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      Falling face first into a prickly pear cactus couldn't hurt as much as Samara Davis hurt right now. Six weeks of freight hopping her way from Riverstone, Montana, to Prescott, Arizona, then hitchhiking to Winterbourne near the White Mountains, cramped every single muscle in her body. Cranky made its way to the top of the long list of emotions she had tried to process along the way.

      A few of the more perceptive cashiers she'd been forced to interact with had offered help and it was clear to her why. Sweater weather had arrived, and while the thin jacket she wore covered her bruises, she felt like she was broadcasting victim. She hated that more than the fact that she felt like a balloon bender had twisted her spine into the shape of a corkscrew willow. Her grandfather would have loathed the direction her life had taken since he died. He’d trained her to defend herself ever since she was a child. God, she missed him, but there was no time for mourning while on the run.

      The Riverstone wolf shifter pack was hunting her. Even though she'd killed her wolf shadow and turned back into a regular human, she didn’t dare think they’d stop.

      But even on the run, she had to eat. She’d tucked herself into a corner of the White Mountains Bar & Grill. The restaurant’s walls were paneled with delicate light pine, polished without a single ding or scratch. Large picture windows with shiny gold frames gave Samara a view of the wilderness outside. A short flight of stairs led to an outdoor sun deck perpendicular to the bar. The two sets of newel posts at the top and bottom of the steps had finials carved into the likeness of wolves.

      Why wolves? Her subconscious made note of the decoration but the rest of her didn’t have the energy to consider the implication.

      It was obvious the waitress handling her order was trying not to stare at Samara's blue-tinged fingers and lips. She probably thought Samara was a vagrant who would stiff her on her tip if not the entire bill.

      Samara couldn't blame her.

      Outside, campers and trucks pulled out of the parking lot while the mid-morning sun warmed the mountain air a few degrees. Thick forest filled with ponderosa pine, blue spruce, and white firs stretched east surrounding the single road heading outside the town's limits toward campgrounds and woodland trails. Hawks and sparrows soared across the blue sky dotted with puffy clouds. Out in the woods, Samara imagined bears and bobcats, deer and elk all searched for food.

      Thoughts of food brought her back to why she’d come here in the first place. The only offering on the menu that she could afford was a side of French fries. Even that would bring her pocket change down to a single dime. She’d only stopped here instead of jumping on another train to get a job, hopefully one that wasn't too picky about needing to see her ID. Nothing long term, a month was enough to collect a paycheck, buy some food, then disappear again.

      She couldn't stay here long. The longer she stayed, the better chance the Riverstone Pack had of picking up her scent. No matter how tired she was or how much she hurt, she had to keep moving.

      The brunch crowd cleared, giving the waitstaff a brief interval of quiet time. If she was going to ask to speak to a manager about the newspaper ad she’d found earlier, now would be the time to do it. As a rule, procrastination wasn't her style, but after the last six weeks her courage had taken a beating in the worst way. She needed a few more minutes to collect herself, that was all.

      At that moment, the employee doors swung open, and a tall guy dressed in blue jeans and a black polo with the restaurant's logo embroidered on the sleeve slipped behind the bar. He carried a tablet in one hand and stylus in the other, checking inventory while rearranging the bottles of whiskey and wine. While he worked, Samara couldn't help but check him out.

      She knew perfection when she saw it. His slicked-back brown hair, a few shades darker than her own, framed tanned cheekbones, a straight nose, and a round chin shaved clean. The polo pulled tight across his broad chest revealed his muscles. Those arms had the nice balance of someone who could easily handle a barroom brawl but didn't look as if he lived at a gym.

      In any other life, she might have put on her best flirty face to see what would happen.

      Glancing at her hands, she despaired over her discolored fingertips that made her look like a walking corpse. Getting friendly with the bartender was out of the question. With luck, he'd grace her with enough patience to lead her to the manager's office. If the manager thought that blue skin was just another fashion fad, they might give her the waitstaff job without a whole lot of questions. If they didn't, well, dumpster diving would become a necessity.

      Tightening the elastic around her ponytail, she stood. Automatically, she checked the sheath clipped to her bra that held her combat knife. Job interview or not, she wasn't taking any chances. That knife had saved her life and taken others in the past six weeks. She would surrender it to no one without a fight. Her grandfather had shown her how deadly she could be with a knife in case a gun wasn't available.

      Gathering her courage while reaching into her back pocket, she pulled out the morning newspaper while she crossed the dining room. She had folded it so the ad for waitstaff at the restaurant appeared face-up, circled in red. The bartender pulled his focus away from his tablet before she even reached the bar. His hard stare and unspoken control pinned her body in place.

      "I'd like to apply for the job." It took all of her reserves not to stumble over her words as she laid the newspaper on the counter.

      Normally, elevator eyes would annoy her, but this time she forced herself to stand still and wait. She imagined he was wondering what other parts of her body were blue. Aside from the fries, she'd barely eaten anything since going on the run and slept even less. A dingy sink at the local truck stop had made her feel slightly refreshed but it did nothing for her ragged tank top or ripped jeans.

      The bartender studied her, in no rush to pass judgment, or at least that was what it felt like. Finally, without saying a word, he lifted the bar flap and motioned her to follow him. Uncertainty poked her, but ignored the feeling.

      She was that desperate.

      Slipping through the employees’ door after him, she found herself in a steamy kitchen. A couple of chefs scrambled to get ready for the lunch crowd. The smell of sweet spices, hot oil, and grilled burgers made her stomach growl. While she was distracted, the bartender opened a reach-in refrigerator.

      "Do you prefer roast beef, turkey, or tuna?"

      It took her a second to pull her attention away from the tantalizing food. Only then did his question break through her haze and she realized he was offering her a choice of sandwiches. "Uh, roast beef, please."

      He grabbed a pre-wrapped package, a bottle of water, and some condiments before motioning her to back out of the kitchen. For the briefest of moments, she hesitated. Following a stranger into a back room could easily lead her right into the nightmare from which she had escaped. A growl from her stomach reminded her that she didn’t have much of a choice. The short hallway was lined with the same polished pine of the main dining room, covered by a thin tan carpet. At the end of the hallway, he opened the door to an office. He motioned for her to go in first, but kept the door open instead of closing it behind him.

      At least she could still run if she had to—but not before she snatched that sandwich. The bartender cleared a stack of binders off the dark oak desk. The desk itself wasn't remarkable, but the pulls on the drawers were molded to look like wolves.

      Wolves again? Why couldn't the owner have chosen eagles or bears?

      She berated herself for thinking too much about the owner’s choice in office design. It didn't mean anything. She had to believe that.

      After dropping the sandwich, water, and condiment packets on the desk, he pulled out a padded guest chair and positioned it behind her. He even held it while she sat down before pushing her forward.

      A bartender with impeccable manners. That was when the obvious smacked her over the head. This guy wasn't a bartender. He was the owner. The visual examination earlier made more sense. Her job interview had started back at the bar. Bringing her back here was nothing more than an act of charity. When was the last time anyone treated her with a modicum of kindness? Not since her grandfather had died and the Riverstone Pack had snatched her.

      "When you're done," he said, those dark eyes hard enough to let her know he was still judging her, "Come get me at the bar. We'll talk after that."

      Then he was gone, closing the door with a quiet snick behind her, giving her privacy. What kind of man would trust a complete stranger in his personal office? He didn't even know her name.

      Her stomach rumbled, interrupting her dizzying thoughts. She ripped open the sandwich and took a huge bite. Not even a fancy meal from a four-star restaurant would have tasted better than the mountain of roast beef covered with shredded lettuce, fresh onions, and a few thick slices of tomato at that moment. She took a second bite before she even remembered the condiments and grabbed a packet of mustard.

      Maybe the owner could tell how much she needed this and gave her privacy so she wouldn't embarrass herself by scarfing down the most food she'd eaten in over two days. There had to be a reason, but at that moment she didn't want to think about it. Instead, she focused on finishing her food at a slower rate while looking around the office. The double-paned window next to the desk faced the woods where she could see a squirrel hopping around the grass, looking for crumbs left behind.

      On the walls, a few framed photos hung. Three were of the owner and two other men. Brothers? They didn't look like each other at all, and the clothes they wore appeared to be from different decades. One photo showed them dressed in U.S. Army uniforms standing in front of a sign that read Fort Benning. In the second picture they all sported leather jackets and posed in front of their Thunderbird motorcycles, while the third made all three look like they had way too much fun at Woodstock. In each of the pictures, the three men looked at each other, not the camera, laughing as if it was the most fun they'd ever had.

      An intrusive thought wormed past her mental blockade, but she crushed it before it could bloom. Denial was a beautiful thing until it bit you on the ass.

      The last picture appeared to be of the owner as a young boy. He was dressed in old-fashioned trousers, a cowboy hat, and Samara thought he looked about five-years-old. Behind him stood a young woman with hair pinned under a bonnet and wearing a long dress with a tight bodice and high collar. She had her hands on the boy's shoulders and a wide smile, like a mother who was proud of her son. That picture was browned with age and had worn edges, as if it were taken a century ago, instead of a few decades. All four pictures must be the owner's ancestors. That had to be the answer. Otherwise, it would mean...

      Nope. She still refused to open door number two even if it held the correct answer.

      Seven minutes had to be a respectable time to eat a sandwich. She didn't want to wait any longer, so she finished her water, then made her way back to the bar where the owner continued his inventory.

      "Thank you," was all she could think of to say, keeping her eyes on the floor rather than on the man in front of her.

      "Clearly you needed it." His voice was softer this time, a low baritone, but neutral. Whatever he was thinking, he kept it under tight wraps. She couldn't figure out his intentions.

      No point in denying it. "Yeah, I guess I did."

      "Do you have a place to stay?"

      Did she want to admit to a stranger that she had no home? Oh, what the hell, he'd already figured out she was half starved. Homelessness wouldn't shock him.

      "Not at the moment." She lifted her eyes to meet his. Her intent was to make sure he knew that while she might be homeless and hungry, she still had boundaries no one was allowed to cross, no matter what. Ever. That she had sworn that to herself the moment she escaped.

      His poker face never cracked. After another few seconds of studying her, he motioned her back through the employee doors. "There's a room upstairs where you can stay for a while."

      "Yours?" She could have bitten her tongue as the instinct to flee roared back to life.

      If he was offended, he didn't show it. "Mine is across the hall. You'll have your own bed, bathroom, and a deadbolt on the inside. No one will get in unless you want them there."

      A deadbolt, huh. Odd, that he would promise her a warm safe place to sleep, but still no job. Her physical needs overcame all of her self-preservation instincts. "Okay. I...appreciate the offer."

      He led her back into the hallway, then up a tight stairwell. On the second floor, Samara found herself in another short hall with two doors, one on the left, the other on the right.

      The owner opened the door to the right and led her inside. The space was small—a twin bed with gray sheets, a nightstand, lamp, and a TV mounted on the wall. As guest rooms went, this one was a purely functional space except for the garden window with two small cacti growing in containers. The plants gave the room a personal touch. Diagonally to the window stood another door which she guessed was the bathroom.

      It was the perfect space for her to hide for a while, just until she could figure out where she was going to run next and how she was going to get there. So long as the Riverstone Pack didn't pick up her scent before it faded, she would be safe.

      "This is a generous offer, but I still believe I should work for my rent."

      He nodded. "The bathroom has soap, shampoo, and towels." His eyes looked her up and down again. "I'm guessing you're a size medium on top and ten jeans. What size shoe do you wear?"

      Her hackles rose again, but his absolute calmness didn't sound anything other than a clinical guess at best.

      "Size eight jeans, and size seven shoes. Why do you need to know?"

      "The uniform waitstaff wear is basic black. You don't have a backpack, so I'm assuming you have no other clothes." For a moment, his stoic face relaxed into sympathy. "Rest for today and tomorrow morning. Then we’ll start your training at noon and get you ready for your first shift at two o'clock."

      "Wait? I have the job. Just like that?" Of course she couldn't wear the rags she'd worn this whole time. Despite washing herself, the clothes must stink of blood and sweat. "You don't even know my name. I don't know yours."

      "Yes, just like that," he confirmed. "My name is Kellen Maratto. I'll leave the clothes outside the door. Dinner starts at five. If you want something earlier, just go into the kitchen and get what you need. I'll let the chefs know so you don't have to worry about them. Breakfast doesn't start until ten."

      "I don't know what to say." Oh, c'mon. Tears? Why? Because for the first time in so long someone was being nice to her?

      "I don't need your name right now, so you don't have to say anything." Kellen stepped through the door and closed it behind him.

      Wiping away the unspilled tears, Samara took another look around the room. First thing first: she locked the deadbolt, then debated with herself about moving the nightstand in front of the door. No, that would be overkill, even in her situation. Mid-morning light spilled through the window, giving the room a cheerier glow, so she didn't bother turning on the lamp. What she wanted was a shower.

      The bathroom was as basic as the rest of the apartment, but the water pressure was strong and there was enough hot water to rinse away weeks of dirt and grime. By the time she forced herself out from under the spray, her skin tingled from the rough soap and cloth. There was no blow dryer, but that was fine. Her ponytail elastic was big enough to pin all of her hair on top of her head.

      As wonderful as the shower felt, it sapped her energy past her reserves. There was no help for it. Dropping the towel onto the floor, Samara crawled under the blanket, curled up on her side, and fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.
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      The mockingbird singing outside teased Samara out of her dream. Or perhaps it was the woodpecker pounding away at a tree trunk nearby. It didn't matter. Judging by the way the sheets had tangled around her and the sheen of sweat covering her skin, the dream must have had her bouncing around the small bed like a gymnast. At least her brain possessed enough sense to forget the dream. After her escape from the Riverstone Pack, she had expected nightmares, but there were none, which was nothing short of a blessing.

      There was nothing about being a wolf shifter that was worth remembering.

      That didn't mean she could forget. There was no way to erase her memory. The pack would hunt her until they captured her. If only she knew why they wanted her in the first place, but the alpha had kept her caged and ignorant.

      Since it sounded as if neither the mockingbird nor the woodpecker would let her sleep another second, there was no good excuse to resist a second shower.

      With sleepy eyes, she dragged herself out from under the covers and toward the bathroom. This time she would keep her hair piled up on her head so she wouldn't have to dry it. A bonus was the natural wave that would reveal itself after she removed the ponytail elastic. Not that the wave was important. She'd already attracted the attention of her new boss. There was no need to push her luck with fancy hair styles.

      Besides, if the pack found her, she would have no choice but to run. Creating any ties to Winterbourne, no matter how casual or inconsequential wouldn't be fair to either her or the innocent man who had done nothing but try to help her.

      Too soon the water started to cool and with regret, she turned off the spigot and stepped from the tub. Pushing the door open a crack to let the steam escape, Samara found a clean hand towel underneath the sink. She tried to wipe the mirror to see if she looked presentable now that she didn't have a layer of grime all over her.

      Big mistake. The first thing she noticed was her bluish fingertips. Disappointment rather than anger overcame her, and she let her head fall forward and clunk against the wet mirror. If her fingers were still blue, that meant her lips were as well, but the mirror still had too much condensation for her to check.

      Escaping the pack had meant she'd run with the clothes on her back and whatever cash she could steal. The gas station restrooms she had used had the worst lighting, and all she wanted to do was take care of business and get out before anyone recognized her.

      Once she had started freight hopping, she laser-focused on her surroundings, not her body. Now she studied her fingers. To be fair the tips weren't as bad as they had been a few days ago. Taking another swipe at the mirror allowed her to examine her lips, which also showed more pink than she had expected.

      Admitting to her new boss that she'd been a wolf shifter would at the very least get her a reputation as a weirdo. Telling him that she'd swallowed a whole bottle of colloidal silver to kill the wolf shadow that had taken over her body would get her committed. Her only comfort was that the colloidal silver had worked. The wolf shadow inside her was dead and she was free of the beast, if not the pack from which it had spawned. Eventually, the side effect of blue skin would disappear, she hoped. As for Kellen...well, he had still offered her a job and gave her food despite her blue fingers and lips. If he needed waitstaff bad enough he would continue to overlook her strangeness. Or he’d decided to keep her around as a curiosity.

      Drying herself as fast as she could, she prayed that Kellen had kept his promise of new clothes. The only way to find out if he'd followed through was to unlock the bedroom door while she was wrapped in nothing but a towel.

      Oh, what the hell. What is the worst that could happen?

      Stupid question. She knew what the worst was, but oddly enough no one in the pack seemed interested in using her that way. Still, she didn’t know if Kellen would be as merciful. Only a fool would unlock a perfectly good door and risk giving her new boss a full-frontal view if he was waiting for her in the hallway.

      That was a paranoid thought she crushed with pure logic. He acted completely opposite of the pack, but then he wasn't a wolf shifter. He was just a rare breed of man who had a good-guy streak.

      Granted, he was also a scorchingly hot man who could easily make her feel more than just safe, but that was irrelevant. She had no future, so she suppressed her loneliness and locked it away along with her unremembered dreams.

      Checking the clock, she realized that she had slept sixteen hours but still had plenty of time for breakfast. The hot shower had washed away any sluggish sleep from her eyes. But she wasn’t overly worried. Naked or not, she had her knife lying next to the bed.

      Tucking the towel tight around her body, she  grabbed her knife off the nightstand and headed toward the hallway door. She pressed her ear to try and hear if anyone was waiting for her on the other side, but she heard nothing except some faint banging coming from the kitchen. Slow as a slug, she unlocked the dead bolt, keeping the click as quiet as possible. Cracking the door open, she didn't see anyone in the short hallway. On the floor lay a stack of clothing and a tray of food.

      No one had ever called her a coward, and she wouldn't give them a reason today. She opened the door just wide enough to reach through, grabbing the clothes first, and tossed them onto the bed. Then she crouched down and carefully lifted the tray. With her left foot, she slammed the door closed—too loud—but there wasn't anything she could do about that now.

      She placed the tray on the nightstand with her knife right next to it, quickly returning to the door and twisting the dead bolt until it clicked.

      Her heart pounded and she cursed herself three times for letting her fear get the best of her. Her grandfather had taught her better than that. Kellan had done it though. He’d kept his promise to give her food and clothes.

      She chose to get dressed first, rather than eat while still naked. Flipping through the clothes, she found two of everything: black jeans, black polo shirts, socks along with a pack of underwear and sports bras. Well, at least the man was thorough and there was no point in getting embarrassed just because she was a woman. She needed the basic items to live, and Kellen provided. What about shoes?

      Muttering punishing thoughts about her haste, she dressed as fast as she could, making sure the sheath with her knife was clipped securely, then checked outside the door again.

      Oh, there they are, on the other side of the hinges so the door is blocking them from her sight.

      While she shoved her feet into the sneakers, she entertained a brief fantasy of him fulfilling her physical needs. It might have been tremendous fun under other circumstances, but these past few weeks have made such things impossible. Besides, screwing the boss never ended well.

      Imagining she was screwing the boss...well, there was nothing wrong with that. Nothing at all. If she ever remembered any of her dreams, she halfway hoped they would be with her and Kellen tangled together under the sheets. Or in the shower. Or on his desk...

      Okay, time to put a stop to those thoughts and eat. She hadn't seen so much food in one course in years. One plate was filled with fluffy scrambled eggs, another had a half stack of pancakes dripping in butter, along with a large bowl of hot cereal.

      Her inner eight-year-old would have gobbled down every bite with gusto. Her mother might have scolded her, but her father would have given her a sly wink. It was time to let herself stop thinking about her past and concentrate on what was in front of her. While she scooped up the cereal with one hand wrapped around a spoon, she clicked on the TV with the other.

      The morning news droned into the room. She watched, but not with the eyes of someone who cared about local events or national scandals. At least she hadn't cared until the image of a train railcar exploding covered the screen.

      "This was the scene last night on a freight train at the Culbertson train depot. As you can see, a railcar carrying ammonium nitrate, a key ingredient for fertilizer, exploded. According to the latest report there were two bodies found in the railcar itself. Freight companies warn people of the dangers of traveling..."

      For a moment, Samara thought she might lose her breakfast.

      The reporter doesn't know what caused it. It might have been an accident. Ammonium nitrate wasn't just used for agriculture. Terrorists used it for explosives. Dad had to put out more than one agricultural fire. You don't know for sure if that was one of the railcars you rode. Even if it was, the explosion would have destroyed your scent. But why would the pack blow it up in the first place?

      She continued to watch, hoping that the reporter would move away from the camera enough so she could see the remnants of the railcar surrounded by firefighters. Instead, her heart squeezed when she saw their uniforms, so much like the one her dad had worn. Finally, the reporter cut away to show security camera footage. With her face close enough to the screen, Samara could see the railcar identification numbers a second before the car exploded.

      It is my railcar! The first one. The one I jumped on before it headed east to Dilworth. What about the bodies? Who was in there before it blew up? I need to know. If the pack tracked me to that railcar, they might have destroyed it thinking I was on board. But, why? The pack's alpha had wanted her alive for some reason. Blowing up the railcar made no sense.

      Samara closed her eyes to analyze the evidence. If the pack found my scent in the railcar, all they would know is the railcar was headed to Dilworth. Is it possible they don't know that I had caught that train six weeks ago?

      Could a wolf shifter's scent last that long? The railcar might have just returned from Dilworth for all they know.

      That thought didn't comfort her.

      All right. You need to relax. You jumped on another railcar in Dilworth. It'll be weeks before they can figure out which one.

      She watched for a few more minutes, hoping for more information, but the story began to repeat itself, so she turned off the TV.

      Like it or not, she had to leave this room and face her new reality. She needed money to continue her journey, and it was time to get to work. Yanking down her polo shirt to insure it hid her sheath, Samara started for the door, but at the last minute decided to grab the tray holding her empty breakfast plates and drinking glass. It couldn't hurt if she showed off her tray balancing skills by bringing all of it down the stairs and into the kitchen. Checkmarks in her favor were few and hard to come by, so a little demonstration and goodwill couldn't hurt.

      Once in the kitchen, she spied Kellen standing with one of the chefs. They were deep in conversation, but whatever they were talking about ended abruptly as soon as the doors closed behind her. To her right, she saw the dishwasher, so she placed the tray on the conveyor and left it there.

      Kellen handed a small tablet to the chef and made his way toward her. Her imagination hadn't forgotten any details. His long legs covered the distance with ease, but also with unexpected grace until he stood right before her. He kept his hands behind his back, as if trying to reassure her he had no intention of making her feel uncomfortable.

      "Did you get a good night's sleep?" His voice had a huskiness to it, something she hadn't remembered from their brief conversation yesterday. Her imagination had missed a few things.

      "I did. Thank you for that and for breakfast."

      "You're welcome." He motioned her out of the kitchen and toward the employee exit. "What's your name?"

      "Maria." She hoped he didn't ask for a last name or ID. If he did she would have to explain a little more, but if he didn't, there was no reason to mention more.

      "Hello, Maria. Let's head out to the dining room and get you started."

      She followed him, concerned that he hadn't pressed her for more details about herself, but also grateful.

      "Your station for now will be right here in front of the bar. I'll be here all day, so if there's a problem, just come and get me. Do you have any experience working as waitstaff?"

      Chin up, answer with confidence, her grandfather's advice echoing in her ears. "No."

      "Well, then, you'll shadow Carlie for today." He handed her a lunch menu along with a list of specials. "She doesn't start for an hour, so in the meantime you can memorize the food, drink, and dessert menus."

      She gave them a quick glance as he pulled out a chair at one of the tables, motioning for her to sit. "Food comes with the apartment, so tell the chef when you're ready for lunch and they'll prepare something as long as it's on the menu."

      "Thank you, but I was wondering about how official this position is." She peered up at him.

      He tilted his head to the side, as if he didn't understand what she was asking for.

      "I mean I was hoping to keep this under the table." Again, she stopped short of explaining and waited for his reaction.

      Pulling out his own chair, he sat across from her, muscled arms crossing over his chest. It was unnerving the way he just rolled with everything she said or didn't say without demanding more. "I understand what you're asking for and that's fine. If all you want is a place to stay and some money until you can figure out your next move, I'll provide that. But I don't run a sanctuary for rogue wolf shifters. If the threat chasing you endangers my friends, staff, or anyone else in this town, I will deal with them after I escort you out of Winterbourne."

      "A wolf shifter?" Samara's heart couldn't beat fast enough to keep up with her panic. "Those are a myth. Why would you think I'm a wolf shifter?"

      Honest confusion crossed his handsome face. "Your scent. It doesn't matter how many garbage cans you've raided; no amount of soap can scrub off what you are. My wolf shadow senses yours and we know there's something wrong. I'm trying to keep mine under control, but you are not making it easy."

      Samara stood, pushing her chair back. She couldn't stay here. Not one more second. "I will only say this one time. I am not a wolf shifter."

      She dashed for the door as if the Riverstone Pack itself chased her.
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      She headed for the tree line. The green leaves beckoned her with the promise of safety, but the promise was a lie. No matter how fast she ran, she could no longer shift and outrun another wolf shifter. Her scent would leave a trail to wherever she aimed. There was no hope.

      You had no hope when you ran the first time.

      She'd had a few days to conjure a plan before executing it. And it was an execution. Seventeen wolf shifters died because she needed to escape and found the worst way possible to make it happen. That hadn't stopped her because their lives were forfeit when they kidnapped her and thought they could bully her into submission. Regretfully, the core of the pack remained alive, including the alpha, but it was the best she could do, and she would never regret it.

      Not for one minute.

      "Hold up there!"

      Leaves crackled and sticks broke beneath her feet as she increased speed. When she saw Kellen’s shadow crossing hers just as she reached the trees, her self-preservation instincts took over. In a split second she whirled around, right hand wrapped around her knife, her left arm lifted to protect her head and neck, ready to attack.

      "Stay away from me." She lunged with the knife to keep him out of reach.

      "Okay. I'm backing away." He did exactly as he said he would, hands up showing he had no weapon. "Where will you go?" he asked.

      "Not your problem. I'll leave town. You'll never see me again." That was for damn sure.

      "How will you get there?" He risked taking a half step forward, but whatever aggression she was expecting wasn't there. Not even a little. His calmness started to wear on her, draining her determination to escape. "You have no money and only the clothes you're wearing."

      "I got here didn't I?"

      "Yes, you did. I'm curious about how you managed to do that. Why don't you put the knife down so we can talk?"

      "Talk to a guy who believes in wolf shifters?"

      At that, Kellen lowered his arms and crossed them against his chest again, only the slight flex of his powerful muscles indicating his annoyance. "Let's not insult each other and pretend that wolf shifters don't exist, okay? My friends and I have hunted in these woods almost every night for the past thirty years. The three of us know every trail to avoid, black bear den, and the boundaries of the ranches scattered across this area. You're a single wolf shifter with a knife. I don't care how good you can fight or what your survival skills are. You'll still be dead in a few days."

      He was right and she knew it, but she still didn't budge, torn between doing the right thing and dying. It was that simple.

      "Maria, come back inside with me." Kellen held out his right hand, palm up, giving her a last chance to trust him again.

      She wanted to because deep down she knew she needed this. Waking up in a clean bed and taking a hot shower had felt like heaven this morning.

      "If I wanted to hurt you or kill you I would have done it last night."

      Reason overpowered her fear and in the end she didn't have much of a choice. She lowered her knife and slipped it into its sheath. "So, the dead bolt is a lie. You can get through the door anytime you want."

      He kept his hand stretched out toward her. "Yes, I can get through the door, but not without a lot of noise. You would have plenty of time to grab the knife."

      Smoothing out her polo shirt, she pulled it in such a way that the knife couldn't be seen. From what little she had seen in the Riverstone Pack, wolf shifters, especially the bigger ones, had the same amount of thrust as a handheld battering ram. "All right then. I'll stay for now, but you need to understand something."

      He lowered his hand, waiting for her to finish.

      "I don't want to talk about how I escaped. If remaining here means I have to tell you how I got away from the pack that turned me, I will run and next time, I swear to you, wolf shifter or not, you will not be able to catch me."

      At least he had the courtesy to not laugh at her threat. "Fair enough."

      He turned, motioning her to walk beside him.

      Another attempt to prove she could trust him? She wasn't quite ready to do that. Once inside, Kellen directed her over to the same table where they had sat earlier and pulled out the chair for her.

      As soon as she did, a middle-aged Black woman with thick braids wrapped around her head, and wearing the bar's uniform, pounced on them.

      "Kellen, for all the love in heaven and earth, please tell me this is your new hire."

      Kellen looked up and graced her with a casual smile. "Carlie, this is Maria, our new hire. She's going to shadow you for the next couple of days."

      "Oh, thank heavens." Carlie plopped herself down into another chair opposite Samara, two braids that hung loose bouncing along with the rest of her. "I don't mind working an extra shift here and there, but I've been doing that for the past week. My feet are killing me."

      Kellen covered her hand with his and gave it a squeeze. "I'll buy a foot massager for the break room."

      "Really?" Carlie looked up at him, eyes wide with hope.

      Kellen laughed. "You know you can talk me into anything."

      Smiling, Carlie popped out of the chair. Before she did, she leaned close to Samara and whispered in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear, "This is why I stay here. The boss is the best."

      Out of the corner of her eye, Samara saw Kellen shake his head and roll his eyes.

      "Ass-kissing much?" Samara commented once she was sure Carlie was beyond hearing distance.

      "Carlie was my first hire thirty years ago. I've watched her grow up, get married, and have kids. I'll do what's right by her and if that means buying a foot massager, then that's what I'm going to do."

      Sweet, but she still wasn’t ready to allow herself to like him yet. Samara found she wasn't comfortable looking directly at Kellen. Part of her wanted to because he was hotter than the sun at noon in the middle of the desert in summer, but looking him in the eyes was a level of trust she still hadn't reached yet. Instead, she watched the lunch crowd stream through the doors, Carlie getting the other waitstaff organized as they showed customers to their seats. A few of the guests waved to Kellen or shouted a greeting. He answered each in kind. Every moment she spent with him made it harder not to like him.

      "You know everyone in this town." Samara watched the restaurant fill quickly and efficiently with Carlie in charge. "Your food must have a five-star reputation."

      He turned back to her. "It's a small place. Most of my waitstaff knows everyone as well. I pay them to give quality service and that's what my customers get. We get tourists as well, but most of them become repeat customers while they’re in town."

      The phrases 'pay well' and 'waitstaff' weren't usually used in the same sentence. She needed the money so bad, she hadn't even thought about how much she would make per hour. Just as long as she made enough to get out of town in a few weeks or so with a sack full of food, which was all she needed.

      "Maria."

      She knew that tone of voice. It was the same one her mother had used when she knew her daughter was about to get up to no good. Delaying the inevitable was pointless, so she waited for Kellen to ask the first question.

      "I promised I wouldn't ask you to tell me how you escaped, but you have to give me some background. It’s not normal for a pack to drive off a wolf shifter, especially one they created. If there is even a chance that those who are chasing you will threaten my friends or any of the humans here, I need to know now so we can prepare."

      "We?"

      The tightness around his eyes and forehead made it clear that his patience had reached its limit. "Yes, 'we', and you're stalling again."

      "I hope there's a lot of you because Riverstone Pack will mow this town over if they even get a whiff of my trail."

      "Riverstone." Kellen bolted upright.

      "Yes."

      He opened his mouth then closed it. She could tell he wanted to ask, no demand, that she tell him how she got away, but he had made a promise not to, and she would hold him to it. Her cooperation depended on him keeping that promise, but he had the right to protect this town he called home.

      He closed his eyes, the muscles in his whole body rippling with suppressed violence. "Did you kill any of them?"

      The question was a little too close to his promise but not crossing the line far enough for her not to answer. Her throat had other ideas as it tightened so much she could only nod.

      "Who's still alive? I need to know." There was a desperation in his voice.

      "The alpha for sure. Some of his betas and a few of his omegas too." Josiah Bradden was the alpha of the Riverstone Pack and meaner than a starved grizzly crossing a cactus patch. No one dared challenge him. His betas and omegas made sure everyone bent to his will. Anyone who refused was tortured, long and slow, until their hearts gave out. He'd made sure she saw the bones of what he did to others up close and personal.

      He was the architect of her kidnapping and got off telling her nothing about why she was brought into the pack and turned into a wolf shifter. Just thinking about that smirking son of a bitch launched her rage into the stratosphere. Her only regret was that he hadn't fallen into her trap. If he had, the Riverstone Pack would no longer exist, and she wouldn't have had to run.

      "What about the female?" Kellen's tone hadn't changed. "Did she escape?"

      Samara had to shake the memory away from the poor souls who had fallen out of favor with Josiah to focus on the brief glimpse she had of the survivors. Odd that Kellen knew that Josiah only had one female in the pack. "I'm not sure. Josiah had no use for females except for the one he kept as a housekeeper."

      "Not sure," Kellen repeated in a whisper. He just sat there, not looking at her or saying anything.

      His naked pain made it clear that this pack meant something to him. That worried Samara. If Kellen had a connection with the Riverstone Pack, could she trust him? She shouldn't have allowed him to talk her into returning to the restaurant. Yet, why would he make such an emotional display when learning only a small piece of what she'd done. If he had any intention of harming her, he wouldn't tip her off this way.

      Would he?

      Still, if Kellen hadn't seen the news reports this morning, he might not know that two of the survivors were killed overnight. For a moment, she thought about not telling him. This wolf shifter hurt. No one in the Riverstone Pack ever expressed sympathy, remorse, fear, or guilt. If they did Josiah would torture them to death while the others watched and laughed. The housekeeper who refused to help her escape told her this. It was only one of the excuses she had used to not help Samara escape.

      If Kellen had a connection to the Riverstone Pack, why wasn’t he the same way? How would he react if he thought even more members of the Riverstone Pack had died, especially if the information came from her. On the other hand, he would find out about it from watching the news himself. It would be best to hear it from another person instead of a reporter.

      "I think two more might have died overnight," she said.

      When he spoke, he almost wheezed and could barely squeeze out the words. "Why do you say that?"

      "It was on the news this morning. Two wolves were found dead in a box car in Culbertson, Montana. It was filled with ammonium nitrate. No one knows why the box car blew up, but there's no reason for two regular wolves to have been inside. They had to be part of the Riverstone Pack."

      Kellen took a deep breath filled with heavy emotion, Samara could almost feel the weight on her own shoulders. "They found your scent in that box car."

      "Yes." What else could she say?

      Kellen remained quiet for a moment, his fingers drumming on the tabletop. After another few minutes passed, the calm and controlled Kellen who had chased after her less than an hour ago returned.

      "We need a plan," he said, his voice stronger. "There's no doubt that the Riverstone Pack will find you. The alpha is as tenacious as he is mean. You hurt him and he will grind cement to dust under his boot heel to make sure you pay for that."

      Samara licked her lips. Sometimes the best offense was a defense. "If I leave now, my scent will disappear before they track me to this area. If you don’t mind buying me some supplies, I could be gone before lunch. I’ll pay you back if I can, but I don’t want to promise you that. I just don’t want you to think I’m deliberately putting the people of Winterbourne in danger. I’d rather keep running than have anyone get hurt because of me.”

      “It’s not just your scent they're following.” Kellen sat upright in his chair. “The pack is looking at security footage at bus stations, train stations, anywhere you might have gone to get away from them. They're also talking to people you might have encountered, like a cashier. Just because the eldest of the pack are older by two centuries doesn't make them Luddites. They have computers and a network of human connections in law enforcement and the like. You can't rely on your scent fading alone."

      Why she had never thought that wolf shifters would act the same as humans was a question she'd answer later. Like Kellen said, running away would get her killed. If she stayed to fight, they would need a plan, but that was still a big if.

      "So, what do I do now? If I stay, people here will get hurt. If I leave, the Riverstone Pack still might hurt people—hurt you—just to find out where I’ve gone. I’m sorry, this is not what I intended when I hitchhiked all the way out here."

      Kellen pushed back his chair. "You shadow Carlie for the day. I need to call a few friends."

      "Your pack?"

      His eyes hardened at her question. "We are not a pack, and we never will be."

      Then he turned and headed out the door leaving her with more questions than before.
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