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Prologue
 
She struggled, punching and kicking, fighting with everything she had against her restraints. With a silent cry, she broke free. The scent of decaying leaves burned her nose. The faceless man wouldn’t give up and came after her again. Isi’s heart pounded in her chest, the beat echoing in her ears. Her lungs ached with the strain. 
The covers tangled around Isi’s legs, trapping her as she fought to disentangle herself from the demons chasing her. Long hair wrapped around her neck, cutting off her air supply, just as the man’s hands had done in her dream. A scream built in her throat as she fell out of bed and semi-woke. She untangled herself from the covers and stood, looking around in confusion. The woods were gone, no one was there. A shiver ran down her body as the threat to her safety still hung heavy in the air, the feel of the man’s breath still hot and heavy against the back of her neck. The cloying scent of his sweat and determination assailed her nose, making bile rise in her throat. Needing to escape, she dashed out of the bedroom at her parents’ home and ran. Behind her, she heard her mother’s voice call out, but Isi didn’t break stride. She burst through the front door, heedless of her scantily-clad state, and ran to the nearby woods, needing the freedom of the night, the cool breeze, the incandescent moonlight.
Her feet slipped and slid as she ran up the incline, dirt squishing between her toes as twigs dug into her soles. Scrambling up the hill, she gripped the trunk of a tree and hauled herself upright. She looked over her shoulder, convinced the man from her dreams was still chasing her. Sweat slicked her skin and she trembled as a breeze caressed her. Her breath came out in pants as she moved further into the woods, fallen acorns bruising her feet. She ignored the pain and picked up her pace. A walk turned into a jog, then a run. Isi didn’t know how long she’d been outside, or how far she’d traveled.
She’d thought she was alone, that she’d escaped the phantom man behind her, so she let out a shriek when an arm wrapped around her waist. Her captor placed his hand over her mouth, a cloth in his grip, and she struggled. Her hands grabbed at the arm holding her prisoner, her feet kicking against her attacker. Her heels met the man’s shins time and again, and she had no doubt it was a man from the height and breadth of him. The steely arm around her had hair that was crisp against her fingertips. The sickly sweet smell of whatever chemical he had put on the cloth filled her nose and her arms and legs began to feel sluggish. Her sight began to dim, and then she struggled no more.





  
 
Chapter One
 
Blackness surrounded her. She couldn’t even see her hand in front of her face. She had no idea how much time had passed, but she guessed it had been at least a day, maybe more. She explored the cell on her hands and knees, the cement scraping her soft skin. She  prayed not to run across any spiders or rodents. 
She discovered a bucket in the corner. Her nose had wrinkled in distaste as she’d realized what it was for, but eventually she’d caved and used it, being left no other option. There had also been a small crate with two bottles of water and a small package of crackers. Not enough to fill her up, but enough to keep her alive—she hoped. No one had come for her, no sounds could be heard. She hadn’t even found a door, which left her a little perplexed and more than a little scared, until she’d felt along the ceiling and discovered a hatch of sorts. What the hell kind of place was she in?
Was anyone looking for her? She’d had a falling out with her family during one of the few times they’d acknowledged her existence, would they care that she’d been taken? Why had she been taken? She was a nobody, both in the human world and in the pack. As a shifter unable to shift, she’d been an outcast, beneath almost everyone’s notice. 
Her family had been embarrassed when it had come time for her first shift and nothing had happened. She’d turned her face toward the moon, closed her eyes, and waited. But nothing, not even a twitch. No tingle, no awareness of her wolf coming forward, nothing. It was shortly after that her parents had informed her she’d been adopted. They’d been told she was a wolf shifter—knew she was a shapeshifter of some sort by her scent—but it seemed she was defective. 
It was later that she realized what she was. She had felt her cat caged in her mind, felt her pacing on many occasions as if she was ready to burst free, but the beast never emerged. 
She’d never known why her birth parents had given her up, and probably never would. From what she’d gathered, ocelot shifters rarely had more than two children, if even that many. Quite a few were barren. Why give one up when they were so uncommon? She couldn’t remember her life before living with the Mayhews, but her adoptive mother said they’d brought her home when she was three. Why couldn’t she remember her other family? Surely she should remember a face, a scent, a place. Something.
She breathed in the stale air, and not for the first time she wondered how long the oxygen would last. The place seemed to be airtight. Had they put her in here to die? Was she being held for ransom? Now that was laughable. Who would pay to get her back? Not Jill and Mark Mayhew, that was for certain. They’d probably consider themselves lucky that she was gone, and since it was a kidnapping, they could play the part of the victims. They’d probably even squeeze out a few tears, all for show, of course.
Sweat poured down her face and neck, trickling down into her shirt and making it glue to her body. As badly as she was sweating, no amount of water would keep her hydrated. Did anyone even care if she died? Perhaps her kidnappers had taken her by mistake. If they had, surely they would’ve realized that by now? But if there wouldn’t be a ransom coming for her, would they merely leave her to rot in this small prison, or would they release her? Did she dare hope for a happy ending or was it merely a dream? She fought against feelings of hopelessness, against the depression pressing in on her, fought for the courage to go on. It would be so easy to give up.
She drifted in and out of consciousness, the heat and lack of food and water taking its toll on her body. It could have been mere minutes, few hours or possibly days before she heard it: a squeak, a squealing noise and a thump. Then air, blessed air! A cool breeze drifted over her skin and she cracked her eyes open. Stars shone above her as she gulped down the fresh air, sucking in as much as her lungs would hold.
Two shadowy figures leaned over the opening and she closed her eyes, unable to hold them open another second. The sound of boots striking concrete rang out in the small space and she assumed one of the men had joined her. Strong arms supported her and cool water greeted her lips. She drank greedily before he took it away. She moaned and tried to reach for it back, but her arms hung limply at her sides. She must have been more far gone than she’d thought.
“Easy there, princess. We don’t want you to take in too much too soon or it will just come right back up.”
The voice wasn’t familiar, but it was deep and soothing. She tried to open her eyes again, to no avail. The man lifted her into his arms and rose with her in his grasp. She could feel herself being lifted up, then another pair of hands gripped her and lifted her out into the cool night air. Sucking in more air, she scented sandy soil and little else. Wherever she was, there were no flowers or trees nearby, no civilization. Just where had they taken her?
“Miss Mayhew, you’re safe now,” said the second man, his voice not quite as deep as the first’s, but pleasant just the same. 
She opened her eyes again and saw one of the men press the side of his ear before speaking again.
“We’ve got her. Tell the parents she’s safe and on her way home.”
They knew who she was? How had they found her? Who had sent them? She moaned, wanting to ask the questions circling in her mind, but nothing else came out. It seemed her questions would have to wait a little while longer. They’d mentioned her parents, but surely she’d misheard. Her mother and father wouldn’t care if she were to suddenly disappear.
She must have blacked out again because the next time everything came into focus, she heard the whirring of a helicopter and appeared to be inside the machine. Her eyes, now fully open, took in her surroundings. Four men sat nearby, two on either side of her. Each was dressed in black camo pants and black t-shirts, firearms strapped to their hips and rifles of some sort slung across their backs. At least, she thought they were rifles. She really knew next to nothing about guns.
One of them saw she was awake and smiled at her, his eyes crinkling at the corners. His green gaze seemed friendly as he assessed her.
“What happened to me?” she asked, needing to know.
“You were kidnapped by a rival pack, transferred to yet another pack and held captive in the desert. The Rickshaw pack decided you weren’t worth anything except a ransom. Once they figured out where you’d come from, they sent a note to the alpha demanding seventy-five thousand for your safe return.”
Her eyes widened. “He’d never pay that for me.”
“He paid a pretty penny for us to extract you, so don’t discount your worth. You obviously have value to your pack, whether you believe that or not.”
She snorted. “As if anyone in the McGraw clan would pay a penny for me. I’m surprised Alpha Henry paid anything for my return.”
The man frowned. “It wasn’t a Henry that we dealt with, but a Sean McGraw. We assumed he was the alpha.”
“No, he’s the alpha’s youngest.” She had to admit, if anyone was going to pay for her return, it would be Sean. He’d always been kind to her over the years. He hadn’t turned his back on her when she couldn’t shift, unlike most of the other friends she’d made. Besides Sean, she had three close friends that had stuck by her side through it all.
She pushed herself into a seated position, holding her head when the world spun.
Another of the men steadied her. When he spoke, she recognized his voice as the second man who had pulled her from that death trap. “Easy. You should probably rest. The flight to your home will take a few hours.”
Someone handed her a package of peanut butter crackers. She wasn’t sure it would stop the hunger pains, but it was certainly better than nothing. That, coupled with the bottle of water someone thrust into her hand, was like heaven after doing without for who-knew how long.
“You seem to know who I am, but I don’t know who any of you are. Since you saved my life, it only seems fair that I know what to call you.”
The man with the beautiful green eyes tipped his head to the left. “That is Parker Adams, across from him is Lee Mathers. The man with his hand on your shoulder is Dagan O’Neal and I’m Garren Douglas.”
“As you already know, I’m Isolde Mayhew, but everyone calls me Isi. Thank you for rescuing me. I don’t think I had much time left.”
Dagan patted her shoulder. “Rest, Isi. We’ll have you home in no time. I’m sure your family has missed you.”
She highly doubted that, but she kept her thoughts to herself. 
The hand on her shoulder was warm and soothing. She hadn’t had much interaction with men since her shifting episode. No one wanted a defective mate. Her gaze flicked up to Garren and found his warm green eyes assessing her once more. 
There was enough testosterone in the helicopter to drown a woman, but she rather liked being surrounded by such blatant maleness, each man tall, broad shouldered and divine in his own way. Parker’s white-blond hair and dark-chocolate eyes were rather striking; Garren’s black hair and green gaze made her blood heat; Dagan’s golden good looks and kind blue eyes were enough to make her heart melt; and Lee, with his close-cropped brown hair and hooded gaze, had bad boy written all over him. She imagined each and every one of them was lethal to the female population. Her sense of smell told her they were all shifters of some sort and she wondered what they were. Wolves? Bears? She wondered if they would stick around long enough for her to find out.
She must have dozed off, for all too soon the trip came to an end and they were landing in a clearing at the edge of the pack’s village. She couldn’t think of any other way to describe the collection of homes and duplexes owned by the pack. She’d lived with her adoptive family until she’d turned eighteen, then she’d gotten a job and moved out. Still, once a week she went to stay with them, trying to be a loving daughter. She preferred being at home though. Her home. Her place wasn’t huge by any means, but the duplex was comfortable enough. Tomi, her neighbor, had quickly become one of her best friends.
The helicopter touched down and before Isi could stand, Dagan lifted her into his arms and stepped down. Garren shot him a fierce look, but the golden god just smirked at him. She wasn’t sure what all of that was about, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. Once they were away from the noisy helicopter, she pointed them in the direction of her home. Dagan frowned.
“I think we should take you to your parents.”
“They won’t be pleased to see me,” she admitted.
Garren narrowed his eyes. “Why is that?”
“I’m something of an outcast in the pack, and an embarrassment to my family. Not only am I adopted and definitely not a wolf, but I can’t shift.” She hated telling them that, but she didn’t know what else to do. She had to make them understand. The last thing she wanted to do was confront her parents right now.
Dagan and Garren shared a look.
 “Then we find Sean McGraw. He paid for your rescue, he should know you’re safe.” The look on Garren’s face told her it was non-negotiable. “But you should know, we’ve been in contact with your parents. You may think they don’t care, but they sounded concerned to me.”
“If they sounded concerned, I can assure you it was all an act. I’ve done everything I can to be a good daughter to them, but I can see the hatred in their eyes when they look at me. I’m not what they bargained for and they resent me.”
With a sigh, she told them how to reach the alpha’s son. He had a log cabin on the outskirts of the village, on a large wooded lot. The man liked his privacy, probably because of the numerous panty-throwing women he dealt with all the time. She’d had more than one laugh at his expense over the years as she’d watched him dodge one wolf after another, each with a one-track mind: to nab the alpha’s son as a mate. But Sean was determined to mate with his true mate and none other, and so far, that woman didn’t exist within the McGraw clan.
The men commandeered an old Jeep from somewhere, she didn’t want to ask, and they arrived at the cabin in no time. Dagan and Garren got out and walked up to the porch, with Lee and Parker trailing behind them. Garren knocked on the door. 
Sean answered, looking haggard, his hair standing up every which way, his eyes bloodshot as if he hadn’t slept for days. The moment his gaze settled on her, there was stark relief on his face and he moved forward to take her from Dagan.
“Isi, thank God! I worried they’d never find you.”
She hugged her friend. “I’m fine, Sean. A little worse for wear, but I’ll be okay.”
“She could use a decent meal and some more water, preferably some with electrolytes in it. She’s dehydrated.” Lee smiled. “She’s a trooper though.”
“What I need is a shower and a change of clothes,” Isi corrected. “I reek.” 
“You’ve been gone nearly three days,” Sean said. “When the ransom demand came and dad refused to pay it, I thought I’d never see you again. But I was talking to Jack Wellby, you remember him, and he mentioned these guys to me. Apparently his brother served with them. You, my dear girl, were rescued by a team of retired Navy SEALs. I wanted the best for this job.”
Parker nodded. “Nick Wellby is a great guy. We tried to get him to join the team, but he was ready for a break. Last I heard he was kicking up his heels on a beach down in the Keys.”
Sean stepped through the doorway and motioned for the guys to follow. He settled Isi on the sofa in the living room then moved—with the grace only a shifter could have—to the kitchen to fetch her a bottle of water. It was Vitamin Water in her favorite flavor. She knew he kept it on hand for their hikes through the woods. They went every week like clockwork on Mondays, weather permitting.
“Now, who wants to tell me what happened?” Sean asked, looking at the men expectantly. 
“We don’t know for certain why it happened, but someone from the Wilkerson clan kidnapped her then passed her on to Rickshaw. As you know, Rickshaw decided to use her best by asking for a ransom. For that, you should be thankful. I don’t think Rickshaw is as twisted as Wilkerson, but I’ve heard of slavery between packs, even women being sold down in Mexico. With your dad refusing to pay the ransom, if you hadn’t sent us after her, I’m not sure what her fate would’ve been.” Garren glanced her way, as if he wasn’t sure he should continue in her presence.
Lee apparently didn’t have any problems moving forward with the topic and continued where Garren had left off. “They’d locked her in an old underground shelter that was little more than a metal box. Her air supply was about gone and she’d already used up her water and food. If we’d been even an hour later, we might not have made it in time. She was fading fast. I’m surprised she sprang back this quickly, I figured she’d be unconscious a while longer.”
“I’ve always been a fast healer.” Isi smiled. “That isn’t to say I’m not light headed, dizzy, hungry, and a host of other things, but at least I’m mostly upright and have all of my senses working properly.”
“I don’t think she should be left alone tonight,” Parker said.
“She can stay here,” Sean said. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”
“She wants to go home.” Isi narrowed her eyes. “I want a shower, some clean clothes and my nice soft bed.”
Sean ignored her. “So, will you four be off now?”
Garren shook his head. “Your payment didn’t just cover her safe delivery. We still need to figure out why she was kidnapped, otherwise it could happen again.”
“My father won’t be pleased, but consider yourselves my guests for the foreseeable future. There’s a large cabin in the middle of the village where you may stay.” He smirked. “I must warn you though, our women can be rather persistent and will no doubt find the four of you fascinating. Once you’re declared heroes, there will be no stopping them, even if you did rescue someone they hate.”
Dagan shook his head. “Why such animosity toward Isi?”
“I told you. I can’t shift,” she said.
He gave her a blank look.
“They think I’m cursed.”
Parker snorted and then it turned into a chuckle. “Cursed? You? I’d say you have rotten luck, being kidnapped and all, but that’s about as much of a curse as you have.” His gaze took in her features. “Unless, of course, it’s the curse of your beauty.”
Garren gave him a dark look and Parker shrugged.
“If the four of you will wait here, I’ll run by Isi’s place and gather some clothes for her. Then I’ll give you directions to the cabin, along with a note giving you permission to use it for as long as you have need of it. I’ll be sure to call my father as well so he will not question your presence in town.” Sean smoothed a hand down Isi’s hair. “I don’t want to let her out of my sight tonight.”
Garren frowned and Isi wondered what he was thinking. He didn’t seem to like it when someone paid her a compliment or gave her any attention whatsoever. Yet, he seemed kind and she felt that he wanted what was best for her. His dark looks and frowning countenance had her wondering if perhaps he felt she wasn’t deserving of such attention. She knew she was just a job to him. Did he, maybe, feel the same way as her clan? 
Parker and the others seemed to think the whole curse thing was ridiculous, but maybe Garren put stock in it. That thought brought pain to her heart. She might not have gotten a good look at her rescuer, but after hearing his voice, she’d known Garren was the one who’d jumped into the hole, the one who had given her water and lifted her out to safety. Maybe she just had a case of hero worship, but she found that she couldn’t look away when he was near.
“We’ll stay until you return,” Lee said. “Then we’ll retrieve our gear from the helicopter and send it on its way. We’ll call Bryson when we’re ready to return home. There’s no point in his staying until then.”
Sean nodded. “I’ll return as soon as I can. Isi just lives a few minutes from here in the middle of the village. Her home isn’t far from your cabin, for that matter.”
“I’m sure Tomi is worried about me,” Isi said. “Would you see if she’s home and reassure her that I’m okay? Tell her I’ll see her tomorrow?”
Sean smiled. “I’ll be happy to. Rest while I’m gone and I’ll return soon. Are you sure I can’t convince you to stay more than one day?”
“They hate me enough around here. Can you imagine the talk if the women got wind of my staying here for several days? They’d think I tricked you into my bed.”
“As I recall, I asked you out. You told me no.”
“We both know I’m not your mate. There would’ve been no point.”
A deep rumble came from Garren, a scary sound that raised the hairs on the back of her neck. His gaze had sharpened on Sean, looking lethal. Perhaps he wasn’t as unaffected by her as she’d thought. Maybe all of his savage looks had been for the opposite reason. Could it be that the rather hunky alpha male was taken with her? She couldn’t imagine why—she was ordinary at best. And she was fairly certain she looked like road kill at the moment.
Sean glanced at Garren. Isi watched as his eyes flared, the wolf in him flashing in their depths for a moment. “I’ll return momentarily.”
Without another word, he made his escape. She’d never seen him back down from anyone, but that’s essentially what he’d done by not taking Garren to task. If he feared the larger man, she couldn’t blame him. There was something untamed about the black-haired giant. The man stood inches above the other men in his unit, and was broader by far. He was just… more. 
“You mentioned going home when this is all over, where’s home?” she asked.
“Galveston. We all wanted to be near the water, but most of us are from Texas and were ready to come home when our last tour was over,” Dagan said. 
“Most?”
“I’m from Atlanta originally,” Lee said.
“And you all served together?” she asked.
Garren nodded. “We’ve all been in the military at least eight years. Dagan and Lee were in a little longer. After the last tour, we decided we were ready to retire.”
“Thank you for serving our country. I can’t begin to imagine the horrors you’ve seen, the things you’ve been asked to do. Just know that you’re appreciated.”
Parker smiled. “I loved serving my country, but I have to admit I’m something of an adrenalin junky. If we hadn’t formed our current unit, taking on rescue missions and security details, I’d be bored out of my mind.”
“I don’t mean to be insensitive, but I can tell you’re all shifters. Do you have a pack in Galveston? Are you wolves?” Isi asked.
Dagan shook his head. “There’s a small leap of jaguars there that we associate with at times, but we pretty much stick to ourselves. As for what we are, well… we’re not wolves, I’ll tell you that much.”
That still didn’t answer her question, but she supposed it would remain a mystery. If they wanted her to know, they would have told her. It didn’t stop her from wondering though. Garren didn’t seem like a wolf, not like the ones she knew anyway. The way he watched everyone, carried himself, he was definitely a predator, but what type was anyone’s guess. He moved with a certain grace that made her think that maybe he was some sort of large cat. He was big enough to be a bear, but that didn’t seem right.
She wasn’t sure what her fascination was with the man. It wasn’t like she hadn’t been around good looking guys before. All Isi knew was that her gaze followed him wherever he went. She wanted to breathe in his scent—and even more, she wanted to feel his arms around her again. She’d never felt as safe as she had in his embrace. When he’d held her, all had seemed right in her world. She’d known that everything would be fine, that she would be taken care of. 
It didn’t take long for Sean to return, his expression grim. Isi could smell at least three female wolves on him and knew that was the reason for his displeasure. Poor man couldn’t leave his house without the women in the pack throwing themselves at him. Until he found his mate, he would go through this. There wasn’t a woman in the pack who didn’t want to be claimed by him. Well, except for her. And Tomi. Okay, there were a few others, but for the most part, the women in the pack were after a McGraw brother to claim as their own. What better way to climb the ranks than mate with one of the alpha’s sons?
He dropped a bag on the floor and Isi frowned. There was no way he’d only picked up one change of clothes, not with the sides bulging the way they were. Had the man not listened to her? Whether he liked it or not, she was returning to her home in the morning. She didn’t need a babysitter.
“We need to talk,” Sean said.
“Apparently we do, since you’re deaf. I told you I was going home in the morning.”
“Yeah, about that. Someone took it upon themselves to put your place up for rent, even though you were only gone a few days. Everyone in the pack knew you’d been kidnapped, but it seems your landlord figured you weren’t coming home.”
Isi cursed under her breath. The man had always hated her, but he’d been willing enough to rent to her when she hadn’t blinked at his outrageous price. She knew she paid more than anyone else in the duplexes, but to whom was she going to complain? The alpha wasn’t going to do anything. He hated her relationship with his son and wasn’t about to make her life more comfortable than it already was.
“I’ll call him and get it straightened out,” Sean promised. “But for now, I think you’re safer staying with me. There are those who aren’t happy you’ve been returned to us.”
Garren’s gaze sharpened on the wolf. “What do you mean?”
“There were a few rumblings in town. Some feel Isi should have stayed gone. It’s nothing I can’t handle,” Sean said with his jaw set. “I’ll just move her in here with me.”
Isi shot to her feet and immediately grabbed her head as she swayed in place. Garren gripped her arm to steady her.
“No, you won’t,” she said. “I’m going home, Sean.”
“You need to be under someone’s protection right now, Isi. This isn’t the usual grumblings of the pack about you being cursed. People are seriously pissed that you’ve returned. They thought they were rid of you for good.”
Parker frowned. “It sounds like maybe someone in town had something to do with her kidnapping.”
Sean snorted. “Good luck figuring out who did it. The whole town hates her, for the most part.”
Dagan rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe we should think about taking her with us. I can’t think of a safer place for her to be.”
“If you move her into the cabin with you, they’ll label her a whore. One woman and four men? Yeah, like that’s going to go over well.” Sean shook his head.
Lee frowned. “She’d have her own room. I’d sleep on the damn couch before I’d let it be any other way.”
“According to you, there are going to be rumors regardless of where she stays. I’d rather see she’s safe—and to hell with what everyone has to say—than leave her here unprotected.” Parker crossed his arms.
Sean scowled. “I’m quite capable of protecting her.”
Isi’s gaze met Garren’s. The intensity of the look he shot her way nearly melted her. If his hand hadn’t still been on her arm, she’d surely be a puddle on the floor. What did he think of this conversation? Did he want her to stay with him? Or did he not care one way or another?
“I have to agree with Dagan and Parker. I think we should take her with us, Garren.” Lee lifted Isi’s bag as if it were a foregone conclusion.
She stared into Garren’s green eyes, wishing he would give some clue as to what he was thinking or feeling. Tearing her gaze away, she took her bag from Lee, or made an attempt. The stubborn man refused to let go.
“I need to go shower.”
He glanced at Garren, but finally released the bag. 
With one final look at the men who had saved her life, she struggled with the bag, trying to go down the hall to the bathroom. Sean took pity on her and gripped the handle to carry it the rest of the way. He set it down on the toilet seat lid and pulled out a towel and washcloth for her, not that she didn’t know where everything was kept. Leaning in the doorway, he shoved his hands into his pockets.
“You aren’t really going to go with those guys, are you?”
“The only place I want to go is back to my place.”
“Please be reasonable, Isi. I’m trying to protect you.”
She licked her lips. “At what expense, Sean? You know they’ll think there’s more going on between us if I stay here. Our relationship has always worked because they knew we weren’t more than friends.”
“I’ll do whatever I must to keep you safe.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” she demanded.
Sean shook his head and sighed. “Don’t worry about it right now. Just get cleaned up and we can talk about it more later. I’ll send these guys on their way and figure out something for us to have for dinner. I know you’re starving.”
Her stomach chose that moment to rumble and she felt her cheeks heat. Honestly, she only hoped she could stay standing long enough to shower. She wasn’t feeling all that steady at the moment, but she was way too filthy to take a tub bath. The lights over the large mirror left little to the imagination. She looked like she’d been in a horror movie. Streaks of dirt tracked her face and arms; her hair had dried, half of it plastered to her face and neck. Grimy didn’t even begin to describe her PJs. They would probably need to be thrown out, not that she really wanted to hang on to a reminder of what had happened to her. 
After Sean left, she turned the shower on, sighing in pleasure at the hot water that rained down on her hand. It was just what she needed to ease her tense muscles. It only took her a moment to strip out of her clothes and step under the spray. She closed the shower door behind her and wet her washcloth. Lathering it generously, she began scrubbing her skin until it glowed with health again. Sean kept a bottle of mango shampoo just for her, for the few times she’d crashed at his place after a late night of watching movies. She used a large amount of it now to wash her hair, really digging in until the strands were squeaky clean.
Even though she was clean, she wasn’t ready to get out yet. It felt too damn good to just stand under the spray, but she knew her legs wouldn’t hold her up much longer. She tipped her face up for another moment before shutting off the water. She staggered out the shower door and grabbed the towel Sean had left for her. Wringing the water from her hair, she dried the thick mass as best she could before running the towel over her body. She’d just barely wrapped it around herself when her legs finally gave up the fight and she tumbled to the ground, taking her bag with her. The loud thump brought booted footsteps down the hall at a near run.
Garren flung the door open and scanned the room before settling those gorgeous green eyes on her splayed form. She covered herself best as she could and pushed up into a seated position before grabbing her head as the world spun. He entered the room, crouched beside her, and with gentle hands, lifted her against his chest.
“What happened?” Sean asked, hovering in the doorway.
“Back up and close the damn door,” Garren nearly growled. 
Sean wore a mutinous expression. “I’m not leaving her here with you. Not while she isn’t dressed.”
“I said get out!” Garren roared, and it was definitely a roar. There was little doubt that he was some sort of cat. A tiger maybe? There had been a flash of gold in his eyes for a moment, as if he were having trouble containing his beast.
Sean didn’t look pleased, but he backed away and closed the door. When she was alone with Garren once more, she just stared at him, not knowing what to say or do. Why had he reacted so swiftly when she’d fallen? For that matter, why had he sent Sean away? It made more sense for her friend to help her than it did for this brooding, silent man to come to her aid. 
His hands gently caressed her. “Are you hurt anywhere?”
She shook her head, not sure if she trusted her voice just yet.
Garren rose with her in his arms and she hoped her racing heart didn’t betray her. She wanted to place her nose against the warm skin of his throat and breathe him in, to nuzzle along his jaw and feel the rasp of his whiskers against her lips. Her cat had never been interested in anyone before, but the beast wanted to scent-mark Garren in the worst way. Just the thought of the women in town getting their claws into this fine specimen of a man had her cat yowling in her head.
He settled her on the lid of the toilet and reached for her bag. He rummaged around a bit and then pulled out two white lacy scraps of fabric. Her cheeks flushed as he studied her thong and bra for so long that she thought the wisps might burst into flame. His heated gaze met hers and he handed the garments to her.
“Do you need help?” he asked, his voice low and gravelly, his beast obviously close to the surface.
She dropped her gaze to the material in her hands. If she could stand, she could dress herself. But that was the million-dollar question. Could she stand on her own? It was one thing to have Garren help her take her clothes off but another to have him help her put them on. Isi didn’t like feeling needy and wimpy. 
Taking the decision out of her hands, he lifted her to her feet and kept his hands around her waist. When she looked up, his gaze was burning into her. If she’d thought he was going to be a gentleman and look away, she just knew now that she was going to be sadly disappointed. His nostrils flared and she knew he was taking in her scent, had no doubt that he could smell her arousal. Just being near the man made her wet, not exactly something that had ever happened to her before. Oh she’d had an infatuation or two over the years, but she’d never had such a primitive reaction to a man before. For the first time in her life, she contemplated the positives and negatives of tackling the man, taking him to the floor, stripping him naked and having her wicked way with him. She’d read enough books to figure out what went where, even if she hadn’t had the opportunity to practice before now. After all, no one wanted the retard of the pack. Just one of the many delightful names she’d been called since that first shift, or in her case, non-shift.
Her tongue darted out to dampen her bottom lip. He tracked the motion and made a chuffing noise, but he didn’t move any closer. Nor did he move away. He held perfectly still, as if waiting to see what she would do, almost as if daring her to take what she wanted. Was that the kind of woman he liked? The kind who took charge and went after her heart’s desire? She wasn’t sure she was that brave.
Isi’s gaze fell to the floor and she reached down to step into her thong, pulling it up under the towel. The terry material parted as she slid the scrap of lace up over her hips, but by then the important parts were covered. Well, except her breasts. There was no way for her to put on her bra without him seeing. If she turned around, he’d just have a great view through the mirror. Her breasts weren’t overly large, but they weren’t small either. She thought they made a nice handful for any man, not that any had wanted to take them for a test drive before.
Steeling her nerves, she reached for the front of the towel. Her eyes flicked up once more. He was watching her every move, taking everything in. She loosened the towel and let it fall to the floor, trying to fight the blush rushing to her cheeks. Isi could see the strain in Garren and knew he was fighting his beast. With just one word, he would take her, if that’s what she wanted. Her nipples hardened in the cool bathroom air and his pupils dilated, then became slits, like cat’s eyes. They flashed gold again and there was a rumble deep in his chest. 
With shaky hands, she slid her bra straps up her arms, fitted the cups under her breasts and snapped the front enclosure. The hands at her waist tightened for a moment and she felt the distinctive pinch of claws against her skin. Would he shift? Was he that far gone? And from what, sharing the bathroom with her while she dressed? She’d never really thought of herself as sexy before. Maybe she held more power than she’d thought.
He dropped to his knees before her and leaned closer, inhaling her scent once more. A purr rumbled out of him. It answered her question as to whether or not he was a cat—she was just still unsure of what kind. Her money was still on tiger. He was too bulky to be something like a jaguar or cheetah. Garren’s mouth opened and he breathed her in, taking her scent into his mouth. She’d done that before herself, but knowing he was memorizing her scent was… well, there were just no words.
She watched and shifted as fangs descended over his lower lip. What would it feel like to have him bite her? Cat shifters didn’t differ much from wolves in that they both bit their mates, usually during sex. What would it feel like to have him filling her, thrusting in and out of her hot, wet pussy and then clamp down on her shoulder with those beautiful teeth right as her orgasm hit? She shivered again.
“You’re cold.” His gaze met hers. 
Slowly, she shook her head. Cold? Not hardly. No, she was very, very hot.  
Green bled to gold again as his beast nudged a little closer to the surface. When the door began to open, Garren snarled and slammed it shut. Whoever was on the other side was determined though and tried to push it open again. Garren let loose with a roar that shook the walls.
Not a tiger. Definitely not a tiger. No, the man melting her bones, drenching her panties and sending her system into a tailspin was the king of the jungle. She heard a whimper on the other side of the door and realized it must have been Sean trying to enter. He might be the alpha’s son, but even he had enough sense to be scared of the big kitty.
Garren turned to face her, his golden gaze pulsing with energy. Wrapping his hands around her waist, he tugged her closer and buried his face in her neck. He began rubbing his cheek along her skin, his whiskers rasping against her. Down her neck, across the top of her breast and down her arm. She burrowed her fingers in his thick hair, letting her fingers sift through the silken strands. Closely cropped on the sides and back, there was still enough on top for her to get a decent grip. He nipped her hip as a purr rumbled out of him.
“Garren, what are you doing?” Was that her voice? All soft and breathy? 
“Making sure everyone knows you’re under my protection.” His voice was more of a growl than that of a human.
“And do you, uh, do this often?”
His tongue had partially shifted with him and the sandpaper texture rasped along her stomach before he moved to her other side, rubbing and nipping his way to her neck. Pressing his fangs against her throat, he scraped them against the delicate flesh there. He was flirting with danger. It wouldn’t take much. Just one bite would tie them together for eternity. Surely he didn’t want that!
“Garren?”
“Do you know how good you smell? How wonderful you taste?” He purred.
“You don’t want this, Garren. You know you don’t. You have to fight your cat.”
He nuzzled her neck some more. “Don’t wanna.”
She shoved against him, not that his big, bad self budged an inch. “You don’t want to mate me, Garren. Think about what you’re doing. Get control of your beast!”
She felt his teeth against her throat again and tried to shove him away once more. “Garren, listen to me! You don’t want to mate me.”
He growled. “You don’t want me? You would prefer Dagan?”
His insecurity was a little cute. “No, I don’t want Dagan. And it isn’t that I don’t want you, it’s just… you don’t know me. We only met today, and I was unconscious for most of the time. Besides, you deserve better.”
Garren grunted and began licking the skin where her neck met her shoulder. “Better than my mate?”
She curled her hands against him. “What makes you think I’m your mate? What makes me different from the countless women you’ve no doubt fucked?”
“No one smells like you. Even before your shower I knew who you were, but now that you’re all nice and clean…” He purred. “I would very much like to get you dirty.”
His words made her blood heat.
“Garren, I can’t shift. I wouldn’t be a proper mate for anyone, much less someone like you. Who knows in how many ways I might be defective. What if I can’t give you cubs? Did you ever think of that?”
He stopped licking her long enough to look her in the eye. “The gods gave you to me. I find it hard to believe they would bless me with a mate and not allow me to have cubs. Your fears are unfounded.”
“I’m not letting you mate me.”
He nuzzled her jaw before rising to his feet. “We’ll discuss it more after you’ve had time to rest. You need a decent meal and a good night’s sleep.”
Garren lifted her bag and pulled out a white t-shirt and a soft pair of knit-pink shorts. He helped her into both, then lifted her into his arms. She felt his beast recede as she reached down to open the door, his nails returning to normal. When she looked up at him again, his eyes were back to that beautiful shade of green she’d become so familiar with in such a short amount of time.
Silence greeted them as they stepped into the living room. Sean looked torn between wanting to cry over the loss of his favorite toy or fight Garren for the right to keep Isi in his home. The members of Garren’s team had various expressions from smug to outright amused. She was happy someone was enjoying this.
She nudged Garren’s shoulder. “Put me down.”
“You don’t have shoes. There’s no way you can walk to the house we’ll be staying at for the foreseeable future.” Garren transferred his gaze to Lee. “Grab her bag from the bathroom. It’s time for us to head out.”
Sean rose to his full height, which was still a few inches shy of Garren’s. “You can’t take her with you. She needs to stay here, where things are familiar. I can protect her just as well as you can.”
Garren cocked a brow. “Really? And if the town riots and comes to drag her away, what are you going to do then? What weapons do you have to protect her with? Do you have a military background I don’t know about?”
Sean set his jaw. “No, but I don’t think it will come to that.”
Dagan snorted. “What you think doesn’t matter, pretty boy. You hired us to keep her safe and that’s what we’re going to do.”
Lee returned holding Isi’s bag and Garren headed for the front door. Sean looked like he was going to stop him, but something held him back. Isi figured he was remembering the roar Garren had let loose in the bathroom. It would certainly make her think twice about going against him. She tried to give her friend a reassuring smile, but he looked less than happy when Garren carried her outside.





  
 
 
Chapter Two
 
“Do you know where you’re going?” Isi asked.
“To our temporary lodgings,” Garren answered.
She rolled her eyes. “Yes, but do you know where that is?”
Garren shrugged his massive shoulders. “I figured we’d track it down by scent. If a lot of different people use it, it shouldn’t be hard to differentiate from the regular homes in town.”
“Or I could just tell you how to get there,” she said.
Garren grinned. “Or that.”
Dagan tugged on a lock of her hair. “So where are we going, sweetness?”
Garren growled at his friend, but Dagan merely smirked at him.
Isi watched the exchange curiously. “You’ll need to take the Jeep you used earlier. It’s too far to walk to town from here. Sean’s cabin is a good three miles from town and the house you’ll be staying in—”
“We,” Garren interrupted.
“We will be staying in,” she corrected, “is in the heart of town, so that’s another two or three miles. Our town is about seventeen miles across. The houses are spread out a bit to give the pups running room, all of our shops are down Main Street, and the pack’s meeting house is in the center.”
Parker jingled a set of keys and tipped his head toward the driveway. Garren slipped into the passenger’s seat with Isi in his lap; Parker drove, with Dagan and Lee taking up the backseat. Isi gave directions as they pulled into town, pointing out the alpha’s house and her parents’ place along the way.
“Where do you live?” Garren asked.
“I have a duplex a few blocks from where we’ll be staying. I’d invite you to stay with me, but I only have one bedroom. It isn’t much, but it’s home.”
“Why don’t you live with your parents?” Lee asked.
She looked out the window and shrugged. It was hard to admit that her parents felt the same as the rest of the pack. Perhaps they were worse since they felt betrayed in some way by her inability to shift, her differentness. She stayed with them every once in a while, tried to be a good daughter, but no matter what she did she couldn’t make them love her.
“I like my independence.” It wasn’t completely a lie, but she knew they could smell the untruth on her. 
Garren’s arms tightened around her.
Parker pulled into the drive of the cabin they would be sharing and put the Jeep in park. “Why don’t you take Isi inside and I’ll run and grab our bags?”
“I’ll go with you,” Lee said. “I think it’s better if we move around in pairs while we’re here, and Isi definitely should have two of us with her at all times.”
“I agree,” Garren said.  “If what Sean said is true, then we need to treat this like a hostile situation. No one in this village can be trusted.”
“That isn’t true,” Isi said. “I do have a few friends. Well, one good friend and a few acquaintances. But I know those women would never harm me.”
“Your duplex-mate?” Garren questioned.
“Yes, Tomi. She’s my friend and I know she’d never do me harm. We’re like sisters. Don’t be surprised if she comes by here looking for me once she knows where I’m staying.”
Garren caressed her arm. “If she’s your friend, she’ll be welcome here. Just the same, you won’t be left alone with her. One of us will always be around.”
“Do you really think someone in the village set out to hurt me on purpose and that they were behind my kidnapping? How could the people I’ve known my whole life be so cruel?”
“You tell us. According to you, they don’t like you. Is it really such a stretch that they’d try to get rid of you?” Dagan asked.
“I guess I just hate to think that it’s possible.” Isi rested her head on Garren’s shoulder. “I’ve thought of these people as my family since I was three. Do you know how hard it’s been, having everyone turn their backs on me? I went from having friends and possible boyfriends to being a pariah overnight.”
Garren rumbled at the word boyfriend.
“Since the time of my first non-change, I’ve had very few people in my village remain my friend. Sean remained my best friend through the years, and Tomi and I became close after I moved into the duplex.”
“I’m glad you’ve had someone in your life you can rely on,” Garren said. “But now you have us. We’re here to protect you, and no matter what, we’re going to make sure you’re safe.”
“I know Sean paid you to come find me, but I’m sure I’ll be fine, Garren. You don’t have to babysit me.”
“Is that what you think? That we’re babysitting you?” he asked.
“What else would you call it?”
“Making sure my mate stays in one piece,” he growled. “I didn’t find you to lose you. Once the danger is behind us, we’ll discuss our future. For now, just deal with the fact that I’m going to be stuck to you like glue.”
She had to admit that her heart melted a little. Yes, she had Tomi and Sean in her life, but no one had ever cared about her. There had never been anyone at home waiting for her to return, no tender smiles or warm hugs. Prior to her attempted shift, she’d kissed one or two of the wolves in the pack who were close to her age, but since then, she’d been a pariah. 
Garren opened the door and stepped out with her in his arms. Shoving the door closed with his hip, he carried her up the walkway to the front door of the cabin. It was a rather large structure, with a long front porch and doghouse windows up top. It boasted four bedrooms and three and a half baths. She’d only been inside once, but it had left an impression on her. She’d never been inside anything so grand before. Her parents had a rather modest two-bedroom cottage near the woods, and her duplex was nothing to brag about.
Dagan opened the door and Garren carried her over the threshold. She wiggled a bit, thinking he’d put her down once they were inside, but if anything, he seemed to hold her even tighter. He tipped his head at Dagan, sending him a silent signal, and the other shapeshifter disappeared. 
“Where’d he go?” Isi asked.
“To scout out the place. Since we didn’t require a key to come in, I want to make sure we’re the only ones here. And we will be remedying that. I’m not about to have you stay in a place that doesn’t lock.”
“Oh it locks. It’s just that the alpha is the only one with a key to the place. Good luck getting it from him.”
Garren grinned. “If he won’t give it to us, we’ll just change the locks on him.”
Her eyes widened. She’d never known anyone to go against the alpha before.
Dagan returned a few minutes later and gave Garren some sort of signal, she assumed it meant it was all clear. Garren slowly eased her down his body until her feet touched the floor, the polished wood cool beneath her feet. Whoever had been in the house last had really cranked the air conditioning. Her skin pebbled as the air chilled her now that she wasn’t cradled against Garren’s warmth. She would definitely be burrowing under the blankets tonight.
“There are four bedrooms,” Dagan said. “Two have their own bathroom and the other two share a bath.”
“Why don’t you take one of the bedrooms with a private bath and let Lee and Parker share?”
Isi looked up at him in surprise. “You’re going to sleep on the couch?”
He gave her a slow grin. “No, sweetheart. I’ll be sleeping right where I belong, beside my mate.”
He couldn’t be serious! Surely he didn’t really expect her to share a bed with him. He was joking, right? She watched him closely, but he seemed to have spoken honestly. He truly expected to share her bed.
“You can’t sleep with me. We aren’t mated, and I don’t plan on letting you make me your mate.”
“Honey, you’re already his mate,” Dagan said. “It’s just a matter of him getting around to marking you.”
She folded her arms under her breasts. “We’ll just see about that. Just because you say you’re going to claim me, doesn’t mean I’ll let you.”
“You aren’t still going on about how I don’t deserve to be saddled with a defective mate, are you? Because I can tell you that there isn’t a damn thing wrong with you. If you think I care one way or another whether or not you can shift, then it just goes to show how little you know about me.” Garren glared at her.
“Of course, I don’t know anything about you! We just met! That’s sort of my point. You take one sniff of me, decide I’m yours and I’m supposed to roll over and be thankful? I’m sorry, but I don’t work that way.” She had to admit he was rather tempting, though. The lion brought new meaning to the word sexy, even when he was all rumbly and grumbly. 
“Well now, we just can’t have that.” Without giving her time to pull away, he snatched her wrist and pulled her closer. She watched in absolute fascination, and a little bit of dread, as his lips descended. The first brush of his mouth against hers was pleasant, the second made her skin flush, and the third had her melting into a puddle.
As her body relaxed against Garren’s, he released her wrist and wrapped his arm around her waist, holding her to him. Isi succumbed under his expert assault, finding that it was much better to give in to him than to fight him. It didn’t mean she was going to sleep with him, but why deny herself the pleasure of his kiss? The man definitely knew what he was doing!
Garren pulled away, releasing her, and Isi blinked slowly as she swam out of the fog of desire her supposed mate had created. The man was dangerous, lethal, and he had her in his sights. If his kiss alone left her wet and wanting more, what would happen if he were to touch her? Her breasts felt heavy, aching at the mere thought of his hands cupping the tender mounds. 
“You may or may not want to admit it, Isi, but your place is by my side. And that’s exactly where you’re going to be for the foreseeable future. Until we figure out exactly what happened to you, or more accurately, how it happened to you, I’m not letting you leave my sight.”
Dagan rested a hand on her shoulder. “I know he can be a little overwhelming, but Garren has made a good point. You are his mate and all he wants to do is protect you. Let him do his job. Nothing in this world is more important to him than you.”
“How can you know that?” she asked.
“Because it’s how any of us would feel if we found our mate. I’ll admit I’m more than a little jealous of Garren. I’d give anything to find the woman I’m supposed to spend the rest of my life with. What you share, it’s something magical, Isi. Don’t throw it away because you don’t feel worthy, or you aren’t ready, or whatever else is running through your mind. Be open to the idea of having a mate. Shifters wait their whole lives for that one special person to come along, and you can’t tell me that you’re any different.” Dagan gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t be afraid to feel something, Isi.”
She was feeling plenty of things, but she didn’t want to. Life would be much simpler if she could turn her emotions off. She hadn’t thought of things from Garren’s perspective. If she turned him away, he’d never find another mate. Sure, he could find a woman to spend his life with, but it wouldn’t be the same. Could she doom him to such an existence? Was that really fair of her? The fact that she couldn’t shift had bothered her since she’d learned of her inability, and it obviously bothered those in the village, but Garren didn’t seem to mind. Was it right for her to turn him away when he was willing to accept her as she was, flaws and all? He was every woman’s dream—he was her dream, her ideal. It was something she’d have to think about. There was a lot to consider.
“We have some time before we need to worry about sleeping arrangements. Right now, I think we should be more concerned with food. Obviously, there isn’t any in this house and we need to eat something for supper. Are there any fast food places nearby?” Garren asked.
“No, the nearest fast food is in the human town of Westlake about twenty minutes up the road. That’s where I work.” She frowned. “Or where I worked. After not showing up for work for several days, I doubt I still have a job.”
“So what do we do for food?” Dagan asked.
“There’s a pizza place in the village and they deliver. There’s also a sandwich shop. Otherwise, we have to go to Westlake. The village may be small, but we do have a few things that are considered creature comforts and necessities. There’s a small market, a doctor, a dentist and a small clothing store. Really that’s about it.” She shrugged. “It isn’t much, but it’s enough.”
Dagan grinned. “I think pizza would hit the spot.  But after you’ve been without food for so long, maybe you should stick with a sandwich. I don’t think all that grease would be a good idea.”
“A plain turkey sandwich sounds good right about now,” she admitted. “I don’t think I could handle anything else.”
“Once Lee and Parker get back, one of us will go grab dinner.”
Garren shook his head. “You mean two of you will.”
“Actually, we could have it delivered while they’re gone,” Isi said.
“Even your sandwich?” Garren asked.
“My friend’s family owns the sandwich shop. I’m sure she would bring one to me if I asked.”
Garren nodded. “Then make the call.”
Isi picked up the phone off the end table and dialed Ryerson Subs. Her friend Hailey answered almost immediately.
“Ryerson Subs, how may I help you?”
“Hailey, it’s Isi.”
“Isi! Oh, thank God! I was so worried about you!”
“You were one of the few.”
“Are you home? Can I come see you?”
Isi glanced at Garren and Dagan. “I’m not home. I’m staying at the cabin reserved for pack guests. Sean sent some men for me. They were able to rescue me and bring me home, but they aren’t convinced the danger is over, so they’re watching over me. If I place an order, could you deliver it to us?”
“Sure, anything for you.”
“I’d like a plain turkey on white. Maybe a slice of provolone and a dab of deli mustard. I haven’t had much to eat in the past three days and I don’t want to make myself sick.”
“I’ll bring it to you. Just give me about ten minutes to make it and make sure the counter will be covered until closing.” Hailey laughed. “It’s so good to hear your voice. I thought I’d never hear from you again.”
“It will be good to see you, Hailey. Just be warned, I have two hulking giants watching over me.”
She laughed. “Okay, I’ll see you soon.”
Isi hung up and handed the phone to Dagan. “Now you can order your pizza.”
Dagan took the phone and called in an order for several large pizzas. Isi had little doubt that the person taking the call was surprised at the delivery address. Typically, if there were pack visitors, the alpha would notify everyone ahead of time. But then, Dagan and the others weren’t sanctioned visitors. She wasn’t even sure if the alpha knew they were here yet. When Henry’d find out though, all hell would break loose. She doubted the alpha would take it well that his youngest had given permission for four strangers—and Isi—to stay in the cabin.
When the order was complete and the phone was back on the charger, Isi stared at the two men, unsure what to say or do. She wasn’t used to being around strangers, or around friendly people for that matter. She had her select few friends that would speak to her, and that was it. Anything else and she was out of her comfort zone. She knew with Hailey knowing where she was, it wouldn’t be long before Grace came to visit.
Moving across the room with as much poise as she could muster in her present state, she sat on the large navy leather sofa and kicked her feet up on the coffee table, its maple finish polished to a high shine. The TV remote sat on the arm of the sofa, beckoning her. Isi picked it up and began flipping through channels. This was just what she needed tonight, something ordinary to occupy her, a way to pass time and relax. Not that she wanted time to pass too quickly. The whole sleeping arrangement issue was still hanging over her head. 
Dagan strolled over and claimed the overstuffed chair next to her. A quick glance toward the door showed Garren watching her intently, arms folded over his chest, muscles bulging. She didn’t know what to make of the lion shifter. He was just so… intense. Even before he’d started that mate nonsense he’d been intimidating. 
She couldn’t lie to herself though, just looking at him made her insides quiver. And maybe if she were a true shifter and had all their heightened senses, maybe he would smell like her mate. But for the most part, Isi was just human. There was a cat locked away inside of her, but the beast never came out to play.
Remembering their short time in the bathroom earlier made her panties damp and had her clenching her thighs together. She could still feel the rasp of his whiskers against her skin, the slide of his teeth against her throat. Her nipples pebbled and she folded her arms over her chest, trying to hide the evidence of her desire for the impossible man.
He smirked at her and her cheeks flushed. Damn shifter senses, he no doubt smelled her arousal. Isi turned her attention back to the TV and did her best to ignore the big cat. Although, she did wonder if he planned to stand by the door like a sentinel all night long or if he was going to join them and have a seat. It made her a little nervous to have him just standing there, staring at her. Even with her focus on the movie, she could still feel his gaze boring into her. It took every ounce of her willpower not to look his way again.
A knock sounded at the door and Dagan stood, moving in front of her protectively. She peered around him as Garren answered it, pulling the door wide after a moment. Hailey stepped inside with a Ryerson Sub bag in her hands and a bright smile on her face. Garren closed the door and motioned for Hailey to join them in the living room. She wondered what the lion thought of her rather unconventional friend, with her teal hair and scars that ran down one side of her face from an attack she’d survived years before. Still, despite those things, Hailey was still rather stunning, in Isi’s opinion. With the rapt attention Dagan had focused on her friend, she figured he felt the same way.
Hailey threw her arms around Isi, squeezing her tight. “I’m so glad you’re safe,” her friend said softly as she pulled away.
It was nice to know she’d been missed.
“Dagan. Garren. This is my friend, Hailey. Hailey, these are two of the guys who rescued me. Hailey is one of the few humans in our village.”
Dagan stepped forward and took the bag from her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Hailey. Would you like to join us? We were just watching a movie.”
Hailey looked up at him warily. “I don’t know. It’s been a long day. It might be best if I head home.”
“Could you stay, just for a little while?” Isi asked. She’d missed her friends and wasn’t ready to be left alone with the guys again.
“Well,” Hailey wavered. “I suppose a few minutes wouldn’t hurt.”
Isi smiled and tugged her friend over to the sofa and pulled her down onto the seat next to her. Curling her legs under her, she faced Hailey with a smile. “Did I miss anything the past few days?”
“The day you went missing I wasn’t sure if the village was going to celebrate or go into an uproar that someone had dared sneak onto pack land and abduct one of our own.”
Isi smiled. “I’m guessing the party won.”
Hailey shrugged. “You know how the village feels about you. Once the alpha assured everyone it was a one-time event, they settled down. I don’t think you were even gone a day before Lumley put your place up for rent. Everyone pretty much decided you were gone for good, and they weren’t exactly broken up about it.”
Garren growled. “I’ve never been to such a backward place in my life! Just because she can’t shift doesn’t mean she’s cursed. There’s no reason to believe that her cubs won’t be perfectly normal and able to shift when the time comes.”
“If I can even have any,” she said softly. “Don’t forget, ocelot shifters don’t always have cubs.”
“Ocelot? Is that what you are? Then we’ll adopt,” Garren said.
Hailey’s eyes went wide. “Excuse me? Did I miss something?”
Dagan sat in the overstuffed chair again. “Garren is Isi’s mate, but she’s being finicky about it and denying him.”
Isi watched as Hailey raked her gaze up and down Dagan, really taking him in. Her eyes dilated, her lips parted. If she listened closely, she could hear her friend’s heart start to race. Hmm. Interesting. It seemed that perhaps Hailey wasn’t as immune to men as she’d always claimed. Or perhaps it was just this man. Isi turned to look at Dagan and saw that he was devouring Hailey with his eyes, a wolfish smile on his face. Was it possible that there were two mates to be found in the village for the ex-SEALs? Was it just a surge of hormones? It was definitely something to look into.
“Hailey, this is Dagan. Dagan, this is Hailey Ryerson. She was adopted into the pack when she was seventeen.”
“Hello, gorgeous. I must say, before meeting you, I was starting to wonder if this place had any redeeming qualities.”
Hailey blinked at him before turning toward Isi. “He’s joking, right?”
Dagan looked affronted. “I can assure you, I was quite genuine with my compliment. While I’ve never really understood the need to dye one’s hair rainbow colors, on you it’s rather fetching.”
“So what you’re saying,” Hailey said, “is that despite my unusual hair color, you find me attractive?”
He grinned. “Yes.”
Isi groaned. That so wasn’t the thing to say to Hailey. She was proud of the fact that she was unique, worked hard to be part of the pack while standing apart, and now Dagan had gone and insulted her, even if he didn’t realize it. Poor fool. On the plus side, he hadn’t mentioned the scars on her face. Three vertical slashes from an overzealous male’s claws were a gift Hailey couldn’t exchange and one that held bad memories every time she looked in the mirror. Isi knew there were scars on the inside as well, perhaps much worse than those the world saw, but Hailey was good at hiding things from people. She remained upbeat most of the time, always giving everyone a smile. Isi had always admired her for her strength, but she often wondered if her friend wasn’t dying a little inside, needing to confide in someone, to break down, cry and just let it all out. Isi had tried many times to get Hailey to talk about what happened that night, but she’d always laugh it off, say it happened a long time ago and then she’d change the subject.
“Well,” Hailey said, pursing her lips. “I suppose you aren’t bad looking either. For a blond.”
Isi coughed into her hand to hide a laugh.
Dagan frowned at her. “Just what’s wrong with me being blond? I’ll have you know I’ve been compared to a golden god.”
Hailey rolled her eyes and snorted. “You’re certainly as humble as one, aren’t you? Well, I have news for you, Casanova, your charm won’t work on me. Backhanded compliments and flirtatious smiles aren’t going to get you into my pants. Better men than you have tried, and failed.”
Dagan didn’t look pleased with the news that others had been trying to tumble her into bed and his jaw tensed. 
“Maybe I want more than just a roll in the hay,” he told her.
“Oh please. You aren’t really going to pull that mate crap with me, are you? That nonsense that we’re destined to be together, that you’ll never desire another? Because it’s garbage. I might have fallen for that once, but never again.”
His features went lax, his eyes widening. “You have a mate?”
“No, not for lack of trying on his part. This,” she said with a wave at her face, “was his parting gift to me. So you’ll have to pardon me if I don’t roll over and thank my lucky stars that you want to claim me.” 
“First,” Dagan said. “I don’t recall saying you were my mate. I merely said I wanted more than a quick bout amongst the sheets with you. You’re the one who inferred I was your mate, or rather that you were mine. So perhaps, you want one more than you think. Maybe subconsciously your body is saying it’s ready for a real man, because only a punk-ass wolf would scar the face of a woman.”
Hailey’s eyes flared and she licked her lips. “I think I’ve overstayed my welcome.”
Isi grabbed her hand. “Do you have to go?”
“Sorry, Is,” she said, turning her way. “Unless you want a brawl in your living room, I think it would be best if I took off. Maybe I’ll come back when Mr. I-think-I’m-perfect over there is gone. I don’t think this place is big enough for his ego, it might bust out a window at any moment.”
Isi smiled at her sadly. “Maybe we can get together for lunch one day soon.”
Hailey shot a glare at Dagan. “Yeah, when you lose your entourage. Or at least half of it.”
Dagan grumbled under his breath and shoved himself out of his chair. Before Isi realized what he was doing, he snatched Hailey off the sofa, bent her over his arm and planted one on her. The little human beat at him with her fists and stomped on his feet, but Dagan seemed determined to get his point across. As his lips moved against hers, her struggles began to slow until she was gripping his shoulders and kissing him back.
Isi looked at Garren to see if he was half as stunned as she was. She didn’t know Dagan well enough to know whether or not this was normal behavior for him, but it certainly wasn’t normal for Hailey. Isi had known Hailey since she had first joined the pack seven years ago, and not once had she shown any of the males the slightest bit of attention. She’d snapped and snarled at them, always ready with a witty comeback and a snappy retort if any dared speak to her. It had quickly become common knowledge that the human living in their midst didn’t wish to be pursued. 
Dagan had a snappy reply to Hailey’s entourage comment, and the two were off again, slinging verbal insults with an ease that left Isi shaking her head. She wasn’t sure if they wanted to kill each other, or if they were just so attracted to one another that they didn’t know how to proceed. She glanced at Garren and he nodded toward the kitchen. She stood and followed him into the other room, grabbing her dinner on the way. She wasn’t quite certain she should leave her friend, even if she wasn’t exactly a defenseless damsel in distress, but she would trust Garren’s judgment.
When they entered the brightly colored kitchen, Garren pulled out a chair at the table for Isi. She sat and watched as he took the seat next to hers. The light from the decorative fixture over the table made his hair glint blue-black. As his vibrant green eyes assessed her, she wondered what he saw. He claimed she was his mate, yet he knew nothing about her. If she were as feisty as Hailey or as sassy as Tomi, would he still want her? If she were to stand side by side with her quiet, serene friend, Grace, would she be found lacking? How could you want a person you didn’t know?
Perhaps she should look to herself first. She may not want to be his mate, but she definitely wanted him. There was no denying there were sparks between them. With just a look, the mere thought of his skin touching hers, she went up in flames. Would his eyes glitter like emeralds in the throes of passion, or would the gold of his lion bleed through as his beast fought for freedom? She’d felt the scrape of his fangs against her throat, the rasp of his lion’s tongue against her skin. What would it be like to let him dominate her, to let him take what he so obviously wanted? She had little doubt he was the type to be in control in the bedroom, but just how much of a dominant streak did he have?
Her gaze caressed the hard planes of his chest, down his tapered waist to the bulge in his camouflage pants. There was no hiding that monster, that was for certain. Unconsciously, she licked her lips, wondering what he would taste like if she were to take him in her mouth. Would the musk of his arousal fill the air, surrounding her, wrapping her in a blanket of wanton bliss and frantic need? Already she felt a clawing ache begin in her belly as she clenched her thighs together. Her fingers curled into her palms, her nails biting into her skin as she fought the urge to reach out and touch him, to run her fingers over his muscular forearm, the crisp hair tickling her fingertips as she explored. 
“Isi.” His voice was deep and husky, his tone tinged with desire. 
She looked into his smoldering eyes and nearly gasped at the fire she saw there, fire for her. There was no doubt he was hungry and only her body would satiate his need. Her panties, now wet with her arousal, felt too tight, her bra too confining. With just one word, he could be hers. She wet her lips as she fought for what to say or do. She knew that just once wouldn’t be enough, not with Garren. 
“Tell me you want me,” he demanded. “Say the words and let me ease your suffering.”
It was oh so tempting, but did she dare? The slam of the front door broke her reverie and she pulled back her hand, a hand she hadn’t realized was reaching for the sexy-as-sin lion next to her. Bad hand!
Dagan stomped into the kitchen. “That woman!”
Isi swallowed down her lust and summoned a smile. “She’s pretty great, isn’t she?”
Dagan leaned against the island and folded his arms over his chest, his lips thinned, giving him a stern expression. “So does she hate all men or am I just lucky?”
“She doesn’t hate men,” Isi hedged. “You have to understand, she was betrayed and disfigured by a male who had sworn he was devoted to her. She didn’t trust easily before that, but afterward… I’m amazed she’s let me and a few others get close enough to call her a friend. Are you really interested in her?”
“Maybe. Are you sure she’s human and not a porcupine? She slings barbs like the little critters throw quills.”
Isi pressed her lips together to stifle a laugh, but her shoulders still shook with merriment. How apt of a description. She’d never really thought about Hailey as a porcupine before, but if her friend were going to be a shapeshifter, that would be an ideal form for her to take. She could almost picture the little beady-eyed thing, complete with teal quills.
Garren shot him a dark look. “Your timing sucks.”
Dagan’s eyebrows shot up. “Interrupted something, did I? That might be a good thing, considering you’re in the middle of the kitchen and all. The last thing I want to see is your bare ass as I walk through the door.”
Isi felt her cheeks flush. Dagan was right. They’d come close to doing something they shouldn’t, and she was grateful for the interruption, even if Garren wasn’t. There would be time later to explore the sexual tension between them, preferably when they were alone. In a bedroom. With the door locked.
Dagan gave her a wink. “Now, Isi’s bare ass—”
He didn’t get to finish his statement before Garren was out of his chair and launching himself at the other shifter. Dagan merely laughed as the lion tackled him, knocking his ass to the floor. He didn’t even try to defend himself or break his fall. Even with the pissed off lion glowering down at him, teeth bared, Dagan merely gave him a cheeky grin.
“Push a button there, did I, big guy?” Dagan asked. “No worries. You know I don’t poach, especially not when it comes to mates. Isi is as safe with me as my sister would be.”
“You don’t have a sister,” Garren growled.
“Yeah, but if I did…”
Garren grunted and let the shifter up off the floor. “Fine. Just stay away from Isi, unless it’s a matter of life and death. I’d hate to kill one of my best friends.”
Isi narrowed her eyes at Garren. “Just because you think I’m your mate, doesn’t mean I’m agreeing with you. Don’t think for one minute that you’re marking me. Not even if I succumb and we have wild monkey sex.”
Garren’s lips twitched. “Wild monkey sex?”
She waved her hands. “You know what I mean. It’s obvious my body responds to you, I can’t hide the fact that you turn me on. I think it’s safe to say you’ll be the best sex I’ve ever had.”
His gaze trailed down her body before sliding back up. “And just how many men have there been? How many wolves do I need to put down?”
Isi rolled her eyes. “You’re such a caveman.”
She snatched the bag containing her sandwich off the table and opened it, turning her attention away from Garren for the time being. Her stomach rumbled and her mouth watered as the scent of turkey and cheese wafted under her nose. After unwrapping the white sub roll, she opened wide and took a big bite. Closing her eyes in ecstasy, she chewed slowly, savoring the flavors as they burst on her tongue.
The front door opened and she heard Lee and Parker’s voices. The men stepped into the kitchen and each dropped two military issue bags on the floor. Both men looked grim as they glanced her way.
“This village needs to come with a warning label. Beware: Crazy-Ass Wolves,” Parker said. “I’m not sure what’s worse, the women trying to whore themselves out to us, or the dark looks we received when people found out why we’re here.”
“How did the pack get hold of you?” Isi asked. “I thought you were driving straight to the helicopter and back.”
“The Jeep broke down four blocks away. We had to walk the rest of the way here, and since we’re new, we drew the attention of anyone who was out and about. It’s almost like the first person who saw us activated a phone tree or something, because after we saw one person, there were about ten or so more. And on the way out, we didn’t see a single person,” Lee said.
“You probably aren’t far off,” Isi said around a bite of sandwich. She was too hungry to worry about manners.
There was a knock at the front door and the men tensed.
“Now what?” Lee asked.
“We ordered pizza,” Isi said. “I’m sure it’s just the delivery guy.”
Dagan and Parker went to answer it, leaving Lee and Garren watching over her. Did they really think psycho wolves would burst through the door and attack her? While it was true that there was no love lost between the McGraw pack and her, she didn’t think she had to worry about random attacks. Of course, before now, she never would’ve thought anyone would harm her, but obviously someone had set her up.
When Parker returned with an armful of pizza boxes, she smiled. “See, I told you it was just the delivery guy. You really should learn to relax more.”
“If we relax, you could end up dead, or worse,” Garren said.
“Or worse? What’s worse than being dead?” she asked.
“Remember what we said about human trafficking? You could’ve been sold to a brothel in Mexico, or to a private collector,” Parker said. “I know you think we’re uptight, but we’re trying to keep you safe.”
“I appreciate all you’re doing, really I do, but you’re going to suffocate me. I’m not used to being surrounded by people, especially men who are watching my every move,” Isi said.
“It’s not you we’re watching, love, it’s everyone else,” Garren said. “With the exception of Sean, everyone here is a suspect. I know you said you’d vouch for your friends, but I can’t tell you how many times we’ve rescued people who were betrayed by someone close to them. People don’t always show you who they really are.”
She grudgingly admitted he had a good point, but she still couldn’t believe that Tomi, Hailey or Grace would be behind her kidnapping. It was sad that she couldn’t exclude her parents, but as disappointed and embarrassed as they were by her, it wouldn’t surprise her to discover that they’d found a way to rid themselves of the problem—the problem being her. How sad was it that her own family didn’t want her?
Isi finished her sandwich and watched the guys inhale the pizzas. They didn’t even bother sitting down, they just grabbed slices out of the box and scarfed them down. It was like watching a pack of hyenas after a kill. She was both fascinated and repulsed at the same time. Hadn’t they ever heard of a plate, or a napkin? She cringed as Lee used the back of his hand to wipe grease off his chin. 
Garren tossed down the crust in his hand and pulled a paper towel off the roll by the refrigerator. He wiped his mouth, cleaned off his hands and threw it away. She was impressed that he’d thought to do something so civilized. After the way he’d eaten, she wasn’t sure what to expect from him. 
“It’s late,” Parker said before shoving the last bite of pizza into his mouth. 
“Parker’s right. You should probably get some rest, Isi. You’ve had a rough time these past few days. I don’t know what we’re going to face tomorrow. You need to get some sleep so you’ll be refreshed and ready to tackle anything that comes our way.” Dagan smiled. “We’re going to take care of you, but we need you to be sharp, to stay focused.”
Isi glanced at Garren before returning her attention to Dagan. “I’d love to, just as soon as the sleeping arrangements are worked out.”
In her peripheral vision, she saw Garren move closer to her. She turned her head and looked up at him. She saw the storm brewing in his eyes and knew she’d angered him, but she didn’t care. Just because he’d decided where she was going to sleep, didn’t mean it was the way things would be. If he wanted her in one of the master suites, then he’d better plan on bunking with someone else, or sleeping on the couch. There was no way she was sharing a bed with him.
He reached out and gently stroked her jaw with his fingertips. His warm, calloused skin sent a shiver down her spine. What would it feel like to have those hands stroking her elsewhere? She gave herself a mental shake. No, she wouldn’t think like that. That road led to trouble. 
“I told you where you’re sleeping,” he said, his voice a sexy rumble. 
“We can’t share a bed, Garren.”
“Come on. I’ll put you to bed and we can talk about it some more.” He reached for her hand, tugging her to her feet. Before she could protest, he swept her into his arms and began striding out of the kitchen and up the stairs.
With her arms around his neck and her body cradled in his arms, she allowed herself a moment’s pleasure and inhaled his masculine scent. Pressing her nose against his throat, she breathed him in, even knowing it wasn’t a good idea. She couldn’t seem to help herself. His arms tightened around her and his strength made her feel safe and secure. There was no doubt in her mind that Garren would protect her at all costs, would take care of her, even if she didn’t want him to.
They entered the farthest bedroom and Garren kicked the door shut. Her bag was already beside the bed and she wondered when someone had brought it up. He eased her down his body until she stood on her own two feet, weak knees and all. He smoothed her hair back from her face, his fingers trailing down her neck. His touch sent a shiver through her as his callused fingertips slid across her skin. 
Her body was tense, her heart racing, as she contemplated what would happen next. She knew Garren wanted to have sex with her, but was that what she wanted in return? Really wanted? She couldn’t deny she was attracted to him, wondered what it would feel like to have his powerful body wrapped around hers, but she didn’t want to make a mistake either. Something told her that being intimate with Garren would change her forever. She should send him on his way, make him leave the bedroom while she still had her senses about her.
“You should go.” Her voice came out different than she’d planned. She’d meant to sound strong, sure of her decision. Not weak and wanting.
He gave her a crooked smile. “I’ll go, but there’s something I need to say first.”
“What?” she asked, her brow furrowed.
“Just this.” Before she could back away, he swooped down and claimed her lips, his mouth dominating hers. 
Isi gasped and Garren took advantage of the moment, thrusting his tongue deeply within her mouth. The heat of his kiss scorched her, his passion having a devastating effect. He was fierce and hungry in his assault and she found the long, drugging kiss powerful enough to make her knees weak. His tongue twisted and entwined with hers in his thorough exploration of her mouth, and she was powerless to do aught but hold on. Her hands grasped his biceps and felt the muscles ripple under her palms.
The kiss turned gentle, his lips softly caressing hers. He seemed no less hungry for her, but the ferocity, the blazing heat, had died down to a slow, sensual simmer. As he pulled back, she drew air into her lungs in ragged gasps, her body starved of oxygen. She’d never been kissed so well that she forgot to breathe. She looked up at him through her lashes, her body trembling with need. Her nipples had hardened to sensitive points that were now rasping against her bra. Damp thighs and soaked panties only proved that she wasn’t ready to handle him. His kisses wreaked havoc on her body and made her yearn for even more of his touch.
Garren’s hand curled around the back of her neck as he tipped her chin up. His eyes had darkened with passion and the gold flecks told her he was close to losing control. Her heart thrummed against her breast and she wondered if he could see it pounding. His nostrils flared as he took in her scent and she watched his fangs descend. There was no doubt that he scented her arousal and it was bringing out his primitive beast. What did you do when you had a two-hundred-pound man hungering for you, a man who currently had a lion peeking through his eyes? Isi wasn’t quite sure what to do with the big kitty.
He leaned down and trailed his nose along her throat before laving her shoulder, his teeth gently scraping her. She had no doubt that he was close to marking her, but for both their sakes, she hoped he could hold his lion in check. If he bit her without asking, she’d be really fucking pissed. Another shiver raked her from head to toe as his hand cupped her breast, his fingers teasing her nipple through her t-shirt and bra. 
“Garren, we shouldn’t….” Even to her own ears, her voice sounded needy and pathetic. 
“Shh.” He brushed his lips against hers in a brief kiss before reaching for the hem of her shirt. His gaze never left hers as he lifted the garment over her head and dropped it at their feet. 
The intensity of his stare made the hair on her body stand on end, the fine hairs along her nape prickling. He pulled down one bra strap and then the other, before reaching for the clasp nestled between her breasts. It took only seconds for him to pop the catch and send the flimsy wisp of lace fluttering to the floor. Her nipples tingled as his gaze caressed her bared breasts. 
His eyes flicked up to hers as he cupped the soft mounds and lowered his head. He watched her as he sucked the tip of one into his mouth, his tongue sliding against the distended point. His teeth gently grazed her, making her skin flush with desire. 
Garren switched to the other side, flicking the nipple with his tongue, back and forth, faster and faster, until she was sliding her fingers into his hair, holding him to her. It was exquisite torture and she wanted more of the wonderful feelings. Her womb contracted as her core pulsed and wept with need. She’d never felt so achingly empty before. He kissed his way up her chest before claiming her mouth once more, his tongue stroking, caressing and teasing. She felt as if he were putting a stamp on her that said Property of Garren. He was so thorough, so maddeningly good at what he was doing.
His hands slid down her waist to her hips, his fingers dipping below her panties as he eased them over her rounded hips, pushing them down her thighs and letting them fall past her knees down to her ankles. Isi kicked them to the side, wanting to feel free. Garren cupped her ass and lifted her, urging her legs around his waist as he stalked across the room to the bed. He leaned forward, placing her back on the cool bedspread as he ravaged her mouth. 
Isi broke the kiss and bared her throat to him, needing to submit and acknowledge his power over her. He pulled her legs from around his waist and placed her feet flat on the bed, her knees bent on either side of him. With a wicked grin, he slid down her body, his shoulders shoving her legs farther apart as he settled between her thighs. His breath puffed against the bare skin of her pussy and she raised her head to watch him take in her scent. His eyes slid shut and his cheeks flushed as he breathed deeply. Those intense green eyes snapped open and his gaze settled on hers as he lowered his mouth to her delicate flesh. 
The wet heat of his tongue as he tasted the nectar dewing on her lips had her gripping the sheets. No matter how many romance novels she’d read, nothing could’ve prepared her for the barrage of sensations and feelings that erupted within her as his mouth settled against her in the most intimate of ways. 
His tongue gathered her cream, delving inside to stroke her as he licked her from bottom to top, his tongue finally coming to rest on her clit. Isi gasped and thrust her hips up. No one had touched her there before, except for her own fingers, and the experience wasn’t one she was likely to forget anytime soon. He circled the hardened bud before dragging his tongue over it, back and forth. Garren speared her with his tongue, thrusting into her damp, moist channel. He retreated then delved inside again, his tongue mimicking what she yearned for his cock to do. Molten need pooled in her belly and her breathing grew harsh and frantic. 
He kissed her center before his lips closed around her clit, gently drawing the bud into his mouth as he lashed it with his tongue. Isi cried out and lifted her hips, a silent plea to ease the ache in her core. Garren groaned against her and she felt him move. A moment later, a long, thick finger penetrated her, causing her vaginal walls to greedily suck him in, needing more. He sucked harder on her clit as his finger slowly moved in and out of her, easing deeper inside with each stroke. 
Isi couldn’t hold back, she became wild in her need and she opened her legs further as she thrust against him, riding his face and his finger. She was close, so very close to completion. A hot flush suffused her from head to toe, her nipples tingled and a slow burn started in her belly and began to spread. She fisted the sheets, her head tossing from side to side, as she shamelessly took everything he gave her and begged for more.
She rode a tidal wave of pleasure as a burst of ecstasy enveloped her. She came wildly, explosively as her muscles clenched and released, and still he didn’t relent. If anything, he sucked harder and his fingers fucked her faster, drawing her orgasm out until she thought she’d expire from the sheer bliss of the moment. 
She clenched around his fingers during her erotic release, the undulations of her hips gradually slowing as she waded through the haze and came back to reality. She collapsed, her legs falling to the bed, her body relaxing into the mattress as she came down from her high. Her body trembled and shook from the force of her climax.
Garren withdrew from her, placing a sweet kiss on her thigh before rising over her. Fire burned in his eyes as he took in her disheveled state. She could feel her body slicked with sweat and her hair a tangled mess about her face, a few strands sticking to the sides of her neck. Her gaze took all of him in, wanting to memorize every detail of the moment. She could hardly ignore the large bulge in his pants and she wondered if now he would demand his own satisfaction, having seen to her needs so thoroughly.
Instead, he backed away, moving to stand at the foot of the bed. His chin was a shiny testament to her release as her juices were smeared against his skin, and yet he didn’t move to wipe away the evidence of her arousal and subsequent climax. He gave her a slow smile and edged toward the door.
“I think you’ll be able to sleep now.” His voice was dark and husky and washed over her.
“And where are you going to sleep?” she asked.
“Don’t worry about me. You should probably change for bed and close your eyes. It’s getting late and tomorrow will be here before you know it. I have a feeling you’ll need to be well rested.”
Was that disappointment she felt? She wanted him to sleep elsewhere, didn’t she? So why did she suddenly crave his arms around her, the feel of his hard muscled body lying beside hers? She could ask him to stay, tell him that she still needed him, that her body wasn’t satisfied yet. 
But she held back.
 She might feel wanton, but she wasn’t sure just how brave she was, not now that the moment was over. No longer lost in the throes of passion, her wits were slowly returning to her. Despite her brain telling her it was a good thing he was leaving, her heart was asking for him to stay. She’d never felt anything like she had just moments ago, had never lowered her guard enough for anyone to slip through the walls she’d erected and get close to her—not in the way Garren just had—and she found that she wanted him to do it again.
“I’ll see you in the morning,” he said as he backed out of the room and shut the door.
She should have said something, she decided, for now she was alone in a darkened room, in a home that was not her own. And she found that she needed him. She wasn’t sure when it had happened, or how, but somewhere in the few hours they’d known one another, he had become essential to her.
Not bothering with clothes, Isi slipped under the covers and rolled onto her side to face the window. The stars shone like diamonds in the inky-black sky, the moon casting the room in silvery light. Regardless of the intense orgasm she’d just experienced, she found that she couldn’t do as he’d requested and close her eyes. Sleep would be a far ways off, of that she had little doubt. Her thoughts were too full of the man who’d just left her. The lion her ocelot was starting to crave. 
If being mated to him meant thousands of more orgasms like the one she’d just had, maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing. She could certainly think of worse ways to spend her life than lying beneath the gorgeous predator, being his prey as he laid claim to her body and soul. Maybe it was a good thing he left when he did. She might have done something stupid, like ask him to bite her. Obviously, she wasn’t thinking clearly at the moment. Things would look different in the light of day. Wouldn’t they? 





  
 
Chapter Three
 
He leaned against the doorframe. His gaze settled on her face, the morning sun caressing her delicate features. She was going to be the death of him. One encounter and he was already hooked… for life. He’d known instantly that she was his mate, but he hadn’t expected to crave her, to need her as much as he needed to breathe. 
Voices carried through the house, his teammates called out to him from downstairs. He couldn’t go. He couldn’t leave her like he’d done before. How he’d possessed the power to walk away after watching her come apart in his arms, he didn’t know. Unbeknownst to her, he’d slept by her side for part of the night. He knew her temper would flare if she ever found out. For whatever reason, she was holding herself back, denying their connection. Garren hoped she wasn’t still on that I’m not good enough rant. He’d never heard of something so ridiculous in his life. Not good enough for her mate? He snorted. If she still felt that way, he’d just have to show her how amazing she was, that she was a goddess in his eyes.
She moaned in her sleep and rolled over, hiding her face from the sun’s rays. The blankets slipped off her shoulders and fell down to her waist. He’d apparently worn her out last night because she hadn’t bothered to get dressed once he’d left her room—their room. The cool air caressed her, leaving goose bumps in its wake. He watched as her nipples hardened and a slight shiver raked her body.
Garren pushed away from the door and stealthily crossed the room, trying not to disturb her. He reached for the covers and drew them over her once more. As much as he hated to hide such a beautiful sight, he didn’t want her to catch a chill. He’d have to remember to check the thermostat, maybe warm the place up a few degrees. His mate should be as comfortable as possible, especially during such a trying time in her life. 
There was a loud crash downstairs. Garren tensed as a loud roar filled the house. If he had to guess, he’d say the alpha had just been told of their presence in town, and he didn’t sound the least bit happy about it. He knew, as team leader, he should go down and smooth things over, but he didn’t want to leave Isi unprotected. A glance back at his mate showed that she was waking, her brow furrowed, lips pouty. She stretched her arms over her head. Her toes peeked out from beneath the blankets as she pointed them in a long, lean stretch. 
He smoothed her hair back behind her ear and softly caressed her flushed cheek, watching as her eyes fluttered open. She appeared confused at first and then her eyes widened in recognition. She pushed herself up to lean against the headboard and clutched the sheet to her chest. It was rather adorable considering that he’d not only seen her completely bare, but had had his lips on her in the most intimate of ways the night before.
“What are you doing in here, Garren?” she asked with a voice husky from sleep.
“We have company downstairs. Your alpha sounds rather irate.”
She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and wrapped the sheet around her. “Then I should dress and go speak to him.”
“Isi, I’d rather you stayed up here. He doesn’t sound like he’s in a good mood.”
“Alpha Henry is never in a good mood where I’m concerned. I’m used to it. Just give me ten minutes to shower and throw some clothes on and I’ll be ready to meet you downstairs.”
Garren frowned. “I’m not leaving you up here alone.”
Isi narrowed her eyes at him. She looked so darn cute when she was upset with him that he couldn’t stop himself from grinning like an idiot. She huffed out a breath and stomped her foot before spinning and storming into the bathroom. 
The door slammed and he shook his head at her temper. It seemed the screaming orgasm he’d given her the night before hadn’t paved his way as well as he’d hoped. He’d just have to get her naked again, and this time he wouldn’t stop until she was begging to be filled with his cock. 
If it weren’t for the McGraw pack alpha downstairs, Garren would be tempted to help sweet Isi with her shower. He closed his eyes and pictured her standing beneath the spray, water cascading down her body, dripping from her plump, dusky nipples. His mouth watered at the mere thought of licking the moisture from her skin, sucking those hardened peaks into his mouth and laving them with his tongue. 
Behind his zipper, his cock began to stir, pressing impatiently against the denim of his jeans. If it weren’t for the wolf downstairs, he’d strip out of his clothes and join her in the watery paradise. He couldn’t think of anything he’d like more than to fuck her against the shower wall then wash her from head to toe and do it all over again. He fisted his hands at his sides and forced himself to stay planted beside the bed. It didn’t matter how much he wanted to go after her, to slam the bathroom door open and take her by surprise.
The water turned off in the other room and he braced himself. She hadn’t taken any clothes in there with her, and he wondered if she was just now realizing that. Would she be bold and stride into the room with confidence in her naked state? Or would she try to hide behind a towel? He was hoping for the first option. Although, he wasn’t sure he could keep his hands to himself if she walked into the room completely bare. He’d want to touch and taste every inch of her. That option would definitely lead to a fun-filled morning, but duty called. 
They really did need to make an appearance downstairs if she thought she could help matters with her alpha. Garren could be a real bastard when he needed to, but if his little mate could soothe the alpha in her own way, he’d be foolish not to let her try.
The bathroom door cracked open and she peered around the edge. “Step out into the hall and close the bedroom door.”
“I don’t think so, sweetheart. I’ll close the door, but I’m not going anywhere.”
She frowned, her lips turning down and her brow creasing. “I’m not coming out there until you step outside.”
“Isi, I’ve seen all of you before, just last night. Or have you forgotten that fact?”
Her cheeks bloomed with color. “I haven’t forgotten. That doesn’t mean we’re going to repeat the mistake though.”
“Mistake?” he growled and advanced on her. “Making my mate scream in pleasure was a mistake?”
“I’m not your mate,” she mumbled.
“Damn stubborn woman. Yes, you are.” He pushed open the door while simultaneously grabbing her wrist and tugging her out of her hiding place. 
Her blush deepened and she dropped her gaze to the floor as she tugged on her hand, trying to free herself. Her free arm wrapped around her breasts, as if to shield them from his eyes. Bending at the knees, he placed his shoulder against her stomach and hefted her into the air. He walked the few steps to the bed and tumbled her on top of the covers. Isi sprawled on the unmade bed, her arms braced behind her, her legs spread for his viewing pleasure—and look he did.
As if sensing the direction of his thoughts, she tried to snap her legs closed, but he slid his palms up her thighs and pushed them wide open. Her sex was flushed, either from her shower or from arousal. He breathed deeply, inhaled her delicious scent and decided it was definitely arousal. She might say she didn’t want him, but her body claimed otherwise. Garren jerked her hips to the edge of the bed and fell to his knees before her. 
Her gaze was focused on him, her chest rising and falling with each labored breath. He smirked at her, knowing he had her right where he wanted her. No way would she deny him, not now. She needed him, even if she didn’t want to admit it.
Pressing his face against her silky-smooth skin, he breathed her in. With a rumbling purr, he licked her slit, his tongue dipping between her dewy lips for a taste. He circled her clit before sucking it into his mouth. The vibration seemed to turn her on and her pussy gushed against his chin. He kept up his oral assault until she was gripping the covers, head tilted back and her legs tensed on either side of him.
“Yes. Yes, please. More.”
He flicked the hardened bud rapidly, his tongue tapping repeatedly against the sensitive flesh. She whimpered and tensed even more and he knew she was close, but she just wouldn’t let go. His grip shifted to her thighs and he held her still as he nipped, nibbled and licked her until she came, screaming his name. 
He stood and stripped his shirt over his head, making his dog tags jangle against his chest, then unzipped his pants before she had time to think about what was happening. He didn’t need her second guessing this. If she told him to stop, he would do as she wished. But it would damn near kill him.
Shoving his jeans down past his hips, he lifted her, her pussy lining up with his cock. While she still rode the tidal wave of pleasure from her orgasm, he sank into her wet heat. She arched her hips, and he filled her completely, groaning in both agony and ecstasy. She felt so tight, so perfect. Her silken walls clamped down on his cock, and he thought he’d come at any moment. Never had anything felt more right than this moment. 
Garren withdrew, pulling almost completely out of her, before pushing back in, his hips meeting hers. She moaned and clutched at his forearms, grinding herself against him. He rotated his hips before repeating the motion. Isi exhaled as he filled her again, her vaginal walls rippling along his length. Sweat beaded his skin as he held back, not wanting to come before she did. He refused to take his pleasure and leave her wanting, even if he was on fire for her. 
He delved deeper within her with each rhythmic push, their movements becoming fast and frantic as her hips met his stroke for stroke. She moved against him with wild abandon as he pounded into her, pushing both of them closer and closer to the edge. 
She murmured nonsensical words, encouraging him to take her harder and faster. Garren’s heart was hammering in his chest and he wasn’t sure how much longer he could last. Needing her to come, he circled her clit with his thumb, stroking her to orgasm. 
She came in a convulsive release, her pussy clenching and releasing his cock as her body trembled beneath him. He abandoned himself to pleasure, erupting inside of her with a roar that shook the walls. His hot seed spilled into her, marking her as his own. Garren felt his teeth lengthen, preparing to claim his mate, but he held back. Something told him it would be a mistake to give in to his animal instincts just then. He wanted her to welcome his bite, not loathe him for taking her choice from her. Not that she really had a choice. They were destined to be together. He just had to wait for her to realize that.
Panting, he eased his hold on her, hoping he hadn’t bruised her tender flesh. She met his gaze through heavy lidded eyes, her lips parted as she panted. Garren wanted to stay buried inside of her forever, but he slowly withdrew. He was so turned on by her that his cock was still semi-hard, ready to go another round if she would agree to it. But as he watched her, he saw clarity enter her eyes and knew the exact moment she realized what she’d done, what they had done. 
She took a deep breath and let her hands slide down his arms. Already he could feel her withdrawing from him. What would it take to break down her walls, for her to stop fighting him? The only way he could guarantee her safety was by completing their mating bond. Once he bit her, he’d be able to track her anywhere in the world. As long as there was a threat out there, he wouldn’t rest, not when she could be snatched out of his arms at any moment. He didn’t know who was behind her kidnapping, and wasn’t sure just how clever the individual was. 
“This shouldn’t have happened,” she said softly.
“Yes, it should have. You can’t deny that there’s something between us, Isi. The air practically vibrates when we’re in a room together, and I know you feel the same pull that I do. All I have to do is think about you and my dick gets hard.”
She bit her lip, as if contemplating his words. Or maybe she just wasn’t sure how to respond to such a blatant statement. Maybe he should’ve left out that part about his dick. He just didn’t want to hold anything back with her. He wanted to share everything with her, including his thoughts and desires. 
“Nothing has changed,” she said. “I’m still not going to let you bite me.”
“You may not want me to right now, but that doesn’t mean I’ll stop trying to change your mind. Whether you like it or not, I’ll be in this bed every night by your side. And I’m going to love you long and hard as often as I can.”
“We didn’t use protection. You should’ve at least put on a condom.”
“When have you ever known a shapeshifter to use birth control with their mate?”
She gritted her teeth and her jaw tensed. “I’m. Not. Your. Mate.”
“Still in denial?” He arched a brow. 
“So because I’m not falling at your feet, not falling in line with your plan, it means I’m in denial? Just because you say I’m your mate, doesn’t make it true.”
“If you weren’t being so damn stubborn, you’d admit that you’re drawn to me. Can’t you feel that our souls are connected?”
She shrugged. “What I feel doesn’t matter. My brain tells me I don’t know you and it’s ridiculous to let you bite me just on some gut reaction.”
“This isn’t just about you being my mate and my wanting to mark you. The threat to your safety is still out there. If something happens, if they manage to abduct you again, I’d be able to find you if I’d claimed you. It may not be very macho of me, but I’m scared of what will happen if you disappear again. What if I can’t find you the next time? What if I’m too late?”
Her gaze softened. “I understand your need to protect me, but I think claiming me as your mate is going a bit too far.”
“We’ll talk about it later. Right now, we should get dressed and see what your alpha wants.”
“I’m not putting on clothes until I’ve taken another shower.”
He growled at her. “You’re not washing my scent off.”
Her eyebrows lifted. “Watch me. You have no say in what I do.”
“Fine. Do what you want, but be quick about it.” Garren wasn’t happy. His beast wasn’t either. They wanted their scent on her, so everyone would know she belonged to them.
She climbed out of bed and walked into the bathroom, pushing the door closed behind her. If she thought that flimsy piece of wood was going to keep him out, she didn’t know him at all. But then, that proved her whole point, didn’t it? He’d just have to show her what a determined lion could accomplish. Garren heard the shower turn on. With his jaw set, he pushed open the bathroom door. Isi was under the water, oblivious to the fact he’d disregarded her need for privacy. 
Sliding the shower open, he eased under the spray behind her. He gripped her waist and pulled her back against his chest, her delectable ass pressed against his stiffening cock. He’d never had such a quick recovery time before and he knew it was because of how luscious his mate was, how alluring. 
Isi let out a squeak and stiffened against him. “I don’t recall inviting you into my shower.”
“I need to be near you right now.”
Isi tipped her head back and looked up. Garren curved his arm around her waist, sliding his palm along her belly before dipping it between her thighs. He watched as her body flushed with desire. Her eyes drifted closed and her lips parted. She placed her hand over his, directing his fingers where she wanted them most. He’d never been more turned on in his life and he wanted to give her everything she needed, and more. 
His fingers dipped between the lips of her pussy and slowly circled her clit. He felt the bud harden under his expert touch as he dragged his callused fingertips across it again and again. She spread her legs, giving him better access and he slid his other hand down. He teased her opening before thrusting two fingers inside of her body. She moaned and rotated her hips, pressing herself against his palm. As his fingers pumped in and out of her sweet warmth, she started riding his hand, fucking herself against him. 
With every up and down motion, every gyration of her hips, she rubbed against his aching cock. Her slick skin caressed him, ratcheting his desire higher. His fingers plunged into her harder and faster and he watched her breasts bounce as she met him thrust for thrust. Isi began panting, her skin turning a lovely pink as she neared her peak. Garren slid his cock between her ass cheeks, not entering her, but bringing himself pleasure just the same. 
“More, Garren, I need more.”
“I can’t give you more without being inside of you,” he rumbled. 
“Do it. Take me.”
He withdrew his fingers from her hot, wet pussy and slid them up the crack of her ass before circling her rosette. “Have you ever been taken here before?”
She shook her head and pressed her hips back against him. Using her juices, he eased his finger inside of her. She let out a gasp that turned into a moan as she pushed back against him. He continued teasing her clit and added another finger, stretching her. He doubted this was quite what she had in mind when she’d demanded that he take her, but he’d be lying if he said he hadn’t thought about it more than once since meeting her. 
Scissoring his fingers, he prepared her for his cock. He rubbed his shaft along the lips of her pussy, gathering her cream on his length. Garren spread her cheeks and placed the head of his cock against her rosette. She tensed for a moment, but he nuzzled her neck.
“Relax for me, baby. Just breathe and push out.”
He felt her muscles loosen and he eased in, taking his time so he wouldn’t hurt her. When the head of his cock popped through the tight ring of muscle, he began sinking into her. It was the most incredible feeling, unlike anything he had ever experienced—not that he hadn’t done this a time or two before, but it was different with Isi. Just knowing that he was her first made power surge through him. 
Garren made sure she had time to adjust to his size before he began a slow and steady thrust, his fingers dancing over her clit. Her hand dove between her legs and he watched as she began fucking herself with her fingers. Everything took on a sepia tone as his beast came forth. Unable to help himself, he bit down on her shoulder, holding her in place as he fucked her. His hips snapped back and forth as he tunneled in and out of her faster and harder. 
As she cried out, her muscles clamped down on his cock, sending him over the edge. He bit harder, as his lion tried to break through, and filled her ass with his seed. The taste of her blood hit his tongue and he realized too late that he’d broken the skin. She was going to be fucking pissed at him, but he couldn’t help it. His beast had taken over, demanding that they claim their mate. 
He lapped at the wound on her shoulder and eased his cock from her body. As she twitched in the aftermath of her release, he tweaked her clit one more time before withdrawing from her completely. He turned her to face him and watched as she removed her hand from between her legs, her cream coating her fingers.
Garren tipped her chin up and pressed a kiss against her plump lips. “You’re probably going to be sore later, but hopefully, it was worth it. I know it isn’t an experience I’m going to forget anytime soon.”
“That was amazing,” she admitted. “I never thought I’d want someone to take me… you know, there, but it was beyond incredible.”
He smiled. “Does that mean you’ll let me do it again sometime?”
“I’d be pissed if you didn’t.”
He caressed the mark on her shoulder. “I’m afraid my lion got a little carried away.”
“I think your bite intensified the pleasure. I’m not saying I’m not mad that you did it without asking, but I enjoyed it.”
“Does this mean you’re done with that nonsense about us not being mates?”
“Whether I like it or not, you’ve marked me as yours. Don’t think this means you get to go all caveman on me and drag me around by my hair. Just because you’ve marked me doesn’t mean I’m going to give in to you on everything.”
“I wouldn’t want you to. I love your sass.” He caressed her nose with his. “I probably shouldn’t admit that.”
A soft smile curved her lips. “I’m glad you like all of me, even the sassy part. But can we keep this whole claimed thing between us? I don’t want the guys thinking I gave in too easily.”
He chuckled. “Honey, you didn’t give in, I just didn’t give you an option. Truthfully, I thought you’d be fighting mad when you realized what I’d done.”
“Oh, I’m sure I will be later, but right now I’m still riding the high of the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had.”
“Come on, I’ll help you get cleaned up and then we really need to go downstairs. I’m not sure if your alpha is still here after all this time, but we should investigate and see if there’s anything we can do to help.”
With a nod, she reached for the bottle of shower gel on the rack hanging on the side of the shower. She squirted a liberal amount in her small hand. Rubbing her palms together, she smoothed the gel across his chest, down his abdomen and grasped his cock. He closed his eyes in bliss as she washed him. He’d never allowed anyone to be so intimate with him before. Yes, he’d fucked many women, but that was different. He’d never let them get too personal. They were just nameless faces that eased his urges and nothing more. But Isi was definitely something more.
After she’d soaped him from head toe, he returned the favor, his hands lingering on her breasts. They really were rather spectacular. Once he was convinced she was good and clean, he gave her a gentle push under the water to rinse. He wanted to keep his hands on her, but knew that was a bad idea. It would only lead to more fucking and he was fairly certain she needed a break. 
They hadn’t really discussed her experience with men, but something told him she was damn near virginal. There’d been no barrier when he entered her, so he was sure there’d been someone in her life at some point, but he really didn’t want to think about that. It was unrealistic of him to think there wouldn’t have been someone before him, but just the thought of another man’s hands on her had him wanting to track down the unsuspecting male and do some damage to him.
When it was his turn, he rinsed as quickly as he could and then shut off the water. He opened the shower door and grabbed two towels for them. They dried themselves off before walking into the bedroom. He couldn’t hear any sounds coming from downstairs, but that didn’t mean anything. Just because the alpha wasn’t yelling anymore, didn’t mean he was gone.
He watched hungrily as Isi dressed, hiding her body from him one piece of clothing at a time. God, but she was sexy! He’d love nothing more than to curl up with her in a bedroom, lock the door, and shut out the world while he loved her long and hard, all day and all night. He’d give anything to lose himself in her. 
He mentally shook himself as he zipped his pants and pulled on a tank top that hugged his body. He smirked as he watched Isi devour him with her eyes. 
The denim shorts she’d donned, so short they were barely there, hugged her ass. She’d pulled on a gingham short sleeve shirt and tied it at her waist. He’d never seen anything so adorable in his life. Pulling her into his arms, he kissed her long and hard before swatting her on the ass and releasing her.
“Ready to go see what kind of damage your alpha has done?” he asked.
She nodded. 
Garren took her hand and led her out of the room and down the stairs. He heard murmuring from the direction of the kitchen and followed the sound. When they entered the room, he saw an older man at the table with his crew. He had no doubt the man was the alpha of the McGraw pack, he exuded power. 
“So nice of you to finally join us,” the man said in a gravelly voice. “Isi, go pack your bags. You’re going home, and these gentlemen are heading back to wherever they came from.”
Garren looked at his team before returning his gaze to the alpha. “With all due respect, sir, we aren’t going anywhere. Not until I know the threat to Isi has been neutralized.”
“We could just take her with us,” Parker said. “There’s no reason for her to stay here.”
“I don’t give my permission for her to leave the pack,” the alpha said.
Garren stared him down. “I don’t recall asking what you wanted. Isi is no concern of yours.”
“She’s part of this pack. Maybe not by birth, but her parents made her my concern when they adopted her.”
“You didn’t give a shit about her when she was kidnapped, so pardon me if I don’t give a flying fuck what you want now,” Garren growled. “Isi isn’t leaving my side, and my team and I aren’t leaving until we know who tried to harm her.”
The alpha rose, his chest puffing out. If the man was trying to intimidate him, it wasn’t working. All the old man was doing was pissing him off. Let the men responsible for nearly killing Isi go free? Not damn likely.
“This is my pack, my land, and you’ll do as you’re told. And I’m telling you to pack up and leave.”
Garren released Isi and moved closer to the alpha, looking down at the smaller man. He had no doubt that if it came down to a fight between them, he’d win. And if that was what it took to prove that the alpha couldn’t push him around, then he’d do it.  He wouldn’t mind getting his claws on him anyway, just for his prior treatment of Isi.
“Do you really want to do this?” he asked softly.
“You can’t stay in this house.”
“Then we’ll just have to find a place to rent while we’re here, because we aren’t leaving. As for Isi, she stays with me, where I know she’s protected. Obviously, you did a shit job of it before and I’m not about to rely on you to keep her safe.”
The man’s face turned red, but he pressed his lips together and fought back whatever comment he wanted to make. With a short jerky nod of his head, he stepped around Garren and headed toward the front door. 
“I’ll give you an hour to pack and get out of this house,” the alpha called over his shoulder. “After that, I’ll have my pack escort you out.”
Garren snorted. He’d like to see some lame-ass wolves try to budge him and his men. They weren’t going anywhere until they were damn good and ready. Now they had another problem to face. Where were they going to stay? He didn’t kid himself and think it would be easy to rent a place in the village. The alpha was probably on the phone even now telling everyone to turn them away. Well, Garren would just have to give them an offer they couldn’t refuse. A decent sum of money, and their life. Because if anyone stood between him and his goal of protecting his mate, he’d rip out their throats without a second thought.
The front door slammed and Isi placed her hand on his arm.
“You’re going to have to leave. There’s no way you’ll find a place in the village, especially not one big enough for all of us.”
Lee cleared his throat. “When Parker and I went to get our bags, we saw a big place up on a hill, nearly hidden in the trees. Blue Victorian looking thing with a white porch wrapped around it.”
“That’s the McKutchen place.”
“What’s the story with it? Is it for rent?” Parker asked.
“It’s been empty for years. The McKutchens died and left it to their only child, a son who decided pack life wasn’t for him. He joined the Army and no one’s seen him since.”
“What’s his name?” Garren asked.
“Joseph McKutchen.”
Garren nodded at Dagan. “See what you can dig up on Mr. McKutchen and a way to contact him. If we play this right, we might have a place to stay.”
“If it’s been vacant for years, I doubt it’s livable,” Lee said.
“Someone cleans it every week,” Isi said. “His parents had it set up in their will so that if Joseph ever returned the place would be in decent shape.”
“I’m on it,” Dagan said, as he powered up the laptop sitting in front of him.
Parker moved around the table to look over his shoulder. “Dude, I’ve never seen someone with so much SPAM before. When’s the last time you cleaned out your email?”
“A while ago,” Dagan muttered. “Could you give me some room?”
Parker eased back a little. He pointed at the screen and threw back his head and laughed. “Seriously? How many of those do you get?”
Isi looked intrigued. “Those what?”
“Local sluts want to sleep over—Free dating for life!” Parker snickered. “Maybe you should take them up on their offer, Dagan. I can’t remember the last time you had a date.”
“Shut it.” Dagan cast him a dirty look. “Just because I don’t whore around like you do, doesn’t mean I don’t date. I’m just a little pickier about where I stick my dick.”
Garren coughed. “Language. There’s a lady present.”
Isi’s eyes widened and she looked around. “Where?”
Parker laughed so hard Garren worried he’d bust a gut.
“Cute,” Garren muttered.
Dagan tapped away on the laptop and then he smiled broadly. “I think I have him.”
“Already?” Isi asked. “Isn’t that kind of fast?”
“Well, there’s only one Joseph McKutchen currently in the Army. He’s stationed in Colorado. Give me another minute and I’ll have his phone number.”
Isi frowned. “How did you do that so fast?”
“Dagan has a backdoor into all military personnel files. We’ve had to use it a few times in the past, so he’s memorized the way in.” Lee smiled. “He may not act it all the time, but he’s pretty damn smart.”
Garren tugged on her hand. “Come on, sweetness. Let’s go watch TV and relax until we hear something. Let’s let Dagan do his thing without such a large audience.”
Isi melted against his side and nodded her head. If anyone noticed her sudden compliance, they kept their mouth shut. With that super-sensitive shifter hearing they all had, he had no doubt that they knew exactly what had taken place upstairs. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. The last thing he wanted was for anyone to be picturing Isi without her clothes. 
They settled on the sofa and Isi curled into his side. Garren figured she was still feeling the effects of her orgasm if she was being so agreeable. He didn’t doubt there would be a blow up in his future, once she truly realized what happened. It hadn’t had time to really sink in yet that they were connected forever.
Garren wrapped his arm around her and toyed with her hair. He’d never felt so content before and he knew he owed it all to the woman at his side. He hadn’t believed his luck when they’d found her out in the desert. Thankfully, their leads had panned out, otherwise they wouldn’t have gotten there in time. Just the thought of losing her before he really had her sent a shiver down his spine. A shifter spends his entire life looking for his other half, his destined mate. What would have happened to him if he’d never found her?
He wasn’t sure how much time passed, but the next time he glanced at the doorway, Dagan was standing there. His friend looked a little worried.
“What’s up, Dagan? Did you reach Joseph?”
Dagan nodded. “Yeah, I reached Joe, and he didn’t have good things to say about this village. He remembers Isi though. Said she was always a sweet girl and he was sorry she was having such a rough time of it.”
“What else? I can tell you’re holding back.”
“He suggested that we might be looking for more than one person. He said if we had back-up, we might want to call them.”
Garren cursed. “Where the hell would we put them? Even if Eli’s team was willing to come out, there isn’t enough room.”
“Supposedly, Joe’s house has six bedrooms and a small guest house with another two bedrooms. Some of us would have to double up, maybe even fit three to a room, but it’s doable. And with extra men, we could have someone awake at all hours patrolling.” Dagan shrugged. “It’s something to look into.”
“Who’s on Eli’s team? Do we even know? I don’t want just anyone out here.”
“Dylan Weathersby, Colton Ford and Dallas Strickland. I’m not familiar with Dallas, but I know Dylan and Colton. They’re both good guys. I think Dallas just mustered out about two months ago, but Dylan and Colton were on a team together. Colton was scouted by the CIA for their Special Activities Division when he got out, but he turned them down.”
Garren tapped his leg with his fingers. “Go ahead and make the call. I’m assuming from the way you’re talking that Joe gave us permission to use the house.”
Dagan nodded. “Yeah, he said we could stay there as long as we needed.”
“Then make the call. Let’s get our stuff rounded up and we’ll get out of here.”
Isi cleared her throat. “We’re going to need transportation. We can’t exactly walk that far.”
“What did you have in mind? Something tells me there isn’t a car rental place around here.” Garren lifted a brow.
“No, but we could use my car. I mean, it’s tiny, but it’s better than nothing, right?”
“You think four big men, and you, are going to fit in a tiny car?” Garren grinned. “I think we’re going to need something a little bigger.”
Isi bit her lip. “Grace.”
Garren’s brow furrowed. “You think we need to say Grace?”
She laughed. “No, my friend, Grace. Her brother has a Hummer. He took a six-month job overseas and won’t be back home for another four months. Maybe we can borrow it.”
Dagan tossed her his cell phone. “Call and ask. We’re running out of time to get out of this joint before your alpha returns.”
Isi quickly dialed the number and put the phone to her ear. She smiled. “Grace, this is Isi. And before you ask, I’m fine.”
She glanced at Garren. “Grace, I have a favor to ask. You know Jeremy’s Hummer? Is anyone using it right now?”
Garren decided the conversation needed to be handled over the speaker so everyone could hear what was being said. He took the phone from Isi and pushed the speaker button.
“—Jeremy left me the keys and said I could do what I wanted with it while he was gone,” Isi’s friend said. “Why? Do you need to use it for something? You aren’t moving are you? I saw your place was up for rent.”
“Slow down, Grace! No, I’m not moving. Not exactly.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Grace asked.
“It means she’s under our protection until we figure out who’s behind her kidnapping,” Garren answered.
“Who is this?” Grace demanded. “What are you doing with Isi?”
Garren smiled. It was nice that Isi had someone so protective of her. “My name is Garren Douglas and I’m one of four who found Isi and brought her home. She’s staying with us, for safety reasons.” He paused. “And because she’s my mate.”
Grace squealed on the other end. “Isi, you found your mate? That’s fantastic! I can’t wait to meet him. We must do lunch soon.”
Garren chuckled. “We’re moving into the McKutchen house tonight. Why don’t you stop by tomorrow? You can bring Hailey with you, and any other friends Isi has. I’m sure she’d be happy to see everyone.”
“We’ll be there,” Grace promised. “Now, about the Hummer, I don’t have a way to get it to you and get back home, but if someone could come pick it up, you can use it for as long as you need.”
Dagan indicated the door with a nod of his head.
“Dagan O’Neal will come pick it up. I’m assuming Isi knows how to get to your house from here?” Garren asked.
“Oh yes. Isi’s been over here several times.”
“Dagan will see you shortly, Grace. And thank you.”
“Welcome,” she chirped before disconnecting the call.
Isi gave Dagan directions. Thankfully, Grace only lived six blocks away so it would be an easy walk.





  
 
 
Chapter Four
 
It didn’t take long to get set up at the McKutchen house, everyone claiming a room. Somehow, Isi and Garren ended up with the master suite, not that she was going to complain too much. After seeing that whirlpool tub, she was more than happy to make the sacrifice and accept such posh lodgings. Neither Garren nor she had spoken of their mating since it had happened, and now that the haze of excellent sex had worn off, she was more than a little pissed at him for losing control. Not that she’d been much better, but hell if she would admit it to the lion.
Isi had overheard bits and pieces of conversation since arriving at the large home and knew reinforcements were scheduled to arrive by nightfall, if not sooner. Just what she needed. More men. Not that Dagan and the others were horrible, but she had her hands full with Garren. And really, there was such a thing as too much testosterone. There was only so much a woman could take.
As they drove through town, she’d seen the curious looks from the townspeople, and had no doubt if it weren’t for her presence, the men would have been hounded by the single females in the pack. When you grew up in the same place you were born, and knew the people around you for your entire life, it was a safe bet that your mate was not from the area if you were still single by the time you hit your early to mid-twenties. Isi hadn’t known her mate didn’t live within the pack, but she’d just assumed that he hadn’t wanted to claim her since she was defective.
Oh, how wrong she’d been!
From the corner of her eye, movement caught her attention and she turned. Lee was lounging at the end of the porch, propped against the side of the house. He gave her a nod of acknowledgment and then went back to scanning the area. 
“For the love of God!” She huffed. Four men in the house, well three now, and she couldn’t even sit on the porch without a male present? Did they think someone was going to snatch her in broad daylight, right from under their noses? Once they saw the four hulking men following her around, they would have to be stupid to try anything. Isi was convinced that she’d never been safer than she was now that she was surrounded by Garren and his team.
She rose from the porch swing and stepped down into the yard. Behind her, she heard Lee walk across the porch and felt his presence behind her a moment later. Grinding her teeth in frustration, she balled her hands at her sides and fought the urge to spin around and blacken his eye. She reeled herself in, knowing that it wasn’t Lee she was upset with so much as the situation and Garren’s overprotectiveness. He was going to smother her, but she’d be damned if she’d let him.
“I’m not helpless,” she ground out, not bothering to turn around.
“I know that,” Lee said. “But orders are orders, and I was told to keep an eye on you.”
“Is your eyesight so poor that you can’t see me from a few yards away on the porch? Must you shadow my every step like I’m some errant child who will run off the moment you look away?”
“Damn, Isi!”
She sighed. “It’s not you. It’s Garren that has me so pissed off. I don’t mean to take it out on you, but you’re… convenient.”
“If you’re going to get into it with Garren, let me know now and I’ll make myself scarce later. All that damn roaring he does gives me a headache.”
She smirked, knowing exactly how he felt. Garren definitely had a mighty roar and he wasn’t afraid to use it, but Isi had learned long ago that it didn’t take a big voice to make your point. If you grabbed a man by his balls, chances were he was going to listen to you, especially if you tightened your grip for emphasis on the important words.
Isi wound her way through the garden, which was surprisingly lush with flowers and topiaries. She’d known someone was keeping the house in order, but she hadn’t realized they were gardening too. And doing an excellent job by the looks of things. When she tired of having a shadow trail her around the property, she went back inside and flopped down on the couch.
Lee disappeared, leaving her alone for the first time since arriving at the McKutchen home. She half expected Dagan or Parker to pop up at any moment, just to make sure she was where Lee had left her, like a good little girl. She had news for them, though. She hadn’t been a good girl in a long time. Oh, she followed the pack rules, to a point, but she’d never been a perfect daughter, certainly not the daughter her parents wanted. Truth be told, their love for her had waned even before the non-shift. It just had been the catalyst they needed to avoid her completely. They’d still given her a roof over her head and a pantry full of food, but there had been no more family meals, no more conversations… no more attempts at being a real family, something she’d always craved.
Isi had seen how Tomi was with her parents before they passed and she’d always wanted to be a part of it. Her friend had included her as much as possible, but there was only so much she could do. It wasn’t fair to intrude on their family gatherings, and truth be told, their togetherness always kicked her right in the chest. Isi knew she had problems, like the big gaping wound her parents had left in her life, but everyone had issues of some sort. Granted, not everyone had an entire town that hated them, but not everyone could be special like Isi.
She snorted. “Yeah, real friggin’ special. They avoid you like the plague, except for when they remember how much fun it is to pick on you.”
“Did you say something?”
She jolted and looked at the man intruding on her space. “Who the hell are you?”
He gave her an easy smile and held out his hand as he approached. “Dylan Weathersby. And you must be Garren’s mate, Isi.”
“Not by choice,” she snarled.
His eyebrows rose into his hairline and he rocked back on his heels as he withdrew his proffered hand. “Alrighty then. I see you’re a touch upset about the whole mate thing.” He nodded. “Understandable.”
“You’re the only one who thinks so. The others think I should fall at Garren’s feet and be grateful he took me as his mate.”
He cleared his throat. “I hope they didn’t phrase it quite like that.”
“Maybe not in so many words,” she mumbled. “But the intentions were the same!”
“Or maybe they’re just happy the two of you found each other. It isn’t every day a man finds his mate. I always thought women looked forward to it too.”
She shrugged. “Maybe once upon a time I did. I outgrew fairy tales a long time ago though. I don’t understand how he can decide he wants me forever just because of the way I smell. Just because my scent appeals to him, it doesn’t mean we should spend eternity together.”
“First off, it’s more than you smelling nice. Don’t you understand how the whole mate thing works? I mean, you are a shifter, right?” He leaned forward and sniffed at her. “Cat?”
“Ocelot. How did you know? I’ve never been able to tell what types of shifters are around me, and as far as I know, no one in this pack can either.”
He frowned. “That’s most unusual. You don’t have a heightened sense of smell?”
“I thought I did.”
“Hmm. We’ll have to figure it out later. Right now, I need to go claim a room before my teammates beat me to it. I’m sure this is the start of a beautiful friendship, Isi.” He flashed her a smile. “It helps if you like the person you’re guarding and I can tell I’m going to like you just fine.”
She wasn’t certain what to make of his words and watched him walk out of the room. 
Everyone seemed to think that finding Garren was something of a miracle. She’d grown up hearing tales of what happened when you found your mate, but she’d always thought it would be a little more romantic than a few sniffs, some licks, and then bam! He fucks you and claims you, forever tying the two of you together. She supposed she should be content she at least got a few orgasms out of the deal, but deep in her heart, she was a little disappointed.
Perhaps she was being ungrateful, but she’d always thought she’d have time to get to know her mate better before being claimed. She’d wanted flowers and chocolates, long walks hand in hand, evenings spent with their parents while they bonded as a family. Instead, she ended up with a rumbly lion who liked to dictate what she should and shouldn’t do, fucked her to within an inch of her life, then left her to her own devices while he talked shop with his team.
All right, so in all fairness, he was trying to protect her, and that made him something of a white knight. She had to give him points for that, even if she did think he was going overboard. But with all of the patrols he was setting up, all of the men with guns wandering around, when would there be time for romance? Didn’t she deserve soft words and fragrant blossoms? Didn’t she deserve some sort of affection and not just a stamp that declared she belonged to him?
“I’m not property,” she grumbled.
“No one said you were,” Garren said, entering the room. “Why do you think you’re property?”
Her cheeks flushed and she looked away. Garren reached out, gently taking her chin, and turned her face toward him. “Why do you feel like property?” he asked again.
“We don’t have a traditional relationship, not even by shifter standards. You just decided you wanted me so you marked me. Can you honestly tell me you feel something for me? Other than lust, that is. I think it’s quite evident you feel that. But what of love? Will you ever come to love me?”
He frowned. “I don’t believe in love. What we have is stronger than that human emotion. You were destined for me, Isi. There is no other woman in the world I will ever want as much as I want you. I’ll never stray from you and you’ll always be the most important person in my life.”
“I want more. Maybe that makes me selfish, but I had dreams, just like all the other little girls. I dreamed some strong, handsome man would sweep me off my feet, shower me with affection, and declare his undying love for me.”
His frown deepened.
“Don’t you understand, Garren? I want the one thing that has always been missing in my life. Most people have parents who love them, siblings who have some affection for them, but growing up I had no one. My parents tried to be good to me before they found out I couldn’t shift, but there was always something lacking. I’m tired of living a cold existence. I want warmth in my life, and in order to have that, I need love.”
A growl rumbled in his throat. “You’re mine, Isi. Nothing is going to change that. I’m sorry I can’t give you what you want, but there are plenty of women who would kill to be in your shoes right now.”
Her face tightened. “I don’t need to hear how desirable you are to other women. You should be more concerned with whether or not you’re desirable to me.”
“I thought we’d already established that you desire me just as much as I desire you.” He stalked closer, wrapping an arm around her waist. “Perhaps you need a reminder.”
She opened her mouth to protest and he swooped down to silence her, his mouth sealing against hers, his tongue thrusting between her lips. The taste of him exploded on her tongue and she found herself pushing at his shoulders. As he explored her mouth, bending her to his will, she fought to keep control of herself. His arm tightened at her waist, her breasts pressing against his chest. His lips slowed, sipping at her, and she heard the faint rumble of a purr.
Isi slackened in his embrace, unable to fight him. Not this side of him at any rate. The alpha, domineering male was one thing, but this softer, gentler side? The almost sweet kisses were her undoing and she melted against him, her arms winding around his neck. When he pulled back, she looked up at him through heavy-lidded eyes. Why couldn’t he be like that all the time?
“I don’t think desire is an issue, do you?” he asked.
“I never claimed I didn’t desire you. I just said I wanted more than lust.”
“I would give my life for you. Love isn’t something I’ve ever offered a woman, and I’m not sure I know how, but I can promise that I will protect you at all costs, that I will always put you above others.”
She supposed that would have to do—for now. One of these days she would get him to love her, no matter what it took.
“I came in here to tell you that you have company. Do you want me to show them in or would you prefer to entertain them out on the porch?” he asked. “You seem to like the sunshine and fresh air.”
“Outside will be fine. Just send them around the corner.”
His lips tipped up on one corner. “Too late. They’re in the kitchen with the guys, but I’ll send them out directly.”
She nodded and stepped back, letting her arms drop to her sides. Isi watched as he strode out of the room, then she turned and went out to wait for her friends. She only had three, and knowing them, all three had shown up the moment word had traveled that she was mated and staying with four hunky men. Well, seven men now.
Tomi was the first to step outside, pulling her in for a quick, fierce hug before shoving her away in typical Tomi fashion. “Don’t ever scare me like that again! Next time, you fight the bastards until you get away.”
She smiled. “I did struggle, as much as I could. He took me by surprise, but I’ll be more alert this time.”
Hailey gave her a little wave before settling on the swing, leaving Grace standing uncertainly. Isi smiled warmly at her and held out her hands. Grace tentatively stepped forward and took them, allowing Isi to draw her into a hug.
“We missed you,” Grace said softly.
“I missed you, too.”
“So out of all those hunky men,” Tomi said, “which one is yours? Because if you don’t have dibs, I claim the white-haired hottie.” She fanned herself. “Holy mother of Greek god genes! That man is smokin’!”
Isi laughed. “Parker is all yours, if you can tame him. My mate is the big one with black hair. Garren.”
Grace shivered. “They’re all rather intimidating.”
“They’ve been nothing but kind to me,” Isi assured her. “Garren may be a bit growly, but I know he wouldn’t hurt me. They’re all here to protect me, and to find out why I was taken to begin with.”
“Do they think there will be another attempt?” Hailey asked.
Isi shrugged. “I guess it’s a possibility. Garren didn’t think I would be safe until they got to the bottom of things. Although, it’s been pointed out that we could just leave. Now that I’m mated to Garren, it’s doubtful we’ll stick around here. Their home is in Texas and I’m sure my mate will want to go back there soon.”
“A new start with a new pack.” Grace smiled. “I would give anything for that chance!”
“When we leave, you’re all welcome to come with us. I know Garren wouldn’t mind.” At least, she hoped he wouldn’t, now that she’d made the offer. Truth was she didn’t know much about her mate.
Tomi arched a brow. “You mean leave this wonderful town with the oh-so-understanding alpha and his rotten sons? Why ever would we want to do something like that?” She snorted. “Count me in. If you leave, I’m packing to come along.”
“I have nothing holding me here. Maybe another pack wouldn’t force me to mate with someone.” Hailey’s lips twisted in a sneer. “As if I’d ever be interested in Alpha Henry’s offspring. No offense to your best buddy.”
Isi waved a hand. “None taken.”
Grace looked at her friends. “I just don’t know. I mean, I’ve never lived anywhere but here. What if it’s scary out there?”
Tomi slung an arm around Grace’s shoulders. “Honey, it’s scary here. The world is full of possibilities. I think it’s time we explored a little.”
Tomi coaxed and pleaded with Grace, and Isi began to wonder if her friend would ever consent to leave with them. They talked for a while before Grace finally relented.
“I suppose….” Grace still looked uncertain.
One of the new guys stepped out onto the porch, gave the ladies a nod, then leaned against the wall with his arms folded and surveyed the area. Isi sighed as she realized Garren had stuck her with a bodyguard again. It was the porch for god’s sake! Not to mention it was still daylight. Did he really think someone would come snatch her out from under his nose? Besides, they were bonded now. He’d be able to track her if someone did manage to abduct her.
Tomi scowled at the new addition. “I guess our visiting time is over since he stuck you with rover.”
The guard glanced her way, his lips kicking up a little. “Not a wolf.”
“Pussy cat?” Tomi asked. “Yogi? Oh! I know! Tweety!”
He laughed outright and winked at her. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
Tomi snorted and turned to face Isi again. “Look, I appreciate that your mate wants to take care of you, but call me when we can have a private conversation again. Your mate seems to have eyes and ears everywhere and there are some things that should remain between girls, if you know what I mean.”
Yes, Isi knew exactly what she meant, and she couldn’t agree more. Getting Garren to understand that was another matter though. He was determined to suffocate her.
Everyone made their goodbyes and Isi approached the new male.
“So, you’re on guard duty?” she asked.
He nodded. “Name’s Colton. Colton Ford.”
“And you’re here with two other teammates?”
“And the pilot.”
So there were now eight men wandering around the house. Just great. She gave a long-suffering sigh and went back in the house, despite the testosterone that was going to smother her. Maybe she could talk Garren into leaving sooner rather than later. The last thing she wanted to do was aimlessly roam this house while under surveillance, with a bunch of overgrown men breathing down her neck too. Did it really matter if they figured out who sold her out if she wasn’t staying?
She found Garren in what looked like an office, a map of the area spread out before him and a pencil in his hand.
“What are you doing?” she asked, coming to stand beside him.
“Can you show me on this map where you were snatched? I’m trying to figure out where they came from.”
She pointed to the wooded area near her parents’ home. “I was running through the woods when someone came up behind me, put some sort of nasty cloth over my nose, and then it was lights out. I woke in the box you rescued me from.”
“We already know who took you, but it’s the why that bothers me.”
“Maybe I was convenient. Do we really have to do this, Garren? Why can’t you just take me home?”
He scowled at her. “You’re not moving back into that duplex.”
“I meant your home,” she said softly. “I kind of figured it was my home now too.”
His features smoothed. “Oh.”
“Yeah, ‘oh’ is right.” She punched him in the arm. “I may not be thrilled with the way you claimed me, but I can no longer deny we’re mates.”
“What if we leave and the person responsible comes after you again? It’s safer to ferret them out now rather than wait for them to strike again later.”
Isi sighed and rested her head on his bicep. Part of her liked the alpha side of him that wanted to watch over her and the other part of her wanted to smack him upside the head. She figured as his mate she’d probably get away with it, but wasn’t certain she wanted to test the theory just yet.
She chewed on her lower lip. “I sort of invited the girls along.”
“Invited them where?” he asked, staring at the map again.
“Home with us.”
His head slowly turned in her direction, the green depths of his gaze focused on her. “You did what?”
“Well, I thought it might be nice to have my friends around when I move back home with you, and they really don’t like it here under Alpha Henry’s rule. I thought it might be a fresh start for all of us. There’s no reason they can’t join us, is there?”
“We don’t have a pack at home, Isi. It’s just the guys and me, with a leap of jaguars nearby. They will be isolated. My home is nothing like your small town here. We’re integrated with humans. Can they handle something like that? Not all humans are thrilled they share the world with shifters.”
“Well, Grace may need a little support from all of us, but Hailey and Tomi are both strong. Grace is gentle, like her animal.”
He frowned. “She isn’t a wolf? I thought everyone here was a wolf but you.”
Isi shook her head. “Grace is a black swan. Tomi is a wolf. Hailey is human. There are non-wolf shifters mixed within the town as mates and children. So don’t attack this thing thinking everyone is a canine and will think like a canine. There are some cats and birds. No bears though.”
He seemed to mull that over. 
“Garren.” She nibbled on her lip. “What if you find out the person who set me up was the alpha?”
His eyes flared gold. “You think Alpha Henry is behind your abduction?”
“I think anyone in town could be behind it, but wouldn’t it make sense for an alpha to want to do the best thing for his pack? As much as everyone here hates me, the alpha included, it wouldn’t be a far stretch for him to have orchestrated the whole thing.”
Garren shook his head. “I don’t think a ransom note would have been sent to him if he’d set it up. I think we’re looking for someone else. I’m not willing to discount your friends just yet. Jealousy is a powerful motivator.”
Isi threw back her head and laughed. “Jealousy? Why would anyone ever be jealous of the pack pariah? If anything, I should be jealous of my friends.”
“I told you, Isi. Everyone is a suspect. I trust no one but my team and our reinforcements. These men put their lives on the line to make sure this country stays safe and to ensure you have the freedoms you’ve been given. They would die for you, and they know that there’s a chance that could happen, depending on what we discover.”
“I don’t want anyone to die for me,” she said softly. “They have families. Friends. People who would miss them. Who would miss me?”
“I would.”
She leaned closer and rested her head on his shoulder. “Thank you.”
Garren drew away and then pulled her into his arms. Before she could ask what he was up to, his lips slanted across hers. The warmth of his mouth sent a shiver of awareness through her. Had it really been that morning that he’d claimed her? When he kissed her, she felt like she’d known him forever, that they’d been two halves of a whole for their entire lives. His tongue stroked hers and her fingers curled into his shoulders, holding onto him as her legs threatened to give out. Garren shifted and Isi let out a squeak as he lifted her into his arms and began striding from the room.
When he reached the top floor and the master suite, he kicked the door shut behind them and settled her on the bed. His eyes burned bright with his passion and she licked her lips in anticipation. 
She knew she should fight, not give in so easily, but her body yearned for his touch. The tender side of Garren was what she craved, and in that moment, she saw a vulnerability in his eyes as he gazed at her, a look that gave her hope that their future held a world of possibility.
“Take off your clothes,” he rumbled, his teeth lengthening. “I want to see my sexy mate.”
Goose bumps popped up on her arms as she reached for the hem of her shirt. She paused only a moment before lifting the garment over her head and tossing it aside. He gave a low, rumbling purr that made her warm from the inside out.





  
 
 
Chapter Five
 
Garren watched. Hungry and hurting. His mate undressed slowly, tormenting him as each garment fell away, revealing more and more of her tantalizing body. If ever there was a woman meant for loving, it was Isi. As she pulled away the last item of clothing, her sweet curves beckoned to him. With a growl, he practically tore his clothes from his body, needing to feel her softness pressed against him, have her scent surrounding him, have the taste of her on his tongue.
He settled over her body, hip to hip, his aching cock nestled against her soft belly. Garren smoothed her hair back from her face as he stared down into her hazel eyes. A soft smile curved her lips as she slid her hands up his biceps to settle on his shoulders. His dog tags pooled between her breasts as he leaned forward to press a kiss against her jaw then moved up to claim her lips.
Isi shifted beneath him and he felt her legs hook around his thighs as she held him to her. The heat of her body pressed against him, her heart pounded against his chest, the staccato rhythm driving his need higher. The scent of her arousal filled the air, teasing him. A shift of his hips and he could feel the moisture gathering between her legs.
He traced her jaw with his nose before pressing kisses along the column of her throat. “What do you want my sexy, sweet mate?”
“I want you, Garren.” Her nails bit into his shoulders.
He growled softly. “Roll over.”
Garren lifted his body enough for Isi to turn onto her stomach and then he slid a hand under her belly and lifted her onto her knees. With his chest pressed to her back, and his hands braced on either side of her, he buried his nose in her hair as his cock gently pressed inside of her body. He felt sweat break out on his skin as he fought for control. The beast inside wanted him to bite down, to hold her in place as he fucked her long and hard, but the human half of Garren told him that Isi needed something more from him. 
After their discussion about mates and love, he knew that in order to truly please her, he would have to slow down from time to time, make sure she knew how precious she was to him.
Her silken walls closed around him as he buried himself to the hilt inside of her, the wet heat of her pussy wrapping around him. His heart thundered in his chest and his hands fisted the covers as he battled his beast. The lion roared in his head. Mate! Claim! Ours! He snarled, his canines pressing against his lower lip. His vision shifted to that of his cat, the world flowing from multi-hued to blues and greens. 
Garren kept most of his weight off Isi as he slowly began thrusting inside of her. She whimpered beneath him and cast him a glance over her shoulder. She may not be able to shift, but her eyes turned to slits, like cat’s eyes, their hazel depths shifting from gray to green to blue. He stared into that mesmerizing gaze as his cock powered in and out of her, the sounds of their heavy breathing and flesh slapping against flesh filling the room.
A low purr rumbled from her and Garren chuffed back at her in response, beast speaking to beast. The harder he thrust, the tighter she clamped down on him, her walls squeezing him as he glided in and out of her. Her body trembled and he watched her eyes dilate as her lips parted. A low keening built in her throat and slipped past her lips as her climax built, and built, then exploded. A gush of warmth coated his cock as her channel spasmed around him.
Having brought his mate pleasure, he allowed himself to let go. His beast roared to the surface. A snarl tore from him as he leaned forward and clamped down on her shoulder, the tang of her blood hitting his tongue. Faster. Harder. Garren took her like a man possessed, his lion not only seeking to claim their mate once more, but to fill her with their cubs. Despite her insane thoughts of having defective children, Garren knew he’d love nothing more than to have a daughter as beautiful as Isi, or a son as troublesome as he was.
A tingling built in his spine and then heat shot through his balls as they drew up tight against his body. His cock jerked as he buried himself inside of Isi, hot cum filling her spurt after spurt, until Garren felt drained. He eased from his mate’s body and tugged her into his arms as he collapsed on his side. She panted in his embrace, her hands curling over the arm he had around her waist.
He gently placed a kiss over the bite on her shoulder. “Are you all right, mate?”
“Fine.” She turned in his embrace. “More than fine. But I don’t think I can move anytime soon. I hope you didn’t have plans.”
Garren chuckled. “If my mate wants to stay in bed the rest of the day, then that’s what we’ll do.” He kissed her. “I won’t complain.”
Her lips tipped up in a smile. “I’m sure you wouldn’t, but if we do this too many more times today, I won’t be able to walk.”
“Then I guess I’d just have to carry you everywhere.”
She snorted. “Yeah, I can see you doing that. I think I prefer getting from one place to another on my own steam.”
“Then I guess I’ll have to let you rest,” he said, his hand sliding up and down her back, petting her in long strokes. She seemed to like it, snuggling closer to him, burying her face in his chest. 
A knock sounded at the door. “Garren, it’s Parker. We’re going to start the night shift patrols. We put you on rotation for the morning so you could have some time with your mate. If you need anything, just yell and someone will come running.”
“You hear that, my sweet Isi?” he whispered in her ear. “You have me all to yourself tonight. Whatever shall we do?”
She groaned. “Sleep.”
Garren laughed and hugged her tight. “How about I feed you first? You’re going to be ravenous when you wake up if you don’t at least have a snack before bed. I’ve watched you pick at your food all day, and after your ordeal this past week, you need your strength and should be eating everything we put in front of you.”
“I’ll make you a deal.” She looked up at him. “If you don’t find the person responsible within one week, we leave here and never look back. And I’ll eat whatever you want me to.”
He frowned. “I can’t just walk away, Isi. This is too important. What if they aren’t satisfied with us taking you away? What if they come after you again?”
“They were perfectly content for me to be taken from the pack before. I’m sure they will be this time, too.”
“It’s not up for discussion.” The thought of someone taking her from him chilled Garren to the bones. He’d just found her and he wasn’t about to lose her. He could understand her need to be away from this place. There was bad energy in the McGraw pack and he wanted to be away from here as soon as possible, but he also knew he had to tie up loose ends first or it might come back to bite him in the ass.
He felt her sigh against his skin and his beast let out a rumbling purr. His lion was very content to have their mate in their arms. Truthfully, Garren had begun to wonder if he would ever find his mate. He’d thought he’d found her once, but the woman had been all wrong for him. He’d realized it, but a little too late. Mary had done a number on him before he wisened up and kicked her to the curb. 
He’d never had the best taste in women, which was why he’d preferred one-night stands. They didn’t haunt you the next day like a royally fucked up relationship could.
Garren felt Isi relax against him and knew she’d fallen asleep. He really had wanted to feed her first, but her poor body was still worn out from her ordeal. 
When he’d first dropped down into that box, he’d feared that she was dead, but his acute hearing had picked up the faintest hint of a heartbeat and relief had flooded him. Even over the pungent scents coming from that concrete box, he’d still known she was his mate. Seeing her in that condition, knowing someone had harmed her on purpose, had sent him into a rage, but he’d had to hold it together—for her.
He’d do anything for Isi, she just didn’t realize it yet.
Garren closed his eyes and tried to relax. It wasn’t in his nature to not be aware of his surroundings, but he tried to let go of the stress and tension and just enjoy being with his mate. Isi was the greatest gift he could have ever received and he would treasure her every day for the rest of his life.
****
A noise woke Garren. The room was pitch-black, but his lion could see just fine. The bed next to him was empty and a faint glow showed beneath the bathroom door. At first, he’d thought Isi had just gotten up to relieve herself, but when he strained and didn’t hear a sound, the hairs on the back of his neck lifted.
Shoving off the covers, he padded across the room, hesitating just outside the bathroom door. There was a shuffling sound, like feet sliding against the tile floor. Garren reached for the knob, but it wouldn’t turn in his hand. He fought the urge to call out to Isi, but something told him all was not as it seemed so that would be a mistake. There was a crash on the other side of the door and Garren knew he couldn’t wait another moment.
Putting his shoulder to the door, he rammed it several times. The first split the door down the middle, but the door didn’t fold. He rammed it a second time and it gave, but not enough. Leaning away, he kicked out, shattering the door on impact. The sight before him stilled his heart before sending it into overdrive.
“Let her go,” he growled at the man who held Isi captive. The man’s arm was banded around her waist, pinning her arms at her sides while he tried to jab her with a needle. One wrong move and Isi could be seriously hurt. He couldn’t just tackle the man to the ground, no matter how much he’d love to do exactly that.
A scar ran down the man’s face from hairline to jaw; his blue eyes glittered in the fluorescent lighting. The man bared his teeth at Garren and tried to jab Isi again, but she fought him, struggling in his grasp, kicking with all her might. 
Garren wasn’t sure what chilled him more. The look in the man’s eyes or the fact he hadn’t bothered hiding his face. When a man didn’t care if you could identify him, things turned to shit—fast.
“I’ve been paid top dollar to get rid of this bitch,” the man bit out. “I always finish a job.”
“I told you I would leave,” Isi said, her face turning red from her struggles. “I’ll move far away from here and no one will ever see me again.”
“Sorry, lass. I can’t take your word for it.”
Lass? He didn’t detect a Scottish accent, but the dialect combined with the scar was forming a rather terrifying picture in Garren’s mind. The man was paid to get rid of Isi, and there was only one mercenary Garren knew of that fit the description of the ice-cold shifter in front of him.
“Mac, let her go.”
The man smiled, sending a shiver down Garren’s spine.
“So you know of me. And who might you be?”
“Garren Douglas. SEAL Team 7. Former SEAL Team 7.”
The man’s brows arched. “You’re the leader of the tracking team that hit the streets about a year ago. All SEALs, if I remember correctly.”
“That’s right, and my entire team is on premises. Don’t you think it would be better to let Isi go? She’s under my protection.” He swallowed hard. “She’s my mate. If you harm her, there’s nowhere you’ll be able to hide. I’ll track you down like the dog you are and slit your throat while you sleep.”
Mac laughed. “You’re assuming I sleep.”
Despite his flippant words, Garren noticed his hold had slackened a little. Isi’s color was evening out again and she fought against him one last time, earning her freedom. She rushed across the room, throwing her arms around Garren’s waist and burying her face against him. He could feel her heart pounding and smoothed a hand down her hair to ease her.
“I don’t suppose you’d tell me who hired you if I asked?” Garren said.
“If she’s yours, what are you still doing here? Everyone knows you’re based out of Galveston.”
“I promised to take care of the threat to her life before I take her home. I look over my shoulder enough already. I don’t need to add something else to the list.”
Mac nodded. “Fair enough. You know I can’t tell you who hired me, but as a professional courtesy, I will tell you that you need to get your mate as far away from this pack as possible. Its alpha is a twisted man who is poisoning those under his control.”
“Alpha Henry sent you?” Garren asked as his eyes narrowed.
“No, but I believe he’s the puppet master. Nothing happens in this pack without him knowing about it. So even though he didn’t call in the hit on your mate, he knew it was taking place. The fact he isn’t here to stop me should tell you everything you need to know.”
Yeah, it unfortunately told him more than he wanted to know. It wasn’t the first time he’d come up against a corrupt alpha, and he knew it wouldn’t be the last, but the fact the asshole was after Isi was what set Garren’s teeth on edge. No one messed with his mate! Not without paying the ultimate price. Alpha Henry wanted her? Well, he’d have to go through Garren and seven other men first. Maybe it was time to be proactive and not reactive.
Mac cracked his neck. “I’ve never gone back on a deal before, but I’ll tell them the woman is too well protected for me to get to her. Money only goes so far. Sometimes, there are more important things at stake. Like integrity. I didn’t serve my county, but I’ve aided many over the years as a gun for hire. As far as I’m concerned, that makes us brothers. And if there’s one thing more important than money, it’s family.”
Garren nodded.
“You need me, you call.” Mac pulled a white business card out of his pocket and set it down on the bathroom counter. “Day or night, I’ll be here fast as I can. Don’t try to go up against the alpha on your own because he won’t come at you head on. He’ll have someone sneak in from behind, giving him the upper hand.”
“Noted. And thanks, Mac. I owe you one.”
Mac laughed. “Trust me, lion. You don’t want to ever owe me one. I always collect on my debts, and it may not be something you want to do.”
Garren’s mouth tightened. “You’re sparing my mate’s life. I can never repay you for that, but if you ever need help with something, you come find me. Doesn’t matter what it is.”
Mac nodded. “I’ll remember that.” His gaze flicked down to Isi. “You watch over her and keep her safe. Not many women will look at this face,” he said, pointing to his scar, “and not run in fear. She faced me and fought back. You’ve found a very worthy woman.”
Garren tightened his arms around Isi and stepped out of Mac’s way as the mercenary passed them by. He watched the shadow cross through the bedroom and then vanish. Lifting Isi in his arms, he set her down on the bathroom counter and pushed her hair out of her face.
“Are you all right?”
She nodded. “I wanted to call out to you, but he threatened to kill you if I made a sound.”
“Isi, you can always call for me. I don’t care what some asshole threatens. I need you to believe that I can protect you, that I can handle myself enough not to get killed. Can you do that for me?”
“Yes,” she said softly. “Do you really think Alpha Henry was behind my abduction?”
“Yeah, sweetheart. I really think he’s behind everything.”
“What are we going to do?” she asked, looking up into his eyes. “I know you don’t want to leave things unfinished, but the longer I stay here….”
“The more danger you’re in.” He sighed. “We’re going to have to up our game. The full moon is tomorrow. Will your pack shift and hunt together?”
She nodded.
“Then we’ll strike tomorrow. I’d really love to know who arranged your abduction and Mac’s contract, but maybe they’ll make themselves known. Someone is going to be surprised tomorrow when they see you’re still alive, unless Mac contacts them tonight. I’m hoping he holds off a bit. The element of surprise is always a good thing.”
“Let’s get some sleep,” Isi suggested. “I won’t leave the bed again, I promise.”
He fingered the t-shirt hanging to her knees. “While I prefer you naked, I’m glad you thought to put on my shirt before you went to the bathroom. I don’t think I’d have kept my cool if I’d seen his arms around you while you were naked.”
She smiled. “I was cold.”
Garren leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her forehead before picking her up and carrying her to the bed. Once he had her tucked in, he crawled in beside her and pulled her into his arms. He hoped she’d be able to sleep after the attempt on her life, but he knew he wouldn’t. Garren couldn’t afford to let his guard down twice in one night. No matter how delectable his mate was, he had to keep his head screwed on straight and maintain his focus if he wanted to take down the men responsible for harming her.
Once this was behind them, they could celebrate and spend a week in bed if that’s what she wanted. Until then, he’d have to keep his dick in his pants.





  
 
 
Chapter Six
 
Isi munched on a sandwich the next afternoon while Garren went over the game plan with the two teams. Everyone gathered around the island in the middle of the kitchen, a map spread out on its surface. She half listened as he detailed when they would strike and how it would go down. A nervous energy flooded her because she knew her friends would be present and she didn’t want them to come to any harm.
“Garren,” she said. “What about Tomi, Hailey, and Grace?”
“What about them?” Dallas asked.
“I don’t want them to get hurt when you attack the pack. What if they get in the way? Or what if Alpha Henry uses them against me? He knows I would do anything to keep my friends safe, even give myself up.”
Garren looked from her to the men surrounding him. He pointed to Lee. “You go after the women. Gather them up and bring them here.”
“What if someone comes after them while we’re attacking the pack?” Parker asked.
“I’ll stay and guard the women,” Eli offered. 
“I’ll stay too,” said Colton.
Garren looked at the others. “I’ll need the rest of you with me. I’m taking Isi. No offense to Eli and Colton, but I’m not letting her out of my sight. I’ll make sure she’s armed in case she needs to defend herself, but she’s going.”
Isi watched him as she took another bite. She wasn’t sure how she felt about being “armed”. She’d never really dealt with weapons before and was worried she’d end up hurting herself instead of anyone who attacked her. Maybe he’d give her a gun. Surely she could just point and shoot? It couldn’t be all that hard.
“Maybe you should bring my friends here now. If they’re home close to the gathering time, I suspect Alpha Henry will make sure they are present for the full moon run tonight, even if two of them can’t shift and run with the pack. He makes Hailey and Grace remain behind to watch everyone’s clothes and set up a table of food and drinks.”
“I’ll go get them now,” Lee said, pushing away from the island. “Might not be a bad idea to fill them in about what’s going on.”
“Tell them to pack their things,” Isi said. “I don’t want them going home again. When we leave, they leave with us.”
Garren watched her with a raised eyebrow, but he didn’t correct her.
“They’re moving in with us?” Parker asked his lips twisted.
“No, they’re going to take the second house,” Garren said. “I know we talked about using it for work purposes, but I think this is more important.”
Dagan snorted. “Yeah, because your mate wants them. You can’t sit there and tell me you care one way or another if they come with us.”
“They’re important to Isi. That makes them family.” Garren’s look said that was his final word on the matter, and Isi had a feeling his word was law with his team.
Lee ducked out of the kitchen and Isi watched as the other men shared a look. 
“Maybe you aren’t thinking objectively,” Dagan said.
Garren growled. “Are you questioning me? Do you think you can do better?”
Dagan held up his hands. “No. I just… are you sure you want Isi there?”
“If they don’t see her, they won’t realize their attempt to kill her last night has failed. I want everyone looking for the faces that show surprise at seeing her tonight. Those are the ones we take down first and then we go after the alpha.” Garren looked at his men. “We end this tonight.”
“What happens to the pack when you take out the alpha and his men?” Isi asked.
“One of his sons will either take over, or the pack will scatter. Hopefully, we’ll be leaving them to a better life than the one they have now.” Garren folded his arms over his chest. “Regardless, your friends are welcome with us.”
Isi smiled her thanks, tossed her plate in the trash and then walked up and kissed him on the cheek. Colton made kissy noises at them and she laughed when Garren flipped him off. Giving her mate’s bicep a squeeze, she hurried out of the room, not even caring when she noticed she had a shadow. Isi stepped out onto the porch and settled on the swing as Dagan came outside. He leaned against a porch post and surveyed the area.
“If they think I’m dead, I’m sure I’ll be safe. Until tonight anyway.”
He shrugged. “What if Mac told them he failed? Ever think of that? We’re hoping for the element of surprise, but that doesn’t mean we’re going to get it.”
“True.” She sighed. “I’ll be glad when all of this is over and I can have a fresh start. No more stares and whispers. No more feeling inferior.”
Dagan came forward and knelt at her feet. He took her hands in his. “Isi, you’re far from inferior. Garren wouldn’t love you the way he does if you weren’t an amazing woman.”
She smiled sadly. “He doesn’t love me, Dagan. He hasn’t even said he cares about me. I know he’ll watch over me because I’m his mate, but it’s only biology at this point. I always wanted something more, but I don’t think I’ll ever have it.”
Dagan squeezed her hands. “Trust me. I know that lion better than anyone, and he loves you. He’d never think twice about walking out of here without ending this if he didn’t feel something. He’d be devastated if he lost you, Isi. You didn’t see the look on his face when we found you. All it took was one sniff and he knew you were his mate. I’ve never seen him be so gentle with anyone before, and I’ve known Garren a really long time.”
“You really think so?” she asked, feeling hope for the first time since meeting her mate.
“Yeah, I really think so.”
She smiled and hugged Dagan. “Thank you.”
“Dude, don’t let Garren see you getting that close to his mate,” Parker said as he stepped outside. “He’ll tear you to shreds.”
“What’s up?” Dagan asked, pulling himself away from Isi.
“Lee just got back with the women. The pack is already starting to gather. Garren wants us to head out in an hour so you need to get your shit together.”
“Come on, Isi. Time to go inside so we can prepare.” Dagan pulled her to her feet and nudged her toward the door. “We can’t stand out here with you and prep at the same time.”
Isi allowed him to herd her inside and she went in search of her friends. She found them gathered in the living room, whispering to each other, each with a bag at her feet.
“Lee said we’re leaving tonight,” Tomi said, her arms crossed. “A little advanced notice would have been good. I’m leaving a ton of shit behind.”
“You can buy new things,” Isi told her. “But this is a once in a lifetime opportunity.”
“She has a point,” Hailey said. “I’m going to miss my adoptive parents, but they’ve been acting strange lately. It’s definitely time to get the hell out of here.”
Grace wrung her hands. “Will we see our families again? I left a note, but… Mom will worry about me.”
Tomi snorted. “Gracey, you’re how old? Don’t you think it’s time you ventured out on your own? You might find you like independence.”
Grace didn’t look too certain. She’d been coddled her whole life by her father and was close to her mother. But at the same time, Isi agreed with Tomi. It would be good for Grace to get out on her own, and she wouldn’t be completely alone. She’d have her friends to support her. It was obvious her mate wasn’t part of the McGraw pack, so maybe she’d have a chance to find him by venturing outside of the pack territory.
“I want you to be happy,” Isi said. “If it will only make you miserable to leave, then you can stay. I’ll miss you, but I don’t want to hurt you for anything in the world.”
Grace sighed. “No, I’ll go. Maybe Tomi is right. Maybe this is what I need.”
“So.” Tomi propped her hands on her hips. “The men are leaving us here with guards. Are we supposed to just sit here and let the big, bad, men protect us?”
Isi smiled. “Why don’t you ask them for a gun?”
Tomi huffed. “I think I will.”
Before anyone could stop her, she marched out of the room. Isi looked at Hailey and Grace with raised eyebrows. “Does she actually know how to fire one?”
Grace nodded. “She’s been going to the shooting range a few towns over at least once a week for the past few months. She tried to get me to go with her, but guns really aren’t my thing.”
Yeah, Isi couldn’t see the soft and gentle Grace shooting anyone. If someone came to kill her, she’d probably just ask where would be most convenient, or worry about getting blood on the floor. She knew her friend had a backbone because she’d seen it one time, but it only came out under extreme duress. Maybe being around Garren and his men would be good for Grace.
Colton poked his head around the door. “Isi, Garren needs you.”
Rubbing her hands up and down her thighs, she blew out a breath and went to the kitchen. She saw Dallas fitting Tomi with a gun and holster before turning her gaze to her mate. There were several weapons spread out in front of him and she wasn’t sure which one she would get. No way he was giving all of them to her.
He beckoned her closer. “Tomi said you’ve never fired a gun before. This one,” he said picking up a large gun, “has a lot of kick, but it’s more accurate than the smaller ones. I want you to promise me you’ll shoot to kill if someone comes after you.”
Her hands shook as she reached for the weapon. It was heavy in her grip, but she held onto it. Garren wrapped something around her waist, then took the gun from her and slid it into the holster. He picked up a wicked looking knife and strapped it to her thigh.
“If someone comes in close, you can use the knife. But if it’s a man, I want you to go for the gun first. Anyone stronger than you can easily get the knife away, but you can blast them with the gun before they get that close.”
She swallowed hard and nodded. “Got it.”
“Are you ready for this?” he asked.
“I think so.”
Truthfully, she wasn’t sure she’d ever be ready for it. The events of the past few days had shown her she was stronger than she thought and that she was a fighter, but the thought of killing someone made her nauseous. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to pull the trigger when it came down to it, but there was only one way to find out.
They loaded up into two vehicles and drove to the gathering place, stopping at the outer ring of cars near the woods behind Alpha Henry’s home. Isi fought her nerves, but her hand trembled in Garren’s as they approached the gathered wolves behind the large home. She saw her parents across the way, the disapproving looks on their faces letting her know which side they’d chosen. Before she could process what was happening, the men surrounding her had launched themselves at some of the men and women in the pack. Rapid fire blasted her ears as she watched the wolves fall one after the other. 
Her eyes were wide as Garren charged toward the alpha, shifting mid-air into a gorgeous black lion. The massive paws kicked up dirt as he bounded forward, intent on his target. Henry had a sneer on his face as Isi’s mate neared him, but the look was quickly wiped from his face when Garren began to attack, paws outstretched, claws unsheathed. 
She wasn’t sure where to look first. She didn’t want to tear her gaze away from Garren, but the hairs on the back of her neck rose, telling her that danger was near.
Isi looked around the pack and saw a woman bearing down on her. Rebecca had hated her for as long as she could remember. Isi watched as the compact human body exploded into that of a snarling she-wolf. The beast charged her, saliva dripping from its jaws.
Isi fumbled with the gun at her side, her heart pounding in her chest. Just as the wolf leaped toward her, she jerked the gun free and pointed it at Rebecca. She only had a split second to check the safety before the wolf was on her. Slamming her eyes shut, braced for impact, Isi squeezed the trigger. A yelp filled the air and Isi opened her eyes. The wolf lay on its side, glaring at her with more hatred than she’d have thought possible.
She moved closer, the gun still clasped in her shaking hands. When she drew near, the wolf lunged at her, the teeth embedding in her ankle. Isi cried out and fired two more rounds into the beast. The jaws went slack and she stumbled back a step. Around her, things began to quiet and she frantically looked for her mate. She needn’t have feared though. Garren, back in his human form, stood over the alpha. The old wolf’s throat was slit from ear to ear, his blood spilling out onto the ground. Her parents stood behind him, a look of disbelief on their faces. They had chosen the losing side, and yet they were still standing. But Isi didn’t have to process it just then, so she jerked her gaze back toward Garren.
Isi ran toward her mate. She flung her arms around him, knocking him back a step. Garren wrapped her tightly in his embrace, kissing the top of her head. 
The alpha’s sons, what was left of them, gathered around. Henry’s two eldest sons had been killed by Garren’s team, obviously having been in on the attempt on her life. Sean looked heartbroken, yet resigned, almost as if he’d expected this very outcome.
“You’ll have to decide what to do about the pack,” Garren told Sean. “You may not be the eldest, but I believe you were born to lead. You either claim this pack, or you send them on their way and you start afresh. Either way, Isi won’t be here. I have a chopper on standby. We’re out of here tonight.”
Sean nodded. “Thank you. I hadn’t realized how bad my dad had gotten until tonight. The thought that he could have caused Isi harm makes me sick.” He gave the bodies of his two brothers a baleful glare. “And they were no better. They were blood, and I’ll miss them, but even I can acknowledge that the world is a better place without them.”
“Lead the pack, Sean,” Isi said. “Bring in new wolves and start again. Make new laws, teach tolerance. This is what you were born to do.”
He gave her a smile and nodded. “Maybe I will.”
Garren lifted Isi into his arms and began striding toward the waiting vehicles. He set her down long enough to pull a pair of pants from the back of the vehicle and put them on quickly. Once his team was secured in the Hummer, he pointed it toward their temporary home. 
Within two hours, they were packed and loaded onto the chopper, headed toward Galveston.





  
 
 
Epilogue
 
A glorious month filled with nothing but sand and surf, and some of the most incredible lovemaking Isi had ever experienced. All right, so lovemaking with Garren was the only kind she’d ever experienced, but something had changed between them. He was still her ever-watchful mate, cautious when it came to her safety, but there was something different about their intimate moments. He hadn’t said anything about his feelings, but his kisses were sweeter, his touch gentler.
She reclined in the chair, watching as her friends splashed in the Gulf waters. Lee reclined not too far away, keeping an eye on them. And it might have just been her imagination, but Isi would swear his eyes tended to linger on Grace. Could the rough SEAL want her friend? Were they possibly mates? It was something to think about.
A shadow fell over her and she looked up at her sexy mate. She’d talked him into letting his hair grow and it was already getting shaggy on top and growing out on the sides. No more military cuts. She wanted to see her lion’s mane in all its glory. If she had trouble keeping her hands off him now, she imagined it would be even worse once she had something to sink her fingers into.
“Is there something you want to tell me?” he asked softly, his eyes never straying from the horizon.
She bit her lip. “Not that I can think of. Is there something you want me to tell you?”
He growled softly, his gaze dropping to hers. She shrieked when he tossed something at her. Giving him an innocent look, she picked up the home pregnancy test. “What makes you think it’s mine?”
He pointed to his nose.
She wasn’t sure if she should be grossed out or not. “Okay, so it’s mine.”
“It has a plus sign on it.”
She nodded.
“Were you going to tell me you’re pregnant?”
Isi couldn’t hold back her smile any longer. “I’d actually arranged for us to have the house to ourselves tonight. I had an elaborate dinner planned with candlelight and everything. I was going to tell you then. I wanted it to be special.”
Garren came around the side of her chair and knelt beside her, his palm settling over her belly. “Isi, you’re carrying my cub. Nothing could be more special than that.”
“You know what this means, don’t you?”
His brow furrowed.
“It means we need our own home. I’m not raising my children in a house with three other men underfoot.”
Garren smiled. “I’m already ahead of you on that one. I’m tired of the smirks in the morning after I’ve spent a night pleasuring you.”
“So?” Isi tilted her head.
“We’re going house hunting this afternoon. When I found that test I was on my way out here to tell you to come in and change. We’re meeting with a realtor in half an hour. She’s pulled four houses for us to look at today. And we’ll keep looking until we find the right one.”
Garren bent down and pressed a kiss to her exposed stomach. “Can you hear me in there? This is your daddy. You’re going to be the most loved baby in the entire world.” His gaze sought hers. “Much like your mommy is the most loved mate in the world.”
Her heart kicked in her chest. “You love me?”
“What the hell do you think I’ve been telling you every night since we met?” His eyebrows lifted.
“That you like sex,” she muttered.
Garren threw back his head and laughed before kissing her soundly. “You are too precious. No, my luscious mate, mother of my child, I’ve been telling you the only way I know how, just how much I love you. I’ve never been good with words, Isi, so don’t expect them from me. But I will show you every day, for the rest of our lives, just how much you mean to me.”
She curled her hand around the back of his neck. “I can live with that.”
With a smile, he leaned down and claimed her lips once more. As heat built in Isi, settling low in her belly, she wondered just how long that realtor would wait. Some things were more important than looking at houses. Right now, she wanted to hear once more how much her mate loved her, and this time she’d be speaking his language.
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