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The Tracker's Dream







Jacob Knight was like gravity. He pulled me toward him, and I was nothing but a weak moon unable to resist him. He seemed unreachable, a planet spinning at his own tune, large and eclipsing. 

But even the moon can control the tides. Though I didn’t know that early on. 

He was an alpha werewolf and the epitome of a player. He had a gorgeous, rugged face and the physique to back it up.

It all began when I was six. He was in second grade when I entered kindergarten, and if anyone ever told you that a six-year-old can’t have a crush, you can better believe they’re wrong. I started crushing, hard, from the instant his silver gaze met mine.

Pathetic, I know, but I would be lying if I said otherwise.

He was best friends with my older brother, Leo. That was how, to Jake, I became Leo’s little sister, the one he never noticed, no matter how high I got on my tiptoes or how much I stuck my neck out. I might as well have been part of the furniture.

Before I went into puberty, the only time he interacted with me was to ruffle my hair and say “thanks, kiddo,” one day in the community pool when he pushed me out of the way to perform a wicked dive that left all the girls sighing. At fourteen, he already had abs for days and was nearly six-foot-tall. Such a crime.

I was sort of a late bloomer, and after I turned thirteen, I was sure my nonexistent boobs were to blame for Jake’s lack of attention. And I just knew that once my breasts stopped looking like mosquito bites, he would finally notice me.

But I couldn’t have been more wrong because the moment I started wearing a proper bra, I stopped being part of the furniture, and instead, became completely invisible.

What the hell?!

The attention did come, inevitably, but it wasn’t from the guy I wanted most. I tried to get him out of my head, and I nearly succeeded until…
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“Logan is here,” my best friend, Sarai said.

She was a Skew like me, a supernatural. Her power was an interesting one. She had the ability to smell a person’s emotions, which was why she’d decided that after graduation, she would become a lawyer. She was planning to attend the St. Louis University School of Law this fall. Only a few months and she would be in college, unlike me.

We were at a party one of our classmates was hosting.

Ducking, I scooped some spiked punch into a red cup. “Shit! Where do I hide?” I glanced around with wide eyes, doing an impersonation of a trapped person.

Sarai laughed. “You know you like him.”

True. I liked him well enough. He was a Stale, a regular human, with mysterious dark eyes and a predilection for fashionable clothes and sports cars. He was on the superficial end of the spectrum, but I wasn’t looking for anything serious.

“He’s scanning the room. Now, he’s frowning ’cause he doesn’t see you.” Sarai gave me a play-by-play. “Rhonda spotted him. Ah, now she’s going for him. Annnnnd, he’d down. She sank her claws into him.”

“What? Like literally?” Rhonda was a young vamp, who got turned by her parents as soon as she turned eighteen. She was still learning to control herself.

Sarai giggled, already a little tipsy. “No, but that would’ve been interesting.”

With Rhonda accosting Logan, I felt pretty safe, so I turned and faced the dancing crowd. We were in Kasy Hutchingson’s house, and this was her home. She had definitely delivered on the promise of making it an amazing night.

Most of the action was here in the backyard, where there was a pool and plenty of room to dance and generally act like a horse’s ass without breaking any lamps. There were also a couple of long tables decked out with amazing food and drinks.

Everything—even the palm trees they’d somehow managed to keep alive in the St. Louis weather (surely magic was involved)—was strung up with Christmas lights, while a hired DJ played a wicked set.

It was nice having money.

“Holy shit!” Sarai exclaimed. “Look who’s here.”

I followed her gaze and nearly spilled the punch all over my top.

Jacob Knight had just entered the backyard, exiting through the door that led into the house’s basement. He was holding a beer in one hand, wearing a pair of tight, faded jeans, a muscle T-shirt, and a bomber jacket over it. His light brown hair was mussed just the right amount. He sported two-day stubble that gave him a super sexy, rugged air, but his eyes, that unique silver gaze, was what captured me all over again. It had trapped me many years back and had never let me go, even if I liked to pretend it had.

It was a sickness.

It had to be something unnatural, some allure I couldn’t resist. He was a Skew, after all. A powerful werewolf.

“What is he doing here?“ Sarai asked.

It was a good question. He had graduated two years ago. Since then, I’d seen him around the neighborhood a few times, but it had been in passing, and the last time was several months back. The rumor was that he had left St. Louis, like my brother. Leo packed a bag and took off right after graduation. He’d gone to “find himself” supposedly. My parents wanted him to attend college, but he’d said that wasn’t the kind of education mages needed.

Even though my father was a Stale, we had all inherited some skills from Mom’s side of the family. Leo was a mage, Daniella a healer, Lucia a telekinetic, and I was a tracker. From what I’d heard… Jake, also like Leo, didn’t believe in college, but of course, he was heir to the Knight Pack, so he had no care in the world.

All the girls around him swooned as he walked by, aloof and acting as if they didn’t exist. At least, he did that to everyone, not just me.

Women… we were all furniture to him. How or why he deemed some of us worthy of his attention was a mystery to me.

I followed his progress, my gaze tracking his every move.

Sarai pulled on my sleeve. “You’re not gonna let him spoil your fun, are you?”

My friend had witnessed my folly many times. The guy showed up, and I became a moping wet blanket.

Reluctantly, I tore my gaze away from him and glanced at Sarai. Something about her expression helped me see my pathetic ass the way she did. Jake probably didn’t even remember my name, and here I was, pining over him, in the same way as when I was a thirteen-year-old vessel for raging hormones.

“Of course, I’m not.” I set my cup down and made a beeline for Logan.

I weaved through the crowd. Logan spotted me, and his face lit up.

“Hey,” I said, a fountain of eloquence.

“I was looking for you.” He peeled away from Rhonda.

“Want to dance?”

He took my hand and followed me to the dance area by the pool, where everyone was drunkenly gyrating. I hooked an arm around Logan’s neck and started grinding against his leg, throwing my head back, and letting my hair swing from side to side, eyes closed. He wrapped one hand around my waist, while, with the other one, he got bold and started exploring, getting close to touching my butt and boobs, but not quite. Not yet.

“Toni,” a deep voice said, sending a shiver down my spine.

I opened my eyes to find Jake standing next to us. He towered over Logan, making him look small in comparison, though he wasn’t. Logan was almost six-foot tall, but he was slender from running track, while Jake was a wall of muscles.

I frowned up at him. Logan did too.

For a second, Jake didn’t seem to know what to say, which was awkward. Really? Jake Knight did awkward? Like he wasn’t as smooth as silk all the time, like I’d imagine? But then the way he took my hand and twirled me away from Logan saying “I’ll have this dance,” set me straight. He was smooth.

He danced casually while I practically stood like a mummy. When the song finished, he took my hand and dragged me to the side of the house.

“Who’s that guy?” he demanded once we were ensconced between the shadows of two trees.

I shook my head, trying to process the strange situation.

“Does your mother know you’re here?” he asked.

“W-what?”

“Does your mother know you’re here?”

Wait a minute. Was he, like, playing Leo’s role of the protective brother? The same role that had spoiled many of my dates and was responsible for my virgin status?

No way. Just no way.

“No, she doesn’t.” I put my hands on my hips. “Whatcha gonna do about it?”

Jake’s mouth opened and closed.

I raised an eyebrow.

“That guy, he’s not even in your league,” he huffed.

“I think that’s for me to decide.”

He cracked his knuckles and looked up at the tree as if pondering a very difficult choice.

What the hell was going on?

When he seemed to make up his mind, he asked, “Want to get out of here?”

Say what? That was my initial reaction, quickly followed by hell yeah!

I didn’t understand what this was about, but I wasn’t going to miss this chance. I pulled out my phone and quickly texted Sarai, then glanced up at Jake and nodded.

He took my hand, and we cut across several yards until we made it to his truck. He opened the passenger door like a gentleman, then drove away from the party.

My heart was beating out of control. I was in Jacob Knight’s truck.
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For a moment, I panicked and thought he was taking me home, but he kept driving past my street.

“Heard from Leo?” he asked.

“No. Mom’s going bonkers.”

He chuckled. “I can imagine.”

Jake knew my mother well. The witchlights knew he’d spent enough time in my house. 

He took me to Tower Grove Park, which was only one mile from home. At this hour, it was pretty empty, and I wouldn’t have dared walk around on my own. Though with Jake by my side, I felt sorry for anyone who tried to mess with us.

After he parked, we walked down one of the paths in awkward silence. Finally, I decided to ask him something since he was spending more time brooding, seemingly lost in thought.

“So… where have you been?”

“Here and there.”

Was his plan to stay as mysterious as possible? Maybe that was how he kept girls on the hook. Curiosity was a big motivator.

“Got a job,” I asked. “I’m not sure about college. I’m thinking about just getting a job.” 

Leo had passed on college and so had Jake. My mom wanted me to follow in my older sister’s steps, not my brother’s, but I didn’t think higher education was for me, either. I had a pretty good Skew skill I could use to make some money. I didn’t see how four years of college and who knew how many thousand dollars of debts could help. Not in the least.

“I’ve done a couple of odd things to get some spending cash for road trips,” he said.

“Road trips? Cool. Where?”

“I’ve been to Atlanta, Chicago, the Smoky Mountains. I want to go to New Orleans next.”

“How fun! I’d love to do something like that.”

A light rain started, and we rushed toward a covered area. He ruffled his hair back and forth several times, causing droplets of rain to hit me.

“Hey!” I protested, wiping my face.

He laughed in a boyish way I’d never seen. In revenge, I flicked my wet fingers at him and got him wet in return. He narrowed his eyes, a growl deep in his throat as he crouched, ready to pounce.

Oh, shit!

He lunged. I yelped and tried to run, but he caught me by the waist and pinned me against a wooden column. We laughed, but gradually our amusement died, and we ended up staring into each other’s eyes. The light mood quickly turned into something quite different.

His large hands were around my waist, his body pressed to mine, and those silver eyes bolted to mine.

Was this really happening? Why now?

“You shouldn’t have left that party with me,” he said in a husky voice that caressed me in all the right places. I’d had a few boyfriends, but none of them had made my body feel this way—not even when I allowed them to get to second base.

“I didn’t think that would be a problem,” I managed, though only in a breathless whisper.

“You didn’t?”

I shook my head. “I’ve known you forever.”

“Is that so?” He sounded skeptical. Of course, he didn’t think I knew him. He’d ignored me so blatantly that he never noticed me drooling over him.

“It is so,“ I said. “You have a preference for boots versus sneakers. You’re allergic to kale and think mushrooms are disgusting. You suck at math and think that men should protect their women. A bit old-fashioned, but you’re an alpha werewolf, so I get it.”

He raised a perfect eyebrow, looking a little surprised, and if I was being honest, a little pleased by my accurate listing.

“So,” he leaned closer, his mouth coming within an inch of mine, “does that mean you would let me protect you?”

“I… I’m not your wo…” I couldn’t finish.

Was he saying he wanted me to be his woman? And if so, why? Not that I was complaining, but why was he interested in me all of a sudden? I looked damn hot in this halter dress, but I’d seen him go out with virtual supermodels, women much more attractive than me.

“My what, Toni?”

I swallowed.

“Say it. Or are you scared of not being a girl anymore?”

I raised my chin. “I’m not scared.”

He leaned in even closer, only a breath separating my lips from his. “Maybe you should be.” There was gravel in his voice, as if he’d unleashed part of his werewolf, a hungry part that wanted to devour me.

“Why would I be afraid of something I’ve wanted my entire life?” I said, surprising even myself.

His eyes widened in surprise. That he’d never noticed how obsessed I was with him was further proof of how oblivious of my existence he’d been.

But I wasn’t embarrassed to admit my infatuation when I was melting like butter right under his stare, when his strong werewolf senses could tell him how fast my heart was beating and how wet the simple sound of his voice made me. Nope. No use.

“That’s right, Jake,” I said, my own voice sounding low and sensual in a way I never imagined possible. “I’ve dreamed of being your woman a hundred times, maybe more.”

I saw the moment my words snapped something inside him. There was a flash in the depths of his silver eyes, a change that let me see he wanted me as much as I wanted him, that made it clear he was at my mercy the same way I was at his. The moment was a violent bolt that ripped through any inhibition or misgiving I still held on to.

My mouth crashed into his. Some part of me expected him to push me away and tell me to wake up from this dream, but instead, he matched me tit for tat. But my impetuousness didn’t last though because, in a moment, he took charge.

He slid his hand down my back and cupped my ass. With incredible ease, he lifted me off my feet and pinned me to the post, wedging himself between my legs. He kissed me with powerful strokes of his tongue, sending repeated thrills of desire to my middle. He devoured my neck, tasting every inch, growling his desire, and thrusting his hips gently, rubbing his impressive erection to the right spot.

Jake must’ve heard something because he lifted his head, glanced over his left shoulder, and peered into the darkness of the park.

“Others are here,” he said, his voice husky.

Without a word, he took my hand and led me away. Disappointment washed over me, and I almost cursed out loud. But I shouldn’t have been worried because when we got in his truck, he resumed exactly where he’d left off. Except this was much better. His truck was an old Chevy with one long bench seat where he laid me down tenderly, his clear eyes burning with an intensity that turned my insides into putty.

I never went past first base with a guy on the first date—not that this was a date by any means. This was… what? A win for all the girls with impossible crushes. An accident? A dream? A one-night stand? I didn’t know, and I didn’t care.

Jacob Knight could do whatever he wanted with me.

Second base had me whimpering, melting under his expert hands. The player had moves I’d never seen, never felt. He made sport of my nipples, teasing them with light kisses and gentle pinches before he finally took one in his mouth and introduced it to his wicked tongue. The other one got the same treatment, the same special attention.

Between desperate pants of desire, I looked at him, worried that my body might not please him—he’d been with so many women—but he seemed as enraptured as I was. More even. Was that possible? Could he truly want me as deeply as I wanted him?

His mouth moved south, and I threw my head back, eager to experience what was coming. Some small part of my mind was trying to tell me that I should be embarrassed. This was going too fast. What was he going to think of me?

String him along, Toni. If you give it up now, he’ll lose interest.

And maybe I should’ve listened to that inner voice, the one that thought it would pay off to play games, but who was I kidding? I didn’t have the will to stop.

Jake, the guy I’d been dreaming about practically my entire life, was about to make love to me. I was lost.

He pushed my dress up, hiking it to my waist. He paused to take me in, and I was glad I’d worn a lacy pair of panties worthy of this moment. He made a sound in the back of his throat that I felt in the baby-making depths of my being. Gently, he deposited a kiss low in that tender triangle between my legs.

“You’re soaked through,” he rumbled, licking his lips.

Without looking, he popped the glove compartment open and retrieved a condom.

“Is this okay?” he asked.

I hesitated for a moment, a slash of fear cutting through me. This could be the first and last time with him. Would it scar me for life? Should I say no? The hell with that!

I nodded. “Yes.”

He frowned, clenching his teeth together as if to rein himself in. A spark lit up his eyes as he hovered over me.

“Are you… a virgin?” he asked.

“What does that matter?”

“Fuck!” He jumped off me as if I’d given him an electric shock. “Fuck, fuck.”

I pushed my dress down and sat up, feeling mortified. Was his code to not do virgins for some reason? The heat of embarrassment flushed my cheeks as he threw the condom back in the glove box and shut it in there. He sat, bouncing a knee and staring out into the night.

I didn’t know what to say and wanted nothing more than to disappear into the ether.

“Can you… take me home?” I picked at my dress.

He nodded and wasted no time starting the truck. In a few minutes, he pulled in front of my house. Unable to utter a word, I started to open the door. He stopped me, snatching my hand in his.

“I’m sorry about all of that. I… didn’t know you—“

I cut him off, pulling the door handle. “It’s okay.”

“Let me walk you to the door.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Yes, I do.”

He jumped out and met me on the other side. “Next time, let me open the door, okay?”

I shrugged. Whatever.

On the stoop, he reached out and took both my hands in his before I could scurry inside. I found myself facing him, my face ready to melt off my skull from the shame of it all.

“I was wondering if you’d like to have dinner with me on Friday night?” he asked.

My gaze snapped to his. What? Like a date?

He waited for my answer with a worried frown. When I said nothing, he added, “I know I behaved like an ass tonight, but I’d like another chance.”

Oh, my God! What is going on?

So he didn’t want to make love to me, but he wanted to go on a date? What did that mean?

“Tell me I didn’t fuck things up.” He smiled apologetically.

“There was definitely no fucking.” The words just jumped out. I bit my tongue.

Jake was serious for a moment, then burst out laughing. When he stopped, he pushed a strand of hair behind my ear and stepped closer 

“I… I wanted there to be, and I know you did, too.” He inhaled deeply as if he could smell the want on my skin. “But I can do better than my truck for your first time, much better.” He leaned down and kissed my neck, nibbling.

Witchlights! I was so confused.

He pulled back, his silver eyes heavy-lidded with lust. “So… dinner?”

I nodded.

The slanted smile that cut across his face was deadly as hell. “I’ll pick you up at eight.” He pulled away, holding onto my hand.

When only our fingers were brushing, I stepped forward, grabbed his hand firmly, and pulled him back. Acting by some instinct I didn’t know I possessed, I kissed him, my lips as sure and possessive as his own had been. All the years of yearning and pinning over him were wrapped up in that kiss. Relief, daydreams, fears, and unadulterated want flowed through me and into him, as if I were letting him know there was nothing I wanted more than for him to be mine.

If I was being honest, I’d been saving myself for Jake Knight. It was never a conscious decision, but now I understood that was what I’d been doing. I’d wanted my first time to be with Jake, and dammit if I wasn’t going to get it.

When I finally pulled away, he was breathless and looked at me with something like awe. For a moment, I thought it was because he hadn’t expected such passion from me, but as he reluctantly pulled away and went down the steps, his gaze reaching for mine with intense longing, I felt there was more to it.

Maybe I was lying to myself, but it seemed Jake was feeling things he hadn’t felt before. He had finally met his match.
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“So how do your tracker skills work?” Jake asked over a large piece of tiramisu. We were at my favorite Italian restaurant, a fact that I was still processing. How did he know to bring me here? Was it a coincidence? It was possible that he remembered from the hundreds of conversations he witnessed at my home growing up, but that seemed unlikely.

I pondered his question. Other than my family, no one knew what it took for me to track someone. It wasn’t something I liked to share for many different reasons, and since I didn’t want to lie to Jake, I opted for vagueness.

“It depends on whether or not I have something that belongs to the person I’m looking for. Or whether or not I know them.”

“I assume it’s easier if you have an item.” He took a sip of water, looking genuinely interested.

“Yep, it sure is.”

“So what do you do? Sniff the item? Touch it?”

I bobbed my head from side to side. “My senses are definitely involved.” I was afraid he would press for more, but he seemed content with my explanation.

“I think it’s remarkable. So cool that you can do that.”

“Thanks. I trained with my nonna when I visited her on breaks. She’s also a tracker.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “I remember Leo mentioning something like that. Your family is something, so many different talents.”

“I guess.” I shrugged. “Though that’s something coming from someone who can shift into a wolf.”

It was his turn to shrug. “It’s no big deal, really.”

I snorted. “I wouldn’t mind having amazing strength and senses. Or being able to shift to defend myself.”

“If you ever need me to kick someone’s ass, just let me know.”

I laughed. “You’ll come.”

“On the double.” He winked, and my heart nearly fainted.

After we left the restaurant, we walked around the old neighborhood. At some point, he reached for my hand and interlaced his finger with mine, talking about a long hiking trail he’d visited in the Smokies. He spoke animatedly while all I could do was look up at him, an idiot quickly falling. And hard.

He took me home before midnight, kissed me tenderly, and left. I was disappointed because he didn’t try anything, but mostly because he didn’t mention going out again. For the next couple of days, I worried he’d done the one date out of obligation and stared at my phone every two minutes, hoping he’d texted me. When he didn’t, I debated for two hours, typing and deleting messages. When I finally crafted the perfect text and was about to hit send. My phone went off with a message from him, and I nearly cried.

Dude etiquette dictates it’s too soon to text you, but the hell with all of that. Can I see you tonight?

I almost squealed on the spot, but I was in the last period, so I refrained. I couldn’t leave school fast enough to get ready to meet him. Once at home, I tried to hide my excitement, but Mom noticed. She never seemed to miss a thing.

“What is up with you?” she asked.

“Me? Nothing.”

She huffed and watched me with narrowed eyes.

I got Jake to meet me at a nearby park instead of home, with the pretext that I’d been out with friends. Friday night, my parents had been out on a date, so I didn’t worry about Mom spotting Jake. I knew she wouldn’t approve. Jake was twenty and I still wasn’t eighteen, and she knew his reputation. She liked him as one of Leo’s friends who always hung out around our house, but the player werewolf dating one of her daughters was a completely different thing.

That night, Jake took me to a bar. The bartender was a friend of his and didn’t ask for my I.D. when Jake ordered me a beer. I felt all grown-up as we slid into a booth, each with a big mug in hand, a sexy man next to me.

He must have noticed something because he said, “Drinking age in other countries is eighteen,” he said as if to knock me off my high horse, which I guessed I deserved. I didn’t tell him I wasn’t eighteen yet, not until September anyway, so I still got a little satisfaction out of it.

Everything was going swell until one of mom’s friends noticed me sitting there.

“Toni?” Mrs. Russo approached our table, wearing a frown as her dark eyes bounced from Jake to me.

“Mrs. Russo.” I nearly jumped in my seat, while Jake took a sip of his beer, all cool like.

Mrs. Russo glanced around the bar as if searching for my parents. “Are you supposed to be here?”

Keep your nose out of my business, that was what I wanted to say, but it would’ve been a waste of breath. She was one of the neighborhood gossips, a pro.

“I’m just hanging out,” I said, trying to sound unconcerned, but I wasn’t nearly as cool and collected as Jake. A cucumber had nothing on him.

“And this is…?” Mrs. Russo gave Jake a once-over. Did she not recognize him?

“A friend,” I stammered.

“I go way back with Leo Sunder,” Jake said. “Toni’s parents know me.”

I nearly whistled in relief. Why didn’t I think to say that?

But the woman was undeterred. “And do they know you’re buying alcohol for their underage daughter?”

“One beer never killed anyone. It’s nutritious.” Jake licked foam from his lips.

Damn, he was sexy when he acted irreverent.

Mrs. Russo huffed and finally moved on when the man she was with called her over. I breathed a sigh, for the moment. Though I knew my mom would hear about this.

“She’s going to tell, and mom’s probably going to ground me.” I hung my head.

Jake put a finger under my chin and pushed it up until our eyes met. His pupils were huge with only the slightest bit of silver around them. He smiled, his mouth tipping to one side.

“You’re not gonna let some busy-body ruin our night, are you?” he asked.

“Of course not.” I shook myself and matched his smile.

After that, we talked. He wanted to know everything about me: my friends, classes, plans, and dreams.

“Like I said the other day, I’m not planning to go to college,” I said when we got to those last two topics. I feared no judgment from him. He had skipped the whole college thing too. From what I could tell, he had no money worries. Sadly, he had lost his parents, and he received a good inheritance from them. So I didn’t dare broach that subject for fear of turning the conversation gloomy.

“I thought you might follow in Dani’s footsteps.”

Dani was my oldest sister, she was attending the University of Missouri, studying medicine for healers.

I shrugged. “Dani loves studying. The fatter the tome, the better, but that’s not for me.”

“I totally get it, so what’s the plan after graduation then?”

“Well, I want to use my tracking skills in some kind of way. I still don’t know exactly how, but I’ll figure it out.”

“Are you good?”

“At tracking?”

“Yeah.”

“My nonna says I am.”

He seemed thoughtful for a moment, then said, “You look great in green, you know?” He ran a thumb over my naked shoulder. “It brings out the amazing olive tone of your skin.”

I shivered and felt beautiful under his scrutiny. He was a smooth talker for sure, but what warm-blooded woman would not enjoy the attention of a man like Jake? Or maybe there were some who wouldn’t, and I just didn’t have the experience not to be swept off my feet.

He kissed me, his lips warm and supple against mine. As he wrapped his arms around me, I felt a surge of desire wash over me. I leaned in, pressing against him, feeling breathless. Our tongues tangled as we explored each other’s mouths, lost in the heat of the moment. I felt completely vulnerable, surrendering myself to the intense emotions that flowed between us. I was consumed by the kiss, feeling like nothing else in the world mattered at that moment.

Jake pulled away, breathing hard. “Want to get out of here?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

He drove to his apartment complex and parked. For a moment, he just sat there, looking out of the windshield and saying nothing. He appeared tense, as if he regretted bringing me here. I was fidgeting with my purse when he finally turned to face me.

“I want to make something clear before we go in,” he said.

I held my breath.

“The first time I make love to you will be special. Not in some cheap old apartment.”

A mixture of disappointment and exhilaration washed over me. We weren’t going to have sex tonight because he wanted our first time to be more special than a truck or an apartment.

He took my face in his hands. “You are… unlike anyone else to me, Toni. I want you to know that. I’ve been with a lot of women.”

“Gee, that’s romantic.”

“Hear me out.”

I nodded.

“You’ve probably heard stories that I’m not proud of.”

I huffed. “I didn’t need to hear stories. You and Leo paraded your torrid affairs around for all to see.”

“That’s exactly what I’m getting at. I don’t want you to think you’re anything like any of those girls. You… I’ve…”

Wow, I’d never seen Jacob Knight at a loss for words. My heart pitter-pattered. Still, I didn’t make it easy for him. “You what?”

“It’s different with you. That’s all. I want it to be different.”

I lay my hand on top of his. “I want it to be different, too.”

He smiled. “All right, want to come in for another beer?”

“Yes.”

I skipped out of the car when he opened the door. There was a spring in my step as we walked to his door and went through it.

As I looked around, I was struck by how bare and generic the place felt. The living room was sparsely furnished, with only a single couch, a coffee table, and a big TV. The walls were a dull beige color, and there were no decorations or personal touches anywhere. The kitchen was equally basic, with a small table and two chairs that looked like they had come straight out of a college dorm room. Overall, the apartment felt like a temporary place, a stopgap on the way to somewhere better.

Jake got two beers from the fridge, and we sat on the couch, sipping awkwardly. “Want to watch TV?”

“Sure.”

He clicked it on and flipped through the channels. I cuddled closer, searching for his warmth. When he caught me leaning in and inhaling deeply to catch his intoxicating scent, he took my beer and set it on the coffee table next to the remote control. Forgetting about the TV, he took me in his arms, and we started making out.

Soon, I was lying down with Jake on top of me, my legs wrapped around his waist as he kissed my breasts, his tongue swirling over my nipples as he suckled both of them in equal measures. The man was fair for sure.

His erection pushed through his jeans and mine, rubbing against my middle. My body felt feverish with desire, my face so hot I must’ve looked like a tomato.

With a growl, Jake pulled away, his silver eyes dark and wild. “I think it’s time for me to bring you home?”

“What? Why?”

“You’re too tempting and I—“

I pressed a finger to his lips and just as I reared up to kiss him, our phones started blaring insistently. They startled us, and we both went for our devices to check what it was.

“It’s an AMBER alert,” he said.

I read the text on my screen.


AMBER Alert:  St. Louis, MO. Red F-150. Suspect is a white male. Skew Type: Vampire. Victim is an 8-year-old girl. Last seen headed eastbound on I-64.

“Shit!” Jake said. “Fucking vamp. Why would he take a little girl.”

“It’s horrible,” I said, my stomach twisting with disgust and apprehension for the poor girl. “I hope they find her.”

“Me too.”

The alert totally killed the mood, and twenty minutes later he was dropping me off at home. Walking on cloud nine, I went into my house to find Mom waiting for me in the kitchen.

Arms crossed over her chest, she glared at me. “Where have you been?”

“Out.” I’d gone in there to get something to drink, but I veered toward my bedroom.

“You’re not going anywhere until you answer my question.”

I stopped and stared at the floor. Damn! Mrs. Russo worked fast. Mom would not approve of a relationship between Jake and me. I already knew that, just the reason I hadn’t told her anything. But trying to hide it would be a waste of time.

Slowly, I turned to face her. “I was on a date with Jacob Knight.”

Even though she probably knew already, she did nothing but open and close her mouth. For the first time, I witnessed the impossible: my mother without words to say. Of course, the miracle didn’t last.

“Dating Jacob Knight? You’re kidding me, right?”

“Nope.”

“He’s twenty years old.”

“I’ll be eighteen in four months, Mom.”

“He’s a werewolf.” She looked sick, which was odd because she never seemed to care about that when Jake was hanging out with Leo.

“So?” I stretched out the word.

The miracle occurred again. She opened her mouth and no words came out. Wow, I had a feeling hell was freezing over. Maybe the apocalypse was near. If that was the case, I needed to get laid. Pronto.

Mom changed tactics. “He’s going to wreck you, Marcella. The man is a womanizer.”

“I’m not planning to marry him.”

“You say that but you don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re inexperienced.” Mom’s voice changed to a pleading tone. “I don’t want to see you get hurt, honey. You’ve seen it with your own eyes. He and your brother parading endless girlfriends around. You don’t want to join that list. I promise you.”

“I think I should be the judge of that.” I started toward my bedroom.

“Toni.”

“No, Mom. I don’t want to hear about it anymore.” I practically ran out of the kitchen to escape her.

She let me be for a few days, and I thought her admonishments were done, but I was wrong. The next week she enlisted Dani’s help, and they both went at me. I sat on the living room sofa and let them go on and on about why Jake was bad for me. When they seemed exhausted, I stood and looked down at them.

“Are you two done?”

They stared back blankly.

“Get this in your heads,” I said. “Nothing you say is going to make me change my mind. I’m with Jake.”

I’d been dreaming of being with him for years. Nothing would tear me away from him.
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“One week until graduation!” I exclaimed, dancing around Jake’s kitchen as I placed ingredients on the counter. I was cooking us spaghetti, my mother’s recipe. I knew he loved it. He had eaten at our house plenty of times, and he always got seconds when it was spaghetti night. I only hoped I would get the recipe right.

“Need any help?” he asked from the other side of the small kitchen peninsula.

“Nope. I got it under control.”

“Do you mind if I watch? I like the way you twirl around when you reach for the ingredients.” He craned his neck and pointedly looked at my butt.

I tried to swat him with a towel, but he moved out of the way too quickly. Damn werewolves and their speed!

The television droned in the background as I cooked, and we talked about all kinds of random stuff from our favorite color to something unexpected.

“I want to celebrate with you on your graduation day, or the day after, if your family will take up the entire day.”

I looked at him from above a large spoon as I tasted the sauce.

“Oh,” was all I could manage. There was something in the tone of his voice that made my insides tremble.

“Let me know which day,” he went on. “I want to make reservations at a nice restaurant and… the Four Seasons.”

I gulped, my heart immediately going into a crazy patter.

“I told you already that I want your first time to be special. But we don’t have to… you know… if you’re not ready,” he added when he noticed my deer-in-the-headlights expression.

I set the spoon down and nodded numbly. He walked into the kitchen, wrapped his arms around my waist, and pulled me to him.

“We don’t have to if you’re not ready,” he repeated.

Oh, I’m ready. I’ve been ready.

“I think… I would like that.” I did my best not to sound too eager.

He kissed me deeply and pulled away with a shudder. “You drive me crazy, Antonietta Sunder. I can’t wait,” he said with a near growl that made my knees wobble.

After that, I don’t know how I managed to finish cooking dinner, how I sat across from him rolling spaghetti with my fork, instead of rolling his T-shirt up and pulling it over his head.

When we finished eating. He washed the dishes, and I dried them.

“I think your spaghetti recipe is better than your mom’s.” He notched my hip with his.

“You’re just saying that.”

“I promise. I wouldn’t lie about that—not when you might expect me to eat it again.”

“You bastard.” I flicked my wet fingers at his face, sprinkling him with water.

He snapped his teeth, threatening to bite my hand. We laughed, and I thought I’d never been happier.

When we were done, Jake poured two glasses of wine and we sat in front of the TV to cuddle and sip our drinks. The program was boring, so he flipped through the channels.

“Seriously,” I said, “you need Netflix.”

“I told you. I canceled all my subscriptions, and I’m not going to open any new ones for a month.”

“Then let me use our account.” I tried to grab the remote, but he kept it out of my reach.

“Nope. They have perfectly good channels on the digital antenna. See, here is the local news.”

I rolled my eyes. “All that floats through the airwaves is crap.”

“Oh yeah? Then I think…” Jake trailed off as the news anchor said a name that, in only two days, had become familiar to everyone in St. Louis.

“Emily Garner is still missing, and the vampire who took her from her home is still at large. Her parents entreat the entire community to turn in any information that might lead them to their daughter. They want their little girl safe at home.”

The picture of an adorable eight-year-old with blond curls appeared on the corner of the screen.

“That fucking bastard!” Jake slammed the remote on the sofa, turning the TV off. “You’re right the airwaves are full of crap. Why would he take a helpless little girl? Why not mess with someone his own size?” He ground his fist into the palm of his hand, the protective werewolf side of him bubbling up to the surface. “Decent vampires get their supply from the blood bank. Bastards like this need to be put to death.”

I didn’t disagree with him, but I didn’t like seeing him so upset. “They’ll find her.”

“She’s probably dead already.”

“Don’t say that. That poor…” I couldn’t finish, just the thought of it made my heart squeeze until I couldn’t breathe.

Suddenly, Jake was kneeling in front of me. “What if you found her?”

“What? Me?”

He nodded.

“Um, I’m sure the police have trackers and—“

“If they do, then they’re no good at their job. I read in the news that her parents are trying to fund a campaign to hire someone of their own. But the pros are expensive. Too expensive.”

He lowered his gaze, looking infinitely sad, and then it hit me… why he was so upset about this. I should have realized that earlier. Seven years ago, Jake’s brother had gone missing and was never found. It was a topic we’d never discussed, and one I was very afraid to broach. Jake’s family had been very private about the entire affair, and even Leo knew little about what had happened. It was clearly an enormous source of grief, the kind no one would want to prod just to satisfy their curiosity.

I took his hands in mine. “I can try, but how? The police would probably laugh in my face if I offered.”

A huge smile spread across Jake’s face. He stretched to his full height and started pacing. “We don’t go to the police. We go directly to the family.”

“We don’t know where they live?”

“I can find that out. Easy.” He rushed into his bedroom and came back with a laptop, which he immediately fired up. In seconds, his fingers were flying over the keyboard as he ran search after search, using programs I’d never seen before.

“How do you know all of this?” I asked.

“Hobby of mine.”

A hobby? I watched his profile as he worked, wondering if he still searched for his brother and if that was the only reason he knew all of this.
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Jake drove down the tree-lined street and parked a distance away from the house. Three news vans sat in front of the Garner residence, the crews hanging around the vehicles, chatting and holding steaming cups of coffee.

“Hmm, doesn’t look promising,” Jake said.

“That poor family.” It wasn’t fair they had to deal with this, too. “Maybe we should leave them alone, Jake.”

“But we can help.”

“Maybe.”

After pondering the situation for a long minute, Jake said, “we can’t go up there.”

“I agree. It would probably turn into a circus.”

“If only I’d been able to find a phone number.”

“They probably unlisted it. Imagine all the nut cases a shit-show like this would attract.”

We waited for an hour, hoping the news crews would leave. One of them did, but the other two stayed put.

“Damn vultures!” Jake was getting more frustrated by the moment. “If we could just snatch something of hers, something from her bedroom.”

I frowned. “Don’t get any crazy ideas.”

“Is it so crazy? If we grab something and we fail, at least they won’t get their hopes up.”

“I see your logic, but taking something without permission is wrong.”

“Sometimes you do wrong things for the right reasons.” He opened the door and started getting out of the car.

I reached over, tried to grab his arm, but I wasn’t fast enough. “Jake! Get back in here,” I mock-whispered.

But he was off, using his werewolf speed to scurry through a line of bushes. I cursed under my breath and for the next fifteen minutes, I nervously chewed on my thumbnail.

“I’m gonna kill him. I swear I’m gonna kill him.” I tapped my foot and glanced at the dashboard clock for the tenth time.

I was about to go looking for him when he slid back into the car as smoothly as he had gotten out. He had a stuffed animal with him, a rabbit with droopy ears that must’ve once been white. He smiled crookedly, satisfied with himself. I punched him in the arm as hard as I could.

“Asshole!”

“Hey, that hurt.” He rubbed his arm, looking surprised. “You’re stronger than you look.”

“That was not cool, Jake. Not cool at all.”

“It worked. Didn’t it?”

I stared at the rabbit. It wore a pink bow and a tiny matching apron. “How do you know it’s Emily’s?”

“They only have one kid.”

I frowned up at him.

“They said it in the news,” he explained apologetically.

My palms started sweating, and my heart beat a thousand times a minute. I rubbed both hands down my face, then massaged my temples.

“You’ll find her,” Jake said.

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“Hey.” He rubbed my arm. “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.”

“I want to.”

“Okay.” Jake pulled away, giving me space. He stared straight ahead through the windshield and let me take my time.

I wasn’t only afraid to find her, to sense her distress, her terror. I was also afraid of the possibility of sensing a vast darkness and silence, the oppressive nothingness of death. I had never experienced such a thing, but Nonna had explained in detail what happened when you tried to track someone who wasn’t among the living anymore.

What if Emily was dead? What if I felt nothing when I used her little stuffed rabbit to try to find her? I would know she was dead, and I wouldn’t be able to tell her parents. They wouldn’t believe me. Instead, they would count me among the nut cases that likely had been harassing them on the regular since their daughter disappeared. And then what? I would have to live with that horrible knowledge, offering her family no closure. Because I couldn’t track a dead person. I would know Emily was dead, but I would not be able to lead anyone to her body. 

Could I handle that?

You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, Jake had said.

But who was I kidding? With the slightest possibility that Emily Garner was alive, I had to try. With an object that belonged to Emily, my magic could find her. There were other ways I could find people, but this was the most straightforward.

Bracing myself, I lay my hands on the bunny and closed my eyes.
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When I came to, I was sobbing, sitting on Jake’s lap as he hugged me and rocked back and forth.

“Shh, it’s all right. It’s all right. You’re here with me. Shh.”

My heart felt like a giant hammering fist inside my chest. My throat was tight, and my mouth full of a bitter taste that had to be fear. Emily’s fear.

By degrees, my sobs stopped. Jake’s T-shirt was soaked with my tears.

“I’m sorry,” he said in a hoarse voice. “I shouldn’t have asked you to do that. I didn’t know. I didn’t…” He paused, seemed to gather himself. “She’s alive, isn’t she?”

I nodded, unable to even say the word yes.

“I could smell the fear. Her fear became yours. I didn’t realize it would be this real for you.  If I had known, I—“

Composing myself, I peeled away from Jake and wiggled back into my seat. I took several deep breaths, pushing the panic down, down, down. I was here safe, while an innocent little girl suffered at the hands of a sadistic bastard.

Arming myself with all the strength I could muster, I took one last deep breath and sat straighter. “Let’s go find her.”

“Are you—?”

“Go, Jake. We may not have much time.”

Jake nodded and started the engine. It roared to life, and we zoomed past the news vans while I listened to the inner compass of my magic as it guided me toward the desperate cries for help of a little soul that had nearly given up hope.
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“Down this way,” I said, desperately leading us down a steep slope away from the highway.

Jake had parked his truck on the shoulder and was now following me and my inflamed instincts. They were telling me to hurry up, to find Emily before it was too late.

I ran ahead, Jake following. We broke through a line of trees, trampling over broken branches. I wished I could move faster, with werewolf speed, but all I had were my human legs. Jake’s impatience and nervous energy were almost palpable, but he followed without a word, without interrupting my flow and concentration.

After ten minutes of rushing through the woods, I came to a halt in front of a craggy hill. My breaths were loud in my ears, and my thoughts a complete jumble. I shook my head.

“What’s wrong?” Jake asked.

“I don’t know.” I looked right and left. “I’m not sure which way to go.”

“Take a deep breath. Close your eyes.”

I did as he instructed. It took me a desperate moment to find the thread again. My instincts pulled me toward the left.

“This way.” I ran along the foot of the hill, loose rocks threatening to twist my ankles with each step.

I felt as clumsy as a lumbering giant. My heart thumped out of control as I imagined the monster tearing the girl apart. Squinting, I searched through the darkness. The threads of Emily’s location started slipping away once more. I mentally scrambled for them, but they broke away like fragile spider webs as I tried to snatch them.

I stopped again, desperation building. 

A scream rent the night. My head snapped in the direction of the sound. 

“There! A cave!” Jake pointed.

Then my feet were moving. The mouth of a cave loomed ahead. I didn’t think, I just barreled into the dark space, pulling out my phone as an afterthought and illuminating a ghastly sight.

The vamp was posed to rip out the girl’s throat.
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Jake dashed forward. moving so fast he was a blurb. He lunged and, in midair, shifted into his wolf form. Viciously, he clamped his jaws around the vamp’s neck and hurled him against the cave’s wall. 

I started rushing toward the terrified girl, who huddled against the rough wall, tears streaming down her cheeks as she trembled. I’d only taken one step when the blood leech reared from the ground to attack me. I thrust my arms out and dropped my phone as the vampire dove for me. His pale face was horrid, his features all savage edges—razor-sharp cheekbones and jaw to match his lethal fangs and claws, all made more gruesome by the white light of the phone’s flashlight. Moving so fast I barely saw it, he raked a hand across my stomach.

I screamed in pain as a warm wet feeling spread over my abdomen. I grabbed my middle and stumbled. I nearly fell to my knees but somehow managed to stay on my feet.

The vampire lunged to attack again. Just as my life seemed to speed by and away, the massive wolf flew in from the other side and collided with the vampire. The two landed several feet away and rolled toward the cave’s entrance.

I turned, holding myself and wincing at the pain. “Jake!”

The two rolled out of the cave. There were snarls and snapping sounds as they fought. I desperately looked around as if some weapon might reveal itself to help me save the moment.

Suddenly, silence settled all around me, closing in like shrinking walls that threatened to crush me. Not even the whimper that rose to my throat broke the stillness—not caged in my throat as it was.

A large figure appeared at the entrance, breaking the spell. I took a step back, that whimper turning into a knot in my throat. Then the wolf padded in.

I fell to my knees, mesmerized by his beauty. The dark gray wolf was massive and filled me with awe. He stood nearly five-foot tall from his large paws to the top of his head. His shoulders were wide, and he was made of pure, taut sinew.

He stopped a couple of paces away from me. His gaze bore into mine, and though I’d only seen Jake’s wolf once before, I knew I would’ve recognized him among a thousand others just on his gaze alone.

I lurched forward and wrapped my arms around his neck, the feel of his coat like a salve to my frayed nerves

Only a few beats passed before I pulled away and started turning toward the little girl.

Jake nudged my arm with his nose and pointedly looked down at the blood stain on my T-shirt.

“It hurts, but I’m fine,” I reassured him.

“Emily?” My voice was cautious. With what she must have witnessed, I didn’t want to scare her further.

She shrank toward the wall, sobbing quietly, her blue eyes huge and full of fear. They were set on Jake. I felt dense when I realized she couldn’t help but be terrified of him. I removed my jacket and offered it to Jake. He took it gently between his teeth, walked out of the cave, and when he came back, he was wearing it around his waist, the opening to one side.

“See,” I told Emily, “he’s not so scary. He’s my friend. My name is Toni, and he’s Jake.”

Not an ounce of that fear left her face.

“Jake killed that bastard,” I said.

The barrier gave a little.

“He won’t hurt you,” I went on. “You’re safe. Now, Jake and I will take you to your parents. We promise.”

She became unhinged then, all her defenses dropping. I rushed to her side and wrapped her in my arms. I clenched my teeth through the pain in my wound as she clung to my neck and wrapped her legs around my middle. 

I tried to stand to carry her out of there, but I couldn’t. My pain was too much.

“I can carry you,” Jake told Emily, noticing my discomfort.

She clung harder to me. Jake helped me to my feet, put an arm around me, and helped me walk. He bore most of my weight, then at some point—when Emily seemed more at ease—he picked me up, and carried us both.

“You’re… so strong,” Emily’s little voice said as we reached the edge of the woods. “Daddy is strong, too, even if he’s not a werewolf.”

“I bet he is.” Jake smiled.

“One of my classmates is a werewolf too. He’s nice.”

“I’m glad he’s giving my kind a good name.”

With every word, her fear seemed to dissipate a little more, and I had to admire her resilience.

Jake stuffed me into the passenger side seat, Emily still in my arms. He managed to wrap the seatbelt around the both of us, then dug behind his seat and pulled out a fresh set of clothes—a precaution I was sure all werewolves took. He quickly got behind the wheel.

“Here.” He handed my phone over. I had completely forgotten about it, but he must’ve picked it up on our way out. “I think we should take her to the police station—the one closest to her home—and maybe we should call ahead, but not 911. They’re likely to send units after us.”

I nodded and started searching for a number. It took me a few minutes to find one, and it also took a few minutes for someone to answer.

“South Patrol,” a man answered.

“I would like to talk to the person in charge of Emily Garner’s case.”

“There is a hotline for tips. They will take any information you have. I can give you the number.”

“I have more than information. I have the girl.”

There was a long pause.

“You don’t believe me?” I said. “Emily, sweetheart, can you tell this man you’re safe?”

“They… they helped me,” Emily said in a trembling voice. “They took me away from the bad vampire.”

“Is this some sort of prank?” the man asked.

“No prank. My friend and I found her. We want her back safely with her family.”

“Hold on.”

A couple of minutes passed, then a second man’s voice sounded through the speaker. “Tom Freeman, here. I’m the detective in charge of Emily Garner’s case. Who is this?”

“Mr. Freeman,” I said, feeling quite in control of the situation, which surprised me. I’d never done anything like this, and it felt as if I should’ve been at least a bit intimidated talking to a police detective, but I wasn’t. “My name is Antonietta Sunder. I am a tracker, and only thirty minutes ago, I found Emily Garner. We want to deliver her to you, so you can make sure she is taken home safely to her parents.”

“Where are you right now?” he asked, and I sensed the skepticism in his voice.

They still didn’t believe me. I smirked. It would be satisfying to see the look on their faces when we walked into the police station with the girl in tow.

“We’re on our way to you,” I said. “We should be there in…” I looked at Jake for an estimate.

“About fifteen minutes,” Jake offered.

“Who is that?” Tom Freeman asked.

I rolled my eyes. “That’s my friend. His name is Jacob Knight. If not for him Emily would… I wouldn’t be talking to you right now with this news.”

“As you can imagine, Ms. Sunder. I have a lot of questions for you, and I hope you will be forthcoming with answers once you get here and deliver that little girl safely to us.”

“No problem.” For the first time, I truly wondered what we’ve gotten ourselves into.

Would this develop into a huge headache? What if they decided to concoct some sort of charges against us? I glanced over at Jake, worried.

He shook his head, as if to say, Don’t worry about it. It will all be all right.

“Now, if you will please remain on the phone,” Tom Freeman said.

Maybe it wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but he rubbed me the wrong way with his authoritarian shit, so I clicked the “disconnect” button. Jake arched an eyebrow and smirked.

“Asshole,” I mumbled.

“You give people a little bit of power, and their heads get huge,” Jake said.

Emily still clung to me. I squirmed in my seat, trying to relieve some of the pain in my middle. My older sister, Dani, would be able to fix me in a matter of minutes, but if she caught a whiff of this situation, my entire family would come down on me to make me aware of the gargantuan levels of my stupidity. I certainly didn’t need that. If only I had some of Jake’s healing abilities.

When we got to the police station, there was a line of cops waiting outside. Jake and I swapped a glance, and once more, he shook his head, a reassuring expression shaping his features.

He parked in an empty spot, and immediately, officers came forward, hands posed over their weapons, ready to draw.

Anger rising, I rolled down my window. “Seriously, you’re going to scare her.”

A black man with graying hair and wearing a tie and jacket pressed forward, his dark eyes searching and finding Emily in my arms. He took a moment to examine Jake and me. I assumed he was detective Tom Freeman since he appeared to be in charge.

“Idiots.” Jake put his hands up to show he posed no threat.

“Emily,” the man said, “I’m detective Tom Freeman. Are you all right?”

The girl peered out the window with huge, round eyes, and tightened her hold around my neck. When the detective noticed that, he waved at his men, ordering them to step back.

“Please,” he said, “come out of the vehicle. Take your time.”

Take your time. Ha, nice way to put it, but he might as well have been saying Don’t make any sudden movements or else…

Jake got out of the car first, keeping his hands up the entire time. He left his door open and came around to my side.

“Toni is wounded,” he announced. “The vamp hurt her. There’s blood, but it belongs to Toni. I just want to make that clear. I’m going to open her door.” He did so slowly. “Hey, Emily, would you come with me? Toni’s tummy hurts,” he said, his voice becoming so tender it made my heart constrict.

I thought she would refuse, but she let me go and extended her arms in Jake’s direction. He took her, cradling her against his large chest. He then offered me a hand to help me get out. I winced as I slid onto the blacktop.

Jake interlaced his fingers with mine. Detective Freeman gestured toward the front door, and a path parted for us. We walked in hand-in-hand, the little girl clutching Jake’s neck. She didn’t let go until her parents arrived, and that was when I realized that everything, even the fact that the fucking vamp had nearly gutted me, was worth it.

We had given a family a second chance. We had given an innocent little girl a future.

But it would be a lie if I didn’t admit that, a couple of hours later, I was second-guessing my decision to help. Detective Tom Freeman and his bosses gave us enough grief and warnings about our behavior. But that was a whole different story, one that didn’t necessarily stop us from chasing the high of helping others for the next couple of months.
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Graduation couldn’t come fast enough—not when I knew what Jake had in store for me. He was at the ceremony, and my entire family too. Afterward, we celebrated at home. Mom made a mountain of food, just like she had done for Leo’s and Dani’s graduations before mine. There was creamy tortellini (my fave), chicken parmesan, meatballs, focaccia bread, marinara sauce, pesto sauce, alfredo sauce, tiramisu, cannoli, and more.

Despite all the excitement, at the end of the celebration, all I could think about was going on my date with Jake. It felt selfish to be so ready to get away from my family, but I was giddy with anticipation, and couldn’t help myself. Being with Jake was all I could think about.

“You look great,” Dani said as I fussed with my dress, a red bodycon I’d borrowed from her. She got up from my bed, stood with me in front of the mirror, and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Use protection, okay?” 

My mouth hung open in mock outrage.

“Oh, it’s obvious,” she said.

I shoved her.

She laughed, but too quickly her expression grew sober. “It’s really this I think you should protect.” She tapped my chest, right over my heart.

I batted her hand away. “It’s different with me. We’re dating, and when have you known Jacob Knight to date?”

“I’ll admit you’re right on that, but I can’t help but feel uneasy about the whole thing. He was a bastard to a lot of my friends.”

“He says he never lied to them. He told them upfront… no strings attached.”

“Maybe so, but they still got their hearts shredded. I don’t want that to happen to you.”

“It won’t.”

Her worried expression told me she didn’t believe me. Not one bit. I figured only time would be able to change her opinion on the matter and considering the way things were going with Jake, I had a feeling she and my entire family would soon eat crow.

When I stepped onto the porch, Jake was waiting for me, dressed in a dark gray suit. His two-day stubble was edged to perfection, and not one of his light brown hairs was out of place. He looked so handsome that my breath caught.

As his silver eyes took me in, however, it was obvious I wasn’t the only one who had lost the ability to breathe.

“You are beautiful every second of every day,” he said, “but right now, you’re simply stunning.” He reached for my hand and kissed it, his lips lingering on my knuckles, his gaze never leaving mine. I saw the hunger in his expression, and I nearly fell into his bottomless pupils as a jolt of desire shot straight to my core.

He helped me down the three steps that led to the walkway. At the end of it, a black limousine waited for us, the driver holding the door open.

We went to a steakhouse, where my normally ample appetite failed me. I was too nervous, and all I could think about was the way Jake had looked at me, what those mesmerizing eyes promised. But I wasn’t the only one who had a different priority for the night. We didn’t stay long. We left the restaurant after barely touching our desserts, then the limousine took us to the Four Seasons Hotel.

Checking in was smooth, and soon we found ourselves in a fancy suite with a backdrop of the Gateway Arch in our window. He guided me to the large bed, gently holding my hand. We sat next to each other. I faced straight forward while he angled his body in my direction.

“I want you to always remember today as the most special day of your life,” he whispered in my ear.

Did he really think there was any chance I wouldn’t?

Slowly, he leaned closer, his silver eyes glowing slightly and dropping to my mouth for a moment. “Are you sure about this?”

Of course, I thought, though I just nodded once. Ever since I could remember, I’d been entranced by Jake. It was probably pathetic to think this way, but this was a dream come true.

When his mouth grazed mine, I knew I was done for. I would never be able to look at anyone else this way.

Jacob Knight was the love of my life.

His lips tenderly caressed mine, exploring as if it were the first time he was kissing me. Gradually, he deepened the kiss, his tongue tasting my lower lip first, then the rest. Shivers ran up and down my body. He pulled away for a second, his eyes smoldering, then his mouth crashed against mine, and my world exploded with a million sensations.

His tongue slipped into my mouth, velvet against velvet. Heat surged throughout my body as my own desire burned.

One of his hands cradled the back of my head as his kisses traveled along the edge of my jaw and down the column of my neck. His tongue tasted me there too, swirling and sending shivers to my core.

“I’m so crazy about you, Toni,” he said in a throaty growl.

He continued kissing my neck, his tongue and teeth grazing my skin. His hands slid under my dress and caressed the sides of my thighs while his mouth dispensed kisses along my collarbone.

I let out a moan. My heart pounded.

His hands slipped behind my back, and he dexterously unzipped me. The dress fell open, and he slowly got my arms out of it, exposing my torso. Hungrily, he scanned my chest. My breasts rose and fell as I panted.

Smoothly, he wrapped a hand around my waist and pulled me to my feet. The next thing I knew, the dress was around my feet, and I stood in nothing but my underwear.

“This is not fair,” I said, looking him up and down.

He removed his jacket and discarded it to one side. I thought he was about to undress, but instead, he picked me up and laid me flat on the bed.

He began kissing his way past my collarbone to the swell of my breasts, giving each the same amount of attention. I threaded my fingers through his soft hair, enjoying the feel of his lips against my skin.

Fair or not, it felt like heaven.

He paused again, and his expert hands were at my back again, this time undoing my bra. He pushed the straps aside, then pulled my arms out, releasing my breasts. My nipples pebbled as, with a sharp intake of air, he admired me unapologetically.

“Let me worship you,” he said.

His mouth closed around one of my nipples, while his fingers teased the other. My back arched as his tongue swirled and his fingers squeezed. He kept sucking, the sharp ends of his teeth on my tender skin. My core tightened. I pressed my legs together.

It was the most delicious thing I’d ever felt.

He slid a knee between my legs and drove them apart. I sucked in a breath as his mouth traveled downward, trailing kisses over my abdomen. His hand got to work again and before I knew it, my panties were gone.

“I want to taste every bit of you.” His deep voice had a rasp to it that sent goosebumps all over me.

He bent one of my legs at the knee and began kissing his way down the inside of my thigh. When he reached the bottom, he paused for a moment.

Slowly, his thumb and forefinger parted me. He was so close I felt the heat of his breath as he exhaled. With all the care in the world, he traced a finger up and down my center. I mewled helplessly, my entire body nothing but putty in his hands. Even more carefully, he dipped a finger deep inside my warmth. It hurt a little, but I moaned with abandon. He pumped a few times, his finger curled inside of me, my back arching.

As my hips came off the bed, he lowered his mouth and lapped once. His gaze met mine as if asking if I wanted more. I moaned in response, and he slid another finger into me while his tongue circled my most sensitive spot. Of their own accord, my hips thrust against him. I held on to handfuls of sheets, my head thrown back in ecstasy.

Jake spent a long time pleasuring me with care, inviting sensations I’d never felt, making sure I had my release. I screamed as tremors assaulted my body, and I climaxed for the first time in my life. It was unlike anything I had ever imagined.

My body shuddered helplessly, and I felt like I was falling. Then Jake was next to me, wrapping his arms around me and burying his face in my neck.

“God, I could do that a million times. Please, say you’ll let me.”

He held me tightly for a long time. When I was capable of thought once more, I pulled away and looked into his handsome face. That lustful look was still in his eyes, and it turned me on all over again. He needed to find his own release, and I needed him inside of me. I had to know how he would fill me. I had to be utterly his.

I started unbuttoning his shirt. This time he let me without protest. I peeled the shirt away and admired his virile torso, the wide planes of his pecs, the clearly defined abs wrapped in an expanse of smooth, golden skin.

Biting my lower lip, I ran a hand from his breastbone to his navel. His pants were tented, promising a lot. I clumsily undid his belt, button, and zipper. He let me undress him, and it was tantalizingly erotic to have him at my mercy.

When I removed his boxer briefs and had him fully naked in front of me. He let me admire him and explore him. My hands went up and down his body, curious. When I wrapped my hand around his shaft, I discovered he was velvety smooth. A sudden ache assaulted my core, and I lay beside him, inviting him to ride me.

He got on top of me and pressed his tip against my core. I felt a desperate ache in that spot. Would it hurt?

Jake interlaced his fingers with mine and lowered himself on top of me.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll be gentle.”

And he was, insistent and gentle at first. He trembled in my arms, as if going slowly was costing him. When I’d adjusted to the gentle pushing and thrusting, he pushed harder. My hips began moving in sync with his, then he wrapped his large hands around my ass, pulled me to him, and gave one final thrust.

I arched my back and cried out.

“It’s okay,” he whispered and continued moving, deeper and closer. As he pushed forward, he stayed with me for a few delicious beats, his body rubbing against mine, then thrust again. He kept the same pace, untiring. He drove me to the edge of ecstasy once more, seeming to know exactly what I needed and when.

Just as I couldn’t take it anymore, he pressed hard against me and began moving his hips in circles. He was deep inside me, but also pressing against that aching nub, giving me intense pleasure everywhere. My belly spasmed violently. Reading my every reaction, he increased his pace, driving my awareness back to my core, helping my dwindling energy focus entirely on the wealth of sensations he was unleashing within me.

Crying out, I reared up, seized by spasms of pleasure that came and went with incredible intensity. As the raw thrill coursed through me, blooming from my core to every corner of my body, he kept moving, draining every ounce of pleasure from me.

His release came soon after mine. He shuddered, bearing the brunt of his weight on me as his body trembled. Then the unexpected happened.

“Move in with me,” he said, pressing his forehead to mine, still panting from his release.

“Yes!” I exclaimed without hesitation. “Yes!” I repeated, my heart soaring with happiness.

I wiggled with excitement under him, and we both laughed like idiots. That night and for the next few months, I thought I had gone to heaven.

But imagine how thoroughly my sister’s description of a shredded heart fit my own when, one morning, I woke up to find a letter and a stack of cash on the small kitchen table of Jake’s apartment.

I thought everything was going well. I thought we had a future together, but I’d been entirely wrong and blindsided.

He left no explanation. None at all. What happened to me next wasn’t pretty.
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A fatal attraction is a curse.

No, wait a minute. Wasn’t there a movie by that title? I can’t call it that. Hmm...

Fierce attraction? Blind attraction? Dumb attraction?

Sure, why not? Let’s go with that.

A dumb attraction is a curse.

You know the kind. Out of control, listens to no reason, makes you do stupid, stupid shit.

Yep, it’s a curse, one I don’t wish on anyone.

That was the kind of animal magnetism that led me to Jacob Knight.

The bastard!

He waltzed into my life the last year of high school. Before he did, I was happy, growing up with my parents and siblings: two sisters and one brother. Then bam! As soon as I left the safety of our little family nest, things took a turn for the worse. I thought I was ready to fly, to soar like an eagle, but it turned out I was a clumsy ostrich, destined to crash and burn. Big time.

For that, I blame Jake’s silver eyes, chiseled face, mouthwatering body, and slutty reputation.

He was two years ahead of me in school. I’d always been aware of him, even in kindergarten when I should have been eating my crayons instead. In my mind, he seemed unattainable, like a supernatural celebrity in a magazine.

Except during my senior year, at a spring break party, he noticed me.

That very day, he rocked my world and my body. I should have been mortified, almost losing my virginity after he whispered a few delicious words in my ear, but I suffered no guilt. On the contrary, I felt like a woman for the first time, wild and thoroughly fulfilled.

After that, we dated for five months. Everyone was shocked.

Jacob Knight didn’t date.

He seduced women, got what he wanted, and went on his merry, werewolf way. But not with me. He was in love. Or so I thought.

I’d been so sure that, after graduation, I packed my bags and moved in with him. Mom tried to tell me not to rush things, but the curse of my dumb attraction was on, like blood on vampire fangs. Jake had enthralled me, and my mind and body weren’t mine anymore.

He had a little apartment and big plans. We were great together, and not only as a couple. We made a brilliant tracking team and were helping people. We even solved a big missing person case for the police just in the nick of time, finding an eight-year-old girl who’d been kidnapped by a vamp who preyed on children. I was happy, even if using my tracking powers was a bitch, and I had to keep Jake in the dark about how my skills work for fear he would worry and decide we should stop being a team. We had a great thing going, and I wanted it to last forever.

Then, three months after I moved in with him, I woke up to a stack of cash on the kitchen table—enough for two-months’ rent—and a note that said he was leaving me.

My life imploded, and in one fell swoop, I learned two important lessons: never fall in love and always look out for Number One.

Thank the witchlights, he’s out of my life.

***
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I TRACK PEOPLE’S MATES for a living.

Humans, vampires, werewolves, Fae. You name it. I help them hook up better than Tinder can.

It’s not an easy job for me, but if I’m smart, I can get far. Since I opened Sunder’s Mate Tracker Agency, I can pay all my bills, and my clothes don’t have holes. Better yet, they don’t stink. True, my dry cleaner’s monthly charges are higher than I ever imagined possible, but I slay it.

Hell, I was slaying it that night when it all began. Genuine leather pants, Louis Vuitton ankle boots, designer jacket in metallic rose gold that played beautifully against my pink-tipped hair, and a blowout that left my locks as silky as rose petals. Add to that large brown eyes, olive skin, full lips...

Hello, gorgeous!

A few of the men at the party also seemed to appreciate what they saw. Too bad I didn’t appreciate them back.

Besides, I wasn’t here for brawn but to snatch the next client for our agency. I had to look my best, so I had splurged on the clothes. I looked like a million bucks, felt like a million bucks.

“Here.” Rosalina, my best friend and business partner, walked over and handed me a cosmopolitan.

I immediately took a sip. “Mmm, thank you.”

She clinked her glass against mine, then savored her drink.

Rosalina López was three years older than me, and whenever possible, she procured my cocktails. I was five months shy of twenty-one, and though I had a pretty good fake ID, I tried to avoid the hassle.

“When is the big reveal?” She pointed toward the suspended curtain, which concealed the scale model of “Shifting Futures,” a cleverly named facility that, once built, would help wayward shifter kids straighten their ways.

We were at a charity event at an exclusive venue in downtown. The model was right in the middle, surrounded by dressed-up tables set for fine dining. A podium with an enormous screen stood at the back of the room. Flowers, vines, and water features made the space feel like the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. The witches and mages hired for the job had overdone it, though, because the flowery perfume had already overwhelmed my sensitive sniffer.

We were here to meet our future client: Celina Morelli. This hadn’t been my choice for a meeting place. Not at all. The reason: the founder of Shifting Futures, Ulfen Erickson, was putting on the party, and we were not friends—not since I’d dated his son, and Ulfen took it upon himself to break us up.

But Celina had insisted, saying she was a busy woman who preferred to kill two birds with one stone whenever possible. In truth, she was probably hoping I would find her mate among St. Louis’s rich and famous. If it only worked that way. I hadn’t seen her yet, but we weren’t supposed to meet her until after the reveal.

I shrugged in answer to Rosalina’s question. “I don’t know when. They should just drop the curtain already. Enough suspense. Who cares?”

“Plenty of people care, Toni.” Rosalina waved her glass to indicate the crowd.

She tossed her long black hair over her shoulder and scanned the guests with her radiant green eyes. She looked gorgeous in her emerald sheath dress. It complemented her tawny skin to perfection and accentuated her narrow waist and child-bearing hips.

“I suppose,” I admitted begrudgingly. Shifting Futures was a great charity, even if its founder was an asshat.

Shit! Talking about the head-up-his-ass founder.

I’d spotted him out of the corner of my eye. He was approaching with one of his big-money friends, both dressed in sharp tuxedos. I whirled and faced the bar behind me. I hoped he wouldn’t recognize my backside. I had no interest in talking to him.

I was only here to meet my client.

Quit lying to yourself, Toni, my subconscious piped in.

To be honest, I’d gotten the peculiar idea that I might run into Ulfen’s son. Stephen Erickson was the last guy I’d been able to connect with since my dumb attraction episode with Jake Knight. And it seemed I was craving a little male attention. It had been a while. But it didn’t seem Stephen was here. Maybe it was for the best.

“Is the asshat gone?” I whispered to Rosalina out of the corner of my mouth.

She made a sound in the back of her throat to indicate the coast wasn’t clear yet. I patiently sipped my cocktail. It was deliciously sweet.

“Oh, shit!” Rosalina hissed under her breath.

“What?” Panic tingled across my skin.

She turned and faced the bar, too. “He’s headed straight here.”

“No way.”

“Yes way.”

I was at the brink of fleeing—four-inch heels and all—when a snarly voice sounded behind me.

“Antonietta Sunder, what a pleasure to see you again.” That was what Ulfen said, except it sounded more like “Antonietta Sunder, how disgusting to see you again.”

Well, the disgust was all mine.

Cursing my recognizable backside, I turned to face my nemesis, the person I despised most in the world. Well, almost. Jake held the first prize.

“Mister Erickson.” I stamped on a charming smile. “I wish I could say the same.”

One of his eyebrows shot up, betraying the contempt he still felt for me. Back at you, buddy.

Ulfen was a man of forty-five with thick red hair and a well-kept beard. Six-foot tall and built like a bull, he was of Scandinavian descent, his werewolf line dating back centuries. He resembled his son so much that a twinge of longing stabbed my chest. Damn, even if my crush for Stephen had died of resignation a while back, I still hated this man for viciously murdering what could have been. Ulfen hadn’t liked his werewolf heir messing around with a common tracker, so he put his foot down.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, abandoning all pretenses. “I don’t remember inviting you.”

I shrugged one shoulder and winked. “It’s my thing. I enjoy crashing parties, remember?”

Right before he stuck his nose in our business, I’d interrupted a dinner party at his mansion while searching for Stephen. I’d been a bit tipsy, and Ulfen had been pissed.

He pushed air through his nose like an angry dog but said nothing.

And just because it would annoy him, I cast my eyes around the room. “Where is your gorgeous son, anyway? I haven’t seen him.”

Erickson’s upper lip twitched. It was a slight movement, but I caught it. My question had bothered him, but not only in the way I had intended. I frowned. There seemed to be more to it. Were father and son at odds again? They had never seen eye to eye.

I sighed. The world keeps turning and nothing ever changes.

Ulfen leaned closer, his blue eyes sharp, flashing with a subtle light for an instant. “Let this be the last time I see you at one of my functions. For now, make sure you behave, Ms. Sunder. You know I have no compunctions about throwing troublemakers out.”

Which was exactly what he’d done the night I crashed his dinner party. I landed on my left boob on his perfect lawn.

He turned and walked away.

“I hope his ass spontaneously combusts,” I mumbled, shooting death rays at his tight, forty-five-year-old butt.

Rosalina snorted. “What a jerk.” She cocked her head, also peering at his retreating behind. “Not bad for someone more than twice our age.”

I hated to admit it, but she was right. I heaved a sigh. Werewolves and their genes... they were the envy of even the hottest supermodels. Women couldn’t resist them, just like I couldn’t resist Stephen Erickson and Jacob Knight.

What was with me and werewolves?

Stephen had been the rebound after Jake—my attempt at being normal. But it didn’t work out as I hoped. If only I could track my own mate. I’d tried several times, and got nothing. It was a real bummer.
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