there was no shock, he thought with a frown. Not even a small element of surprise. An all-consuming, soul-deep agony, yes. A haunting, gut-wrenching fear, yes. But no shock.

A part of him had been expecting this to happen, he then understood. Part of him had been waiting for his mate to be taken from him, just like it had happened once before. And so, he realized bitterly, he’d unconsciously held a small part of himself back from Harley.

God, he was such a fucking idiot. He’d thought he was completely open to her, thought he’d given her all of him. But no, he’d held back this one little piece out of blind terror that he’d have to go through the sheer agony of losing her—an agony he’d felt as a kid and hadn’t ever wanted to experience again. But in protecting himself emotionally, he’d left her physically vulnerable. And now she was dying. Fading away right in front of him.

“Harley, I’m so fucking sorry, baby, I didn’t know I was doing it,” he swore, voice breaking. “I swear to God, I didn’t know.” Her eyes slowly opened but just as quickly closed again. His wolf howled, shaking with rage and pain.

“Didn’t know what?” asked Eli.

Ignoring his pack mate, Jesse stroked her paw again and repeated in a shaky whisper, “I didn’t know.” If he had, she—

White-hot pain blasted in his head, slicing through his brain. He squeezed his eyes shut as his vision grayed and sleep lured him. He fought it, determined to stay with Harley. And then he felt her. Not her body. Not her mind. He felt her pain, her exhaustion, and how hard she was fighting the darkness pulling at her. Before now, he’d sensed her emotions. Now he shared them as they vibrated up and down the bond that seemed to be strengthening with every second. He couldn’t see it, but he felt it—a sort of tug on his consciousness.

Invigorated, heart pounding with a newfound hope, Jesse forced energy down the bond. He had no clue if he was doing it right, but he kept going. His wolf urged him on, too anxious to feel any satisfaction about the bond yet. “Take it, Harley, accept it.” Because she was stubborn enough to fight him out of concern that she’d drain him. And that was exactly what she did. He punched the ground, growling, “Accept it.”

A tiny hand touched his shoulder. “Don’t cry, Jesse. It’ll be okay.”

Jesse looked at Cassidy, becoming aware that his cheeks were wet.

“I just need to touch her,” said Cassidy.

He realized then that she was no longer wearing the vest. He watched as she bent over and laid her small hand on the cat’s flank. An echo of a strange tingling sensation reverberated up the mating bond as the healing energy moved through Harley. He winced as a few things snapped back into place and the cat yelped.

After a minute, Ally crouched behind Cassidy. “You can stop now, sweetie.”

Cassidy’s brow creased. “She’s not fully healed yet.”

“I know, but I’ll do the rest,” Ally assured her. “You need to sleep.”

“No, I—” A yawn cut Cassidy’s protest short. “Okay.” She sighed as Cain lifted her carefully. “I told you you’d take off my jacket,” she said to him sleepily. “In my vision, it looked like a jacket. But it was a vest.”

“That’s okay,” Cain told her. “You just sleep.”

As Ally put a hand on Harley, Jesse felt healing energy hum through her once again. This energy was stronger and worked faster. The moment the Seer moved aside, he scooped up the little cat and held her close, doing his best not to suffocate her. He was still shaking from the bone-deep terror of losing her. He needed to feel her. Smell her. Hear her heartbeat loud and clear.

He buried his face in her soft fur. “Shift for me, baby.” The cat growled low in her throat, and he felt Harley’s amusement. Apparently the margay wanted some attention first. Typical. And a relief, because it meant she was okay. That was all he cared about. He inhaled her again and again, letting it chase away the panic eating at him and his wolf.

Shaya appeared with Nick close behind, who was cuddling a sleeping Willow. “She’s okay?”

“Yes, she is,” said Roni, “thanks to Cassidy and Ally.”

Shaya turned to Cain. “I know I said it a billion times already, but thank you for saving my girls.” She wrapped her arms around him. “Thankyouthankyouthankyouthankyou!”

The guy frowned. “You’re crushing Cassidy.”

“Oh.” Shaya stepped back, sniffling. “Sorry.”

As she went to take the little girl, Cain held Cassidy tighter and gruffly said, “I’ve got her.”

Jesse nuzzled the cat’s head. “Shift for me.” The margay growled again, and he smiled.





CHAPTER TWENTY
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Skimming his fingers up and down his mate’s naked back, Jesse kissed her shoulder. Not a single scar marred her soft flesh. There was no evidence whatsoever that she’d been ripped into by talons and had almost died earlier. No physical evidence, anyway. His fear, however, was still fresh in his system. “You okay?” he asked. She was too quiet. Too still.

“Stop worrying,” Harley mumbled softly into the pillow. She could feel his anxiety as if it was her own. “I’m just tired.”

Stop worrying? “You almost fell asleep standing up in the shower.”

“Because I’m tired. Let me sleep.”

“I’m not stopping you.” Okay, that wasn’t entirely true. He was intentionally keeping her awake. Every time she seemed to be drifting off, he panicked, remembering that moment when he’d felt a fatal, permanent sleep pulling at her. He stroked his hand over her hair. “I felt how hard you were fighting to stay.”

“Of course I was fighting.” She’d known what it would have done to him to lose another mate. She hadn’t been able to stand the idea of him going through such torture, and that had helped her fight as hard as her cat.

“I really didn’t know, Harley.”

Well aware of what he was talking about, she pinned his gaze. “I know you would never have intentionally held anything back. Don’t be angry at yourself. Being fully open to someone isn’t as easy as it sounds.”

He traced the length of her spine. “If the bond had formed sooner—”

“You realized what was blocking the bond, Jesse. I didn’t. I didn’t even suspect that that was what it was. You did.”

He kissed her, licking over her bottom lip. “Our scents have mixed.” Now everybody would know she was taken. “I like it. I like feeling what you’re feeling.”

“I wonder if a bond formed through imprinting is any different from one that’s formed between true mates.”

Jesse shrugged. “I’ve no idea.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Whatever you want.”

“How does it feel to recognize your true mate? I’m not mourning that I won’t experience it,” she rushed to reassure him. “I’m just curious.”

Able to feel her honesty through their bond, he wasn’t worried by the question. “Torrie was four the first time I saw her. I looked at her . . . and I just knew. There was no big revelation or rush of feelings or anything, but maybe that’s because we were just kids. I looked at her and knew as well as I knew my own name that she was mine. I told her that. She just said, ‘Okay.’ It felt right. Steadying. But it has to be different from what adults feel.”

Harley nodded, thinking just how uncomplicated it could be for a child to sense the bond. Their emotions were often less complex.

“So, that’s how it feels to recognize your true mate. Here’s what it’s like for a broken teenager to look at a person and know that, one day, she’s going to be his.” He maneuvered her so that they were on their sides, facing each other. “If I hadn’t heard the words you said to Mia that brought me back to myself, maybe it wouldn’t have happened. Maybe it would have. But one look at you . . . and I wanted. You have to understand it was a long time since I’d really felt a longing for anything, so it was a big fucking deal to me.”

She blinked. “Just one look?”

“Just one look. The possessiveness was a true shock. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be capable of that emotion. Not after losing my true mate. I wasn’t good at accepting the feeling, but I didn’t want to get rid of it either. It was, I don’t know, uplifting to know that I could feel it. It was uplifting to feel anything at all.”

Harley had assumed he’d grown to feel possessive. She hadn’t thought it had been an instant thing for him.

“The more I was around you, the more intense that emotion became. After a while, I stopped thinking I wanted you to be mine and started thinking of you as already belonging to me. I knew I’d one day have you. Knew I’d do what it took to make it happen. But I still wasn’t ready to accept that.” He slid his hand into her hair. “So I kept it to myself. I didn’t let you see it. I didn’t ask you to stay when Tess came for you, even though I didn’t want you to go. And even though I knew it was best for you to be away from your pride, I still didn’t want you away from me. So I kept watch over you, always knowing that one day I’d claim you. And I did.”

Harley melted into him as he kissed her, licking into her mouth. So many emotions flickered down the bond. Adoration. Possessiveness. Need. Respect. Protectiveness. All of it was wrapped up in what he felt for her. She moaned appreciatively as he rolled her onto her back and ground his cock against her clit. Then she moaned in complaint as her cell rang.

He sucked on her claiming mark. “Don’t answer it.”

Oh, she had no intention of doing so. But it just kept on ringing. Harley ignored it, arching into Jesse as his hand closed over her breast. Finally, her phone stopped ringing. She sighed, happy. And then his cell phone began to ring. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” But he ignored it and began sucking hard on her nipple, grazing it with his teeth. He was just making his way to her other nipple when his phone finally shut the fuck up. And then her damn cell began to ring again.

Growling, Jesse grabbed it from the beside cabinet and gave it to her. “Answer it or they’ll harass us all night.”

Seeing that the caller was Shaya, she lost some of her anger. The female had been through a lot tonight. Harley answered in a monotone voice. “You have reached the Federal Bureau of Investigation tip line; this call will be recorded.”

Shaya gave a soft snort of amusement. “Your cousins are here.”

Harley sighed. “We’ll be there soon.” Ending the call, she asked, “Did you hear that?”

Jesse put her phone back on the cabinet. “I did.” He sucked her nipple into his mouth and gave it a sharp nip. “But we’re not leaving this bed until I’m done with you.” Jesse tilted her hips and drove deep inside her.

 

“How hard was it to track the extremists?” Jesse asked the margays later on. It turned out that they had arrived to assure Harley that the local group was now very much dead. They hadn’t been happy to hear she’d been caught up in a battle with harpy eagles and, in fact, seemed disappointed to have missed the opportunity to join in. Jesse had always thought Harley was quirky, but her cousins took it to a whole new level.

“Very difficult,” replied Indie, chewing gum. “They went underground.”

Eli arched a brow. “You’re sure they’re dead?”

“Unless they’re capable of reattaching their severed heads and digging their way out of a shallow grave, they’re quite dead,” said Indie with all the emotion of an answering machine.

Eli inclined his head. “Fair enough.”

“That should repulse me,” Shaya said to Harley. “I’m not sure why it doesn’t.”

Chin resting on his hand, Bracken leaned close to the quiet female, Shiloh, who seemed to be one of those people who spent most of their time focused on their phone. “Did you sever any heads?”

Shiloh looked at him, seeming surprised that he’d spoken to her. “Why?” Her flat tone matched her indifferent vibe. Jesse had never met anyone who had such a detached air about her . . . as if she simply had no interest whatsoever in the world around her.

Bracken shrugged. “Just curious.”

“Why?”

“Why not?”

“Curiosity can get you killed.”

“I’m not a cat. I’m a wolf.”

“We can’t all be special.” She went back to her phone, dismissing him. The enforcer actually smiled. Then again, he wasn’t a guy who was easily offended.

Shaya spoke to Piper, who was tapping her long, red-painted nails on the table. “Did Harley tell you she’s going to buy the club she was working at?”

“You are? Good.” Piper flicked back her dark, blue-highlighted hair. “It’s smart to branch out.”

Shaya smirked at Nick. “See, told ya.” He just grunted.

“How are your plans coming along for the club?” Derren asked Harley.

“Fine,” Harley replied. Just thinking about the club made her smile. She was excited to go back there and get everything ready. “Ally’s been a big help.”

Indie leaned back in her seat, arms folded. “Will it need refurbishing?”

“Nothing major,” replied Harley. “I like it as it is; there are just a few things that need fixing or altering, which I can—”

“You’re not stepping a foot into the club until all the security measures are in place,” Jesse firmly stated. Her brow slid up, but he said, “I’m serious, Harley. It’s true that a lot of premises belonging to packs don’t have much trouble with the extremists now that The Movement hunts them. But I’m not taking risks with your safety.” The. End.

Harley frowned at him. “Dude, I’m not Kim—your forcefulness does not turn me on.” Not all the time anyway. “It just makes me want to hit you. Hard.”

Shaya chuckled. “I can imagine how hard it must be for you to be with Jesse. I mean, I’m submissive and Nick is extremely dominant. But it works for us because he’s not designed to deal with dominant females. Jesse’s not cut out for it either, but I honestly don’t think a submissive female could handle him without feeling crushed.”

“I agree,” said Ally. She spoke to Harley, “You deal with him the way Jesse has to be dealt with.”

Roni nodded. “Firmly, brusquely, but not coldly.”

Jesse sighed. “I’m right here.”

Shaya waved a dismissive hand his way, which made him snort.

Watching Jazz play with a Rubik’s Cube, Ally said, “Wow, she’s good at that.”

Harley nodded. “Jazz is a mechanic. She likes to take things apart, especially when she’s bored, so she has to be closely watched. Boredom makes her crazy.”

“Crazy?” repeated Roni. “Really?”

Harley understood her disbelief. Jazz was cute and tiny and looked like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. No one ever saw Jazz’s temper coming.

Indie pointed from Harley to Jesse. “So you two are fully imprinted now?”

“Yep,” said Harley.

“And he makes you happy?” said Piper. There was a “he’d better make you happy” note in her tone.

Harley smiled. “When he’s not making me want to remove his spleen with my bare hands, sure.” Of course, if he’d just develop some caution lights . . .

“You guys have to have a ceremony and a party,” said Marcus.

“A party?” echoed Nick.

Marcus frowned at him. “You don’t have to say it like it’s a dirty word. They’re fully mated now. They have the right to celebrate that.”

Nick snorted. “The only reason you’re pushing for a party is that there’ll be a buffet.”

Marcus raised a brow. “Um, hello, we have three really good cooks in our pack. Having all their cooking combined into one buffet is a luxury we should indulge in as often as we can. How can you not see that?”

Nick stared at him. Then he waved an impatient hand. “I can’t deal with you. I really don’t know how Roni does.”

With an expression of mock hurt, Marcus put a hand over his heart. “Is that any way to treat your brother-in-law?”

“Don’t know. Don’t care.”

“Hey,” complained Roni playfully. “Leave my mate alone.”

“Then find some way to control him,” said Nick.

Roni arched a brow. “What, like you control your mate? The same mate who goes patrolling the border with her shotgun?”

Shaya gaped at the female enforcer. “How do you know about that?”

Nick glared at his mate. “You patrol the border? Dammit, Shay, you’re not an enforcer.”

“No, but I’m Alpha female, and if I want to guard my territory I damn well will.”

“Do I have to confiscate the shotgun?” Nick growled.

“Only if you want to be stabbed in your sleep.”

Jazz turned to Harley and quietly said, “Your Alpha’s a little crazy, isn’t she?”

Harley snorted. “And you’re not?”

“Only when I’m bored. That doesn’t count.”

And Harley could see that her cousin genuinely believed that. Whatever.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Two months later

 

Harley’s breath caught in her throat as ice-cold water drenched her; she felt the shock and chill all the way to her bones. “You bastard!”

“It’s just a little water.” Jesse chuckled, his water gun still trained on her.

“I’m a margay shifter; we hate cold water!” Her cat’s lips pulled back in a snarl.

“Stop whining. It’s scorching hot out here; you’ll be dry in no time.” Jesse jerked as water soaked the back of his shirt and jeans. “Hey!” he growled, spinning to face a laughing Eli, who was holding his own water blaster. “That’s cold!”

“That’s karma,” corrected Harley. Giving her a playful scowl, Jesse whipped off his wet T-shirt, so she said, “Maybe I should take off my own shirt—”

Jesse growled, unwilling to let anyone else see those luscious breasts that belonged to him. He pulled her flush against him. “You do that and I’ll spank your ass.”

“Then I’d have to smack the shit out of you. Would you like that?”

“You wouldn’t hurt me.” He rubbed his jaw against hers; there was no stubble, since she’d shaved him that morning. It had become their regular thing, and he liked it. “You adore me too much.”

Harley snorted. “Whatever.”

Wrapping his arms around her, he lifted her slightly off her feet. “My kitty’s all cranky.”

“Because you got me wet,” she clipped.

“Come on.” He settled them both on a double sun lounger. “You’ll be dry in minutes.” It was such a hot day that most of the pack had placed deck chairs and loungers near the play area to soak up the sun.

Derren and Ally were sleeping, the enforcers were placing bets on whether or not Bracken could eat his cake faster than Marcus could eat his, Caleb and Kent were each pushing a pup on the swings, and Kathy was lecturing Eli about his wolf’s habit of destroying her flowers. Nick and Shaya were disputing the benefits of following Shaya’s idea and opening some businesses on the neighboring land they now owned. After Hector’s death, his board of directors had voted to sell the territory to Nick. Jesse figured they’d done it because they would rather have Nick as an ally than an enemy.

Nick was still completely opposed to building any businesses on it, but Shaya didn’t appear to be backing down. Jesse had initially thought that the Alpha female wasn’t serious about her business idea. Maybe she hadn’t been initially. In any case, she was set on it now. It made sense for the pack to make use of all that land and to contribute to the community. Granted, they would probably need to hire outsiders, but that didn’t have to be a bad thing.

“Think about it,” Shaya said to Nick. “If we had a motel set up, both Ally and Harley could have stayed there instead of the guest lodges when they first arrived. Not that I’m complaining that they’re here. My point is that you moan about having outsiders on our territory. If we needed to provide anyone somewhere to stay in the future, a motel would be a good place for them to go. They would have our protection and be on our territory, but they wouldn’t be so close to the main lodge and the pups.”

“Yeah,” said Nick, rubbing his nape, “but . . .”

“But what?”

“But I don’t want a motel!”

“You’re being unreasonable!”

Stifling a laugh, Jesse pulled Harley closer to him and watched as the pups ran around, squealing, while Bruce playfully chased them. At least Nick had grown to accept the wisdom behind branching out, because there was no way Harley would have given up the club. She was due to open it under a new name in a week’s time. Most of the pack had played some part in getting it ready, treating it as their own.

“Keep doing that,” Harley purred.

Jesse smiled, increasing the pressure as he massaged her scalp. It reminded him of the night of their mating ceremony when she’d done the exact same thing as they sat on the porch swing. The day had been special for him but absolute torture for Nick, since so many outsiders had been on his territory: the Phoenix wolves, some shifters from the shelter, Harley’s cousins, Shaya’s father, Cain, Tess, Ally’s uncles, Lily and Shawn—who had actually been pretty well behaved—and, to Jesse’s extreme surprise, his parents.

Unfortunately, Jesse couldn’t go so far as to say that his parents warmly accepted Harley, but they had passed on their congratulations. She hadn’t cared about their lack of warmth as long as they accepted that he didn’t need to answer to them. It was only then he’d learned that she had paid a visit to his old pack with Ally and Roni. Not only had his mate confronted his parents, she’d given Kim a verbal smackdown just before delivering the news that the female was permanently banned from their territory.

He hadn’t been pleased to hear she’d done all that without telling him, but he’d been too happy that day to care. He’d silently laughed his way through the ceremony, amused by how she’d kept glancing at the nearest tree, looking so very tempted to escape. Neither he nor his wolf had been offended, well aware that she simply disliked being the center of attention.

The party had been . . . interesting, since Ally’s uncle, Dan, had taken a single look at Tess and declared that she was his mate. The human had been a little befuddled, but she hadn’t panicked. A month later the couple was happily mated and Tess had joined the guy’s pack. Harley was ecstatic that her aunt was no longer alone. To Tess’s shock, her parents hadn’t disowned her the way they had Lily. Harley suspected it was for the simple reason that Dan was loaded—something the snobs could respect.

“You bitch.”

Pulled out of his thoughts, Jesse looked to see Eli stomping toward Roni and Marcus, who were now snuggling on one of the loungers.

“Shush, she’s sleeping,” Marcus said to him.

“She’s also the embodiment of evil,” groused Eli. “I know you’re awake, Roni.”

With a long-suffering sigh, Roni opened her eyes. “Something wrong?”

Eli settled fisted hands on his hips. “How the hell do you keep cracking all my passwords?”

Roni scowled, affronted. “Don’t insult me.”

“What did she do?” Marcus asked Eli, smiling.

“She hacked my Facebook account again,” said Eli. “This time she posted a five-star review of a vibrating anal plug!”

Kathy gasped. “Roni!”

“I’ve got all kinds of people asking me if it’s best to start with small plugs and work their way up. How the hell should I fucking know?” Eli pointed at Roni. “I will get you back for this, heifer.”

“Stop swearing,” hissed Shaya, gesturing at the kids. Cassidy was cartwheeling her way to them with a skipping Willow behind her.

Eli sighed at Shaya. “I can’t help it; she drives me mad.”

“We all go a little mad sometimes,” said Willow.

Shaya’s smile froze on her face. She turned to Roni. “Tell me my child did not just quote Norman Bates!”

Jesse noticed Bracken looking suspiciously innocent. Rather than rat out his friend, Jesse whispered to Harley, still massaging her scalp, “Speaking of anal plugs—”

“The sooner we get this thing out of my ass, the better,” she hissed quietly.

He stifled a smile. “You should have known better than to think you could beat me at pool . . . although I did enjoy the rematch earlier.” The victor again won the right to be in control during the sex that followed. Jesse, however, hadn’t fucked her. He’d declared that he was postponing the session for a few hours . . . and that she’d be wearing an anal plug in the meantime. She’d acted pissed, but he knew it was exactly that—an act. Being the curious cat that she was, the whole thing intrigued her.

“One day, I will beat you. Then you’ll be in for some torture.”

He nuzzled her. “Aw, baby, I might believe you really didn’t like it if I couldn’t feel your pleasure through the bond.”

Harley flushed. “Sometimes I hate that bond.”

“No, you don’t.”

No, she didn’t.

“You know what, I think you’ve worn the plug long enough. Let’s go home.” He inwardly smiled as he felt excitement spike through her. Rising from the lounger, he pulled her upright. She held herself a little stiffly, shooting him a glare that said she’d like to see him move around easily while there was an object stuck up his ass. Keeping possession of her hand, he walked her back to their lodge. All the while, anticipation built inside her to an almost painful level. It was an anticipation he shared.

Inside the lodge, Jesse said, “I want you upstairs. Go straight to the bathroom.” She probably would have stomped her way up there if it weren’t for the plug. He followed her into the bathroom, where she faced him, hands on hips. “Still cranky, baby? Hey, there’s no call for hissing.” He rubbed his nose against hers. “Don’t worry, I’ll fuck that crankiness right out of you.”

Harley would have hissed again, but then his mouth closed over hers while his hand slid around her throat. Licking and kissing her, he gave her throat a little, but possessive, squeeze that should have made her bristle. It didn’t. Not when she was so wound up with the need to come. He pulled off her T-shirt and bra, and then she yanked off his own tee and tore open his fly. But before she could shove down his jeans, his arms slipped away from her.

“On your knees. I want to watch you suck my cock.”

Harley’s stomach clenched as his tone switched from teasing to dominant. The look on his face was predatory, and his eyes—gleaming with possessiveness—were so wholly focused on her that it gave her goose bumps and tightened her nipples.

“Now, Harley.”

And there he went pressing the defiant switch in her head. Her cat didn’t appreciate his curtness either. But he’d won the game, Harley reminded herself. She’d agreed to a rematch, she’d taken the chance, and now she had to pay up. Slowly sinking to her knees, she fisted the base of his cock and lapped at the head like the cat she was. Instead of teasing him, she wrapped her lips tight around the head and swallowed him down. She sucked hard, taking more of his cock with each pass, using every trick she knew.

Jesse bunched his hand in her hair. “Fuck, sweetheart, that’s it.” Her mouth was so hot it almost burned, sending agonizing pleasure coursing through him. He swore as she purred around his cock and the sensation shot up his spine. Hand still in her hair, he fucked her mouth. “I told you I’d do this one day, didn’t I?” Her eyes narrowed dangerously at the taunt and claws pricked his thighs, but that only spurred him on. “Your mouth was made for this, Harley. And I own it, don’t I?”

Harley dragged her claws down his thighs and let him feel the edge of her teeth—not enough to hurt but enough to warn him to cease taunting her.

“It’s mine and we both know it.” He pulled out of her mouth. “Up.” Slipping his hands under her shoulders, Jesse helped her stand. He ran his finger down her face, feeling the hot flush on her cheeks. Her cat eyes were blazing with both need and irritation, and her talented mouth was swollen from sucking him off. “Gorgeous.” His wolf agreed.

Smoothing her hands over his solid shoulders, Harley licked at his throat. “Fuck me.” She curled a hand around his cock and pumped him twice. “You know you want to.” His hands cupped her breasts, thumbs flicking her taut nipples hard, while she shoved down his jeans. He then pushed down her own as he sucked on her earlobe.

“Hold on to the counter,” Jesse rumbled into her ear, kicking their clothes aside. She did, and he licked the back of her shoulder. “Very good.” Eyes holding hers in the reflection of the mirror, he drove his cock inside her in one smooth thrust. Her pussy clamped around him. Fuck, she was burning hot and soaking wet. “I love how slick you get for me. Love all those little moans you make. Love how tight your pussy squeezes my dick.” He gave her a shallow thrust. “And I love you.”

Jesse fucked her hard, knowing how bad she needed it. Her head fell back, exposing her delicate throat, and her pussy squeezed him so tight it was torture. He kept slamming into her, ruthless and frantic. Then he twisted the anal plug, making her head shoot up, and her pleasure echoed through him. “Come, Harley.” But she already was; the orgasm hit her hard and fast, seeming to take her by surprise. Right then, he pulled out the plug and pushed his cock into her ass.

Eyes snapping open, Harley tensed a little. She’d known exactly what he was going to do, and she’d been prepared for the bite of pain, but the sensation of the head of his cock pressing inside her, stretching her to bursting, still came as a bit of a shock. He was just so damn thick, and she was a total newbie at this.

True mates had little trouble with anal sex because they were literally made to take each other any way they wanted. She’d say that she and Jesse were as emotionally tight as true mates, but that didn’t help with the situation they had here.

“Shush, you’re okay.” Jesse stroked the length of her spine, petting the worry out of her. “Push out as I push in. Good girl.” As she forced herself to relax, he slowly sank into her ass, keeping a mental eye on her through the bond. She felt so good, but it was a tight fit and he didn’t want to hurt her. “I’m all in, baby. You okay?”

“I feel . . . full. But not bad full.”

“We’ll take it slow.” Hands gripping her hips, Jesse withdrew almost all the way out. Just as smoothly, he gently pushed back in, burying his cock deep. He did it over and over, until she was moaning and demanding more. He fucked her a little harder, a little faster. Soon enough, she was cursing him for going easy on her.

“Harder,” she ground out, enjoying it more than she’d expected she would.

Sensing through the bond that she was in no pain, Jesse was fine with that. There was just one thing missing. “You know what I want to hear.” He needed to hear it. “Give me the words.”

“I love you,” she rasped, no hesitation.

“That’s my good girl.” He rode her hard, pumping in and out of her as bliss streaked through them both.

“I’m gonna come.”

“Do it.” Sinking his teeth into her nape, he thrust harder, faster . . . and then she was coming. Her ass tightened around him and her orgasm echoed through him even more intensely than her first had. Biting out a curse, he plunged deep and exploded, shooting jet after jet of come inside her. It was yet another way to mark his mate, and that gave his wolf a slither of satisfaction.

Jesse stroked and petted her as she came down from her orgasm, smiling when she purred. “You okay?”

“I can’t feel my legs,” she slurred. “Other than that, super.” Her cat was lazy with contentment.

“Good.” He licked at her claiming mark. “I told you I’d fuck that crankiness right out of you.”

Still no caution lights, she thought with a sigh.

“Just like I told you that you’d enjoy me claiming your ass. You came pretty hard,” he reminded her smugly.

Huffing at his smug tone, she said, “Dude, you’re messing with my postorgasmic buzz here.”

“I was just saying”—he kissed her throat, humming—“you should listen to me more often. I’m always right.”

“Is that a fact?”

“I told you when you first came here exactly what would happen. I said I’d claim you, and I did. I said you’d claim me, and you did. I said you’d come to trust the pack and settle here, and you did. I also said we’d imprint and be happy. We did and we are.”

“Hmm.”

He frowned. “What does ‘hmm’ mean?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “I guess I’m a little happy.”

“A little?” he echoed, disbelieving. His wolf blinked.

“Yeah, a little.” Of course she was talking crap, which was why she smiled. He didn’t share her amusement, which, in turn, amused her cat.

Although Jesse knew she was full of shit, he shook his head. He’d said it before, and he’d say it again. “You’re trying to drive me insane.”

“You still have no proof of that.”

Sighing, he turned her and nudged her forward. “Just get in the damn shower.”

She dug in her heels. “Not until you stop pushing me.”

So he stopped. “Happy now?”

As ever, that snippy tone made her spine snap straight. “As a matter of fact—”

“Good.” He pushed her into the shower stall and turned on the spray. “Stop hissing at me!”
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