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About ALPHA NEXT DOOR

Werewolf mating season is coming and the Reave pack is on the hunt for mates!

Ellie Green has lived in Gambel County her entire life and she’s always known the place isn’t normal. As if she needed any further evidence of that fact, she’s just found out her granny signed a contract promising Ellie to the oldest of Bar Reave’s sexy—and creepy as hell—grandsons. Ellie might’ve once had a crush on Bastien, but that was eight years ago, and Bastien’s been gone a long time. Ellie’s all grown up now, and it’s going to take more than a hot body—even one as scorching hot as Bastien Reave’s—to change Ellie’s mind.

But Bastien knows something about Ellie that she doesn’t—she’s one of the rare women capable of mating with a werewolf, and her nature has started to manifest. Maybe it’s not the best way to start what’s meant to be a lifelong relationship, but if using his body to stoke Ellie’s base desires is what it’s going to take to secure his mate, he’s willing to make that sacrifice.

Because Bastien knows the hard truth about the coming werewolf mating season: if he doesn’t claim Ellie, someone else will. And now that Bastien has set eyes on Ellie again, he has no intention of letting anyone steal his mate…


Chapter 1

Ellie stuffed the trash bag into the can and slapped the lid on with hurried fervor. A quiet howl echoed through the woods behind her one bedroom rental in the crummy trailer park that had seen better years many, many years ago.

The hair on the back of her neck prickled and she turned, but the pole light that usually lit the packed gravel underfoot had blown out two days ago and the county’s electrical co-op hadn’t sent anyone out to fix it yet.

She squinted into the distance but she couldn’t see anything but trees beyond the trailer that sat next to hers.

The trailer park occupied the very edges of Gambel County and Ellie had been a resident for less than a week. Its only redeeming feature was the distance between her and her neighbors, just enough to fit two cars and have a four foot wide strip of grass between them.

She hated her new home, but she was determined to tough it out. One year. Then she would have enough money to buy her way out of her marriage contract to Bar Reave’s hot but creepy as hell grandson and finally get out of this crazy little town she’d grown up in.

She still remembered the shock that had stolen every word from her mouth when her grandmother had admitted to taking Reave’s offer for an arranged marriage between their grandchildren nineteen years ago, along with twenty thousand dollars to seal the deal.

A few weeks after her twenty-second birthday, Ellie was supposed to marry a man she hadn’t seen since she was thirteen. She had one year and not a day longer to get the money together to repay the man or dear old Granny was going to lose a foot.

At her age, it’d probably kill her.

Although as mad as Ellie had been, she almost hadn’t cared.

Who did that kind of thing?

She’d never had any doubts that Gambel had to be the strangest county in the state—the entire country even. The people, the geography, the way the moon always looked larger from here even though there was no scientifically valid reason for that.

Gambel County wasn’t normal. Case in point?

Bar Reave and his brood of twelve sexy hot grandsons. Enough for every moon of the year, he’d once told her while she was pouring his coffee in the Gambel County Diner.

Creepy.

As hell.

Ellie took one last look at the edge of the woods, saw the flicker of eyes in the distance, and ran back to the rear door of her scummy little trailer so fast she tripped against the doorjamb and stubbed her toe on the threshold.

She hopped into the minuscule kitchen and leaned against the dented side of the twenty-year-old refrigerator, hand on her waist and head down, trying to catch her breath.

Another howl shivered through her and she slammed the door closed with her free hand, while every hair on her body stood on end.

This trailer park sucked. And so did Gambel County.

* * *

“Get in there and catch that girl before you lose her,” Bastien’s grandfather told him, his gruff tone a tremble down Bastien’s spine. Demands from the old ones tended to do that, as if their age had settled into their bones, and the bones of their descendants could feel the power rolling off their tongues.

“She’s the one,” Bar Reave continued, leaning forward on his knobby elbows on the old pine kitchen table and giving Bastien a sharp-eyed look from under thinning white eyebrows. “If she buys her way out of that contract, you can bet she’ll take off to whereabouts unknown. I’ve known she was getting ready to hit the road for the last three years. You know how hard it’s been to make sure she hasn’t been able to get away?”

Bastien glared at his grandfather and slouched down in his chair another few inches, arms crossed over his chest. He’d never had to work for the muscle that bulged when he did it; his genetics had seen to that.

He’d also never thought to actually have to marry Ellie Green either. He was twenty-three years old and his mating instincts hadn’t kicked in and wouldn’t for another year or so. He’d hoped she wouldn’t turn out to be the right girl after all.

Still, old Bar was a proactive man. As the old alpha, he did pretty much whatever he wanted.

He wanted his grandsons to have the pick of Gambel County.

Bar had always thought Ellie Green fit that description, even if Bastien thought she was too skinny, too blonde, and too damn mouthy.

She’d make a terrible mate for an alpha, and Bastien didn’t have a doubt in his bones that he was going to be the next alpha of the Reave pack.

“I don’t see why I have to marry her,” Bastien grumbled. “Last time I saw her, she asked me if I was a serial killer.”

“Last time you saw her, you were covered in blood after your first kill and she was still growing tits.”

Bastien glared some more. “It’s a new age, gramps. We don’t say shit like that anymore.”

Bar reached across the table and smacked the side of Bastien’s head.

Bastien almost fell out of the chair. He had to shake off the ringing in his ears. Bar had handed over the rule of the pack to his son, Brand, almost fifteen years ago, but even as old as he was, Bar still had the strength and power of an alpha.

“You don’t say ‘shit’ in front of an old man.”

“Godda—” Bastien dodged another smack. “Fine! I’m done cursing, you old codger.”

“That’s right. Now listen, I’ve had the pack keeping an eye on her, but Ellie’s getting more stubborn every day that goes by. You need to move into that empty rental next to her in that old trailer park and you need to make this girl fall in love with you before it’s too late. You’ll start feeling the urge to mate and you won’t even have a girl lined up. You know what’ll happen if you go into the mating season without the right kind of girl waiting for you.”

Bastien sighed and tightened his arms across his chest as an unpleasant shiver chased down his spine. “Yeah, I know.”

Bar smacked his hand on the table with a loud thwap. “Then don’t let it happen.”

“I won’t.”

“Good. We need some new pups, or here in about ten years we’re going to start losing territory to those Barker assholes.”

Bastien scowled at his grandfather. “What happened to the rule about the cursing?”

“I’m not cursing, boy. I’m stating facts.”

“Yeah, and I’m gonna let Bax beat the shit out of me on the next fighting moon too.”

Bastien dodged Bar’s superhumanly fast swat to the side of the head again.

“That’s better,” Bar said, then he dragged his stew toward him and picked up his spoon. He gestured at the bowl near Bastien, indicating he should eat.

Bastien preferred to wait. Just thinking about Ellie and what he was going to have to do made his stomach ache. It wasn’t that he didn’t think he could do it; it was more that he didn’t want to. Ellie? For the rest of his life? He sure as hell hoped she’d put on a few pounds or it was going to be like mating with a sack of bones.

He’d only been back in Reave territory for a few weeks and he’d steadfastly avoided looking up Ellie in the hopes his grandfather had changed his mind. Avoidance wasn’t his usual method of handling unpleasant tasks, but Ellie… he remembered why he’d had to leave and he didn’t think she would want to see him any sooner than he wanted to see her.

“Brand ain’t going to let you step up as the next alpha if you don’t have a mate and some pups. You’ve got to prove you’re going to be good for the pack.”

“I know,” Bastien said. “You haven’t let me forget it and neither has he.”

“Besides which, you don’t want her being a virgin when it’s time to mate. You’d best get busy. Keeping her a virgin for you’s been near impossible. If I hadn’t had her grandmother on my side, she’d be carrying Hale Barker’s pups next year instead of yours. That boy had her panting after him before Bet and Bax scared him off.”

Bastien’s spine stiffened. “Hale’s been sniffing around Ellie?”

Bar’s look made Bastien feel like a fool. “Ellie’s got the right genes. Don’t you forget that. I picked her for you for a reason. Every potential alpha in the surrounding counties is going to start paying attention to her soon. She’ll have her pick of you lot and you know as well as I do that contract isn’t worth the paper it’s scribbled on when it comes mating time. If you don’t get in there first—”

Bastien growled, low in his throat. “I’ll get there first,” he said. “Hale better watch himself, because if I catch him sniffing around Ellie again, I’ll break his scruffy little neck.”

Bar smiled, lips pulled back and teeth elongating, the left canine as cracked as it’d been since the day Bar took down a four hundred pound bear that was about to kill one of the weaker members of his pack. “That’s the boy I helped raise. Was starting to think you’d gone soft on me.”


Chapter 2

Work could’ve been better, but for a slow day, Ellie wasn’t that disappointed in her tips. She counted out the ones and fives and added in the occasional ten and nodded over the pile of money she was about to add to her stash earmarked for buying off that ridiculous contract.

Part of her wanted to call a lawyer one county over and ask if it were even remotely possible that a contract like that could be valid, because she didn’t believe for a minute there was anything anyone could do legally to make her marry against her will. But that wasn’t the real problem.

Bar Reave was the real problem.

Granny had been eager to point out the fact that it didn’t matter what the law said elsewhere, because in Gambel County, Bar Reave was the law.

Besides which, hadn’t Ellie ever wondered what had happened to Arabella Finkle’s left foot? She walked around with a cane on a stump of a leg for a reason, Granny had said. Then she’d given Ellie that look, the one that said she was trying too hard, and that Ellie knew—absolutely knew—meant she was being manipulated, and she’d let the old woman do it anyway.

But Bar Reave scared the crap out of Ellie and he always had, ever since that day she could have sworn she saw him—

Nope. Not going there again.

She accepted that she’d been in the throes of a bad case of the flu that day and her fever had gotten so high she’d started hallucinating.

That’s what Granny said, and that’s what Ellie believed.

Still, a shudder chased down her spine and her fingers fumbled the key to the fire safe where she stored her cash.

A sharp pop from outside the trailer made her jerk in her seat and drop the key. It fell to the floor with a faint clink.

The table was pushed up against the small window, which she’d wound open earlier to let in what little fresh air she could get without leaving the front and back doors open for a cross breeze.

She stood up and stuck her cheek to the window and tried to see out into the middle circle that formed the main road into the trailer park.

What had to be a sixty thousand dollar truck sat parked in the middle of the circle, dark blue paint shiny and new, chrome a brilliant reflection of light under the sun, and tires so fat and wide they looked like they took up half the truck bed.

The owner of the truck must have driven up while she was in the shower washing off the stink of grease and hickory smoke that came off the grill at the diner.

She only had a couple of hours before she was supposed to be at River’s Pottery Shop for the evening classes. Mostly she ran around cleaning up after people, but it paid good money, and that was all that mattered.

Another loud pop came from across the gravel road, followed by a loud curse.

Ellie reached down and grabbed the key and quickly opened the fire safe. She stuffed the money inside with the rest that was waiting on her to take it to the bank in Gambel City—county seat of Gambel County. Then she grabbed her jacket and started trying to pull it on. The day might be sunny and bright, but she’d been out in the air earlier and it had been nippy then. With wet hair, she’d get cold fast.

Her jacket felt too tight in the shoulders and then didn’t want to close over her very, very generous bosom.

She growled out a frustrated sound and opened her front door anyway. So she’d gained a few more pounds—or maybe a lot—since last fall. She was going to have to dip into her money for a new one, or—or spend less on food, save some money, and starve a little until she could fit the jacket again.

She stepped out on the rickety front porch that wasn’t more than a three foot square platform at the top of the steps that led to her front door. One of the boards creaked underfoot, and she remembered at the last minute to keep her weight off the spongy wood. She hurried down the steps and across the gravel road.

She didn’t recognize the truck, but she was just curious, and nosy, enough to think greeting her new neighbor was a good idea. She sure didn’t want to come home after dark tonight to some stranger sleeping in the trailer across from hers. Better to meet in the daylight where she could decide just how careful she needed to be when she got back from the pottery shop.

“Son of a bitch!” came from inside the open door of the trailer that was just a few feet longer than the one she rented.

She didn’t recognize the voice, but it was male and sounded pissed.

“What’s the problem?” Ellie called out, stopping a few feet away from steps that led up to the wide open door into the single-wide.

A shadow stepped into the opening, holding a cord with several splayed wires hanging from the end.

Then the large body stepped out of the trailer and onto the tiny porch and the sun hit that head of shaggy brown hair and haloed a profile so perfectly put together that Ellie felt her mouth part on a sigh. His arms rippled with muscle under the tight hem of his plain brown t-shirt’s short sleeves and she could see pecs, well-defined, and the tight peaks that had to be … nipples.

Her mouth watered and her panties suddenly felt like they were much too rough against certain delicate parts of her body.

“Ellie.”

“Oh my God,” she said.

“Hi,” he said. He gave her a wide smile that took his rugged looks from handsome to absolutely breathtaking.

“What are you doing here?” Her voice sounded too high. And oh my God. She’d thought he was something to look at when he was fifteen and she was just starting to notice boys. Now he was all grown up and—and oh my God.

She was supposed to marry him next year.

She thought about going back to her trailer, gathering all the money she’d saved in the last week, hitting Gambel City and blowing it on bosomy dresses and high-heels. Because she wasn’t going to need that money to buy her way out of some creepy-as-hell marriage contract with Bastien Reave.

She wanted to have this man’s babies, in the worst way possible.

Then her common sense returned as fast as it had fled and she stiffened her spine and ignored the moist heat that had settled right between her thighs.

“Well,” she said. “Mr. Serial Killer’s back and moved in next door. Tell your gramps ‘thanks but no thanks,’ ’kay?”

She watched his smile disappear, then turned on her heel and headed back to her trailer.

“Ellie?”

She looked over her shoulder. “Eleanor to you, bub.”

“Oh, come on, Ellie.” She heard the stomp of heavy treads on wood.

Ellie stopped, because she couldn’t help herself, and turned to face Bastien again. “I found you running around in the woods with my pet bunny dead in your mouth! How do you expect me to act around you? You’re nothing but a creepy creeper and I don’t care how hot—uh, okay, hell, too late to take that back, but you know what I mean.”

Ellie started walking away again before she said something really embarrassing.

“You haven’t changed a bit, Eleanor!” Bastien’s voice cut through the air. “If you think we’re not getting married, you’re as deluded as you ever were.”

Ellie jerked around and glared at Bastien. “Oh am I? If you think I’m going to let you put one grimy hand on me, you’re—you’re—” God. Why couldn’t she have been blessed with a quick wit? “You’re dumb!”

Bastien smiled, and the number of gorgeous white teeth he exposed should have been creepy. Instead, Ellie felt another rush of warmth in her middle.

“You’re prettier than I remember.”

“Oh my God. Those bright city lights must have blinded you.”

Bastien had gone off to some tiny, exclusive private school somewhere in the Northeast less than a week after she’d found him with her dead pet rabbit between his teeth. Bar never had said where exactly, but Ellie had always imagined a fancy school in a busy city.

When she’d imagined it at all.

She hadn’t. Not in a long time.

Then, with a strange tilt of his chin, Bastien sniffed the air, his eyes narrowing in a way that made Ellie take a step back. He dropped the cord at the foot of the rickety wood steps leading off his tiny porch.

His attention refocused on her for a second, if that, and then he started stalking towards her.

Ellie took another step back, but Bastien kept coming. She opened her mouth to say something but then he walked right past her. She turned and watched him go straight for the end of her trailer.

He walked around the end and then came back and hunkered down near the underpinning. He sniffed the rusted metal panel.

Ellie’s eyebrows rose. A gust of chill wind dragged a wet strand of hair over her nose and she took her hand out of her pocket to push it aside.

She would’ve argued with Bastien for messing with her trailer if she actually cared, but she found his strange behavior too fascinating to comment on until she figured out what he thought he was doing.

He pushed to his feet and she could have sworn she heard a low growl coming from him.

Then he turned and his hot brown eyes landed on her.

“Hale Barker been hanging around?”

“What?”

“If he comes around, tell me.”

“Hale’s a nice guy. Why would I tell you my personal business?”

“We’re engaged. If he puts his dirty paws anywhere near you, he’s going to lose them.”

“Alright then.” Ellie headed for her door, taking the three short steps quickly. “You’re still a creep. Stay away from me. I carry pepper spray and I’ll damn well use it on you.”

Bastien scowled.

Ellie slammed her door closed behind her.


Chapter 3

Three days later, Bastien was ready to pull out his hair. Ellie wouldn’t talk to him. She didn’t answer her door when he knocked, except the once, when she held up her bottle of pepper spray and suggested with a scowl that he go home and leave her alone because she wasn’t interested in getting to know him better before they didn’t get married.

Because they weren’t getting married.

Ever.

Bastien stared at the woods behind the trailer park and debated taking drastic action.

He had to convince her to let him in, and he wasn’t just talking about getting into her trailer.

He needed her to see that he wasn’t a jerk, or a creep, or a serial killer.

And he still needed to apologize for eating her pet bunny seven years ago.

He felt pretty bad about that whole incident, but his instincts had been raging as he’d turned for the first time and the damn bunny had found a way to escape the cage Ellie’s grandmother kept it in at exactly the wrong time.

Bastien had given chase.

Apparently Ellie had been giving chase too, flashlight bobbing wildly in the darkening woods, the sound of her granny’s yelling a distant echo.

Bastien had barely managed not to charge Ellie before he’d recognized her scent. Her smell had triggered his change and he’d morphed back into his human body just as she’d turned around and caught him with her damn rabbit still between his teeth.

It said something about her nature that she hadn’t gone into hysterics at the sight. Her lips had trembled and her eyes had widened dramatically, and then an angry heat had bloomed in her face and she’d run at him with a screech, fists clenched and tears running down her cheeks.

Of course, he’d reacted all wrong, pushing her too hard to keep her from coming too close, just in case he turned again and couldn’t control himself, and she’d landed on her ass on the ground in a crunch of dead leaves. Then she’d called him a serial killer before swearing she was going home to find her granny’s shotgun and come back for him.

At almost sixteen, he’d been smart enough to realize she might actually do it.

At thirteen, Ellie had been a little demon.

He wasn’t sure much had changed.

But he was smart enough to realize it didn’t matter. He had to have the right kind of woman waiting for him come next year or—

Yeah. He didn’t want to think about that.

So…

He took another look through the window at the woods beyond, then yanked off his shirt and released the button on his jeans. He stripped off all his clothes and then headed out the back door of his shitty new home.

Gramps owed him for suggesting he move into this hole. This trailer sucked. He could smell the history of this place and it turned his stomach. Sweat, semen, old meth, rotten tomatoes, a dead rat somewhere under the floor. Cockroaches. A skunk had come too close to the back door at some point. The stench of formaldehyde lingered in the pressed wood cabinets even after all these years.

A long, whining wind whipped across his skin, drawing away the unpleasant smells and replacing them with the sharp, fresh scent of decaying oak leaves and pine. He caught the faint scent of a walnut tree.

Clouds scudded across the moon, offering up faint glimmers of light in the deep shadows of the night.

If Gramps was right about Ellie, her nature would have to start showing itself soon.

All he had to do was make sure he was the only one of his kind around when it did. She would belong to him, and they’d make new pups together, and the pack would thrive. Maybe he’d even be lucky enough to fall in love with his mate.

He wasn’t counting on it though.

* * *

Oh my God.

Ellie plastered her face to the window and stared into the dark where the moonlight shadowed the naked—he was absolutely and completely bare-assed naked!—body of Bastien Reave.

He looked back over his shoulder, as if studying the darkness for a moment, before jogging off toward the woods.

Bare-assed naked.

She couldn’t seem to get past that.

The flex and stretch of muscle along his back and ass kept her watching until his shadow faded and she couldn’t tell the difference between his limbs and the branches and brush that made up the dark mass at the edge of the wood.

She pinched her mouth together and fell back on her bed under the narrow roll out windows, so old and grimy that it had taken her nearly three hours to clean the glass enough to see through.

In fact, she wasn’t even sure the glass was real glass. The steel wool she’d used had put some deep scratches into one corner of the window before she’d realized what was happening and had to abandon it for a much less effective spray cleaner.

Penny Austin obviously didn’t hire cleaners to come in between tenants. Then again, Penny expected cash every week and rented to some very questionable tenants.

Not that Ellie considered herself questionable.

Penny had been willing to make her a good deal though, offering a hefty discount if Ellie promised to commit to renting for a year.

Ellie had not been unaware that that time period seemed a little convenient considering her impending-but-never-gonna-happen marriage.

Still, the discount had been so good, and the opportunity so great, that Ellie had agreed. If she came up with the money to repay Bar early, she’d just find a way to come up with the rest of the rent money for Penny and then get the hell out of Gambel.

She wondered if she could get away with having sex with Bastien before she bailed.

But … he was creepy.

And sexy.

And creepy.

And hot, and oh my God, what an ass he had. She could almost feel that muscled flesh under her palms. If only the shadows and the way he’d been turned hadn’t hidden the one thing she’d pay good money to see…

Maybe he had moved in across from her because he was going broke and he would decide to start stripping at the Old Diamond. Once a week, they had ladies’ night and Ellie had been tempted more than once to check it out. She was sure she could sneak in, even if she was still—ah, forget that, she kept forgetting she was legal now. Three and a half weeks ago she’d turned twenty-one and she could drink whatever she wanted and she didn’t have to worry about being run off because she was going to get someone’s liquor license revoked.

No one would sell to her anymore though, and turning twenty-one hadn’t made much of a difference. She’d made her way into a couple of bars over the years, and Gerald at the Smoky Seven had even sold her a few shots that one time, just before he’d been busted by Bax Reave and lost his liquor license.

Bar controlled the law in Gambel County because he owned Ralston Peterson, the county’s Sheriff, and everyone knew it.

Bar’s grandson Bax had been on the job exactly one day as a new deputy when he’d busted the Smoky Seven, the Rick Rack, and that convenience store down the street from Ellie’s granny’s house where she’d managed to buy a six pack of lime flavored beer once from an old school friend who had conveniently forgotten to ask Ellie for her ID.

Ellie’s friend Kristie had told Ellie everyone blamed Ellie, saying she’d ratted them out to the Sheriff. So no more alcohol for Ellie; frankly, there’d been no more much of anything for Ellie. People who’d once been friendly avoided her, and if it hadn’t been for Kristie, she’d have had no friends at all.

Then Hale Barker had come down from Markham and started taking pottery classes last year.

She’d gotten so close to losing her virginity with Hale Barker that she’d actually had her hand down his pants, touching the first penis she’d ever touched, when the Sheriff’s flashlight had come through the window of the hotel room Hale had rented for them.

Sheriff Peterson had said he and his deputies were on the lookout for an escaped convict and then he’d had Bax escort Ellie home because “poor Jen’ll be worried sick if she doesn’t know where you are until that convict gets caught.”

Ellie never did find any evidence whatsoever that there’d been a convict loose in Gambel County that night, and Hale hadn’t come back to the pottery shop so it had seemed she’d missed her chance to lose her virginity before her twenty-first birthday.

Granny had waved away Ellie’s accusations of collusion with Sheriff Peterson to keep her from ever having any fun, and then Ellie had promptly found her hours at the diner doubled overnight.

All those extra hours were coming in handy now, though, so she was no longer complaining.

The juncture of her thighs felt pleasantly tingly and she was aware of her clit in a way that meant she either needed to get up and move around or she needed to slide her hand down her panties and take care of the warm ache that seeing Bastien Reave naked had set off.

She chose the latter.

* * *

Ellie had just dozed off when a loud thump hit the side of her trailer, somewhere on the other side of her bedroom wall.

She jerked upright in bed with a thudding heart and a gasp, her sheet tangling around her arms. The stuffy air had cooled and she listened to the rattle of the windows and the gusting wind outside.

The radio clock she’d had since she was ten glowed red beside her bed. Eleven thirty-two p.m. and she’d been in bed for less than forty-five minutes.

She listened for another noise for what felt like forever, but which the clock said was a slow-moving two minutes.

“Uhg,” she muttered and fell back against the mattress, heart still thudding and adrenaline firing through her blood.

Of course, that was when another thump hit the side of the trailer, and she yelped and scrambled out of bed, almost falling off the side when her foot got stuck in her sheet.

She yanked her bedside table open and grabbed her pepper spray, thought about the cozy 380 she’d bought at the pawn shop from Boston Reave, but then shoved the drawer closed again. She wasn’t going to turn into a paranoid nut job just because she didn’t particularly like living alone.

She’d always been more comfortable around other people. She hated spending too much time alone. One of these days, she’d have a large group of friends and she’d never have to be alone again if she didn’t want to be.

But that wasn’t going to happen in Gambel where everyone avoided her like she had some kind of communicable disease.

Ellie thrust one leg into her sleep pants and then the other, and then hopped a couple of times so she could pull them up on her hips. When another loud thump vibrated through the wall of the trailer, Ellie fumbled the tie.

“Crap.” She yanked the tie closed and yelled through the wall, “You better be a big freakin’ bear!”
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