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Chapter One
 
She hung, hands tied together over her head, her toes barely touching the ground. She wore a loose, flowing nightshirt, which barely covered her shaved mound. The brilliant light of the full moon shone like a spotlight, magnifying the surrounding shadows. A breeze stirred, playing with the hem of her garment. Her nipples tightened painfully in response to the cool air.
“I’m going to kill him,” she said to herself. “He’s dead, just as soon as I get down from here.” She didn’t know how in the freaking hell he’d done it, but somehow, in some way, he was responsible.
Kiesha pulled and tugged her wrists this way and that, trying to loosen them from the ropes binding her. When the bonds refused to relax, she tried twisting her body, hoping that if she put enough pressure on the rope, it would come undone from the tree limb. Every time she rotated in one direction, momentum carried her back to the same position in which she began. She panted and grunted, then escalated to cursing, venting her frustration as her efforts remained fruitless.
Over her mutterings, she heard a noise. Pausing in her struggles, she listened closely. Loudly, she called out, “Conor, I’m going to kick your butt when I get down from here. You are so dead! If this has anything to do with your harebrained ideas about werewolves and all that other bull you’re always talking about…”
Ever since she had known Conor, he was always spouting off about werewolves. Going on and on about what was true and what was myth. He’d said he was training her because one day she would need to know. Yeah, right. As if she believed that crap! But she listened to him anyway, because her momma had taught her to be nice to people, even if she thought they were crazy. Humor them, she’d said. What could it hurt? We wouldn’t want to hurt their feelings now, would we?
Thanks to The World According to Conor, she now knew the proper way to greet a werewolf, the hierarchy in werewolf packs, and a bunch of stuff she considered useless. This is what I get for humoring the man, she thought. I’m hanging from a tree, half-naked in the middle of the woods on the night of a full moon.
She heard another sound; it sounded closer than before. “Conor! Get me down from here!” As she waited for him to respond, the hair on the back of her nape stood on end. Something -- or someone -- was watching her. She’d assumed it was Conor, but now it occurred to her that maybe it wasn’t. Suddenly, every horror flick she’d ever seen flashed through her mind. Her mother had always warned watching that stuff would come back to bite her.
Kiesha breathed slowly and deliberately, trying to calm the panic seeking to take hold of her mind. She looked around the clearing, straining to see into the shadows. She thought she saw a pair of yellow eyes staring back at her. Lots of pairs. Oh, this was so not good. As she watched, creatures materialized from the dark thicket into the shadows at the edge of the clearing.
Wolves. Big ones. Five of them.
Frantically, she tried to remember everything she’d ever learned about wolves. Don’t stare them in the eyes. No, wait. That was dogs. Show no fear. Well, forget that! She was already so scared, she was surprised she hadn’t pissed on herself. Why, oh, why, hadn’t she watched Animal Planet while she’d had the chance? Then maybe she’d know what to do.
Did wolves eat humans? God, she hoped not.
She chanted “Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God” under her breath until it became a mantra. Her mind blanked by fear, she could think of nothing else to say.
At the sound of her chanting, the wolves paused and looked at each other. Some form of communication seemed to pass among them. One by one, they stepped forward into the clearing. Staying totally still, she waited to see what they were going to do. Conor, if I die tonight, I will haunt you forever, she thought to herself.
One of the wolves stepped ahead of the others and into the moonlight. It was large and gray with a white muzzle. Along his back, the black-tipped fur formed a pattern. It was hard to tell, but his eyes appeared to glow. No, must be a trick of the moonlight. He eased forward slowly, almost creeping, his ears to his head. If she didn’t know better, she’d say it was trying not to scare her. As if! Who wouldn’t be afraid of a wolf the size of a pony?
It crept toward her, sniffing the air. Maybe it was just curious. She really didn’t know and didn’t care, as long as it didn’t eat her. As it got closer, she looked directly into its golden eyes, too afraid to move. It came within inches then sat back on its haunches. The wolf stared at her, tongue hanging out of its mouth, head tilted to the side. She swore the thing was laughing at her.
“Find me funny, do you?” she asked. Its ears tilted forward as though it -- he, if the size of that thing between its legs was any indication -- was listening. “You try waking up tied to a tree in the middle of the woods surrounded by predators and see how you feel.” A strange light entered its eyes, and she somehow knew he was laughing at her. Great! He thinks I’m a comedian. Glad someone’s being entertained.
While her attention was focused on the gray wolf, the others had quietly eased closer and now sat near him in a semi-circle facing her. As she glanced from wolf to wolf and nothing happened, fear subsided and curiosity took its place. One by one, her muscles relaxed as the tension left her body. She’d never been this close to a live wolf before. If she survived, she might never be again.
Taking advantage of the opportunity, she studied the rest of them. The wolf next to the gray one was just as large, but built on a leaner scale. His black fur was frosted with white. The third wolf was all white with the exception of his nose and muzzle, which were black, drawing attention to those killer fangs of his. The fourth wolf was all black, except for one white sock on the front paw. It might have been comical if he hadn’t looked so vicious. The last one was blond. She wondered if wolves had dumb blond jokes like humans did.
Some sort of signal seemed to pass between them once again, and she tensed. What now? One by one, they leaned forward and began to sniff her, starting at her feet and ending at her crotch. One came so close that she felt the moist air from his nostrils on her mound.
“Hey! Cut that out. I’m not some bitch in heat for you to be sniffing at!” One of the wolves made a snuffling sound that reminded her of laughter.
Then the gray wolf moved closer. Beginning at her feet, he slowly ran his nose up her legs, leaving a trail of cool dampness in its wake. With a quick swipe of his tongue, he licked her clit. She gasped as she clamped her thighs together and tried to move away. His growl was low and mean.
He licked her clit again as she swung back into position. Then he tried to shove his nose into her crotch. “Back off, you mangy mutt,” she said, and kicked at his head with her foot. He danced gracefully out of the way. Again, she heard that snuffling sound, this time from the rest of the group.
As she dragged her toes to stop from swinging back and forth, the gray wolf looked at the others and nodded. She blinked. He couldn’t have just nodded his head. She must be imagining things. No, better yet, she was dreaming. This was a nightmare from which she couldn’t wait to awaken.
The wolves threw back their muzzles and howled at the moon, a sound of joyful celebration. It startled her and she jerked, accidentally biting down on her tongue. The pain assured her that this was no dream.
As she sucked on her tongue, trying to ease the pain, the gray wolf stepped forward again. One minute, a wolf stood before her; the next, a man.
A naked, aroused man.
Conor wasn’t crazy. Werewolves were real. “Oh, man, I am so screwed.” Then everything went black.



Chapter Two
 
Alex Wolfe grinned as he lunged forward to catch his sagging mate. The grin became a full-blown laugh as he thought of how pissed she was going to be when she came to.
He supported her waist, her mound pressing against his bare stomach. The laughter faded as heat took its place. He remembered the taste of her. Salty-sweet flavor had exploded in his mouth, even in wolf form. He’d had only one thought: more. Then, she’d kicked at him. Instinct made him jump out of the way, even as his mouth watered for another sample. She was everything Conor had promised and then some.
He looked down at the woman in his arms. Kiesha Morgan, his true mate. God, he’d all but given up hope of ever finding her. He’d been praying and waiting for her for over twenty years. There were women he could have chosen to mate with, of course. As alpha, he’d had his pick of women from his pack and others. But he’d wanted, needed, a true mate bond. Nothing else would do. He’d pretty much given up hope when he’d received the summons from Conor.
Conor was legendary among shape-shifters. He had the ability to sniff out potential mates among humans. Alex didn’t know what Conor was or how he did it. What Alex did know was that he was extremely powerful, and could do for shifters what they were unable to do for themselves.
The human nature of a male shape-shifter allowed him to mate and reproduce with any female of his species. Humans were a little trickier. You could mate with a human; you could not reproduce with them unless they were your true mate. Only with a true mate could both sides of his nature bond -- human and animal. Humans called them soul mates.
Focusing once more on the woman in his arms, Alex studied her features. She was beautiful. With his keen eyesight, he could see her as though it were high noon instead of midnight. Her creamy complexion was the color of honey. If those high cheekbones were any indication, she had some Native American somewhere in her family tree. Her face was a classic oval, and that hair…he loved her hair. It was a thick mass of brown corkscrew curls, hanging below her shoulders.
Alex leaned forward and buried his nose against her neck, inhaling deeply to get her scent into his being. His cock throbbed insistently. He was desperate to bury himself balls deep in her warm, moist sheath. Mine, he thought. All mine.
Her generous breasts begged to be sucked. He wanted them bare. His gaze traveled past her nipples, puckering in the cool night air, and over the slight swell of her stomach and womanly thighs. She was a nice handful. No twigs for him. A man wanted something to hold on to, someone he could fuck without fearing she would break. Alex gave into the need to cup her ass. Oh, yeah. Bootylicious, as the kids would say.
He stroked downward until he could grip the back of her thighs, then parted her limbs so her pussy was openly displayed. She would wake soon, but before she did, he wanted one more taste. Alex dropped to his knees, then draped her legs over his shoulders. He leaned forward and buried his noise against her nether lips, once more inhaling the delicious aroma of her womanly scent. In the background, he heard the other wolves as they left the clearing, but his focus was on the woman in his arms. He reached out and parted her nether lips, giving him an excellent view of her pussy. Then, he slowly tongued her from her cunt to her clit, his eyes closed, savoring the taste of her juices as they flowed into his mouth. Over and over he licked, alternately spiking his tongue deep into her pussy for more of her salty-sweet flavor.
His grip tight on her hips, he held her still as she moaned and arched into his mouth. He fingered her clit while plunging in and out of her pussy with his tongue, just as his cock longed to do. Faster and faster he went as he felt her orgasm approaching. Finally, her thighs tightened around his head, her back arched sharply, and climax swept over her.
Alex pried Kiesha’s thighs open from the viselike grip they had on his head. Swiftly rising from the ground, he left her dangling as he circled around behind her. He bent and hooked his right arm under her knee, lifted her leg, and opened her body to him. Aligning his cock with her still spasming pussy, he embedded himself deep inside. Shit, she was tight, wet, and oh so hot. He wasn’t going to be able to last long. Fortunately, he had all night.
With his left arm around her waist, he thrust, slowly at first, then with greater speed. Her sexy moans and whimpers drove him crazy. Tilting her pelvis back, he changed his angle and plunged even deeper, each thrust hitting that sweet bundle of nerves located deep inside of her. The tips of his fingers stroked her clit. She screamed as she came.
Alex lunged forward, locking his teeth onto the tendon where her neck and shoulder met as he climaxed. Biting down, he marked Kiesha as his mate for all eternity, even as he spurted cum into her waiting, hungry womb. Her internal muscles continued to clamp down, squeezing and releasing, draining him dry. Spent, Alex licked his mate’s shoulder, healing the wound he’d made while marking her, then leaned against her back, struggling to regain his strength. She was finally his. He’d marked her, claimed her, and now he’d never let her go.



Chapter Three
 
Kiesha came to slowly, her mind struggling to comprehend what had happened. As she tried to move, her memory returned in a series of images. The moonlit clearing. The wolves. A gray wolf one minute, man the next.
She gradually became aware of hard, masculine hands holding her legs and a delicious heat centered at her core, causing her womb to clench in response.
Oh, God, he was licking her slit.
His tongue stroked between her thighs, setting her pussy on fire, but not where she needed it most. As she struggled to get closer, to force his tongue to her clit, he clamped down hard on her hips, inhibiting her movements.
She whimpered. She was so close. Something inside of her was building, growing with every stroke of his tongue. Her body strained, reached… She only knew what she needed most was being denied.
Then she felt it.
A light, feathery touch, right on the perfect spot. Again, she tried to get closer. Again, she was denied. Harder, she wanted to say. Stroke it harder. All that came out of her mouth was a soft moan. Somehow, he must have known what she was trying to convey because the touch on her clit became harder as his tongue plunged deeper and faster. Every muscle in her body tightened right before she exploded.
Aftershocks rippled through her. The warmth of his body moved to her back. He gripped her thigh and used it to lift her right leg as his cock rubbed against her now exposed opening. Yes, she thought. I want that inside me. She caught her breath as he thrust sharply into her, her folds parting like butter to a sharp blade. Then he began to move.
All she could do was feel.
The slide of his cock as he worked in and out of her pussy. The cool air on her breasts as they hung bouncing in the soft breeze from the force of his thrusts. One arm was hooked under her knee, opening her body to his plundering; the other, locked around her waist, held her tight. With her hands tied together above her head, she accepted his mastery over her body.
He pulled her hips back. This new position caused shock waves to ripple from head-to-toe as the head of his cock hit nerve endings she’d never known she had. The fingers against her clit provided just the right amount of external stimulation.
Oh, my God, I can’t take any more.
She opened her mouth to plead with him to stop and instead screamed as a climax rushed over her. She barely felt him bite down on her shoulder, so lost was she in the sensations racking her body.
Her head fell forward as she struggled to catch her breath. Now that was an orgasm. It made all the orgasms she’d experienced in the past pale in comparison. The pressure on her arms eased as she was freed from the tree. Cradling her against his hard body, he lowered her to the ground. He loosed the rope tying her hands together, and then massaged her wrists to help the blood circulate. She lay boneless on the cool, moist ground, looking up at the moon.
Kiesha struggled to make sense of what had just happened. Never had she felt such bliss. Hadn’t known it was possible, to be completely honest. Now that she knew what all the fuss was about, part of her was scared shitless. The sheer intensity of the orgasms he’d given her was addictive. What would she be willing to do -- to give -- to experience it again and again? How much of her valued control would she be willing to relinquish?
As her thoughts ran round and round in her head, he unbuttoned her nightshirt, exposing her breasts to the chilly night air. His mouth latched onto her breast, suckling hungrily.
I’m lying on the ground in the middle of the woods with a man I don’t know who’s just given me the most amazing orgasm in my life.
She should have been upset, freaked out. Under normal circumstances, she would be. However, nothing about tonight was normal, and right now, she couldn’t seem to work up enough energy to care. She’d worry about it later. Besides, what he was doing with his mouth was nothing short of amazing. She’d never known her breasts were so intimately connected to her womb. Every suctioning tug produced an answering one deep inside.
Her hands rose to his hair. She arched her back, driving her left breast deeper into his mouth. “What’s your name?” she asked.
“Do you really care?”
“Not really, not so long as you keep doing this.”
He lifted his head to look at her. His teeth gleamed in the moonlight as he smiled. “My name is Alex.”
“Alex?”
“Yes, Alex. That’s the name you’ll scream when I make you come again.”
“Yes, yes, whatever you say. Just don’t stop.” She pushed his head back down to her needy breast.
He laughed as his mouth resumed its teasing. He suckled on one nipple as he plucked the other, alternating back and forth between the two. Alex kneed her legs apart, then settled between them, rubbing his erection against her swollen clit. With each tug of her breast, she felt an answering pull low in her belly. Arching her hips, she rubbed against his cock, seeking relief from the fire building between her legs.
“Do you want me?”
“Yes.” She moaned.
“What do you want me to do to you?” She arched against him in reply. “Uh, uh, uh. Answer me,” he demanded, moving his cock away from her. She tried to lift her hips, but the weight of his body pinned her down. Frustrated, she yanked his hair.
Laughing, he teased her entrance with his cock, barely entering before withdrawing to rub it back and forth over her clit. “Tell me what you want.”
“I want you, Alex.” She arched against him, trying to entice him with her body.
“You want me to what?”
“Alex, please,” she protested, giving his hair another hard yank. “Quit toying with me.”
“Please? Please what?”
“You know what I want.”
“You have to say the words,” he calmly demanded, all the while never stopping that persistent rubbing against her clit.
Frustrated, she shouted, “Fuck me! Please! Please fuck…OH!” Before all the words could completely leave her mouth, he slammed home. He was so deep inside of her she swore she felt him at the back of her throat. Already on the edge, she fell straight over the cliff.
He grabbed underneath her knees and lifted her up higher, giving his cock better access. Propping her calves on his shoulders, he took her deeper and harder than she’d ever been taken before. The look on his face was feral. He was growling and straining, his face partially shifted, as he grew impossibly larger and longer inside of her. Instead of scaring her, his loss of control excited her.
Her fingers dug into the moist ground, trying to gain purchase. She thrust back, digging her heels into his back to gain the leverage she needed. She felt it approaching, coming up from her toes. Tightening her legs, she arched her back, balancing on her shoulders and arms. “Alex!” she screamed as her climax roared through her.
 
His whole body stiffening, Alex thrust deep, instinctively seeking her womb. Once, twice, then a final time. Fire streaked down his spine to his balls. With his head thrown back, his neck corded, he howled his release to the heavens.
Drained, he collapsed on top of her, only shifting his weight to the side when she protested.
“Mine,” he growled. He tucked her close, wrapped himself protectively around his mate, before drifting off to sleep.



Chapter Four
 
The sound of running water woke her. Alex had carried her from the woods to his house. Kiesha lay there, disoriented, staring blankly at the ceiling, taking inventory of her aching body.
Her shoulders and arms screamed from bearing the brunt of her weight for so long. Her wrists were chafed and sore from struggling against the rope used to bind her. Deep between her legs, muscles complained against their recent handling. It had been a long time since they’d been used like that. Who was she kidding? They’d never been used like that. That man -- werewolf, whatever he called himself, was hung, well, like a wolf, she guessed. And what was that expansion thing he’d done inside of her? As if he wasn’t large enough already.
She hadn’t had enough sleep. It was difficult to think straight. She needed a bath in the worst way. She didn’t want to imagine what sort of creepy crawlies lurked in her hair.
The bed dipped and a face moved into her field of vision. The werewolf -- Alex -- smiled at her while his hungry gaze wandered possessively over her body in a manner she recognized from previous lovers. Damn, here we go again. Give a man a little bit of action and he thought he owned you.
 “Good, you’re already awake. I filled the whirlpool and turned on the jets. It’s ready whenever you are.”
Annoyance forgotten, Kiesha grinned in delight at the thought of a bath. She struggled to get up and groaned instead, flopping back down in pained defeat. She was too sore to move.
His smile disappeared. “Are you hurt?” His gaze roamed over her, presumably looking for injuries. “Damn, I was too rough with you. I hurt you, didn’t I? I’m sorry, baby. I lost control.”
Blushing, she thought about his lack of restraint. She remembered how his eyes had shifted, his face becoming something other than human. The addictive sensation of his body hammering into hers. Her nipples tightened in response. Her pussy moistened. “No, you didn’t hurt me,” she said, her throat dry.
At the hoarseness in her voice, he looked into her face sharply and took a deep breath. She wondered if he could scent her arousal.
Alex still looked concerned, but a lot less worried. “Poor baby. Let me see if I can help you.” He removed her nightshirt, then gently rolled her over onto her stomach and massaged her shoulders.
At first, she tensed, expecting it to hurt. Gradually, she relaxed as he worked the kinks and soreness out of her shoulders and all the way down to her feet. She lay in a sensual haze, not quite asleep, but close to it. His hands felt so good. She’d had massages before, but this was the best ever. Better than any spa she’d ever been to. All too soon, he finished. He placed a kiss on her spine and then rolled her onto her back.
Alex scooped her into his arms and carried her into the bathroom, lowering her into the waiting tub. Kiesha moaned with pleasure when the warmth of the water penetrated her battered muscles. She closed her eyes and relaxed her head against the rim, letting the jet-propelled water massage her body. Removing his jeans, Alex joined her in the tub.
She watched, eyes barely open, as he relaxed against the opposite side of the tub. Now that she was no longer in the grip of mind-numbing lust, it was time to take control and get some answers. “You’re a werewolf,” she stated lazily.
“We prefer the term shape-shifter.”
Lifting her eyebrow, she remarked, “I prefer to be a size six, not a sixteen, but it doesn’t change what I am.”
His heated gaze swept over her body, beginning with her face, sliding over her breasts, then down to the portions submerged beneath the churning water. “I prefer you the way you are.” She blushed and glanced away. No man had ever looked at her the way he did. He stared at her as if he was hungry and she was a beautifully prepared steak made just for him.
Time to get back to the subject@, she thought. “I saw you change from a wolf into a man. That, by definition, makes you a werewolf.”
“Werewolf has such a negative connotation, don’t you think?” He playfully wagged his eyebrows at her.
“Lord, help us. You’re a freaking werewolf. Deal with it,” she exclaimed as he burst out laughing.
Her mind frantically cast around for another topic, something to take her mind off being naked in a tub with a man she barely knew when she remembered Conor. “What was the purpose of tying me up and hanging me out in the woods like a side of beef? Why would anyone do that to me? It was Conor, wasn’t it? And I was so nice to him. How could he betray my friendship like this?”
 
Viewing her blank expression, along with the hurt in her eyes that she was trying to hide, he felt a wave of compassion wash over him. It had to be difficult for her, being thrust into his world the way she’d been. Reaching across the tub, he took her by the waist and pulled her forward until she sat cradled on his lap. Cupping her face with his hands, he looked her in the eye. “It wasn’t done to hurt you.”
She snatched her face away, anger evident in the way she held her body. “I’m not hurt. I just want to know what’s going on.”
Closing his eyes, he leaned his head back against the wall, and wondered where to begin. How could he explain things in a manner that would make this all acceptable to her? “It’s a long story.”
“I think I have time.”
With a sigh, he settled his arms around her waist and began. “Once, a long time ago, we took humans as mates. Then, we were hunted, causing the elders to forbid the practice in an effort to hide our existence. How can you live with someone without being able to reveal who you truly are? What the elders couldn’t have foreseen is that generations of inbreeding would result in a lower birthrate. Between the alphas killing each other and being hunted by humans, we’ve almost become extinct. A male shape-shifter can only breed with a female of the same species. The ratio of male to female is high and getting higher every generation, making it harder for males to find mates.” Despite his effort to keep his voice impassive, some of the frustration and worry he felt for his species leaked into his voice.
“What does this have to do with me and why Conor left me in the woods?”
“A shape-shifting male can also breed with a human female, if she is his one true mate.”
“Still not connecting the dots here. Sorry.”
Alex arched an eyebrow at her tone of voice. “A potential true mate is a human with DNA compatible to shifters. Because they occur so rarely, they are highly prized.” He looked pointedly at her.
Visibly frustrated and confused, Kiesha opened her mouth to demand that he get to the part of the story related to her. He quieted her by placing his finger against her lips. “I told you it was a long story.”
He watched as she hesitated for a moment before deciding to let him continue. “Because shape-shifters are both human and beast, we need mates who appeal to both of our natures. That’s why we call them true mates. They can speak to both sides of our nature. It’s only with them that true bonding can occur. Like our wolf counterpart, once mated, we mate for life. During the bonding process, we give our mates a piece of our soul and gain a piece of theirs in return. It’s a bond that grows stronger as time progresses.”
Lifting her by the waist, he turned her so she faced him. Picking up the soap, he rubbed it until his hands were completely lathered. “Conor has the ability to sniff out true mates among humans. When he finds one, he summons the shifters.” He urged her to her knees as he began to bathe her body.
“A true mate is only identifiable by smell and by taste. It’s the scent of our mate that first attracts us. Later, it is the taste of them that confirms their identity to us.” Scooping up water with his hands, Alex rinsed the soap from her body. “Lean back, so I can wash your hair.”
He supported Kiesha by the waist as she leaned back in the tub until her hair was totally saturated. “The other wolves in the clearing, they were like you?” He nodded before he took the shampoo and lathered her hair. “Well, that explains all of the sniffing,” she muttered.
Kiesha paused, obviously gathering her thoughts. “What do you mean -- ‘summoned?”“
Using the tips of his fingers, he massaged her scalp. Kiesha purred in pleasure as her eyes fell to half-mast. “The summoning is a little harder to explain.” She leaned her head deeper into his massage. “What? You got an e-mail? A phone call?”
He stopped massaging her scalp and looked at her. “No, nothing as simple as that.”
“Okay…”
She nudged his hand for him to continue massaging her scalp. “It was more like a compulsion,” Alex continued. “A mental file transfer, if you like. I just knew where and when to meet.” He knew a lot more than that, but he didn’t want to scare her. He urged her to lean back again to rinse the shampoo from her hair.
With her back arched at a sharp angle and eyes closed, Kiesha swished her hair around in the water. “So, on the basis of this mystical voodoo crap, you left your home in the middle of the night just to get a sniff of me?” Straightening, she caught him ogling her breasts. She leaned to the side and gathered her hair together, squeezing the excess water from it while she waited for his answer.
“Put like that, I guess it does sound strange.” From a human standpoint, he could understand her skepticism. But he was more wolf than man and knew there were a lot of things in this world that defied reason. That didn’t make it any less real. Backing her up out of the way, he stood in preparation of exiting the tub.
Her eyes on his cock, now at the perfect level to suck on, she asked, “Don’t you want me to return the favor?” His cock jerked in anticipation, until she motioned, indicating the soap. He thought for a moment, then sat down on the edge of the tub and leaned back, giving her complete access to his body.
 
When she couldn’t find a washcloth, she decided to do without. Situated between his thighs, she lathered her hands and began washing his broad, muscular chest as she continued her questioning. “You think that I’m your mate?” Not wanting to provoke him, she strove to keep her tone neutral, but her disbelief leaked in anyway.
“I know you’re my mate.”
“Why? Because of the way I smell? My taste? That doesn’t make any sense.”
He captured her hands and waited until he had her full attention. “No, there’s more to it than that. My soul recognizes your soul. My wolf recognized you as its mate and the man in me agrees. I’m not sure how to make you understand. If you were a shape-shifter, this would be so much easier.”
“But I’m not a shape-shifter and I don’t understand.” She continued to rub the soap onto his chest, her hands doing more caressing than actual washing, while inside, a debate waged. Alex obviously thought she was his soul mate, which her softer side thought was romantic as hell. He’s full of crap. Don’t believe a word he says, her inner bitch argued. She told both sides to shut up and simply reveled in the freedom of being able to explore his hard, muscular body as she willed.
He really was a handsome man, with a strong face, full of character. His eyes were a rich shade of chocolate so deep she thought she could drown in them. There was a hint of gold in the iris. His black hair was cut military short and had a hint of gray at the temples.
Her breasts rubbed the smattering of hair on his chest as she reached around to wash his back. It felt so good; she leaned closer, giving Alex a full frontal body rub while her hands explored the hollows and ridges of his back. His chest hairs abraded her nipples, sending tingles down her spine. It became more and more difficult to focus on what she was saying as she lost herself in the euphoria of being the ying to his yang, female softness to his male hardness. Her body screamed at her, urgent in its demand to experience another one of the astounding orgasms only he could give.
Why he thought she was his mate would have to wait. They’d done enough talking.
While she wasn’t interested in being anyone’s mate, she’d gladly become this man’s lover. She focused her attention on his cock, which was long and thick. It had filled her almost to the point of pain, stroking every nerve ending inside her vagina. All thoughts of washing forgotten, she cupped his balls with one hand, then rubbed the sensitive area of his perineum with the fingers of the other.
“Baby, be sure you can handle what you’re starting. I don’t know if I’ll be able to control myself much longer.”
Kiesha disregarded his concern and continued her rolling massage. She moved her other hand to the base of his cock and stroked slowly upward.
With eyes closed and his head leaning back against the wall, he arched his hips with each upward stoke of her hand. “Harder.”
Kiesha could tell his control was beginning to slip. Using both hands now, she tightened her grip. As one hand slid up his shaft to the head of his cock, the other one settled on the base in preparation of making the same journey. Over and over she stroked, squeezing harder each time until his hips left the edge of the tub. He growled, drawing her attention to his face, and his eyes began to shift. She thought she caught a glimpse of fangs as he gritted his teeth. His hands gripped the edge of the tub; his knuckles were white. Hmmm, could she make him lose that fierce control?
Curious, she performed a maneuver she’d read about in a magazine while waiting in the doctor’s office. With one hand at the top of his shaft enclosing the head, and the other at the bottom, she squeezed gently and rotated her hands in opposing directions. That got a reaction.
With a roar, he shot to his feet. Before she could react, he flipped her over the side of the tub and impaled her from behind. Water sloshed over the sides and onto the floor. His claws dug into her skin while he hammered into her, totally out of control. In a matter of seconds, he was pumping his seed into her.
Kiesha held onto the side of the tub, frustrated. She was so close. She whimpered in distress when he stood, withdrawing from her body.
“Don’t worry, baby. We’re not even close to being finished.” In an economy of motion, he cut off the jets and released the water. Once out of the tub, he bent down and flipped her over his shoulder. “Let me get you somewhere a little more comfortable.”
In the room, he dropped her onto the bed, pinning her beneath him. “Now, where were we?” His cock still hard, he nudged her thighs apart and slid home. “Oh, yeah. Right about here.” Raised on his forearms above her, he began a driving rhythm.
“Oh, God! Yes!” Arching her back to take him deeper, she wrapped her legs high around his waist.
“You’re mine. Tell me you’re mine.”
“I’m yours,” she cried, out of her mind with pleasure.
“You’re my mate. Say it!”
Her breath caught on a sob as she agreed with him. “Yes, I’m your mate.” At that point, she would have agreed with anything he said. With a growl of satisfaction, he gave his hips an extra little twist that pushed her right over the edge. His second climax followed quickly.
Kiesha lay beneath him, utterly sated. She tightened her grip when he tried to roll away.
“Let me pull the covers down.”
Satisfied that he wasn’t trying to leave, she let him loose. Personally, she didn’t have the energy to move. Soon he was back, lifting her body and rearranging her on the bed. Climbing in beside her, he pulled her into the curve of his body.
Already starting to feel a chill, Kiesha snagged the sheet and pulled until it covered them. Her body in the state of relaxation only sexual fulfillment can produce, she closed her eyes. There were still issues to be dealt with, but tomorrow was another day. She could fight with him later about his crazy belief that she was his mate. The events of the evening catching up with her, she drifted off to sleep.
 
She wouldn’t have lain there so peacefully if she’d seen the determination in his expression. Despite the confession he’d forced out of her tonight, he knew he still had a battle on his hands. Things said in the heat of passion often had no validity in the light of cold reason. No matter, she was his and he kept what belonged to him. He’d try to be patient and give her time to adjust to the changes in her life, but the bottom line was she was his mate. By his side is where she belonged. He had every intention of keeping her with him until she accepted the fact that she was his and they belonged together.
Pulling his mate even closer to him, he wrapped his body protectively around her. Inhaling deeply of her scent, both wolf and man were at peace as he drifted off to sleep, one last thought drifting through his mind. Mine!
* * * * *
By the strength of the sun shining into the room, she could tell morning had passed and afternoon was here. Giving a languid stretch, she was acutely aware of Alex’s arm around her waist.
Her hips were curved into his, cradling his erection. Umm, she thought, there’s nothing like waking sex. Arching her back, she sleepily rubbed against him.
His hand that had been resting against her stomach leisurely fondled her breast. Not fully awake, he nuzzled his face against the back of her neck until his lips found the place where he’d bit her earlier. Alex licked and suckled the wound, causing lower things to tighten.
She pressed back against him, trying to get his erection to where it could do the most good. She grew slick with her own juices as her arousal built. Slowly, patiently, he teased at her entrance, sliding back and forth over her opening. His hand glided down to play with her clit, and then slid up to tug on her nipples. Over and over he continued, while the fire of her arousal built to an inferno. “More,” she said. “I need more.”
“I’ll give you more when you’re ready for it.” His hands and cock continued their slow torture.
“I’m ready now.” She struggled to get closer, lift her leg to open to him more. His leg locked down on hers, holding her in position. On and on he went until she was pleading with him, begging for the fulfillment only he could give her.
Exerting tremendous control, he entered her, inch by inch. Advancing and retreating, he slowly gave her a little more of his length with each stroke. She arched her hips to force him deeper, but Alex stopped her. “No,” he said, withdrawing from her completely. “Be still.”
He wouldn’t move until she complied. Then he pushed into her again, bit by bit, inch by inch. “Deeper.”
“No. Wait for it.” Another stroke in and out.
“I can’t stand it.”
“You will stand it. All of it.” His tone was firm and commanding.
She shuddered, on the edge of orgasm. Alex forced her to reach a peak, stopped, then pushed her to climb even higher to the next peak. Her nerves were so sensitized she swore she felt each individual hair as it stood up on her arms. Tears rolled down her face while she struggled to endure.
 
He was determined to give her all the pleasure her body could handle. He would not lose control this time, as he had in the past. The wolf was firmly leashed. He removed his hand from the breast he was playing with and moved it to tease her clit, prolonging the motion. She was begging in earnest now, nerves stretched to the limit, tears streaming from her eyes. “Now!” he said, as he pressed hard against her clit. At the same time, he thrust deep and began a driving rhythm. She exploded. One orgasm turned quickly into another, then another one still until, unable to handle any more, she blacked out.
Clamping down hard on her shoulder with his teeth, he pumped streams of cum into her as his control shattered and he reached his own release. Slumping down on the bed, sated, he gathered his unconscious mate into his arms. The wolf in him howled in triumph. The caveman in him swelled with pride at the knowledge that he’d overwhelmed his mate with pleasure.
Alex held her as she regained consciousness. He kissed her tenderly on the lips as her eyes opened, then licked the tears drying on her cheeks. “How do you feel? Any soreness?” Once again, he’d lost control and been too rough with her. She was human, not lupine. He’d have to try harder to be more careful with her.
“Fine, just fine.”
“Are you sure? I forgot my own strength there at the end. I could have seriously hurt you.”
She scowled at him. “Haven’t you ever heard of afterglow? You’re killing my buzz. Did I complain? Was I screaming in pain?”
Heat entered his eyes as his cock lengthened against her. “You screamed, but it wasn’t in pain. I believe I heard my name.”
She blushed endearingly and he laughed. “If you’re really all right, go take your shower while I make some coffee and get breakfast started.” Getting off of the bed, he walked over to the dresser and pulled out a shirt and a clean pair of jeans.
“A domesticated werewolf?”
Growling and baring his teeth at her playfully, he left the room.



Chapter Five
 
As Alex left the bedroom, he heard Kiesha enter the master bathroom. He showered in the guest bathroom and dressed quickly before proceeding to the kitchen. The clock on the stove said it was almost eleven, closer to lunch than breakfast. Now was the perfect time to make some phone calls while his mate showered.
Grabbing the phone, he speed-dialed Carol Johnson, his beta in the pack. “Good afternoon to you, Alex. Congratulations on finding your true mate.”
Leaning his back against the counter, he rolled his eyes. “The way information spreads in this town never ceases to amaze me.”
“Hey, what can I say? Good news travels fast. Besides, Sam was there last night too. You know what that means.” Oh, man, did he ever. Sam was known for his inability to keep his mouth shut. “So, what’s up?”
“I need you to handle the pack for a few days.” He turned around and pulled a frying pan down from off the hook over the center island, then placed it on the stove. Spreading bacon out in the pan, he waited for it to begin to fry.
“No problem. I’m already on it. Sam said that your mate was human. How’s she handling it?”
Pretty good, he thought to himself, all things considered. She didn’t believe a word he’d said, but she hadn’t gone running and screaming into the night. That had to count for something.
“You can imagine.” Alex knew that if anyone would know the challenge he faced, it would be his beta. She’d met her true mate in college. He’d also been human and unaware that shape-shifters existed. Their relationship had been very rocky in the beginning. Now, however, they were expecting their first child.
“She’ll come around. Mark did. Let me know if we can help in any way.”
“That brings me to the second reason I called. She’s going to need clothes. She has nothing with her.”
“Oh, poor thing. I’ll check around in the pack and see what I can come up with. What size does she wear?”
No expert on women’s sizes, Alex remembered her sarcastic comment in the tub. “According to Kiesha, a size sixteen. Oh, and she’ll need shoes too. I don’t know what size.” He wasn’t going to even try to guess.
“Okay, I’ll get a couple of different sizes of shoes and bring them with me when I come. The pack will want to meet her soon, you know. She is their new alpha-fem.”
“Yes, I know, but she’s not ready for that yet. She’s still adjusting to the idea of what I am, and what she is to me. I’m not sure how she’ll handle being surrounded by a group of us.” She might run so fast in the other direction that even his shifter abilities wouldn’t enable him to catch her.
“True. It took Mark some time to adjust. He still gets a little leery sometimes. Just be patient with her. It’ll happen. I’ll come around this evening with the clothes and things.”
“Thanks, Carol. I appreciate it.”
“My pleasure. You just concentrate on that mate of yours. Enjoy the honeymoon,” she said as she disconnected the call.
He took out another pan to cook the sausage, his mind on other things. He loved being alpha but there was no denying that it kept him busy. Temporarily turning control of the pack over to Carol and her mate would give him the time he needed to focus on his reluctant mate. He didn’t need any interruptions. Kiesha was now his number one priority. She was far more important than the pack and his business.
Now, to handle the other time-consumer in his life -- his veterinarian practice. He dialed the next number on his list. “Hello?”
“Pete? It’s Alex.”
“Boss man, how’s it hanging, dude?” Despite how he sounded, Pete was a top-notch student and would soon be a first-rate veterinarian. Right now, he was interning with Alex as a part of his degree program. Alex had already offered him a position after graduation. If business continued to pick up, he might consider offering him a partnership instead. It was a major decision to make, but between pack-related business and now a family of his own, he would need the extra help.
“I found my one.” Getting out a bowl, he began cracking eggs into it. He wasn’t sure how much his mate would eat, but his appetite was always healthy. He decided to add three more eggs to the four he usually ate.
“Awesome, dude. You need me to do anything for you? Let me know. I’m your hombre.”
“That’s why I’m calling. I need you to handle the practice for a while until things settle down here.”
“Say no more. I’m totally on it.”
“Call the rest of the staff and let them know you’re in charge.”
“Roger that, and may I say congrats to you and the new missus?”
“Thanks, Pete. I’ll check in with you later.”
Hearing the shower cut off, he poured the eggs into the frying pan. The bacon and sausage were close to being ready, and biscuits were in the oven.
Looking around, he decided they would eat at the table in the breakfast nook. It would be nicer than eating at the bar. The table sat near a window with a view overlooking the valley below. He set the table and began dishing out the food as he heard Kiesha coming down the steps.
“Food’s ready.”
Placing the plates on the table, he checked to see if he’d overlooked anything. Coffee! He grabbed the coffee and some cups, and, at the last minute, placed juice on the table as well. Alex turned around just as she entered the room wearing one of his shirts and a pair of his shorts.
* * * * *
Sitting down in the chair Alex offered, Kiesha looked at the massive amounts of food set before her. “Are you expecting company?” There was a platter filled with bacon and sausage, another platter of biscuits, and a bowl full of scrambled eggs.
He frowned. “No, why?”
“You fixed all this food for two people?”
“Shifters eat a lot. We have high metabolisms so we are constantly burning calories.”
“You eat like this every day? At every meal?” Must be nice not having to worry about your weight.
“Is that a problem?”
“Since I don’t have to pay for your groceries, it’s not.”
Alex laughed. “Don’t worry about it. I can afford to keep us fed.”
Ignoring the reference to their implied future together, she poured herself a cup of coffee. As she fixed her plate, Kiesha couldn’t help but notice the contrast in the amounts of food on their plates. She’d always considered herself as having a healthy appetite, but compared to the amount of food on Alex’s plate, her portion sizes were downright meager.
As they settled down to the business of eating, a companionable silence fell over them. She glanced around the room as she ate, taking in all the details. It really was a lovely home. The kitchen was a chef’s dream, and the massive living room was perfect for cozy get-togethers or just laying around on a lazy afternoon. It had such a warm feel to it. She could easily picture herself living here.
Too bad she wouldn’t be staying long.
Monday morning she would be back at work, this weekend nothing more than a lovely memory. If it wasn’t for his insistence that she was his mate, she would suggest they see each other occasionally and scratch their mutual itches. She doubted Alex would be content with them being “friends with benefits.” Too bad. Men sure knew how to mess up a good thing.
Gazing out the window, she noticed the breakfast nook faced the back of the house. There was a porch out there, one that ran the entire length of the house. She loved porches. Upon closer inspection, it was a deck, like the kind you found on lake or beach houses. Looking through the rails beyond the porch, she noticed the view for the first time.
The view overlooked a valley, not the water she expected to see. Putting down her fork, she stood to see better. Yep, definitely a valley down there. Where there were valleys, there were mountains. She’d thought they were on the coast. There weren’t any freaking mountains where she lived.
She stepped away from the table and opened the French doors that led onto the deck. Alex voice came from behind her. “That view is what made me pick this spot to build. I spend a lot of time out there in the evenings relaxing.”
Ignoring him, she walked onto the porch and crossed over to the rail, her mind unable to comprehend what she was seeing. “Alex?” she called. “Where am I?”
She saw him stiffen slightly out of the corner of her eye at the tone of her voice. She could hear the hesitation in his voice when he answered. “Sweetie, you’re at my house. Well, our house now.”
She pointedly overlooked his reference to their mated status. She had more important things on her mind right now, like where the hell was she? “No, where am I?” She waved her hand at the view. “This is a mountain. There are no mountains where I live.” She spoke slowly and distinctly. “So, I’ll ask you again. Where am I?”
“You’re in North Carolina, baby, near Refuge. Where did you think you were?”
Her eyes bulged and her mouth dropped open. Don’t panic. Remember, control is your middle name. She would not give into the panic she felt building. In total disbelief, she said, “In Florida, where I belong.”
“As my mate, you belong with me.”
“You don’t understand. I need to get home.” Kiesha was pacing back and forth agitated, her mind filled with questions. Forget about how she got here. Her mind just couldn’t deal with that right now. Focus on the important issue -- how to get home. She had money in the bank, but no way to access it. She could rent a car or catch a plane, if she could remember her debit card number. She could reserve it on-line. Shit! She didn’t have her driver’s license with her. That left out rental cars. With no identification, she couldn’t even catch a plane, providing she remembered her number and could find her way to the nearest airport. Not only that, she would probably have to show her card when she got there. She couldn’t call someone to come and get her. How would she explain her current predicament?
She was stuck. Trapped. Alex wouldn’t take her anywhere and he wouldn’t voluntarily help her to get home. He wanted her here, with him, and here she would stay unless she could find someone to help her. This was his town and his people. Who here was going to help her? Panic tightened her chest, making breathing difficult as she thought of and then discarded one solution after another.
“Kiesha, calm down before you hyperventilate.”
“Calm down? You’re telling me to calm down?” She exploded. “I have no money, no transportation, nothing. I don’t even have clothes of my own. Hell, I can’t even get any money to get those things, because I have no ID!”
“Kiesha, it will be okay. Whatever you need, I’ll provide it for you.” His tone and facial expression told her he didn’t see what the big deal was.
She struggled to get hold of herself. Panicking never did any good. Control. She had to stay in control. “I have things I need to get back to. I can’t stay here. I have a life, a business, people who depend upon me.”
Dodging her gesturing hands, he caught her as she stalked by and pulled her close. He enfolded her in his arms, tightening his hold when she struggled, trying to get loose. “I will take care of you. It’s what mates do.”
Slowly relaxing in his arms, she let out a deep breath and leaned into his body, giving in to his determination to hold her. “Alex, I know you think I’m your mate, but I’m used to taking care of myself. I’m not comfortable with the idea of anyone trying to take care of me, especially some man I barely know.” In her mind, it would be too much like payment for services rendered.
Stroking her back, he rocked her. “I don’t think you’re my mate. I know you are. Let me take care of you. I’ve already handled the clothing situation. Carol, my beta, is coming later with some things for you to wear until you can get your own.”
She rolled her eyes and then thumped her head against his chest in exasperation. “Exactly how am I supposed to get my own clothing when I have no money?” He just didn’t seem to get the seriousness of her situation.
Alex pulled her by the hand through the kitchen, into the den, and over to the computer where he reached down to turn it on. “Sit.” While it was booting up, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He rifled through the contents until he found his VISA Gold card. He plopped it down in front of her on the desk. “Go on line and buy whatever you need. Charge it to this account. Clothes, shoes, lingerie, whatever. Don’t worry about the cost. Use express delivery.”
Deeply touched, she picked up the card. “I’ll pay you back for this. I promise.”
Angrily, he looked her in the eyes. “No, you will not. You are my mate. My job is to take care of you. Let me do my job. Please.”
“Okay,” she softly agreed, though she fully intended to pay him back, no matter what he said. After kissing her softly on the forehead, he left the room.
Watching him as he walked off, she looked at the VISA, then the computer. No one had taken care of her since her mother died. She was the provider. She was the one to whom friends and family turned. It was the reason that none of the few relationships she’d had lasted. The men she dated all wanted a woman to take care of them. She wanted a man, not a momma’s boy. It was why she was alone. You don’t have to be alone anymore, her consciousness said. You can have Alex as a mate. A mate who was more than capable of providing for her, if this VISA Gold was anything to go by. All she had to do was accept the terms of the relationship he was offering.
She looked at the credit card in her hand. This was the nicest thing anyone had done for her in a long time. With it, she could do any number of things; he’d just given it to her and walked off, no strings attached. He was putting a lot of trust and faith in someone he barely knew.
With one simple act, he had restored a measure of control over her circumstances to her. Heart overflowing with gratitude, she jumped up from the computer and rushed out to find him. He was in the kitchen cleaning up. She ran up to him, threw her arms around him, and kissed him. Staggering back a step, he quickly found his balance and took control of the kiss.
Alex grabbed the back of her head and shoved his tongue into her mouth, causing her to moan deep in her throat. Heat flared rapidly out of control between them as passion took over. Lifting her by the waist, he set her on the counter, bringing her level with his height. He gave her shirt a hard yank, popping the buttons and exposed her breasts to his view. His mouth left hers, latched onto a breast, and suckled deeply. Moaning, she pulled him closer. Alex lifted her by the waist with one arm and stripped his shorts off of her legs. Then, he unsnapped his jeans and pushed them down, freeing his cock. He pulled her body to the edge of the countertop and plunged inside. He took her fast and furiously. She’d barely climaxed when he exploded deep inside of her pulsing sheath.
Still hard inside of her, he stepped out of his jeans, which had sagged down around his ankles. “Wrap your legs around me.” Kiesha did as he asked and locked her heels into the small of his back. As he lifted her off of the countertop, she wrapped her arms around his neck, nuzzling and licking his ear. Cursing, he swiftly carried her up the stairs to the bedroom, still embedded deeply inside of her. There he proceeded to spend the rest of the afternoon loving her.



Chapter Six
 
It was the sound of the doorbell that woke him. One glance at the clock told him who was at the door. He shook Kiesha. “Company’s here. Time to get up.”
With a long, drawn out groan, she flipped the covers over her head and said, “Tell whoever it is to go away.”
Chuckling, he snatched the covers off of the bed and smacked her on the bottom. “Get up. That’s Carol with the clothes for you. You can get up on your own or I can wrap you up in the covers and she can meet you like this.”
“You’re just plain evil. You are so going to pay for this,” she said as she climbed out of bed and went into the bathroom. 
“Looking forward to it, babe.” He put on his jeans and went downstairs to open the door.
* * * * *
A soft knock sounded at the bedroom door. Kiesha opened it to find a very pregnant, attractive African-American woman, her arms loaded down with bags. Kiesha quickly reached out to grab some. “Here, let me help you with those.”
“Thanks,” she said, entering the room and closing the door behind her. “I’m Carol Johnson. I don’t mean to intrude, but I brought some things I thought you might need. I hope I got the sizes right. This should be enough to get you started until you can buy some more. I couldn’t imagine not having anything to wear. Lingerie is in that bag there.” She pointed to the bag to which she was referring.
Carol was so friendly that Kiesha couldn’t help but feel relaxed with her. “Thank you. It will be nice to have some real clothes to put on. Something that fits.” Dumping the bags onto the bed, she began to go through them, pulling out things and seeing what was there. Remembering the lessons that Conor had taught her, she asked, “You’re Alex’s beta? Does that mean he’s the alpha?”
Settling herself on the bed, she looked at Kiesha and arched her eyebrow. “He hasn’t told you much about himself, has he?”
Thinking of all they’d done instead of talking, she blushed. “We’ve been busy.” She hoped Carol wouldn’t ask.
Carol laughed like she knew exactly what they’d been busy doing. “I can imagine. I remember how it was when I was first mated. Alex won’t like it, but you can ask me anything, and I’ll see if I have an answer for you.”
Making more space on the bed for Carol, she urged her to rest her back against the pillows. Kiesha looked around at all the stuff Carol had brought with her as she thought about where to begin. She had no idea. There was so much she didn’t know. “Are your females really expected to just give up their whole lives simply because some male claims he’s her mate?”
Carol looked at her sympathetically. “Yes and no. It’s a bit more complex than that. First of all, mates are a matter of instinct. Both parties recognize the other, so the female is not left taking the male at his word. There’s always a period of adjustment for any couple, a period of courtship if you will. What makes it difficult is the mating fever.”
Kiesha looked up from one of the bags she’d been looking in. “What’s a mating fever? That sounds interesting.”
Propping extra pillows behind her back, Carol made herself a little more comfortable. “We call it a fever, but it’s more like a frenzy. To make sure the mating bond is established, each party is hormonally driven into a sexual frenzy that causes them to copulate as frequently as possible.”
“Is that why Alex and I…I mean, is that why things have been so…”
“Intense?”
Kiesha nodded. Intense was a good word. Yes, that would certainly explain it. “Yes, intense. Is it always like this?”
“Well, things do calm down a bit once the bond is established, or else we’d never be able to get anything done. We’d spend all of our time in the sack.”
She could imagine, given the way she and Alex had been going at it. “So, you’re saying once this bond thing is achieved, it won’t be this intense?” She wasn’t sure if she liked the sound of that. What was she thinking? She wasn’t Alex’s mate. It shouldn’t matter to her if the sex remained intense after bonding.
“Oh, you’ll still have a strong desire for each other. Shape-shifters are a pretty passionate lot. The bond is particularly intense between you and Alex right now because you are human. Even now, as big as I am, my mate and I have a difficult time keeping our hands off of each other.”
“What does my being human have to do with anything?” God, it felt so strange referring to herself as human, as though it was she who was unnatural.
“Alex is going to kill me for telling you this, but I think you have a right to know. Alex explained to you about true mates, right?”
Kiesha sat down on the bed and gave Carol her full attention. “He explained how my DNA was compatible to his, making it possible for us to have children. I got the impression there might have been a shifter somewhere in my family tree.”
“That is entirely possible, but what he didn’t tell you is that your DNA is just the building block. With each exchange of body fluids, your DNA becomes more like his, thus allowing you to procreate. The mating mark is what started the process, and the bonding ceremony will finish it.”
That son of a bitch. “Are you telling me that each time we kiss, make love, or, well, you know…” Trailing off uncomfortably, she waited for Carol to get the hint.
“Do the horizontal mambo?” she asked with a smile.
“Yes, each time we do that, I’m becoming a werewolf?”
“We prefer the term shape-shifter.”
“I don’t care what you call yourselves. Don’t I have a say in any of this?” Kiesha jumped up off of the bed and began to pace, too unsettled by what she was hearing to sit still. Knowing Alex was a shape-shifter was one thing. Becoming one as well was not in her future plans.
“You could say no, and keep your hands off of Alex. While you’re at it, you’ll have to find a way to keep his off of you too.”
Yeah, that was likely to happen, Kiesha thought to herself.
“Other than that, I’m afraid you don’t,” Carol continued. “The Creator has his way of doing things, and this is the method he’s chosen to keep our species from dying out.”
Lovely, just lovely. What was she supposed to do now? She still didn’t believe she was the man’s mate. She definitely didn’t want to grow fangs and turn furry.
“I know it’s a lot to adjust to, but is it really so bad? That man down there would kill for you. He’s everything most women say they are looking for in a man -- your perfect match. Why don’t you relax for a few days, and just give the relationship a chance?” she suggested.
Relax! She can’t be serious, Kiesha thought. Taking a good look at Carol, Kiesha realized she was dead serious.
“I’ll go and let you get dressed now. The guys are downstairs cooking dinner. Come down when you are ready.” Carol worked her way off of the bed and left the room.
Picking out a pair of jeans and a top from the pile, she changed out of the shirt she was wearing. As Kiesha put the rest of the things away, she thought about her conversation with Carol. What did she have to lose by giving Alex a chance? Nothing, besides losing a bit of her humanity. I’ll still be me.
But what about her business? Who would run things while she played lovey-dovey with the shape-shifter? Her friends would wonder what happened to her. Could she really afford to stay here on the chance that she might be Alex’s mate? What would gain if she did? Possibly a whole lot. Would she regret it if she didn’t give things a chance? After thinking about it for a minute, she decided that, yes, she probably would. How often did a really good man come along? She would be a fool to give up this opportunity, despite the risk involved.
She didn’t have to commit to anything permanent. Besides, she hadn’t taken a vacation since she’d started her business two and a half years ago. She could afford to take a week off, sit back, and see what develops.
Mind at peace, she left the room and went to join the others.
* * * * *
In the kitchen, Alex turned to Mark. “What do you think they’re discussing up there?” He reached into the fridge and pulled out the steaks he’d left to marinate.
“Knowing my mate like I do, I’d say they were talking about you.” Mark was at the sink washing his hands to assist Alex with the cooking.
“That’s what I was afraid of.” Deliberately avoiding thinking of all the things Carol could be telling his mate right now, he handed the steaks to Mark and started washing the potatoes. Drying them, he wrapped each one in foil with butter and seasonings, and placed them in the heated oven.
“Don’t worry. Carol will know how to handle it. She just wants to see you happy. We all do.” Turning on the grill, Mark adjusted it to the proper temperature.
“Thanks, I appreciate that. It’s a lot for Kiesha to adjust to, and I haven’t even told her everything.” Reaching up in the cabinet, Alex hunted for a bowl large enough for salad.
“She’ll come around. I did. I won’t say it was easy, but compared to a life without my mate, it was the best choice I could’ve made.” Just then, Carol walked into the kitchen. Mark crossed over to her side, escorted her to the bar, and helped her settle on a stool. Rubbing her stomach in an affectionate greeting to his son, he went back to grilling.
“Alex, you didn’t tell her anything,” Carol complained.
“I tried to,” he began. “I kept getting sidetracked.” Actually, he’d only thought about telling her. He still wasn’t sure how she felt about him being a shape-shifter. He hadn’t been willing to chance her reaction to finding out she was becoming one as well.
“I’ll bet,” Mark said with a deep laugh.
“She wasn’t very happy with the information I gave her. You should have told her she was changing. It’s a major deal.” Alex could tell Carol was worried about the way he was handling things.
“Carol, don’t be so hard on the man. I don’t remember you being real forthcoming with me about what was going on either.”
“That’s why I’m so concerned. I don’t want him making the same mistake that I did. I almost lost you. I couldn’t stand to see him go through the same thing that we did, not if I can help it.”
Ignoring their byplay, Alex focused on what was most important to him. “How’d she take it?” He was more concerned about the present, meaning his own relationship, rather than their ancient history.
“About like you’d expect. I talked to her and, hopefully, gave her a few things to think about.” Alex hoped she was right. He couldn’t stand the thought of losing his mate now that he’d found her. All he could do was hope for the best.
 



Chapter Seven
 
They all looked up as Kiesha walked into the kitchen. Alex crossed over to her and kissed her. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”
She leaned into his body and wrapped her arms around him. “It’s probably best that you hadn’t.”
Alex placed his arm around her waist and guided her over to the bar into a seat next to Carol. After lifting her up onto the stool, he went back to preparing dinner. Kiesha watched the proceedings for a while before asking, “Is there anything that I can do?”
He shook his head. “No, you just sit there and relax. Everything’s under control.”
In no time at all, dinner was ready. They settled at the same table where she and Alex had eaten breakfast. Since it was dark outside, they couldn’t enjoy the view.
Dinner was very relaxing. Carol and Mark told a little bit about themselves and their courtship. She learned that in addition to being the beta, Carol was also one of the town’s three nurses. Mark was the town’s only pharmacist.
Together, they made an attractive couple. Carol was tall and slender, her complexion the color of roasted peanuts. She wore her cinnamon-colored hair in a short afro that suited her narrow face. Mark was the same height as his wife, a bit short for a man, Kiesha thought. He shaved his head bald. It looked good on him. His complexion was a bit darker, more the color of milk chocolate. They were clearly in love and totally into each other. It was very heartwarming to see.
She also learned that Alex was a veterinarian by trade. He was responsible for the health and welfare of the town’s animals, as well as most of the shifters in the area. Many shifters would not go to see a human doctor for fear of discovery.
They lingered over the meal. When they could eat no more, everyone assisted with clearing the table. It was too early for the evening to end, so they carried their drinks into the living room. As Alex lit a fire in the fireplace, Carol and Mark settled on the couch, cuddling close together. Kiesha sat on one of the loveseats facing them, a little envious of the affection they displayed.
When Alex was finished, he pulled Kiesha up off of the love seat and sat down. Once he was settled, he pulled her down to sit on his lap and began playing with her hair.
“Kiesha mentioned earlier that she owned her own business.”
“Really? What kind of business are you in?” Mark asked lazily, his arms around his mate, supporting her as he rubbed her belly.
“I own a chain of consignment stores,” Kiesha replied, trying to ignore the growing erection under her hip and the responding wetness she felt between her legs.
“Consignment stores? I’ve heard of those. It’s where people bring in clothes for you to sell for them, isn’t it?” Carol asked.
“That’s one type. Actually, almost anything can be sold on consignment. I sell furniture, clothing, tools, machinery, and various other odds and ends. I study the resale market to see which items really sell, and make my decisions on the basis of it. I have three stores now, in addition to the items we sell online.” Monday she would have to get in touch with her managers and let them know how to contact her. She had a very competent staff, so her stores could run without her, but she’d never been out of reach for so long before.
“Sounds great. I wonder how well one would go over here?”
“You should consider opening a store here,” Alex said. “We’re kind of isolated and Refuge is a small town. You could probably do good business with the folks who don’t feel like driving down the mountain to shop.”
“I’ll keep it in mind.” At this point, she wasn’t willing to commit to any permanent course of action. She wanted see how things worked out between her and Alex before making any decisions concerning her business.
“You wouldn’t even have to close your stores in Florida,” Mark said. “You could use the stock there to supply your business here and vice versa, giving you just that much more variety. If you decide to pursue it, I believe I have the perfect location for your store.”
“She said she’d think about it, and I’m sure she will.” Carol smiled at her sympathetically.
“Yes, dear.” Mark rolled his eyes, obviously used to being chastised by his wife.
Kiesha smiled at Carol in gratitude. She didn’t need any more pressure. She was already dealing with enough from Alex. Underneath her, Alex stiffened and growled low in his throat. What’s his problem? Kiesha thought. If anyone should be growling in aggravation, it should be me. Before she could question him, Alex picked her up and set her to the side of him. Then he stood and commanded in a hard voice, “Stay here.”
Kiesha looked at Carol to see what she thought about Alex’s tone of voice, only to realize both Carol and Mark’s demeanor had changed as well. “What’s wrong?” Obviously, they knew something she didn’t.
“Blood.” Carol said. “A lot of it.” Mark got to his feet, giving his wife a “stay put” look. Both Alex and Mark headed for the door. Alex was visibly bristling, power radiating outward from him like an aura. Before they could reach it, a hard knock sounded at the door, causing it to vibrate. “Alex, it’s Nikolai. Open up.”
When Alex opened the door, Kiesha saw the man she presumed was Nikolai, holding a wounded animal in his arms. It was a bloody mess with parts of its body ripped and shredded. The teeth and claw marks were visible from where she was seated, half a room away.
“Please enter, Nikolai.” Alex pushed the door open wider. Nikolai strode past him carrying what appeared to be a large, bloody dog. That must have been one hell of a fight. It was a wonder the thing was still breathing.
“I found her down by the ridge. She must have been attacked. She’s lost a lot of blood.” He strode further into the living room, clearly looking for a place to lay her down.
“Place her over here. Carol, go get my supplies while I take a look at her.” Alex swept the throw off the back of the couch and laid it on the floor in front of the fireplace. Carol rushed as fast as her advanced stage of pregnancy would allow.
“You say you found her out by the ridge?” Mark asked.
“Yes. You won’t find any sign of her attackers there now. I checked before bringing her to you. From what I could see, she must have dragged herself quite a distance before her strength gave out.” Nikolai’s gaze never left the wolf being examined on the floor.
Carol came back with the needed supplies. As Alex moved to clean her wounds, Nikolai gave warning. “Be careful. I had to place her under compulsion before I could get close enough to her to help. She was very defensive and half crazed with pain.”
Her wounds cleaned, Alex was able to determine the extent of her injuries. While many of the wounds were severe and needed stitching, none were life threatening. She was already beginning to heal.
“Do you recognize her?” Mark asked Alex. “She doesn’t smell like pack.”
“Yes, I know who she is. She’s not one of ours. Her name is Shannon. She belongs to the Sparrowhawk pack. Her brother’s the alpha,” Alex finished grimly.
“Are you going to contact him? Tell him what’s happened?” Carol asked.
Alex shook his head. “We don’t know what happened, but until I do, this stays between us. We’ll keep an eye on her and protect her while she’s healing. She would heal faster if she could shift, but she’s lost too much blood.”
Then everything clicked in Kiesha’s mind. She realized what she’d initially thought was a big dog was actually a female shifter in wolf form. She watched as Alex stitched up the worst injuries and poured some kind of liquid on them. What really caught her attention was the protective way Nikolai watched the whole procedure. She had the impression that if Alex made one wrong move, he’d snatch up the wolf and take her out of there.
While he worked, Alex quietly spoke. “We have got to keep word of this from getting out. The pack wouldn’t normally be a problem, but this is a small area and news travels fast. We can’t take a chance on word getting back to the wrong ears.” Finally finished, he removed his bloody gloves as Carol quietly began to clean up. “She needs to be watched for a few hours.”
Carol responded as she put what was left of the supplies back in the bag. “She can come home with us. She’ll need clothes and stuff. If we’re keeping her presence a secret, we won’t be able to send someone to her home to pick up her things. If necessary, I’ll tell the pack I need some more items for Kiesha. Let them believe you got her size wrong.”
“Do whatever you think best.” Alex turned to Nikolai. “Is there any way that she could be tracked here?”
“No, but I’ll backtrack and make sure.”
“Thank you. You have the gratitude of the Raven pack for bringing her to us,” Alex said with a solemn nod of his head.
Nikolai took one more lingering look at the wolf he’d rescued before striding out of the door.
The minute the door closed behind him, Carol turned to Alex. “Did you see that?”
Alex must have understood her reference. “Yeah, I noticed.” He glanced at his patient who was resting quietly under the influence of the painkillers and antibiotics he’d administered to her.
“That might be a problem,” Carol warned.
“Only one problem at a time. We’ll worry about the rest if and when it presents itself,” Alex said in response to her warning.
Totally lost, Kiesha waited to see if they were going to say anything else that would explain those cryptic remarks. No one did. She’d have to question Alex about it later when they were alone. With the evening well and truly over, Carol and Mark said their good-byes, loaded their unconscious patient into the car, then headed home.
Now that they were alone, Kiesha felt free to indulge her curiosity. “What just happened here? Who is Nikolai, and what problem were you referring to?” She might not have understood everything that happened but she was intuitive enough to sense that she’d barely scratched the surface in her understanding of the events of tonight.
“Nikolai is a vampire. He usually keeps to himself. Shannon, the wolf he found, is sister to Rory McFelan, the alpha of a neighboring pack. We have an uneasy alliance with them. It’s more of a truce, really. They believe in the old ways -- dominance fights, survival of the fittest. The majority of the packs today have evolved beyond that. Dominance fights that end in death are very rare these days, although they’ve never been officially outlawed. Most of us believe that there should be more involved in being a pack’s alpha than the ability to kill your way to the top. To survive in this world, we’ve had to become more than our beasts.”
Kiesha’s mind was still stuck on Nikolai being a vampire. If vampires were real, what else was real? Santa Claus? The Tooth Fairy? God, her head hurt.
“Shannon being found hurt in our territory could be used as a ploy by her brother to start a war. To keep the peace, we would be forced to negotiate terms. Like their namesake, they like to prey on smaller packs, but because of our size, the Sparrowhawks usually leave us alone. Their alpha usually only starts things with packs he knows he can dominate. Our territory borders theirs, and Rory would love an opportunity to gain more territory for his pack. I wouldn’t put it past the bastard to be the one behind this.”
“What problem was Carol referring to? You didn’t say.”
“She was referring to the way Nikolai was watching Shannon.” Alex had a serious frown on his face, as though he was contemplating something unpleasant.
“What was wrong with the way Nikolai was watching Shannon? Why would it be a problem?”
“Nikolai is a vampire. Shannon is a shape-shifter. The two don’t mix. We can’t afford to offend Nikolai. The last thing the pack needs is trouble with a powerful vampire.”
Considering the way Nikolai had watched Shannon, she wondered if Nikolai was aware that shape-shifters and vampires didn’t mix. She didn’t think so, and if he did, he didn’t appear to care.
Suddenly exhausted from all the drama, Kiesha sagged into the couch, longing for bed. Alex noticed and encouraged her to go on up to bed. “I’ll be up as soon as I finish closing up down here.”
Wearily, she trudged up the stairs and into the bedroom. As much as she wanted to flop down on the bed, she knew she’d sleep better if she showered first. Her clothes left a trail on the floor behind her as she entered the bathroom. Adjusting the water to the perfect temperature, she secured her hair out of the way before stepping in. She so did not want to get her hair wet tonight. She didn’t have the energy to fool with it.
She stood there, head down letting the heated water beat against her back and relax her muscles. It had been a long and trying day. Her mind reeled from all the shocks it had been dealt. Today, she’d discovered she’d been mysteriously teleported across three -- or was it four? -- states, vampires were real, and oh, yeah, let’s not forget, she was becoming a werewolf.
She’d had her quota of weird for the day.
She stood under the shower massager, deliberately thinking of nothing until she was almost in a self-induced trance. Feeling a draft, she roused herself as the shower door opened.
 
Alex eased into the shower with her and picked up the soap. Motioning for her to turn around, he adjusted the spray and began washing her back. As he worked his way down her body, he lightly massaged her tight muscles. Once he was finished, he turned her around.
Alex took his time, giving special attention to her breasts and the area between her legs, enjoying the feel of them and the desire gathering in her eyes. Deciding she was sufficiently aroused, he switched their positions and arranged her body until she stood bent over, with her hands braced against the rear wall, exposing her sex to his view.
Alex snuggled up behind her, spread her legs wider apart, and eased his cock slowly inside of her. He slid in and out, reaching around to stroke and pull on her nipples while he kissed and suckled her neck and shoulders, allowing the pleasure to build slowly. As he felt her climax nearing, he held to the same slow and steady pace, forcing it to come gently. Alex felt Kiesha shake when the climax hit, and he shuddered with her as her sheath gently contracted around him, milking him of his seed and leaving goose bumps in its wake.
In the cooling water, he washed quickly before turning off the water and exiting the shower. Alex dried them both before hauling Kiesha to bed. It had been a long, eventful day. They were both tired. Ever since he’d climbed out of bed, he’d thought of nothing but the next time he’d be able to bury his cock inside his mate. Now that his physical needs were taken care off, he could allow her to rest, and they’d both be able to get some sleep.



Chapter Eight
 
As he left the house, Nikolai breathed in deeply of the night air. Opening his senses, he gathered information from the wind. The night was quiet, the animals of the forest still as if they recognized the predator in their midst. Other than himself and the people in the house, the woods were empty.
He shape-shifted into a large raven as he stepped off of the porch and flew back to the spot by the ridge where he’d found the she-wolf. Circling the area, he assured himself that he was alone before landing and shifting back to his natural form. It wouldn’t do to startle some unsuspecting human.
With his sense of smell and keen eyesight, he followed the trail of blood back until he found the spot where the attack had occurred. His years of experience as a hunter, along with his excellent night vision allowed him to be able to read the signs in the earth and know exactly what had occurred.
They’d chased her to this spot. Two -- no, three of them, in wolf form. Cornered, she’d turned and fought. From the looks of the tracks on the ground, they took turns attacking her. There was blood spilt here. From its scent, he knew it wasn’t hers. She’d wounded one of her attackers, taking him out of the fight. She’d taken on another one here, while the third one sat back and watched. Tired from the chase and the fight, she’d been wounded, but still she’d fought on, defeating the second attacker.
The third one had engaged her. There was something different about the way this wolf fought. Nikolai sensed that this wolf had been stronger than the other two. Weakened as she was, it could have easily killed her. Instead, he’d gone for a crippling blow, almost as if he were punishing her. Once she’d been down, he’d backed away and left her alone.
She’d managed to run away from the area of the attack before she’d collapsed. The third wolf had followed, tracking her every move. Once she’d collapsed from exhaustion, he’d sat at a distance and watched, before turning back in the direction he’d come, taking the others with him, and leaving her there.
Nikolai studied the tracks on the ground. He could see tracks in the earth where he’d found her. Here, where the scent of their blood combined, is where she’d attacked him when he’d gotten too close. In her fragile state of mind, she didn’t realize he was trying to help her. Going for his throat, she’d gotten his arm instead when he’d thrown it up reflexively. She’d bitten deep enough to draw blood. It was only after she’d ingested some of it that he’d been able to link with her mentally and calm her down.
He saw where his footprints deepened in the earth as he’d lifted her in his arms. This was the spot where they disappeared as he’d flown off to get medical attention from someone he trusted. Unlike others of his kind, he hadn’t been blessed with the ability to manipulate the weather, but he did have one ability at his disposal.
Nikolai stood in the middle of the clearing, spread out his arms and levitated a few inches above the ground. Then he began spinning around so fast that he became a blur. Working his way around the clearing, he erased all signs of their presence from the area. He spun so fast, the blood his shirt had absorbed while carrying the she-wolf flew out and splattered the surrounding area in an arc. Good. Now any shifter attempting to track her would be confused, for her scent scattered in many different directions before tapering off to nothing.
Her safety assured, he assumed the shape of a hawk. Using their mental link as a guide, he followed her to the home where she was resting. Masking his presence from the shifters inside, he turned into mist and entered the home, reforming himself at her bedside.
Something about her spoke to him. That was how he’d discovered her. The scent of her blood had called out to him; he’d been unable to resist. It had been many years since he roused himself enough to care about anything.
Nikolai gazed at the she-wolf who’d managed to spark his interest and found himself curious as to what she looked like in human form. Not one to deny himself anything he truly desired, he connected to her mentally and commanded her to shift. He watched as she flowed seamlessly from a wolf to a beautiful redhead. He studied her naked form, surprised to realize that he was hard. It had been so long since he’d felt real physical desire it took him a moment to recognize the feeling.
While he luxuriated in the forgotten pleasure of arousal running through his veins, he tried to figure out what it was about her that called to him so. He’d seen beautiful women before, ones with better figures. She was a bit on the small side for his taste. He liked his women to be model tall to complement his own six-four stature. He’d be lucky if this one came to his chest. She had to be five-two, maybe five-three if she stretched herself.
The word pixie came to mind.
His eyes followed the slight curve of her stomach to the apex of her thighs below. The sight of the red curls there caused his cock to jerk in his pants. How interesting!
As he stared at those curls, he imagined himself parting them with his tongue and tasting her essence. Lost in his fantasy, it took a while for him to notice her breathing had sped up. Nikolai glanced at her face. Seeing that she was still asleep, he let his eyes wander again. Her breasts caught his attention. Where before they’d been lax in her drug-induced sleep, now her nipples were pointed little beads, proclaiming her arousal. He could smell her desire. It amazed him that she was so attuned to him.
Nikolai closed his mental link with her, stepped away from the bed and backed himself into a corner of the room. He wanted to determine if it was his thoughts or his presence to which she was responding. He looked away from her and willed his body to cool down. He thought of the mundane and kept his eyes off of the bed until he was in control again.
As his arousal subsided, he looked once more at the woman. Her nipples were still peaked and the curls between her legs glistened as the juice of her arousal dampened them. The beast within him rose and he lost a good deal of the control he’d just attained.
Unable to resist the temptation, he crossed back to the bed and reached out to dip his finger in her honey-dampened curls, being careful not to touch the flesh below. Once his finger was coated in her juice, he brought it to his mouth and tasted her essence. The taste of her caused his fangs to explode in his mouth as his beast jerked on its leash. In this instance, retreat was the better part of valor.
Nikolai quickly streamed out of the house and headed home, tightening the leash on his beast as he left. His sense of fair play wouldn’t allow him to jump an unconscious woman. Had he stayed any longer, he’d have given in to the demands of his beast and taken her, right or wrong. It didn’t help knowing that on some level of her consciousness, she’d been aware of his presence and her body had responded, welcoming his. He needed time to research what this meant.
* * * * *
Once home, Carol and Mark got their patient settled then turned in for the night. “What did you think of Kiesha?”
Mark undressed and watched his mate go through her nightly ritual. “I think she’s a good match for him. Strong. Look at all the challenges she’s handled so far. She’s one gutsy lady. I think she’ll be good for the pack.”
“That’s what I think too. You should have seen her when I told her about the effects of the mating bond. She was angry, but not hysterical, like many women would have been. She was able to reason, even through her anger. I was seriously impressed with her composure.”
“Babe, you really should have let Alex be the one to tell her about the mate bond. It was his responsibility. You could have done some major damage by interfering.” Mark scolded, even as he gently helped her undress and climb into bed.
“I know. It’s just that I remember how difficult it was to tell you about it and how it was affecting you. I was afraid it would drive you away, just when I was doing everything I could to hold on to you. I only wanted to help. I didn’t want Alex to have to go through all of the pain and heartache that we went through.”
Mark kissed her lightly to show he wasn’t really upset with her meddling, then turned and sat at the end of the bed on the side where she was laying. He picked her feet up and placed them in his lap as he thought back to the early days in their relationship when the mating fever was at its strongest.
It had been rough learning that the woman he loved was a shape-shifter. He’d never forget the first time he’d seen her turn into a wolf. She had tried to tell him, but he hadn’t actually believed her until she had shifted in front of him. That had been a shock. Then he’d learned about the true mate bond and how it was affecting him physically. It had been more than he could handle. He’d tried walking away and stopping the process. No way was he becoming some creature out of a horror movie, but it had been too late. His heart had already become attached to his mate’s.
Nothing could be worse than going through the pain he’d suffered at their separation. He’d discovered he’d do anything, be anything, to be with his love. Now he was happier than he’d ever been. He’d made his mate his wife, and they had a child on the way. So what if he turned into an animal once a month? Life didn’t get any better than this. “I know, and better still, Alex knows. He may have even been relieved that you did it for him, although he’ll never admit it to you.”
“Mmm, that feels good,” she said as he massaged her feet. “You give the best foot rubs.”
Mark hit a spot that caused her to gasp. He smiled in recognition of what that sound meant. “Right there?” He did it again, smiling, as he smelled her arousal scenting the air.
“Yes, right there. Man, who’d have ever thought that my feet were an erogenous zone? Oh, that’s making me wet.”
“I make you wet.” He kissed her big toe and then licked the arch of her foot.
“Yes, you do,” she said with a smile. “You always have, right from the very beginning.”
“Can you handle me tonight, babe? I feel the need to sink this big cock into your warm pussy.” He stroked his cock for emphasis, enjoying the feel of his hand on his arousal as he rubbed it.
“Bring it on. I’m more than ready for you. Been anticipating this moment all day.”
“You sure? I don’t want to hurt you or the baby.” Carol was within weeks of her delivery date. He didn’t want to cause problems for her or the baby because he was horny.
“I’m sure. Let’s do it the same way we did last time. That was comfortable for me.”
Mark knelt on the floor, pulled her body down to the end of the bed and arranged her hips at the very edge. He spread her thighs and draped her knees over his forearms, opening her wide. “Comfortable?”
“Yes.” Carol reached down and linked their hands together while he dragged his cock back and forth across her slit, testing her readiness. He could feel how wet she was, and eased his cock inside, giving her plenty of time to adjust to the feel of him. Mark checked her face for any signs of discomfort as he pressed steadily forward until he was fully embedded.
Circling his hips, he began a gliding motion. At the end of each forward thrust, he rotated his cock before slowly withdrawing, hitting all of her hot spots.
“Damn, baby, that feels good.” Carol’s fingers clenched, digging her nails into the back of his hand.
“You like that, do you?” Mark groaned as her pussy tightened around him.
“You have no idea.”
“Everything still okay?”
“Junior and I are fine. Please don’t stop what you are doing.”
“Yes, ma’am. My goal is to please. Your wish is my command.” Mark’s attention was completely focused on his mate’s pleasure.
“Oh, I’m coming.”
“Let go, baby. I got you.”
As she came, he drove into her a little faster and let go of a little of his control, allowing himself to come. Mark rested for a moment, gathering his strength. He couldn’t believe he’d almost given this up. What an idiot he’d been. A love like this only comes once in a lifetime.
He gently kissed her stomach before withdrawing from her and getting to his feet. He went into the bathroom and wet a washcloth. Bringing it to the bed, he cleaned their combined juices from between her legs. “Don’t want you being all sticky while you are trying to sleep. My sweetheart needs her rest.”
She gave a sigh of appreciation. “I love how good you are to me.”
He kissed her lightly on the forehead. “I love you, and I’ll always be good to you.” He helped her maneuver back to the top of the bed, where she flopped against the pillows. As she got comfortable, he cut off the light and climbed in beside her before gathering her close, his arm protectively cradling their child. Once again, he gave thanks to God for blessing him with his mate and unborn child before drifting off to sleep.



Chapter Nine
 
For the second morning in a row, Alex woke with a raging hard-on. Kiesha slept peacefully at his side. He glanced ruefully at his erection. “Behave yourself.” He rolled out of bed. As much as he would enjoy burying himself inside her warm sheath, he knew she’d been through a lot and needed her rest. Not wanting to disturb her, he moved quietly as he went about the business of preparing for the day.
It was Sunday; his practice was closed except for emergencies. He headed downstairs to prepare breakfast. While his mate slept, he took the opportunity to take care of some business he’d put on hold. He checked in with his staff at the clinic and gave instructions for the coming week. Carol was handling the pack, so that was one less thing on his plate. If she needed him for anything, she would call. He wanted an update on Shannon, but that could wait until later in the day.
Business taken care of and food done, he prepared a tray and carried it upstairs to surprise his mate with breakfast in bed. The movies always made it out to be so romantic when the hero did it for his ladylove. Maybe it would earn him some brownie points.
His mate was going to relax today. He would make sure of it. He had planned to take her around and show her the town, but decided today was for kicking back and taking it easy. No worries, no problems. It would be just the two of them, spending a relaxing day together, getting to know one another.
Alex set the tray on the dresser, then crossed to the bed and kissed Kiesha awake. Their kiss became heated, tempting him to forget breakfast and crawl back into bed. Romance, his head whispered. Remember to romance her. Forget the romance and just fuck her, his other head said. We’ll all be happier.
He pulled back, called on his restraint, and whispered hoarsely, “Breakfast. I brought you breakfast.” Backing quickly off of the bed, he crossed over to the dresser and grabbed the tray, presenting it to her. When she had herself situated, he placed the tray on her lap, picked up his plate, and settled a safe distance away from the temptation she presented.
“This is so sweet. Thank you.”
“I know the last few days have been stressful for you. I thought we could spend the day relaxing, talking, and getting to know each other. Ask me anything you want, and I’ll try to answer it for you.” He was willing to lay his heart bare if that was what it took to keep her in Refuge.
“I need to take care of some business first, but other than that, relaxing sounds great. If you don’t mind me using your computer, I need to e-mail my managers to let them know where I am and how long I’ll be gone. I also need to see about getting some ID here. That’s priority.”
“Is there anyone you can contact to send your things to you? A relative or a friend?” As much as he enjoyed having her here completely at his mercy, he understood that she wouldn’t be able to enjoy herself until she had some measure of control over her circumstances.
“I have a cousin I’m close to. I can call, have her go by my place, and mail my wallet to me.”
“My home is your home. Feel free to use anything I have, whenever you’d like. And don’t worry about long distance charges. Make as many calls as you need. I’ll give you my contact information, and you can distribute it as necessary.” He wasn’t trying to isolate her from the people in her life. He just wanted her to give him -- give them -- a chance.
“Thank you. Calling my cousin will take the longest because she’ll be full of questions.”
“Take all the time you need. I won’t be going anywhere. It’s been a long time since I’ve allowed myself a lazy Sunday. While you’re on the computer, why don’t you go ahead and order your things? We got a bit distracted yesterday, and you didn’t get the opportunity to do so. Have them sent express delivery. We can pick up your clothes when we go to town tomorrow to pick up your wallet.” Done with breakfast, he gathered up the dirty dishes and placed them back on the tray. Kissing her lightly on the cheek, he said, “I’ll take this downstairs while you get dressed. If you need me, I’ll be in the kitchen.”
* * * * *
Entering the den, Kiesha turned on the computer and logged on to her e-mail account. As promised, Alex had left his contact information on the desk for her use. The e-mail to her store managers took only a minute. Giving herself a little more time, she went to some of her favorite clothing Web sites and ordered whatever caught her fancy. She didn’t worry about how much money she spent, since she would reimburse Alex as soon as she had access to her accounts. Now came the hard part -- her cousin Shayla.
Shay was the closest thing she had to a sister. Because of that, Shay felt free to ask questions others would shy away from. Damn, she was not looking forward to this. Picking up the phone, she dialed Shay’s number.
“Shayla, it’s Kee. Pick up the phone. I know you’re there. Shay, pick up.” Shayla was one of those people who screened her calls. An unfamiliar number -- a long distance one at that -- guaranteed that she wouldn’t be answering until she knew who was calling.
“Kee, where you callin’ from, girl? This is a long distance number.” Trust Shay to state the obvious.
“I know, Shay. Look, I need you to do me a huge favor, and you can’t ask any questions, okay?” Mainly because I haven’t thought up any answers you would believe, Kiesha thought.
“Does this have to do with why you’re callin’ me long distance? Where are you?” Once Shayla got something on her mind, she was like a dog digging for a bone.
“No questions, remember? I need your help.” If Shay didn’t come through for her, there was no one else she could call.
“You in trouble, girl? Why didn’t you say so? You just tell me where you are. I’ll round up my posse, and we’ll come handle business.”
“You don’t have a posse. Now, hush and listen. I need you to go to my place and get my purse for me. When you get there, give me a call at this number, and I’ll tell you what to do next. You still have a key, right?” She’d given her one a while back for emergencies. This certainly qualified.
There was silence on the other end. Shayla silent was never a good thing. “You want me to go to your place and get your purse? How the heck did you leave your purse at home? Where are you, and how did you get there?”
Oh, God, this was going to be bad. She knew it. Desperate times called for desperate measures. Time to beg. “Shay, please! Please, just do as I ask, and call me back as soon as you get there.”
“All right, I’m going. I wouldn’t do this for just anyone.”
“I know, Shay. I really do appreciate it. I know it’s a lot to ask.” Thank God, she was going to let it go.
“When I call back, you’d better be prepared to answer some questions.” Oops, relaxed too soon.
“I’ll answer your questions when you call back.” Maybe by then, I’ll have thought up a convincing lie. No way was Shay believing the truth. Disconnecting the call, Kiesha joined Alex in the kitchen.
“That was fast. Everything go all right with your cousin?” She sat at the bar as she watched him slice meat into cubes and place it in a slow cooker. It looked like some type of steak.
“We’ll see. She’s on her way to my place now. I told her to call when she got there, and I’d give her the rest of the instructions then. Now I need to think of something convincing to tell her.” He sure was cutting up a lot of meat. She wondered what he was making. Not that she was complaining. Every meal he’d prepared so far had been delicious. “I’m not sure what I’ll do if she doesn’t come through.” She’d just have to find another way. She would get home, even if she had to walk.
“Easy. If she won’t send your things to you, we’ll gas up the SUV and go and get them.” She gaped at him with her mouth open. “Kiesha, I’ll do everything within my power to convince you to stay here with me, but I want it to be because you choose to do so, not because you have no other choice.”
Stunned, she couldn’t think of a reply. Most men would have taken advantage of her until they had gotten what they wanted from her. Not Alex. He was taking a big risk here.
The phone rang. It was much too early for Shayla to call. Alex rinsed and dried his hands before answering. “You must be Shayla. Hold on a moment. Kiesha’s right here.”
“Shay?” She must have broken some serious speed records going to the condo.
“Who is that hunk with the yummy voice?”
“How do you know he’s a hunk? You haven’t seen him.”
“Girl, did yo mamma teach you nothing? The ugly ones don’t come with voices like that. It’s against the laws of nature or something. I want all the dirt. Is Mr. Yummy the reason you’re away from home without your purse and, from what I can tell, any of your clothes?”
“Are you going through my things?” Damn, she should have realized Shayla would snoop. She wasn’t really nosy, but when she wanted answers, she was really determined.
“Yes! Now, tell me what’s going on. Oh, my God,” she said excitedly. “You got laid! I knew it. It’s about damned time too. Any longer and your stuff would have dried up. Was he any good? Never mind. Don’t answer that. Obviously, the man’s doing something right if he messed your head up enough to make you leave home empty-handed. He take you off on some kind of romantic retreat?”
Kiesha wanted to crawl under the bar and slink out of the room. Alex could hear every word being said, judging by the big grin on his face. “I’m spending the week at his home in the mountains. He surprised me. I’ve been here since Friday and just realized my purse was at home, not in his vehicle like I’d originally thought. That’s why I need you to mail it to me.” Not a bad lie for the spur of the moment.
“Homeboy must be really good if you went two whole days before you realized you left your purse at home. Loaded, too, if you haven’t had to spend any money. Not like those losers who expected you to pay for everything.” Oh, God, would the torture never end?
“Shayla, please.”
“Okay, okay. I’ll stop teasing you now. It’s not like he can hear what I’m saying. Give me that address, and I’ll overnight your wallet and cell phone, which you also left. You still have that account with UPS?”
“Yes, I’ll give you the account number and the address where I am. I’ll also e-mail you Alex’s phone number and address so you can contact me if anything comes up.”
“Everything will be fine. Don’t worry about home. You just take time and enjoy yourself. You deserve it.”
After giving Shayla the information she needed, Kiesha disconnected the call, looking everywhere but at Alex. She knew her face was red. Shay could be so embarrassing sometimes, though she wouldn’t have been quite so forthcoming had she known Alex could hear every word she said. Damn wolf hearing. Thank God Alex had decided not to tease.
“I hope you like beef stew.” Putting the last of the ingredients in the slow cooker, he moved it closer to the outlet and turned the pot on.
“I like anything I don’t have to cook.” She watched as he cleaned up behind himself. He was very handy in the kitchen.
“You don’t like to cook?”
“Not really.” Boy, was that an understatement. “It’s never been one of my favorite things to do. Since I live alone, I eat a lot of takeout or buy frozen dinners.” Sounded like a reasonable excuse, but the truth was, she hated cooking.
“Fortunately for you, I love to cook. I’m always trying new recipes.” The man was too good to be true. He cooked and cleaned. “Why don’t we take a walk? I can show you around the property. You haven’t been outside since you got here.”
Sounded like a good idea to her. She was beginning to feel a little cooped up. Putting on jackets and shoes, they walked outside. Walking through the woods, he showed her where his property ended and his neighbor’s began. Alex lived near the top of a mountain in an area known as Raven’s Peak. There was only one person who lived higher than he, the vampire Nikolai. The town of Refuge was further down the mountain and in the valley below was a Cherokee Indian reservation.
They talked as they walked. At first, Kiesha was a little reticent, but as she saw his genuine interest, she couldn’t help but be more open. Alex was a really good listener. He asked intelligent questions and knew how to draw a person out. So they talked and walked, before hunger and the cold drove them back inside.
After filling up on a hearty lunch of beef stew and French bread, they strolled into the living room. Alex lit a fire; they relaxed on the couch in front of it. She kept waiting for him to make a move. Although he was very affectionate, he kept things under control. While she felt his arousal pressing against her, he did nothing to act on it. She couldn’t help but be touched and impressed by that, even as she cursed it.
As daylight turned to twilight and twilight to evening, she learned that they had a lot in common. They shared similar taste in movies and music. Politically, they belonged to the same party and believed in the same things. Getting hungry again, they headed back into the kitchen for more stew. Once they were finished eating and the kitchen was cleaned, Alex suggested they watch a movie.
They found a comedy neither one of them had seen. After laughing their way through the movie, which turned out to be funnier than she had expected, they shut everything off and headed off to bed.
As Kiesha lay in bed waiting for sleep to claim her, she reflected back over the day. It had been the most relaxing Sunday she had ever spent, bar none. Alex was the most intriguing man she’d ever met. Not only was he an expert lover, but also a good guy all around. One she would happily call friend. That’s something she’d never experienced before, a lover who was also a friend. Something to consider, she thought as sleep claimed her.



Chapter Ten
 
She was back in the woods. The full moon lit the area around her. Kiesha recognized this as the clearing where she’d first met Alex. Remembering what happened the last time, she waited for Alex to appear.
A noise broke the silence of the night, and a big black bird flew into the clearing. A raven. It circled the overhead before gliding lightly to the ground. As it neared the earth, it shape-shifted into the form of a man. A tall, strikingly handsome man that was very familiar to her. Conor. Boy, did he have a lot nerve, showing up like this, and a lot to answer for. “What are you doing to me? Why did you bring me here?”
“To give you that which you most desire.”
“And who made you the authority on it?”
“Is it not what most of us truly desire? To love and be loved in return?”
His being right didn’t make her any happier with him. “Conor, I’m not saying you’re wrong, but even so, why me? I don’t know if I can give him what he wants, or be what he needs. He thinks I’m his mate and wants me to stay here with him.”
“What if you are his mate? What has he asked that is so difficult for you to do? Has he asked you to change who you are?”
“No.”
“Has he asked you to give up your business? Turn away from your family or friends?”
“No.”
Alex had done the opposite. He’d encouraged her to expand her business by opening a store in Refuge. It had been his suggestion that she give her family and business associates the information they needed to contact her.
“So what is it he desires that is so difficult for you?”
“He wants me to be in love with him. To be his soul mate.” She wasn’t even sure she believed in soul mates.
“Can you tell me that love for him is not already stirring in your heart?”
That was the problem.
Love wasn’t supposed to happen this quickly. It took time, lots of time. How did she know if what she felt was real, if it would last? Could she walk away from her stable life into the uncertainty of a future with Alex? What guarantee did she have that this feeling would last?
As though he’d read her mind, Conor responded. “Ah, you trouble yourself much over nothing. Love is not as complicated as you make it out to be. True love is based upon commitment to the well-being of another person. It’s this commitment that will sustain you through good days and bad. Romantic love comes and goes, but commitment, she stays forever. That wolf, he is committed to you. He would follow you to the grave and beyond. Living is about taking chances and giving it all you’ve got. That’s what makes life worthwhile. What do you have in your safe, little world that can compare? I urge you to think about it.”
Kiesha woke with a start. She must have made some sound of distress because Alex made a comforting sound in his sleep and pulled her closer to the heat of his body. Though she was unable to see the clock, she could tell dawn was a long way off. She had truths to face and decisions to make. It was going to be a long night.
* * * * *
Sometime during the night, she must have fallen back to sleep. When she woke again, she found herself face-to-face with a sleeping Alex. Her thoughts went back to the conversation with Conor she’d had during the night. Did she love Alex? Possibly. She could admit, if only to herself, that she had strong feelings for him. The real question was, if she loved him enough to take a chance on what they had lasting? She didn’t know. But as Conor had said, all she could do was give it her best.
“Hey, you.” Sometime during her introspection, Alex had woken up.
As she focused on him, she tried to let go of the fear of tomorrow and embraced the feelings she had for this man. She grabbed a hold of her courage, and took a leap of faith. “I love you.”
He blinked. “What did you say?”
“I love you.” At least, I think I do, she thought to herself, waiting expectantly for his reaction.
He sat up in the bed and propped the pillows behind his back, his gaze never once losing contact with hers. “What’s this all about?” he asked after lifting her onto his lap.
As Kiesha adjusted her legs to a more comfortable position, she thought that this was so not the reaction she expected. Singing the Hallelujah Chorus might have been over the top, but the least he could have done was show some excitement. Didn’t he know the struggle she’d gone through to get those words out of her mouth? “Do you question every woman who tells you she loves you?”
“Only when the woman saying the words is you. Don’t get me wrong, baby. I would love nothing more than hear you say those words and mean them, but I’m sensing a little uncertainty here. So I ask again, what’s going on in that head of yours?”
Alex looked as if he was willing to sit there until hell froze over or he got an answer; she figured she’d crack long before people below started complaining of frostbite. “I had a dream last night. Well, I think it was a dream. With Conor, who knows? It might have been real.”
“Conor?”
“Yes. I was back in the clearing where you found me and he was there. I confronted him. Asked why he was messing with me, with us?” She fell silent, still perturbed by Conor’s response.
“What did he say?” Alex prompted her to continue.
“To give me what I desired most -- love. I argued with him, but what if he’s right? What if you are the love of my life, my soul mate? How can I just walk away, but then, how can I stay? This is all happening too fast. I don’t know what to think anymore. I’m afraid to move forward, but more afraid of not moving at all. I like my life. It’s comfortable and safe and suits me. I’m not sure I want to give it up just to be with you, but if I don’t, I’m scared I’ll regret it for the rest of my life. God, I’m so confused.”
“First of all,” he began. “I’m not going anywhere. I waited a long time for you. I’m not going to rush it. Yes, I want you here with me. I love waking up with you in the morning and going to sleep with you curled up beside me at night. I know this is all happening fast. Because I understand, I’m willing to give you all the time that you need to adjust. That means no pressure, no ultimatums. We will happen, all in the Creator’s timing. So I need for you to stop worrying about what may or may not happen and just enjoy us being together now. Let’s take it one day at a time, okay? Can you do that for me?”
The weight and pressure she’d been feeling rolled off of her shoulders as she agreed.
“Good, now I have someone dying to get reacquainted with you.” He lifted her up and brought her back down, impaling her on his erection. “Damn, you feel good. Keeping myself from this hot little pussy just about killed me yesterday.”
“Well, hello, stranger.” She clenched her inner walls, gripping him tightly.
“Ride me.”
“It would be my pleasure, sir.” She placed her hands on his shoulders and lifted off of him until only the tip of his head was within her, then slowly sank all the way back down. Up and down she went, savoring the sensation of his cock inside. Then he took control.
Alex held her by the waist and began to thrust upward as he slammed her body down, creating a delicious friction. Head thrown back, nails digging in his shoulders, she threw herself into the rhythm. Kiesha made circular motions on her downward thrust that ground her clit against his pubic bone. Senses on overload, her climax radiated outward from the center of her body until it took control of every muscle and every nerve ending.
 
When her body stiffened, Alex flipped her onto her back, never once missing a stroke, and pounded his way into a howling orgasm.
Not wanting to crush her, he rolled over and pulled her on top of him until she was draped across his body. He silently ran his hands down her back until they cupped her ass. Damn, it was fine! He played with it while he thought about the things she’d revealed earlier. Though he and Carol had told her a lot about the mating bond, they hadn’t told her everything. There was much she still didn’t know about it, things that could have potentially alleviated much of her fear. On the other hand, it could very well have added to it. Her emotional confusion was evidence that the bond was working.
He toyed with the idea of explaining in more detail about the bonding process, but decided against it. It wasn’t that he didn’t want her to know. It was that the process was different for each couple. There were some elements to it that were similar and those had been explained to her. The rest was anyone’s guess. Cradling her as she slept, he pondered the mysteries of the mating process and prayed that Kiesha stuck around long enough for the process to be completed.
* * * * *
Shannon woke in unfamiliar surroundings. Hearing her name, she turned in the direction of the voice. There was a very attractive, very pregnant black lady standing in the doorway. Yeah, she knew the politically correct term was African-American, just like she was supposedly Irish-American, but who gave a crap? We are what we are. She tried to focus her attention on what the woman said.
“Oh, I’m glad you’re awake. How do you feel? I’m Carol, beta of the Raven pack. You’re in my home, since I’m also a nurse. I need to take a look at you and see how you’re healing. Do you want to eat first and be examined later, or be examined now and eat later?”
She must have looked confused, because Carol brought the tray over to a table by the bed. “Here, maybe you should eat first. I’m sorry. You must still be groggy from the medication Alex gave you. Alex is the Raven pack’s alpha, as well as its physician. He stitched you up after you were found and brought to us. You’ve been out of it for almost twenty-four hours. There’s water by the bedside. The bathroom’s over there through that door. I’m sure your bladder’s about to burst.”
After the second barrage of information, Shannon realized three things. Her head felt like it was full of cotton, probably from the meds she’d been given. Her bladder was indeed making itself known, and she was hungry enough to eat a horse. She decided that her bladder was the most urgent of her needs. She moved to get out of the bed. Carol stepped forward to help her. At first hesitant, she reluctantly accepted the assistance, only to be glad she did when the room spun as she stood on her feet.
“Don’t worry. It will wear off. You were in wolf form when Alex worked on you. The pain reliever he gave you was strong enough to put down a grizzly. Once you get some food in your stomach, your strength will come back and you’ll be good as new. Can you handle it from here, or do you need me to come in with you?”
Shannon shook her head and grabbed hold of the sink for support, shutting the bathroom door behind her. Nurse or not, there was no way someone was watching her pee. Once finished, she washed her hands at the sink as she studied her reflection in the mirror. She looked as groggy as she felt.
She opened the door to find Carol waiting for her. Once she was back in bed, Carol propped the pillows behind her back and smoothed the covers over her before setting the tray on her lap. “Here you go. Eat first. We can talk later. Alex will be by sometime tomorrow. He’ll want to know what happened to you. In the meantime, relax. You’re under the protection of the Raven pack. No one but the alphas and my mate know that you’re here.” Carol smiled and left the room.
Shannon looked at the food on her plate and dug in. There was a big, juicy steak, grilled to perfection. Shifters needed protein, especially when they’d expended a lot of energy doing something like healing. Apparently, she’d been fairly bad off. She remembered the attack. She’d taken on and defeated two of the strongest males in her pack before facing off with her brother. Usually, they were fairly evenly matched. This time, however, she’d been in two major fights after being chased for miles, was exhausted, and wounded. Her brother could have taken her out, but that wasn’t his goal. He’d intended to teach her a lesson, and force her to bow to his demands. Like hell! The day she gave in to his demands would be the day the world came to an end.
Eating and drinking her fill, she set the tray to the side as exhaustion caught up with her. Reclining again, she searched her memory for the events that happened after the fight. The medication was still strong in her system, making recollection difficult. The last thing she remembered as she drifted off to sleep was a compelling pair of deep brown eyes.
* * * * *
The phone rang, breaking the silence. Kiesha wanted to scream. What did a person have to do to get some uninterrupted sleep in this house? She was so tired, and her muscles were still sore from Friday and the excessive sexual activity she’d been getting lately. Home was looking good, if only so that she could rest.
Her pillow shifted beneath her and she felt the vibration of Alex’s voice as he answered the phone. Only then did she realize that she was sprawled on top of him like he was a mattress, her head being cushioned by his chest. “She’s asleep right now. Can I take a message?”
She held out a hand for the phone.
“Hello?”
“You’re still in bed at this time of morning? You slut! I’m so jealous.”
Don’t be, she thought. Kiesha sat up in bed and propped the pillows behind her back. She needed all of her faculties to deal with Shay. “What time is it, and did you call for any purpose other than to harass me?”
“It’s a little after ten, and I called to tell you that your stuff will be available for pickup after three.”
“Thanks, Shay. I really appreciate this.” She heard the shower come on in the bathroom. For a moment, even though she was tired, she wished she could be in there with Alex instead of on the phone.
“Kiesha, I know I was giving you a hard time yesterday, but seriously, is everything all right? You’re not in any trouble, are you?” That’s one thing Kiesha loved about her cousin. She may talk like a flake, but she had a good heart and that foolishness she spouted hid a really sharp brain.
“He wants me to marry him. To pack up, move here, and live with him. You know, the whole happily-ever-after thing?” She felt safe talking. Alex was in the shower and couldn’t hear her. Besides, Shay was the one person she’d always been able to count on.
“You’re there with no money so he must be reasonably well off, and I know you wouldn’t be there if he was abusive. So what’s the problem?”
How could she say this without sounding stupid? “I haven’t known him that long. I don’t know if I’m ready to make that kind of change in my life.”
“Kee, this is me you’re talking to. You are not now, nor have you ever been afraid to take chances, so what’s really going on? It’s not your business. You can run that from anywhere. And I know it’s not me you’re afraid to leave. I’m not going to let you go somewhere and lose contact.” There was a pause, and then she said, “I know. You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”
“I think so. Maybe. I’m not really sure.” This wasn’t something she wanted to get into right now. Sometimes Shay was too perceptive.
“Listen to me. This is about your fear of letting people close. You’re afraid of being hurt.”
“Shay, what are you talking about? I’ve been in love before.”
“No, ma’am. Not really. You don’t let people get close enough to you to risk being hurt, and I’m not just talking about men. You haven’t really let anyone close to you since Auntie Miriam died.”
At the mention of her mother, Kiesha felt a hole in her heart open up. It had been two years since she died, and it felt like yesterday. “That’s not true. I’ve been in relationships. I’m close to you!”
“Because I won’t let you push me away. And it is too true. When Aunt Miri died, the family tried to reach out. You pushed every one of us away. And don’t get me started on your so-called relationships. You deliberately choose men you knew you’d never become attached to. That’s why it never really bothered you when the relationships didn’t last. You never expected them to. That’s what has you so freaked about Alex. He got in under your guard.”
“So what, I’m some big, emotional coward? Is that how you see me? You know how hard it is for a successful black woman to find a decent man. The ones on my economic level want someone white. Those that aren’t think I’m some sort of sugar momma.”
Kiesha couldn’t believe she was defending her previous relationships to Shay, of all people. They had the same philosophy when it came to men, or so she’d believed. “So what if I play the game? It doesn’t mean I’m emotionally frigid.” I’m crying. I never cry. Damn. She took a deep breath to calm down.
“Oh, no, sweetie, that’s not what I’m saying. You feel things very deeply. That’s why it hit you so hard when Aunt Miri died. But ever since then, it’s like something inside you died, too. Now it’s time to let it go, Kee. I don’t want to see you grow old and alone because you were too afraid of being hurt to let someone in.”
Kiesha wiped the tears running down her face. “I promise I’ll think about what you said. I didn’t realize I was pushing everyone away.”
“We know, sweetie. No one’s mad at you. We gave you the space you needed. That’s what families do. Now you go love on that big man of yours. Don’t be afraid to admit to yourself how you really feel and remember, I’m just a phone call away.”
She heard the shower cut off. “Bye, Shay. And thanks.” They disconnected the call as Alex came out the bathroom.
“Is everything all right?”
Kiesha looked at him, seeing him in light of everything Shayla had said to her. This was a man worth holding on to. “Maybe not right now, but it will be.” She determined right then and there that she would not let fear of being hurt keep her from living. Even after only knowing him for such a short period of time, she knew losing Alex would hurt. Whether it happened now or five years down the road, she planned on grabbing all the happiness she could with him. Tomorrow would take care of itself.



Chapter Eleven
 
Alex took in the sight of his mate smiling at him while tears ran down her face. That must have been one hell of a conversation with her cousin. The tears scared him; the smile confused him. She’d never smiled at him quite like that before.
“What’s on the agenda for today?” she asked.
Alex knew she wanted to change the subject. Hesitating briefly, he decided to let her get away with it. If she needed to talk, he hoped she knew that he would listen. “I thought we could go into town and I could show you around. We need to stop by the office, since that’s where your things will be delivered. I also need to go by Carol’s house and check on my patient.”
“Great,” she said, jumping out of the bed. “Shay said my stuff would be ready after three. By the time we’re finished running around, it should be here. Let me grab a quick shower, so we can get going.”
He was amazed at her sudden change of mood. A minute ago she was in tears. Now, she was bouncing around, full of energy, and happy as a lark. “You want to eat here or grab something in town?”
“In town,” Kiesha replied, pausing at the bathroom door. “You’re an amazing cook, but I’m ready to get out of this house and see some more of my surroundings.”
“In town it is, then.” He watched until she’d closed the door behind her, locking herself in the bathroom. Something was going on. He didn’t know what it was, but she seemed more at peace now than she had earlier this morning. Whatever had happened, he was grateful.
He dressed quickly and casually in a pair of jeans and a black pullover. Then he headed downstairs and picked up the phone. He walked to the door and checked the temperature outside while he dialed Carol’s number.
“Good morning, Alex. How’s Kiesha?”
“She’s fine, Carol. How’s my patient doing?” he said, jumping straight to the reason for his call.
“She’s doing well, amazingly well considering the condition she was in. She’s almost totally healed, having just a few shiny pink scars to mark where the injuries are. Even those are in the process of fading. I don’t know what to make of it. She’s healing way faster than she should be.”
“How’s her appetite? Has she eaten anything?” The weather felt a little brisk. He closed the back door and pulled a jacket out of the closet. He grabbed one for Kiesha, as well.
“I took her a tray last night, and she ate just fine. She was still groggy from the medication so I didn’t get a chance to question her. When I checked on her this morning she was still sleeping. She’s going to need some clothes to wear until we figure out what to do with her. She’s a tiny little thing. I’m not sure that anything I have will fit.”
“I’m bringing Kiesha into town. We’ll stop first and grab a bite to eat, then we’ll be over. Once I find out what her story is, I’ll have a better idea of how to proceed. Has anyone asked about her yet?” The shower cut off. Kiesha would be down soon.
“Not that I know of. Of course, yesterday was Sunday, so she probably won’t be missed until later today. For now, no one but us knows where she is.”
“Well, until we know what’s going on, let’s keep it that way.” He didn’t want the wrong person knowing Shannon’s whereabouts until he knew for sure there was nothing to worry about.
“Okay, she can wear something of mine until then. If I go back to the pack asking for more clothes, it will only cause speculation that we don’t need. What about her rapid healing?”
“I’ll let you know once I see her. She may be a naturally fast healer, or there may be something else going on. Only time will tell.” He looked up as Kiesha started down the stairs. She had on a tight pair of black jeans, a white T-shirt, and tennis shoes. As she walked down the steps, she fastened the buttons of one of his shirts over her T-shirt. From the looks of things, she wasn’t wearing a bra. Just like that, he was hard.
“I’ll see you when you get here,” Carol said and disconnected the call. Alex barely noticed. He wondered how to get Kiesha out of the clothes she’d just put on.
The way those jeans cupped her mound was criminal. The sight of her nipples puckered against the T-shirt made him want to rip it off of her. She looked up and noticed. “No. Food now. Play later. If you get me naked, we won’t make it into town today.”
Alex knew she was right, but he wasn’t happy about it. He handed her a jacket, slid his wallet into his back pocket, and grabbed his keys.
* * * * *
Kiesha thought about what Shayla had said as she and Alex rode down the mountain toward town. It had hurt. It had also been a real eye opener. She hadn’t realized she’d been so wrapped up in herself and her grief.
Her mom had been her world, her best friend, and her refuge. She knew many of her friends had thought the relationship they’d shared was unnatural; maybe they’d been a bit envious of it. It had always been the two of them against the world.
Growing up had been difficult for her. Her white friends considered her to be black while her black friends thought of her as white. They’d wanted her to choose -- to be one or the other -- and she hadn’t been willing to deny either of her heritages. So, she’d been alone a lot, spending time at home with her parents.
Shay had been right about so many things. While she’d gone through the motions of living, she hadn’t really been alive. Yes, she’d taken her mother’s life insurance money and opened her businesses. She’d sold the house and bought a condo, further isolating herself from her family.
Everything in her life was about control, her control. The men in her life were there for one purpose only, and it had little to do with love. She ran the relationship and when they outlived their usefulness or became too attached, she ended it and moved on.
Looking at the past two years, she knew her mother would be ashamed of her. Her mom had been the most alive person she knew. Every day was an adventure. She’d lived every day to the fullest. She’d taught Kiesha to do the same.
Shayla was right. The fear of moving was just a convenient excuse to hide behind. Her real fear, the one she’d hidden even from herself, was of opening her heart and living again. Unknowingly, she’d been trying to bury herself with her mom. Kiesha was ashamed of herself.
She looked at Alex as he drove. This was a man she could respect. She already trusted him. Those were two major components of love. She knew he loved her. Oh, he hadn’t said the words, but his every touch and action said it for him. It was in the care he gave, and the attentive way he listened to her. He wanted to know her, not just her body, but her mind. She would be a fool to give this man up, and her momma hadn’t raised no fool.
While they were in town, she would look for a good location to open another store. She really could run her business from anywhere. Another location would be the icing on the cake and give her something to do, as well as make her feel like a part of the community.
She wouldn’t tell Alex just yet. She’d made such a mess of things this morning he wasn’t likely to believe her. This was one situation where actions needed to speak louder than words. She’d have to show that not only was she committed to him, but also to his world and all that entailed. Something inside of her clicked. This felt right.
Alex reached out and touched her hand. “Penny for your thoughts.”
She laced her fingers with his. “Oh, they’re worth more than a penny. Inflation, ya’ know?”
He laughed. “Tell me the price. I think I can afford them.”
She thought about the conclusion she’d come to and smiled secretively. “Not right now, but soon.”
Gesturing ahead, he told her the town would be coming into view as they rounded the next curve. She realized they’d been traveling down the mountain for quite a bit. The road was long and curvy, surrounded by woods with small lanes branching off here and there descending into nothing. She’d known Alex’s property was near the top of the mountain, but she’d not known how close to the top they actually were. Its name of Raven’s Peak seemed very appropriate. No wonder the man drove an SUV with four-wheel drive.
As they rounded the curve, the town of Refuge lay before them. At this distance, it looked like land that time had left behind. There was an enduring quality about the place. Like most small towns, the majority of the businesses lay on the main drag. She saw roads shooting off from it. Some went up the mountain, but most angled downward before disappearing into the forest. Through the trees she caught sporadic glimpses of houses.
“This place obviously doesn’t get a lot of tourists.”
“No, we don’t. You have to know where you’re going when you come to Refuge. It’s not on the beaten path. It’s also very easy to get lost. The heavily forested area is a turnoff to skiers, unless you are into cross-country skiing, and even they stay closer to the more populated trails.”
She looked around and guessed that if she were going to be a shape-shifter, she’d want to live in a town where she could avoid detection and possible exposure too. Somewhere like this, a place out of the way.
Alex continued to tell her about the town and its origins. It had been founded by Native American Indians running from the government, which was trying to force them onto reservations out west. Over time, other vagabonds and misfits had found there way here as well, thus giving the town its original name of Misfit. It was a place to which you came to get lost from the world. Television reception was iffy unless you had a satellite. Cell phone reception was even trickier. A lot of the modern world had passed them by and they liked it just fine. It was the kind of town kids couldn’t wait to move away from, but found themselves returning to when it came time to raise their own children.
As he talked, he drove down Main Street. They parked in front of a small diner with a sign out front that read, EAT AT MOE’S.
“Shouldn’t that be ‘Eat at Joe’s’?” she asked, referring to the famous restaurant chain.
“Naw. Hugh saw the sign somewhere and thought it was funny. He couldn’t name his restaurant Joe’s, so he named it the next best thing.”
Kiesha shook her head at the idiosyncrasies of the small town mind. She waited while he got out of the truck and came around to open her door for her. As she turned toward him in preparation of getting out, he stopped her by stepping between her legs. “I’ve been wanting to do this since before we left the house.” Not touching her other than with his lips, he gave her a kiss that almost made her cream her panties. When Kiesha reached out to take a hold of him, he stepped out of reach. “If I touch you, I’m going to strip you naked and be in you, public street or not.”
She ran the tip of her tongue around her lips, savoring that last little taste of him. She watched as his eyes followed the motion of her tongue and laughed when he groaned. “Baby, you’re killing me.” He reached down and adjusted the fit of his cock in his jeans. Stepping back, he allowed her to exit the vehicle and clicked the locks into place behind her.
 
Alex gestured toward the door and motioned for her to go ahead of him. It was a little early for the lunch crowd so there weren’t that many people around, either on the street or in the diner. As they walked to the door, Alex found himself distracted by the swaying of her ass in those jeans. He loved the way the denim hugged her ass. The way she had his shirt tied around her waist actually drew attention to her generous curves rather than drawing the eye away, which, he was sure, was what she intended.
He reached past her and opened the door, catching a whiff of her scent as her body brushed against his before entering the doorway. He bumped into her when she stopped abruptly. Doing an about-face, she pushed past him and rushed back outside. She rushed to the truck and leaned her back against its side with her head down around her knees, dragging in great gulps of air.
Alex hurried behind her, wondering at her strange behavior. At her side, he crouched down so that he could see her face. “What’s wrong?”
She shook her head. He placed his hand against her forehead. Her skin felt clammy and her face was flushed. He was very surprised because she was fine a minute ago. He waited impatiently while she composed herself.
Finally, she seemed to get herself under control. She stood up and swayed on her feet. The blood drained from her face, leaving her pale. Alex caught her by the waist. “Whoa, easy there.” He managed to get the passenger side of the vehicle open and eased her inside. “What’s wrong? What happened to you? You were fine a minute ago.” He rapidly fired questions at her. He was unwilling to wait another moment for answers, not when her health and safety was at stake.
“The smell,” she said, keeping a strong grip on his shirt as she eased her head back against the seat.
“What?” Of all the things he’d expected her to say, that was not on the list.
“The smell! The grease, food, perfume and sweat. Hell, even the trash. All of it hit my nose, and my stomach reacted. My God, how could you not smell it?”
That’s when Alex realized what was going on. Her sense of smell increased. A shape-shifter’s sense of smell was much stronger than that of regular humans. Until a person learned how to control it, the difference was overwhelming. This was the first sign he’d had that their mating was changing her DNA, adapting her cells to his. He hadn’t expected it to happen this soon or he would have tried to prepare her. “Ah, baby, I’m sorry. I didn’t think this would happen this soon.”
“What do you mean ‘this soon’?”
“I mean, this is some of your shape-shifter senses kicking in. Did you know that a wolf’s sense of smell is almost a hundred times keener than humans?”
“No, I didn’t know. How can you live like this? The smells, the combinations…they are so overpowering.”
“They can be at first. You learn to control it so that it doesn’t overwhelm you.”
“How do I do that?”
“You focus until one scent becomes stronger than all the others.”
“I’m not sure I understand.”
“All right. Close your eyes.” He waited while she did as he said. “Okay, now tell me what you smell.”
She took a deep breath. “I smell you. Your scent is all around me.”
Okay, again not exactly what he was expecting. Although once he thought about it, it was understandable that his scent would be the strongest. “What else can you smell?”
“I smell leather. I smell leaves and dirt, flowers and old oil on the asphalt. I smell other stuff, but I can’t identify what.”
“Good. Now out of the list that you gave me, pick one scent.” He waited minute. “Have you picked one?”
She nodded. “Okay. Now what?”
“I want you to focus and concentrate on that one scent until the others all fade into the background. You can’t totally get rid of the other smells, but you can trick your brain into reducing your awareness of them.”
She inhaled, moving closer to him and burying her nose against his neck. “Mmm, you smell delicious. I could eat you up.”
His dick throbbing, he resisted the temptation to lay her down in the truck and fuck her blind. “Do you see what I mean?”
“Yes.” Then she stuck her tongue out and licked him on the neck.
With a low rumble, he snatched her out of the truck. “Lesson’s over.” Pulling away from her, he closed the truck and adjusted his stance to give his aching balls some room. They’d drawn up tight against his body. If she made one more move like that, he’d shoot a load in his pants. “You ready to eat now?”
 
Kiesha loved the effect she had on his body and winked at him. “Sure.” They walked back toward the door of the diner, with Kiesha in the lead. This time, knowing what to expect, she was able to brace herself and find her focus scent before all of the other smells overwhelm her. She smiled at Alex, pleased with her success. She walked on into the diner and found a booth for them to sit at.
They slid into the booth, Alex on one side and she on the other. A blonde Barbie doll of a waitress bounced over to the table to take their order. Her nametag read Cyndi. She leaned against the bench where Alex was sitting. She looked at him and asked suggestively, “See anything you like?”
Kiesha hated her on sight. With her bleached hair and obviously fake boobs displayed in her low-cut waitress uniform, Kiesha took one look and immediately thought bimbo. “We haven’t decided yet,” she said coldly.
Ignoring her, Cyndi leaned over Alex and gave him an up close view of her cleavage, then opened the menu on the table. “Let me show you our specials for today.” She proceeded to elaborate on each special, her finger pointing to the items on the menu, her face so close to Alex’s that if he turned his head, they’d have kissed.
Kiesha heard a low-pitched growl. Cutting Cyndi off, Alex asked her to bring him a sweet tea. “Baby, what do you want to drink?”
“Tea.” Kiesha eyed Cyndi like she was considering eating her for lunch.
“Cyndi, please bring us two sweet teas while we look over the menu and decide what we want to eat.” As soon as Cyndi walked off, Alex took hold of her hand. He brought it to his mouth and placed a kiss into the center of her palm. Then he closed her fingers over her palm one by one, and licked each one until he reached her index finger. The look in his eyes was heat personified. She forgot her jealousy as her nipples puckered against her T-shirt, a reminder of her bra-less state. She squirmed in her seat as her pussy grew damp. At this rate her panties would be soaked. Alex smiled wickedly at her.
Cyndi returned to the table and plopped their drinks down with a thunk, causing some of the tea to slosh over the sides. “You ready to order yet?”
Ignoring Cyndi’s obvious displeasure, he turned to Kiesha. “Burger and fries okay with you?” At her nod, he turned to back to Cyndi. “Bring us two burgers, fully loaded, and two orders of curly fries.” Cyndi wrote their order and stalked off.
Business began to pick up as the lunch crowd wandered in. Many customers approached their table to speak to Alex, their curiosity about her evident. She caught more than one of them sniffing the air around her, causing her to look at Alex with raised eyebrows. Others were bolder, asking leading questions in hopes of learning gossip. Kiesha took it all in stride, having been raised in a small town. She fielded questions with the expertise of a career politician, disappointing many a busybody at their failure to draw anything meaningful out of her.
They were finally able to be alone when food began to flow out of the kitchen. Knowing how scarce work in small towns could be, Kiesha wondered about some of the people in the diner. Who did they work for, and how were they earning their keep? She decided she’d have plenty of time to learn the ins and outs of Refuge’s economics.



Chapter Twelve
 
After lunch, Alex took her on a tour of Refuge, which included a trip to his office. The facility was very impressive. It was easy to see why he was highly respected by his staff. Alex actually had two waiting rooms, one for his human patients and another for the animals. Both were full. It was obvious that his practice was very lucrative.
“How are you able to treat both humans and animals? Aren’t you afraid of malpractice suits? Or are all the humans shifters, like you?”
“Yes, they’re shifters, though I’m licensed to practice both. I completed a double major in college and did my residency in Charlotte. Since Dad was the town’s previous veterinarian, I grew up helping out. When he was ready for retirement, I bought the practice from him and expanded it.”
“What kind of hours do you work? I’m sure that being the only vet means long hours, but you’re also a doctor. And you’re the pack’s alpha. Are you sure you have time for a relationship?” Kiesha wasn’t a needy person, but she did want to spend some time with her mate.
“I’ve already considered it. Pete’s almost finished with his degree. I’ve discussed bringing him on as a partner, and he’s interested. I’m also toying with the idea of creating some type of internship program for high school students that are interested in becoming veterinarians. Not only would it give us more help, but it would offer some deserving students a much needed hand up.”
Kiesha was very impressed and made a mental note to consider an internship for her business. Opening a store in Refuge would not only keep her busy, it would provide another source of employment for residents.
She’d found the perfect location during their tour: an empty building located almost in the center of town. Alex said it had once been the hardware store. After the owner died, with no one to take over, the business folded. She wondered if this was the location Mark had been referring to that night at the house.
The building was available for lease or sale. If she were going to open a business, she would be interested in purchasing, but only if the price was right. She was sure she could negotiate them down to a reasonable price, maybe even below market value, because of its remote location. The fact that it had been sitting empty for so long was a point in her favor.
Operation Alex had begun. Her goal was to convince Alex of her love and commitment to him through her actions, since she’d totally screwed up with words. She’d always believed actions spoke louder than words. Now, it was time to put her money where her mouth was, so to speak.
There was enough equity in her other three stores to easily finance this purchase. She might even decide to operate her Internet store out of this location. There was a lot for her to consider.
When they arrived at Carol and Mark’s, Kiesha was surprised to find Mark at home. It was still well within normal business hours. She got the greetings out of the way before turning to Mark. “I’m surprised to see you here. I thought you’d be working.”
He laughed. “That’s a reasonable assumption. Since I run the only pharmacy in town, I’m usually closed on Sundays and Mondays. Those are typically my slowest business days. My customers know how to reach me if there is an emergency.”
One of the advantages of working in a small town, she thought. You weren’t expected to keep big city hours. “It’s really good you can do that. Keeps you from getting burned out and allows you to spend time with your family.”
“Why don’t you come into the kitchen with me and keep me company while Carol and Alex go check on their patient? You can tell me how you like our little town.” He led the way into the kitchen.
There were pots simmering on the stove and something that smelled divine bubbling in a skillet. Kiesha stood at the island and watched as he stirred the contents of one pot. “Is cooking a requirement for the men around here?” True, she hadn’t met all of the men in town, but Alex and Mark both cooked, and the town’s only diner was run by a man. She sensed a theme.
“I can’t answer for all the men in town, but my momma made sure I knew how to cook. She insisted I learn how to cook, clean, and do some basic sewing. Said a woman wanted a man who could take care of himself. So here I am, and I’m grateful to her too. The skills she taught me have really come in handy, especially now with the baby on the way.” Both Carol and Mark had demanding careers. Kiesha imagined that Mark’s handiness around the house was a big plus.
“I know Carol has already explained some things to you, but I wanted you to know you could feel free to ask me any questions you might have. I know what you’re going through because I’ve been there myself. It’s not easy. I just wanted you to know you had a friend if you needed one.”
Kiesha was touched by the offer. If anyone could understand what she was going through, it would be Mark. “This whole thing has been crazy. One minute, I’m at home asleep in my bed. The next, I’m hanging from a tree in the woods, hundreds of miles from home. Then I discover that shape-shifters are real. I meet Alex and the sex…well, I’m sure you know what I mean. But it’s okay. I tell myself that I deserve a vacation, and what’s better than a mountain retreat complete with a hot guy? Then I have the dream.”
“What dream?”
“The dream in which Conor confronted me and my decision to return home at the end of the week. He made me see Alex wasn’t asking anything of me that I wasn’t capable of giving, if I really wanted to. Then, while I was still dealing with that, my cousin Shayla called and issued her own set of truths. She made me see that my reluctance to commit stemmed from a fear of being hurt. Now, I can accept my feelings for Alex and admit to them. I would tell him how I feel, but I tried before and made a mess of it. I’ll have to show him or he’ll never believe me.” She then went on to explain “Operation Alex.”
Mark laughed at some of the things she shared, but for the most part was very supportive. “If you need any help, or just want a man’s point of view, I’m here for you. Personally, I think you should forget about the operation and just tell Alex everything that you’ve told me. You might just discover that Operation Alex is unnecessary.”
Before she could pursue that line of thought, Alex and Carol came into the kitchen.
“How’d it go with Shannon? Did you find out what you wanted to know?” Mark asked.
Carol gave a huff of disgust. “Not very well at all. Physically, she’s all healed, but we weren’t able to get any information out of her about what happened. She was about as open as a clam.”
“She clearly knows what happened to her, but she’s not sharing that information with us. She also seemed to be very uncomfortable around me,” Alex grumbled. “I need to know what happened so that I know how to proceed. As alpha, I’m responsible for the safety of my people. I can’t protect them if I don’t know what or where the threat is coming from.”
Listening to them, Kiesha thought, Ya think? Alex was a big man. He was intimidating without even trying to be. If Shannon was attacked, and her attackers were men, no wonder she’d clammed up. That’s what she would do. “Can I try?” They all turned to her in surprise. Even Alex looked doubtful. “You said I’m you’re mate, right?”
“You are,” he confirmed.
“That means I’m an alpha, too, right? At least, that’s according to what Conor told me when he was explaining all of this shape-shifter business to me.”
“That’s correct. You lead by my side.”
“Okay. So let me go talk to her and see if she’ll open up to me.” Kiesha was reasonably confident that Shannon would.
“But we already tried,” Carol began. “What makes you think she’ll talk to you when she wouldn’t talk to us? I’m not trying to be rude, but if Shannon wouldn’t tell us anything, what makes you think you’ll succeed where we failed? You’re the alpha-fem, but you’re still human and new to our way of doing things.”
“One, I’m not a big, intimidating male. No offense, honey, but you are a very large man. You can be quite intimidating when you go into alpha mode. Two, because I am new. That means I have no personal agenda and no ulterior motives. I could care less about pack politics. There’s no reason for her not to confide in me.”
Carol still looked doubtful but Kiesha wasn’t concerned about her. Since he was the alpha, Alex had the final say. She waited patiently, projecting confidence until he gave her the go ahead.
“All right, Kiesha. Give it a try.”
Kiesha followed Carol to the room where Shannon was resting. She waited until Carol had walked off before knocking on the door. She heard a voice inside invite her to come in. She stuck her head around the door. “Hi, I’m Kiesha. You must be Shannon.” She entered the room and closed the door behind her. As she came closer to the bed, she said, “Wow, you’re really pretty. Boy, I’d never have guessed. Last night, you were a big, bloody mess. Who’d have guessed that such a large wolf could turn into such a tiny woman? You look really good compared to the other night.”
When Shannon just sat there with her mouth hanging open, Kiesha blushed. “Oh, I’m so sorry. That was rude, wasn’t it? I’m always doing that -- just blurting out whatever I think. You’d think I’d learn by now to control my mouth. I’m new to this whole shape-shifter business, and still learning what’s proper and what’s not. I didn’t even know you guys were real until a few nights ago.”
“It’s all right. No offense taken. I can see how this would all be strange to you. Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure.” She couldn’t imagine what kind of information Shannon would want from her, but she was game.
“Why do you smell of Alex?”
“What do you mean ‘smell of him’?” Kiesha discreetly sniffed herself.
“You carry his scent on your body, as if you were his mate.”
“Oh, that,” Kiesha said, still not sure about the smelling like Alex bit. Was that a good thing or bad? “Well, according to him, I am his mate. Got the bite mark to prove it.”
“If that is truly the case, why isn’t he mated?”
“I just told you, I am his mate.”
“Among shape-shifters, each mate wears a mating mark as a notice to other shifters that they are taken. You are marked. Alex is not. Why hasn’t he been marked?”
“You mean to tell me that I’m mated and he’s not? Nobody told me I had to mark the man, not even Alex. You’d think they would have mentioned something important like that. They tell me everything else about this true mate business, but let something like this slip under the radar. Somebody has some serious explaining to do. What until I get my hands on that mate of mine…”
“Wait! You are true mates?”
Kiesha paced around the room. She wanted to go confront Alex, but she needed to get this out of the way first. “So I’m told. Being human, I’m kinda dependent upon whatever information they chose to give me.” After this latest bombshell, she was beginning to question just how open they were really being with her. There seemed to be a lot of information conveniently left out of these heart-to-heart chats she’d been having. “Why? Does it make a difference?”
“Yes, actually it does. True mates are very rare. Most men, especially alphas, won’t wait for one. They go for the quick and easy mating, rather than taking a chance on not finding their true mate, and they force the women in their pack to do the same.”
“Yeah, Alex mentioned that. He said he preferred to wait, instead of just settling for just anyone. He wanted the real deal.” With everything else that had been going on, Kiesha had forgotten that bit of the conversation until Shannon made her think of it.
“What about the women in the pack? Does he force them to take mates?”
“You have to realize that I’ve only been here a few days, but since the beta is also mated to her true mate, I’d have to say no. Is that important?”
“My brother is one of those alphas that insist that all females of childbearing age be mated, especially the strong ones. It’s been a source of contention between us. Kiesha, I don’t mean to cut this short, but could you call Alex back into the room? There’s been a misunderstanding. I’m willing to speak with him now.”
“Sure, no problem. I’ll go and get him. You need anything, you just let me know.” Kiesha left the room, her mind occupied with the thought of Alex not being mated. When she entered the kitchen, Alex, Carol, and Mark were waiting for her. “Alex, she wants to see you.” He seemed startled, but quickly left the room to answer the summons.
“Did she tell you anything?” Mark had asked the question, though Kiesha could tell Carol was equally interested in the answer.
“Yes. She told me I was mated to Alex, but apparently he isn’t mated to me.” She still wasn’t happy about it.
“Don’t worry about it,” Carol said. Easy for you to say, Kiesha thought. “Alex is mated to you, even though he hasn’t yet been marked by you. The marking will happen when you’re ready, as part of the bonding process.”
“So this isn’t some attempt to bind me to him but leave him footloose and fancy free?” She didn’t want to believe that. She was still freaked out about discovering Alex wasn’t mated to her, especially now that she had made the decision to stay with him.
“Lord, no. Wherever did you get an idea like that?”
“I don’t know. I guess my imagination is running rampant. Why is this the first that I’m hearing of this?” It would have been nice to know this information sooner, instead of being blindsided by it.
“Probably because it never occurred to any of us to mention it. We all believe Alex is your mate. There was never any question of that. The marking would have happened naturally once you accepted him.”
Once Kiesha felt reassured, the conversation moved on to other things. She told Carol about her visit to town and the impressions she’d gained. She mentioned Alex’s idea of an intern program at the high school for budding veterinarians. Mark thought it was a great idea and wondered how he could integrate the idea into his business.
While they were discussing it, Alex came back into the kitchen with Shannon trailing behind him. “Shannon is now under the protection of the Raven pack and has pledged her allegiance to me. I won’t go into the details of what happened. Carol, organize an escort for Shannon to return home and pack her things. She’ll be living in my parent’s house until she can find accommodations of her own. She’s also going to need a job, since most of the work she did was for her pack. Check among the pack and see who’s hiring.”
“What type of work do you do?” Kiesha was curious as to what sort of work packs needed doing that paid a salary.
“I’m a CPA, a certified public accountant. I use to handle the business accounts for my former pack and its members.”
“Are you serious? Consider yourself hired. I’ve been keeping the books for my business, but it’s getting to be too much. If you’re willing and available, you can do it.”
“I’m interested. What kind of business do you have?”
“I own three consignment stores back in Florida. I also conduct a lot of business via my Internet store. My managers handle the day-to-day accounts, though I check to make sure everything is correct. It’s starting to take up more time than I’ve been willing to devote to it. If you handled the accounts for me, it would be a tremendous load off of my shoulders.”
“Yes, I’ll take the job. We can discuss fees and services later.”
“I’m done here. Are you ready to go home?” Alex asked Kiesha.
“You’re welcome to stay for dinner. There’s more than enough,” Mark offered.
“Maybe another time. We’ve been gone all day. I’m ready to head home.”
Kiesha pulled Shannon to the side. “I’ll get with you tomorrow with more information about the job.” Then she followed Alex out the door.



Chapter Thirteen
 
Once home, Kiesha kissed Alex briefly and excused herself to the office. He made a note to himself to purchase another computer. He didn’t think one was going to be enough to meet both of their needs.
He carried her packages up to their room and laid them on the bed. Curiosity got the better of him; he opened several to see what purchases she had made. He recognized the name of a chain known nationally for their sexy lingerie, and laid all the rest aside to focus his attention on that one. Man, oh, man, lingerie. He found bras, flimsy excuses for panties -- thongs, he thought they were called -- and more. Lot of lace, satin, and sheer stuff that made his cock stand at attention. He put one he liked best on the bed, and stored the rest of her things before going downstairs to prepare dinner. He hoped she would take the hint. He really couldn’t wait to see her body in that shimmering bit of nothing.
 
Kiesha contacted the realtor about the property she’d discovered. She had them e-mail her the necessary information and expressed an interest in purchasing the building. Looking around, she made a note to talk to Alex about adding a fax machine to his home office. It would make conducting business from home so much easier.
Next, she phoned her loan officer at the credit union. She had planned to contact them tomorrow, but decided there was no reason to wait. She e-mailed her business proposal, along with the statistics on the building she wanted to purchase. She had enough available capital to purchase the building outright, but she preferred to use the bank’s money and keep hers in reserve.
Once she got the ball rolling on the purchase of the property, she e-mailed her store managers about her intent to open a new store location in Refuge, asking them to keep an eye out for merchandise that could be used to stock the new location. She had some idea of things that would sell well, but she wouldn’t know for certain until the business was up and running.
She’d accomplished enough for one day. She left the den to find Alex in the kitchen fixing dinner. “We need a fax machine. I could get a lot of work done at home if we had one.” She stuck a finger out and dipped it into the sauce he was making, bringing it to her mouth for a taste.
He slapped her hand. “Hands out of the pot.” She laughed as she moved away and sat on what she was beginning to think of as “her seat” at the bar to watch him cook.
“What did you say to Shannon to cause her to open up like that?”
“Nothing really. I was more stunned at the things she was saying to me to question her about what had happened the night she was attacked.” Boy, that was an understatement. She hadn’t even asked the first question. At least not any question pertaining to Shannon’s injuries, which had been her intention when she’d gone into the room.
“Why? What did she say to you?”
“She wanted to know why I was mated but you weren’t. When I asked her to explain, she said that you’d marked me, but I hadn’t marked you, and wanted to know why. Since no one told me about the mating mark, or that it was something I was supposed to do, I was understandably confused.”
After wiping his hands on a towel, he came around the bar and spun her around to face him on the stool. He cupped her face, looked her in the eye, and said in a serious tone, “I am your mate. I’m just as mated to you as you are to me, mark or no mark. I couldn’t even conceive of being with anyone else now that I’ve had a taste of you.” He sealed his words with a kiss. It wasn’t a bonfire of a kiss, the kind they usually shared. This was more of a slow burn, a promise of things to come. “Don’t worry about the mark. It will happen in time. In the meantime, I hope you like spaghetti, ‘cause that’s what’s on the menu for tonight.”
Unable to help herself, Kiesha began telling him her plans. “I wasn’t going to tell you this -- I wanted it to be a surprise -- but I contacted my bank. Soon, I’ll own the old hardware building in Refuge. I think it will make a great location for one of my stores. It’s certainly large enough and it’s in great condition, considering how long it’s been sitting empty. My managers are already keeping an eye out for merchandise for this location. I even know who I’m going to ask to manage it for me. My best friend, Mary Elizabeth, works for me as one of my assistant managers. I’m going to see if I can talk her into relocating.”
Once Kiesha started talking, she couldn’t stop. It all came out. Her plans for remodeling the building and the employment opportunities it would bring to the residents of Refuge. She spoke all through dinner. He asked no questions other than a few for clarification. Soon, dinner was over and they worked together to put up the food and clean the kitchen.
When the kitchen was clean, Alex asked, “You want to watch another movie tonight before turning in? I’ll let you choose this time.”
Smiling seductively at him, she shook her head. “I have a better idea.” Holding his gaze with her own, she began unbuttoning the shirt of his that she was wearing. It parted to reveal her nipples, already peaked in anticipation of the pleasures to come. “Why don’t we relax in the tub? Afterward, I’ll model some of the more interesting things I purchased with you in mind. Or, if you prefer, after our bath I could give you a massage.” She wanted to rub her hands all over his body. The thought of it made her wet.
He snagged her by the hips, pulling her against his body while rubbing his arousal against her suggestively. “Whatever you want to do, I’m game. Lead the way.”
She backed away from his body and shrugged his shirt off of her shoulders. Then she reached down, grasped the hem of her T-shirt, and pulled it over her head before letting it drop to the floor on top of his shirt. Underneath his avid gaze, she ran her hands down her body, cupping and fondling her breast before trailing her hands down to unsnap the button on her jeans. She slowly lowered the zipper, revealing the skin beneath one inch at a time.
By the time she finished, Alex was audibly panting. Shimmying her hips, she eased the jeans down until they sagged around her ankles before toeing off her shoes and kicking the jeans off of her feet. The only item of clothing remaining on her body was an itsy, bitsy, sheer thong, which barely covered anything at all. Alex reached out to bring her to him, but she jumped agilely out of the way. “Uh, uh, uh.” She shook her finger at him. “Tonight, I’m in control.”
 
Ales reined in his beast, which was jerking at its leash, and allowed his mate to take the lead. The scent of her arousal was making him crazy. Kiesha turned her back toward him, spread her legs and shook her butt from side to side to a beat only she could hear. Seductively, she bent from the waist and picked up the clothes off of the floor. Her action gave him an enticing view of her damp, cloth-covered pussy. She was as turned on as he was. The proof of her arousal caused his dick to jump in his pants. He didn’t know if he was going to survive this night with his sanity intact.
He followed her out of the kitchen, enjoying the sway of her almost bare ass. As he entered the bedroom behind her, he began to take off his clothing when she stopped him. “Allow me.” He immediately prayed for strength.
She slid her hands inside the front of his jeans, her fingers lightly grazing his cock, and tugged him into the bathroom. He got another glimpse of her ass as she stepped away from him for a moment to fill the tub. When she turned back, she slid her hands up his chest, taking his shirt and easing it over his head. Once the shirt was off, she pressed kisses all over his chest, nibbling and licking at his nipples, causing him to groan. “I love your chest.”
Kissing her way down the center of his chest, she opened the button on his jeans and pulled down the zipper with her teeth. Alex inhaled sharply and made a low-pitched growling sound. She was so sexy.
 
Kiesha stepped back and admired the effect of his jeans framing his long, hard cock. He wasn’t wearing underwear and his jeans had sagged just enough to form a “V,” drawing attention to his erection. “Mmm, that looks good. Maybe I should see if you taste as good as you look.” Slowly, she bent over and rubbed her face against his erection before licking the tip delicately. She made sure he had a good view of her butt, knowing he had a thing for it. She allowed her breath to caress him as she eased his jeans down his legs. When they were around his feet, she tapped his leg, signaling him to lift up so she could remove the jeans from his body. Once they were completely off, she tossed them to the side.
A single glance showed that the tub was full. She leaned over and turned the water off. She felt Alex’s hands as they glided over her behind. Smiling at him as she turned around, she motioned to her thong. “Will you help me with this?”
“You want me to use my mouth or my hands?”
“Your hands will do.” She couldn’t handle his mouth near her right now. She was too turned on. Alex slid his hand inside the lacy fabric and cupped her mound. Then, he teased her lightly before ripping the panties off of her body. Not exactly what she had in mind, but the primal urge behind the action made her shiver with arousal.
He helped her into the tub before sliding in beside her. She immediately turned to him and rubbed her body against his, purring like a cat because it felt so good. She had poured some bath oils into the tub, and the oily water caused their bodies to glide sensuously together. She’d wanted to prolong the anticipation and drive Alex crazy with need, but tables turned on her. In her attempt to make him lose control, she was losing control. She needed relief. Now.
She pulled on his neck until his mouth met hers. She moved his hand from her waist and guided his fingers between her legs. She rubbed against his hand, showing him what she wanted him to do. “I thought I could wait, but I can’t. I need to come now. Please, make me come.”
Alex took control of the kiss as he gave her what she needed. He thrust his fingers inside of her wet sheath, beginning with two and then adding another, all the while grinding the palm of his hand against her clit. She rode his fingers, her motions frantic as she sought relief from the pressure building inside of her. In seconds, she exploded, her hands fisting in his hair as she rode out the wave of the orgasm.
Kiesha collapsed against Alex’s chest, trying to get herself together while he stroked her back. “Thank you,” she whispered against his neck.
“My pleasure.”
Now that she’d gained some relief, she could get back on track with her program, which was simply to drive him crazy. A simple, but hopefully effective plan. She bathed him with her hands, paying particular attention to those spots that caused him to moan, committing them to memory as she explored his body. As many times as they’d made love, this was the first time she’d been in control. She allowed him to bathe her in return, his efforts bringing a second release.
Kiesha drained the tub and motioned for Alex to get out as she followed. She quickly dried them both off before leading him out of the bathroom. At the bed, she spread a towel over the covers and had Alex lay on it. When she noticed the nightgown he had laid out, she smiled wickedly and put it on.
In the bathroom, she found the oil and set it by the bed where it could be easily reached, then lit the candles Alex had scattered throughout the room. After turning off the overhead light, she put on a bluesy jazz CD she’d found earlier to help set the mood.
Alex lay on his back, hands beneath his head, watching her every move. His erection stood upright, long and proud, the tip damp with a bit of precum. “You look great in that outfit.”
She bowed in a mock curtsey. “Why, thank you, kind sir.” She’d have to be sure to buy a few more like this. He’d chosen a low-cut, red, sheer chemise held together at the top and on the sides with strings. She wore it without the matching thong, her body both covered and on display at the same time.
Kiesha twirled a finger, motioning for Alex to roll over onto his stomach. Then, she picked up the self-warming oil and trickled some on his body. Smearing the oil on his back, she liberally coated her hands and massaged his feet. She took her time. It gave her pleasure to be able to please him.
His muscles flexed and relaxed as she worked out the knots. When she reached his lower back, she straddled his body. Each stroke caused the lips of her pussy to lightly rub against him, sending a tingling sensation up her spine.
As she stretched to reach his neck, the angle caused the friction on her pussy to increase. Though she’d climaxed twice already, she could felt another building. She fought against the need. She was determined that he be deep inside of her when she came again.
Kiesha lifted until she crouched above him. “Turn over.” Once in position, she dropped back on to her knees, her pussy directly over his cock. She had intended to massage both sides of his body, but that was going to have to wait.
“Leave it on,” he commanded, when she began to remove the chemise.
“Okay.” She slid her slit up and down his erection, the movement building the pressure in her womb. Kiesha fisted his cock, angling him for penetration. Alex held her, helping her to balance as she slid her body down on top of his thick shaft. With her hands braced against chest, she began a slow circular motion, grinding her clit against his pubic bone. The cords on his neck stood out as he held himself in check, allowing her to take her pleasure with his body.
“Sit up,” she said, and Alex shifted forward. Kiesha gripped the headboard and leaned forward to kiss him. As she pulled away, she rode him, slowly at first, then faster as she gained more confidence. Taking her hands off of the headboard, she thrust her hands in her hair, arching her back.
Alex played with her breasts, twisting and tugging on her nipples in the manner that she liked best. The added sensation caused a growl to rise up and roll out of her throat. She felt something stirring, deep down inside of her.
When she growled, Alex’s eyes narrowed. Kiesha knew he had been holding back, allowing her to set the pace. She literally felt his control slipping as he braced his hands on the bed and began to thrust upward. His movements upset her balance. She grabbed his shoulders to steady herself. Once in sync with his rhythm, she met each of Alex’s strokes with one of her own. Something powerful broke loose inside of her. On its heels came her release. It roared through her, mightier than she’d ever felt before. Unable to handle it, she reared forward and locked her teeth on his neck, biting down hard until blood welled up in her mouth.
 
Feeling her marking him as her mate, Alex’s beast broke loose. He flipped Kiesha onto her back, his body still power driving into hers. He licked and ate at her mouth until all traces of blood were gone. He lifted his face until they were nose to nose and noticed that her pupils were different. The gold-colored eyes of a she-wolf stared back at him.
He rose to his knees, lifted her up, and flipped her over in one simultaneous motion. Alex grabbed her hips, then pulled her toward him. Once she was on her hands and knees, he began to fuck her the way his wolf demanded. Her upper body was pressed to the bed, her legs spread as wide as they could go, ass up in the air, submitting herself to his domination. He growled in approval before locking his teeth down on her shoulder.
Alex wrapped an arm around her waist and held her tight as he hammered into her body, not allowing her to move. She whimpered with each thrust, heating his blood and driving him crazy. With his teeth locked onto her shoulder, he moaned. He felt her pussy clamp down in a viselike grip, then Kiesha threw her head back against his shoulder and howled her release to the world.
Locked tight in her body, her release brought about his. He pressed deep inside of her. Her body contracted around his, milking the seed from his body until he was totally drained.
He rolled onto his back, his arm still pinned beneath her, and gasped for breath. Shit, he’d never felt anything like that before. Glancing to the right, he noticed Kiesha hadn’t moved. “You all right?” She mumbled something. “S’okay, long as you’re all right.” Damn, now he was slurring his words.
His wolf was content. He had his mate, and from the smell of her, there would soon be a cub running around the house. He had no idea if his mate even wanted kids. “Babe, how do you feel about children?”
 
She was totally clueless as to what he was hinting at. She was still blown away by the experience she’d just had. She’d bit him…hard. She reached up to feel her teeth. She was too far gone to notice, but they’d felt a little different, sharper maybe. She thought she’d felt her canines lengthening right before she’d locked down on his shoulder.
“How do you feel about us having children?”
“I hadn’t really thought about it.” Her teeth felt normal enough now. Maybe she’d imagined the whole thing.
“Honey, maybe you need to start. I think you’re pregnant.”
“What did you say?” She pushed up onto her elbows and looked at him. She hadn’t really been paying attention before, but now she was totally focused. Did he just say I’m pregnant?
Alex removed his arm from beneath her. “I said, I think you’re pregnant. Actually, I’m pretty sure you are. Your scent changed and is getting stronger. That means you’ve conceived.”
Kiesha thought about it for a moment. She searched inside for any feelings of panic, any traces of reluctance. She found none. Actually, she was cool with the idea. She loved him. He loved her. She wasn’t getting any younger and her biological clock was ticking. What could be more natural than having a child with the man you love? “Okay.”
“Okay? That’s all you have to say?” He rose up onto one elbow. “Shouldn’t you be upset? Where’s the panic? The outrage and recriminations? You’re being way too calm!”
“I’m okay with it.” She wondered what the big deal was. Obviously, she wasn’t reacting the way he wanted her to. Men!
“That’s it?!”
She took a really good look at him. That’s when she noticed the fear in his eyes. Oh, poor baby. Her big, strong alpha was afraid she wouldn’t want his child. Kiesha pushed him onto his back and rolled over on top of him. Allowing her knees to fall to the sides, she sat up and leaned over him. With her forearms on his chest, she lowered her face until they were eyeball-to-eyeball with their noses touching. “I love you.” She hoped he saw the sincerity in her eyes. “How could I not love any child that we create?” At her words, his penis, which was trapped between them, hardened.
He rolled them until he was on top, and then braced his body on his forearms. His nose touched hers, mirroring what she’d done to him. “And I love you. I’ve waited a long time for you. I’m absolutely ecstatic at the knowledge we’ve created a child.” One of his hands slid down over her stomach possessively, covering their child where he lay. His arousal nudged at her opening. As she angled her hips to receive him, she arched her eyebrow in disbelief. “Again?”
He smiled in answer to her question. “With you? Always.”



Epilogue
 
Alex had been true to his word.
Within a couple of days, Shannon was moved into his parents’ house, which sat on the outer edge of his property. As far as she knew, only one other house was on the road past her own. Some of the wolves from the Raven pack had escorted her home, helped her collect her things, and move. Her brother had shown up to watch the proceedings, not saying a word.
She had formally resigned both of her positions. As well as being the pack’s accountant, she was also the alpha-fem, second only to her brother. Rory had accepted it without complaint, but the look in his eyes had let her know things were not finished between them.
Shannon, however, had bigger problems to worry about.
She had a new home and job, but something felt wrong with her body. Something was different, and had been since the night of the attack. She couldn’t put her finger on it; she just knew something was off. She was waiting for Alex to return to make an appointment to see him.
He and Kiesha had traveled to Florida to pack her things and to put her condo up for sale. Shannon was scheduled to begin work when they returned. Kiesha didn’t anticipate them being gone for more than a week or two, since she already had a buyer for her condo -- her cousin Shayla. In the meantime, Shannon took advantage of the break to get settled into her new home.
There was something strange going on. She felt as though she were being watched.
It happened mostly at night. She would look around, but no one would be there, at least no one she could see. She couldn’t detect anyone with her senses either, yet she couldn’t shake the feeling. It caused the hairs on the back of her neck to stand up. Her wolf self felt it, too, and was getting agitated because it couldn’t determine the source of the threat.
As if that weren’t enough, she’d been having these really intense sexual dreams, her body aroused into a sexual frenzy. They all featured the same man.
She couldn’t see his face, no matter how hard she tried, but she could hear his voice. It haunted her throughout the day. No doubt about it, she couldn’t wait until Alex got back. Maybe he could fix what was wrong with her. If he couldn’t, she was afraid that she would lose her mind.
THE END
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