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            A WORD OF WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      My books are steamy.

      Shifters are a passionate lot so there may be a bit of swearing. I like to think it adds colour but if you’re not a fan of cursing, consider yourself warned.

      There is some violence but nothing too graphic. Some injuries too, but given these shifters have special healing powers, nothing permanent.

      Due to the use of British English, there may be too many u’s, double l’s and not enough z’s for my incredible US readers.

      These spellings and grammar quirks aren’t wrong, they’re just different :) Let’s focus on the spice instead!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          CHASE

        

      

    

    
      “Well, this sure is one way to piss off the new in-laws.” Tripp shakes his head but stays focussed on the task at hand. “You could have just hired a car. This seems unnecessarily confrontational.”

      “That's the whole point.”

      Ignoring his scowl, I scan our surroundings as we crest the rolling hills and mountains of Grey Ridge, swooping low above the trees as we search for somewhere to land. Reaching across him, I point to the flat expanse of grass at the rear of the lodge.

      Tripp raises an eyebrow, giving me one last chance to change my mind, then reluctantly begins our descent with a weary sigh. He should know better than to think I’d go back on my plan now that I’m committed.

      As the landing skids meet the ground, touching down impressively softly, Tripp grabs the sleeve of my shirt. Unable to stop himself from giving me one last piece of advice before I take off the headset and yank open the door; he points at the small group of people staring at us from the expansive patio.

      “If they’re happy, leave them alone, Chase. You’ll drive them away if you push too hard.”

      Tripp is like a brother to me, and he knows me too well. For the last year-and-a-half he’s had to listen to me bitching and moaning about the shit my sisters have been getting themselves into while I’ve been gone. It’s my fault he’s so invested in this. Except he thinks I should just leave them be.

      Hell no.

      Again, I say nothing. It’s easy to tell he has no sisters. And that he hasn’t been sitting in a foreign country, listening to the drip feed of information from his family about what has been going on at home, knowing it all lies but there’s nothing you can do about it when you’re so far from him.

      But I’m back now. And I’m going to find out what the hell is going on.

      When I give him a smile and a salute, he curses, muttering something about me being a stubborn asshole and watches silently as I jump down to the ground. Ducking low to avoid the rotor blade, I jog away from the helicopter. At a safe distance, I straighten, slowing to a walk as I approach the back of the large lodge. The patio is filled with a bunch of oddly good-looking strangers and two of my errant sisters.

      They already look guilty.

      Leah mouths” Oh, God” to Hayley, and I have to stifle a smile. Pulling off my shades to get a better look at this place, I’m loath to say I’m impressed. A three-storey log and stone lodge surrounded by beautiful mountain scenery? This is the kind of place I thought I’d end up living if I worked hard enough. It is not where I pictured high-flying corporate career girl Hayley or social media addicted Leah.

      “Hello, sis.” Standing far too close to them for my liking are two extremely unhappy looking gentlemen. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

      The men continue to glower at me, body language tense. Maybe it’s because my friend landed his helicopter on their lawn. Maybe it’s because they can already tell that whatever they’re up to here is over. That my sisters will be leaving with me.

      “Guys, this is Chase. Our brother. And, Chase, this is my husband, Cooper; that’s Leah’s husband Rex.” I can’t believe I’m only being introduced when they’re already married. Gritting my teeth, I don’t smile; I stare even harder.

      Hayley steps around the big guy shielding her, but takes his hand in hers. When I continue to say nothing, waiting to see how he’ll react, Cooper is the first one to cave, holding out a hand for me to shake.

      Finally, the other brother, Rex, does the same. His grip is firm and his jaw is tense. He’s more willing to be uncomfortable than the rest, which is interesting when Leah is so bubbly. On first impressions, I’d have thought she’d drive him up the walls. Maybe opposites really do attract.

      “So, you’re back,” Leah blurts out, fidgeting as she stares at me, wide-eyed, a nervous grin on her face. I can feel her begging me to be nice, but I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to find out why the hell my three sisters have lost their damn minds.

      Babbling on, Leah tries to fill the awkward silence. “Lots of exciting news to catch up on, weddings, babies. How about I show you around, and then we’ll fill you in on all the gossip?”

      Gossip. She makes it sound like I’ve come to talk trash about the neighbours - who’s having an affair and which soccer mom is hitting the wine a bit too hard. The reality is that Hayley has been engaged twice, married once, given up her career, run from a stalker, been almost murdered in her own home, had a whirlwind wedding, and popped out a kid. All since I last saw her.

      And then there’s Leah.

      She and Mom concocted some bullshit story about her nearly drowning in a swimming accident, but there’s no way.

      Don’t get me started on the fire that nearly wiped-out Hayley’s hen party along with my entire family, including my mother, and, yet, remains conveniently unsolved.

      Just thinking about it has my blood pressure rising and my temper bubbling, ready to erupt. My skin itches, and I feel the urge, as I always do when I’m angry like this, to run or to fight. I need to work off that burst of adrenaline before I rip somebody's head off.

      “Lots of news alright,” I respond dryly. “Instead of waiting, how about you tell me right now what kind of cult you’ve gotten yourselves mixed up in? And why you were on the run, and why someone would torch your hen party.” I glare at Hayley, who grimaces. Then I point a finger at Leah, “And you almost drowned? How about you explain why, if these things were just bad luck, did you both hide all of this from me!”

      Hayley opens her mouth then closes it again. Leah is about to speak, but I can’t keep it in any longer, the fire coursing through my veins is getting the better of me.

      Fixing a tall blonde guy, who looks like he belongs in a modelling campaign, with a suspicious look, I gesture to his bruised face and neck, the raised red lines running down his still-mottled arm, “And, less important but still concerning to me, why the fuck this guy looks like he’s been hit by a train.”

      To his credit, the guy’s lip twitches as he holds back a laugh. I’m not sure whether that’s for my sister’s sake or because he’s got some broken ribs behind that stiff stance. Leah pales but tries to stay light-hearted and laughs off my rant with a wave of her hand.

      “Chase, stop it. You’re being paranoid. Stay for dinner. We’ll get you a room, you can hang out for a while, get to know everyone, and see for yourself.”

      Oh, I’ll be hanging out for a while. In fact, I have a feeling I’ll be out-staying my welcome.

      Glancing at the two men who’ve attached themselves to my sisters, I let my fury shine through. Let them see who they’re fucking with. Nobody puts my family in danger and gets away with it. I am going to find evidence that these guys are dirty and prove to Hayley and Leah that they’re better off alone.

      “Fine. But I’m not staying in this place, nice and all as it is. I’ve got a room in town.” Their relief is short-lived. “And, I’ll be sticking around until I work out what you two keep lying to me about.”

      No way am I staying here. I’d have to sleep with one eye open. If these guys are criminals, they’re going to try to get rid of me one way or another before I get to the bottom of what they’re up to.

      Leah grins and rushes me, wrapping her arms around my waist and burying her face in my chest. “I missed you.”

      Softening, I rub her on the back, giving her a big squeeze - all while maintaining a go-fuck-yourself expression for the benefit of her soon-to-be ex-husband.

      As Leah drags me inside, determined to give me the tour, the three men close ranks, keen to have a chat as soon as I’m out of earshot. Except, they don’t know that incredible hearing is one of my unusual talents, so I hear every word they say.

      “What the hell are we going to do about him?” Rex mumbles. “If we thought Leah was persistent, imagine what a pain in the ass this guy is going to be. He won’t stop till he finds out.”

      Rex doesn’t realise just how right he is. Smiling and happy for the first time in months at the thought of already being under their skin, I leave the men to their fretting.

      They have a secret.

      And the more panicked they are that I’ll find out what it is, the easier it’ll be to uncover.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          CHASE

        

      

    

    
      In a way, I’m almost enjoying sitting back and listening to the endless lies my sisters spout at me, trying to explain their seemingly endless strings of bad fortune. They don’t know that I can feel their lies.

      Hayley makes lunch, rambling on about her ex, James, and how he was the source of most of her problems. We’re drinking hot tea around a large oak dining table in the communal kitchen. I’ve done my recon, found drawings of this place registered online and have been grilling my mother about the unusual living situation my sisters have adopted.

      It’s nicer than I expected.

      I pictured some kind of dark mafia stronghold hidden in the wilderness. Instead, the decor is cosy and the atmosphere welcoming.

      Except for my sisters, who are tense and formal. Leah sits ramrod straight in the chair opposite me. That’s a first. She’s definitely hiding something.

      Hayley’s waffling continues. Her ex was just a bad guy. Nothing more to it than that. She should have told me about it, but she didn’t want me to worry. Maybe he sent someone after her who set the fire, she supposes. I nod along to that one, because from what I can tell after pouring over the police reports and interview transcripts, this started back when she was living in the city.

      James seems to have been a few spanners short of a full set.

      It’s when she met Cooper Jones at the scene of a car accident that it all seems to have gone off the rails.

      I catch myself drumming my fingers on the table and stop myself, not wanting to give away my impatience.

      “Explain to me again about the fire. Why is the sheriff not investigating this further? In a small town with no crime, surely, he has nothing better to do. Is he dirty or just lazy?”

      In a town like Grey Ridge, this has to have been a massive deal. Why are they not pulling out all the stops to solve this crime? The only answer I can come up with is that they already know who did it, and either can’t pin it on the culprit, or they don’t want to.

      “Marcus definitely wasn’t in on it. He almost died trying to get everyone out. If he hadn’t gone in, Sam would never have gotten out…” Hayley’s horrified reaction is genuine and when her lip wobbles, I reach out to grip her hand.

      “Okay, okay. But then he knows who did it.”

      My statement is met by deafening silence. Leah fidgets and avoids looking at Hayley so studiously that I know they both have information they’re not sharing. Pushing my chair back from the table, I stand and clasp my hands, rubbing them together. I’m really starting to enjoy myself. “I think I might pay the sheriff a visit while I’m in town.”

      Hayley and Leah both jump to their feet, sharing a panicked look. “No!” they blurt out in unison, eyes wide. Leah’s hand grips Hayley’s forearm, and she spins to face her.

      Oh, this is fun.

      “And why not?” Folding my arms across my chest, I wait as they stare at each other, in some kind of weird silent conversation. Hayley’s eyebrows lift as she blinks up at me and smiles.

      “Because… his wife, Leila, is having a baby! She’s Cooper’s sister, in fact. He’s taken some time off, so he’s not even working for the next couple of weeks.” She tries to fake looking disappointed. “Ah that’s a shame.”

      Hayley wouldn’t lie about something like that, it’d be pretty easy to disprove. Leah nods along enthusiastically, and I feel like laughing in their faces. They’re both so thrilled to have a decent excuse that they’re not paying attention to how obvious they’re being.

      “Okay, I won’t bother the man when he’s got other things on his mind.” Pushing my chair under the table and carrying my plate and mug to the sink, I pretend not to notice how Leah elbows Hayley and lets out a breath of relief. When I spin around, they both snap to attention, neutral expressions plastered back onto their faces, trying to look like the picture of innocence.

      “I’ll go and talk to his deputy instead. Can I borrow your car? Just until I can get mine back from Zoe.”

      As I head for the door, they both follow me at a jog, trying to keep up with my long strides. I know they’re scrambling to come with a reason that I can’t talk to Deputy Lennox, either.

      “But…” Leah stutters, trailing along behind me.

      Stopping, I spin and pin Leah with a hard stare “’But’ what?”

      Leah blinks, looks to Hayley for help, and then sighs, defeated. There’s no reason I shouldn’t go and talk to the deputy investigating an arson attack that nearly wiped out my family. Holding out my hand, curling up my fingers in the universal sign for “gimme”, Leah steps forward and drops her keys reluctantly into my hand.

      With a small shake of her head, her look pleads with me to behave. “Don’t be a dick, Chase.”

      Grinning, I snatch the keys away without promising any such thing.

      Hayley and Leah’s experience of me being an asshole is nothing compared to what I’m like when I’m at work. Solving this mystery is my new mission, and I’ll employ every tactic I know to find out why the hell my sisters have been in danger since the day they set foot in this town.

      That includes being the biggest pain in the ass Grey Ridge has ever seen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      “You’re a control freak. And a workaholic. You do know that, don’t you?” Tucking the phone against my ear, I rifle through the papers on my desk and pull out the file Marcus is talking about. “It’s done. I’m looking at it right now, so relax. Just go and take care of Leila. I’m perfectly capable of managing without you.”

      It’s not done, but I’m not telling Marcus that. He sighs down the phone and I know it’s not his job that he’s stressed about: it’s Leila. He can’t do anything to help her right now, and it’s driving him to distraction.

      To fill his time and make himself feel useful, Marcus is trying to work surreptitiously, but I’m having none of it. He’s supposed to be minding his wife.

      “Go and run Leila a bath, or rub her feet. Shift and head into the woods. Anything but calling me, please.”

      Slipping the report back into the stack of paperwork on my desk, I rub my temples. This has been a bad week for all of us, and I don’t blame him for being tense, but he’s making it harder for me to get my own work done, let alone handle his, too.

      “Dad’s still in the hospital,” he says quietly. “Bodhi’s gone back into the forest. He won’t shift into his human form. If he stays that way for too long, it’s going to be harder and harder to get him back. What are we going to do?”

      Resting my forehead on the pile of yellow paper files, I take a deep breath. Not only do we have day jobs of our own to worry about, we’ve been sucked into Toby and Lucia’s trial by the council. I’ve had a headache ever since Marcus told me what was going on and what Dad did. And it’s only going to get worse.

      Bodhi might have the right idea hiding in the woods until it all blows over.

      “He’ll shift back when Leila has the baby. There’s no way Uncle Bodhi will be able to stay away. Then we sit him down, again, and tell him it’s not his fault, again. That’s all we can do, Marcus.”

      From what we’ve heard, the chances of Leon walking again are slim. Shifting would likely kill him with the damage done to his spine by the force of his impact with the tree. Bodhi feels guilty. For what? I don’t know. The man is pure evil and treated Bodhi like crap his whole life. He was saving someone’s life by intervening. But our little brother is a softie deep down, and he feels bad. He didn’t realise his own strength, or the damage he’d do.

      “Hmph,” is all I get in return. Marcus clearly doesn’t agree that we can’t do more but, I’m not encouraging this conversation. Not right now.

      “Just focus on the baby, Marcus. And Leila. We’ll worry about it after that.”

      With a soft jingle, the door to the station opens and a rush of cool mountain air fills the small space.

      Saved by the bell.

      Sitting up, I yank the post-it stuck to my forehead free and smooth a hand over my dishevelled hair, cursing myself for not bothering with makeup or a hair brush this morning.

      This is no ordinary Grey Ridge local.

      Closing the door firmly behind himself is the most striking man I’ve ever seen. Sniffing the air subtly, I stifle a moan as his scent hits my nose, and my insides coil tight. He smells like sin and power, wrapped up in a tall, dark, and devastating package.

      “I gotta go.” I cut Marcus off mid-sentence and end the call just as the stranger turns to face me. His warm smile practically melts my underwear right off. His dark hair is short, and my fingers itch to run over it, to feel those bristles under my palm. Wearing a worn leather bomber jacket over a fitted black t-shirt, his broad shoulders and clearly defined pecs make my mouth water. Reaching up with a tanned hand, he takes off his mirrored aviators and tucks them into the neck of his t-shirt.

      I’m aware of every movement he makes as he approaches. The way his tongue darts out to touch the corner of his mouth. His straight posture, and the relaxed confidence he exudes as he crosses the room, eyes locked on mine, makes me swoon.

      “Hello, there,” he says, full lips turning up in a charming grin as he blatantly checks me out. If he wasn’t looking straight at me, I’d fan myself. “I’m looking for Deputy Lennox.”

      Oh yes. Yes, you are. I am exactly who you need.

      The heavens have sent me a sexy man to enjoy, with no wedding ring on those strong hands, and an aura that can handle my own. He’s not a shifter from what I can tell, but there’s something about his confidence that lets me know he’s formidable, even to a bear like me. My curiosity, and maybe another part of my anatomy, is well and truly aroused.

      Standing to greet him, I remain professional but polite, trying to drag my wandering eyes off his tall, muscular frame. A small part of me gets a thrill from the way his own eyes travel over my body, and I see a flash of interest. Probably because he doesn’t even attempt to disguise it.

      “You’re looking at her. What can I do for you?” Giving him my most beguiling smile, I’m ashamed to admit my eyelashes might have done a little flutter. I’m only human. Ish. And you don’t meet a guy like this every day.

      At the very least, I was expecting another smile from him, and maybe a little harmless flirting to perk my mood on this dull afternoon. Best case scenario, maybe a dinner and a beer, and something to do other than third wheeling it with my brother or the Walkers on a Saturday night.

      Instead, his expression immediately morphs from warm and open to cold and closed off.

      “You’re Deputy Lennox?” He sounds disappointed that he has to deal with me. Narrowing his eyes, he looks around the tiny office where the only other person, Michael, is hiding behind his computer, trying to ignore the two of us. A submission wolf only interested in helping with the admin, he’ll want no part of this.

      Is this guy really hoping there’s someone else here for him to speak with instead?

      “Yes, I am.”

      His scowl deepens and my anger goes off the charts. I was fine to ogle when he thought I was the receptionist but not now that I’m not some timid little lady.

      Feeling uncharacteristically edgy, I can't keep my mouth shut. “Were you hoping for someone else? Maybe someone with balls?”

      His head jerks back in shock, and he glares at me. Ha. Weren’t expecting me to call you on your sexist bullshit, were you, gorgeous? When his lips curl into a cruel smile, my self-congratulating stops.

      He knows something I don’t, and I’m not going to like it.

      Who the hell is this guy? Please don't tell me he's in the force.

      “Let’s start again.” Stretching up to his full height, he must be 6-foot-5-inches, he plasters a fake smile on his face and extends a hand. It does nothing to reduce my ire, and I ignore the gesture, waiting to hear what he has to say first. “I’m Chase Walker.”

      Ooohh.

      This is the mysterious older brother Leah and Hayley have been dreading. Suddenly, it all makes sense. I thought they were exaggerating when they said he was difficult. Now, I think they may have been playing it down.

      “And I’d like to know, Deputy Lennox, why you and your brother seem to have done absolutely fuck all to find the man who’s been trying to wipe out my family.”

      The pale grey eyes, just like Zoe’s, combined with his bronze skin, are hypnotic, as is the insanely strong aura he possesses. I should have known. What a great detective I am. If I hadn’t been checking him out, I might have spotted Leah’s car parked right outside.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Looking smug and self-satisfied at my expense, he has my blood pressure going through the roof. I should be giving him the party line, telling him that we have numerous lines of inquiry ongoing but nothing concrete as of yet. The best thing would be to assure him we’re still working on it and will be back in touch with the family members involved as soon as we have news.

      Instead, when he places his big hands flat on my desk, his long fingers and bulging veins surprisingly attractive, leaning forward trying to intimidate me, my bear roars to life. She feels snubbed. He picked the wrong bear on the wrong day.

      “Listen, Chad. I was at your sister’s yoga class this morning. I see Hayley practically every day. We’re as good as family. They know we’re doing everything we can. If YOU had been around, you’d know that. So don’t come in here and speak to me with that attitude.” Pointing to the door, I refuse to wilt under his furious glare. “I’m not at liberty to discuss an ongoing case with anyone other than the parties involved, even if I wanted to. You can show yourself out.”

      With the slow grace of a true predator, he stands up straight, never blinking, never looking away from my gaze, and takes one step back from my desk.

      “Chase,” he corrects. Rubbing a hand over his clenched jaw, the tendons bulge in the side of his neck. “This isn’t over, Deputy. You’ll be seeing me again, and you better have some answers for me.”

      Those piercing grey eyes continue to stare as he backs toward the door. Rolling my eyes, I sigh; I make my disinterest clear, even though my stomach flips when his eyes narrow, angered by my dismissiveness.

      “If you’re quite finished…” I jab my finger toward the door again. “And don’t threaten me, Mr. Walker,” I warn.

      His lips press into a thin line as he observes me for a long moment, like he’s about to say something more. Instead, he grabs the door handle, yanks it open, and storms out. Finally able to breathe without his stifling presence in our tiny station, I sigh and sink back down into my chair. The beginning of a headache pulls at my scalp, and I rub my temples, willing the dull thud to stop.

      “That’s not good,” Michael mutters, staring at the door as it swings shut. He coughs, clearing the same oppressive energy clogging his throat as I felt from the man now stomping his way across main street. Chase is attracting plenty of admiring glances as he goes, despite the anger pouring off him.

      Michael’s right. This isn’t good. It’s just my luck that the person I know is going to torment me day and night until he works out this town’s secrets would look like that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          CHASE

        

      

    

    
      Pushing out through the front door of the pokey cinder block building that doubles as local law enforcement, I groan. That little visit explains a lot.

      How the hell is a police station that small supposed to investigate anything more than a vandalised mailbox?

      I’m going to have to take matters into my own hands. I was always going to, but this makes me feel better about it.

      Digging my phone out of my back pocket, I lean against the hood of Leah’s car and stare through the window at Deputy Lennox. As she speaks on the phone, those full lips moving, a small smile curving at the edge of her mouth. When I first walked in, she gave me a smile like that. Scowling to myself, I can still picture the dangerous look that crossed those pretty features when I dared to question how hard they had tried to find out what was going on.

      That might have been a bit rude.

      I shouldn’t care about upsetting the completely incompetent local police, even if she is absolutely gorgeous.

      As though she can feel me staring at her, Deputy Lennox lifts her gaze to the window and catches me looking in her direction. Instantly, her happy face falls and the smile vanishes. But instead of looking cowed, or averting her eyes, she swings her chair slowly to face in the other direction, maintaining eye contact until the very last second.

      The professional equivalent of giving me the finger, and now I feel annoyed with myself watching her. Or maybe just getting caught. Damn it.

      Lifting the phone to my ear, a sense of calm determination washes over me. The idea of moving home and resuming a civilian life had weighed heavily on me. What was I going to do? Would I even know who I was outside of the military? But even though I’d prefer nothing was threatening my family, this mission to uncover the criminal enterprise hiding behind the seemingly wholesome Jones family facade has reignited the spark within me.

      It’s the thrill of the chase. A puzzle to be solved. A battle to be won.

      Despite myself, I continue to stare at Natalie’s long dark hair, hanging down her shoulders, swaying back and forth as she swings in her chair.

      An enemy to be conquered.
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          NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      Draining the rest of the drink in front of me, I roll my eyes and grin at Sean, who raises his eyebrows in question, checking to see if I need a refill.

      Definitely.

      When I nod, he gives me a quick tip of the head in acknowledgement and disappears to the far end of the bar. Taaffe’s is starting to fill up, and the dinner crowd takes up most of the empty booths and tables around the edges of the rustic bar.

      Trying not to stare, I watch as Chase Walker, officially the rudest man I have ever met, moves with ease around the pool table. It’s not lost on me that he’s playing by himself. Smothering a smirk at the notion that nobody else could bear to be near him long enough to finish a game, I tune back to the conversation with my brother.

      “Of course, I’ll keep an eye on him.” Gripping the phone so hard it might break, I force my fingers to peel back and ease my hold. I wish I could say my irritation is with Marcus for butting-in, for not trusting me to handle this, but it’s not. It’s the sight of Chase’s tight backside leaning over the table, hips pressed to the wood, strong fingers expertly holding the cue. As he pumps the cue back and forth, striking the ball with a firm, sure stroke, I flush and squirm in my seat.

      It’s a shame he’s such a dick, because I wouldn’t mind letting him bend me over that table. Heat spreads through my body as I imagine being trapped between him and the gleaming wood, his hips pushing into mine, his weight pressing me down as he covers me from behind.

      Chase slowly lifts his eyes, locking onto mine with an intense look on his face, and I curse. For a fleeting second, I panic, thinking he’s somehow read my mind and knows the filthy thoughts I was having about him. The last thing I want is for him to think I was ogling him. Maybe I was, a little, but in a what a waste of a fine man kind of way. I definitely do NOT fancy him, not with that gruff attitude and cocky swagger.

      “No, you don’t need to come back to work! Marcus, I can handle some arrogant, jacked-up meathead. He just wants to throw his weight around Grey Ridge since he has no poor unfortunate unit to boss around anymore.” Whispering down the line, I angle my face away from Chase and take a deep breath. “Probably overcompensating for something, or a lack of something,” I mutter, even though I doubt it’s true.

      A man like that has it all.

      “I know, I know. I’ll talk to Cooper and Hayley, see what they want to do.” Anything to keep Marcus out of the office and out of my hair while this guy does his worst.

      Hanging up the phone, I focus on calming my fluttering heart and glare between my thighs. I remind my traitorous body that we dislike this man intensely and want him to leave town immediately.

      It doesn't care.

      Since my fling with Max ended, I haven’t so much as been on a date with another guy, and, apparently, my libido has lowered her standards. Not in the looks department, Chase is hot; but he’s not exactly out to impress me.

      Reaching for the beer Sean has kindly deposited next to me, I swivel back to face the pool table. Satisfied I’ve suitably steeled myself against Chase Walker’s devastating jawline, I frown when I can’t see him. Straightening, I’m halfway off my seat when his voice behind me, low and gravelly, has my heart leaping into my throat.

      “Looking for me, Deputy?”

      “Fuck!” My hand flies to my neck and I squeeze my eyes tightly shut. How the hell did he sneak up on me like that? Or worse, how much did he hear? When the shock wears off, my anger quickly takes its place. He slips in front of me, his grin smug and extremely pleased with himself. “Why the hell would you do that?”

      When I swat at his chest, it’s like hitting concrete. I refuse to wince. His imperious eyes drop to where my hand touched him, down to where my fingers now dangle at my side, and then up my arms. His stare feels like a caress, scorching a path along my skin and my mouth literally waters.

      “Because I’m nothing but a jacked-up meathead.”

      Settling into the seat beside me, his fingers trail along the mouth of my beer bottle, where my lips have just been. The action seems weirdly intimate and familiar, but I’m too stunned to give out to him.

      “Oh, I remember.” Tilting my chin defiantly, I refuse to apologise. He is a jackass. He was rude earlier, and, now, he’s sitting in front of me looking all smug and handsome and sexy. It’s making me mad as hell.

      “Why are you following me, Deputy?” he asks, voice low and rough.

      Three men, still in steel-toed boots and dusty construction gear enter the bar, but Chase’s attention never waivers from me, even when one almost trips the other on the way across the floor and they all burst out laughing.

      This guy is intense.

      “I’m not,” I snap, even if I kind of was, I won’t admit it.

      Sean drifts by, making sure I’m alright as Chase leans into my personal space, trying to assert his physical dominance with his big body. I point toward my drink, the one Chase mauled and from which he is currently taking a long swig.

      “I’m going to need a fresh one of these. Thanks, Sean.” I give the barman a cheeky wink to allay his concerns then turn back to Chase.

      His face is like stone, any hint of playfulness gone. His pale grey eyes, lined with thick dark lashes, bore into mine.

      “Why are you following me?” His thigh brushes against mine and awareness of his looming frame makes me want to fidget, but I don’t. Instead, I let his tempting scent wash over me and try not to give away the reaction I’m having.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, Grey Ridge is a small place. I’m not following you; I just can’t get away from you.”

      He chuckles, standing to his full height and scanning the bar. Despite myself, I have to admit I preferred it when I could feel his heat.

      “That you’re started tailing me makes it look like you have something to hide, Deputy.” There’s a twinkle in his eye and it irks me how much he’s loving this.

      Schooling my features into an expression of boredom, I wait for him to get to the part where he tells me my motives. He doesn’t. The silence stretches on between us, neither of us willing to give an inch. Sean leaves my new drink on the counter and moves on, his sharp gaze bouncing back and forth between us, sensing the escalating tension but not wanting to overstep. If he calls Marcus, I’ll kill him. Lion or not.

      Then Leila will kill him.

      “You think very highly of yourself Mr. Walker, imagining I have nothing more interesting to do than stalk you.” Sliding off the stool, I leave some cash on the counter and grab the jacket I left hanging on the back of my chair.

      “I heard what you said on the phone.” Chase’s eyes are not focused on my face as I slip my arms into my jacket. They’re fixed on my chest, which is thrust forward as I wiggle into the tight-fitting garment. His attention moves to my hair as I flick the long strands trapped under my collar. “Believe me, I’m not compensating for anything.”

      Sweet Jesus.

      It takes every ounce of self-control not to drop my gaze to the front of his trousers. I’ll have to take his word for it because I’m not letting him have the satisfaction of catching me looking.

      From the corner of my eye, I see another patron swivelling to get a better look at my ass as I bend to pick-up my bag from the floor. When I stand up straight, Chase is gritting his teeth and has moved to block the other man’s view. So, he’s chivalrous. And an ass. At the same time? Confusing.

      “Whatever you think you heard, you were mistaken.”

      He blinks once at my denial, knowing full well it’s not true, but seemingly not used to someone brazenly lying to his face. There’s no point in arguing with me. I’ll never admit it. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m late for my date.”

      Flouncing out of the bar as if I caught him talking about me, and not the other way around, I swear I hear him growl at my retreating back. Good. I’m glad he’s pissed. Hopefully that means he’ll leave me alone. It doesn’t mean anything that I add a little extra sway to my hips as I walk away, hoping he’s enjoying the view.

      At home in my cabin, I change into leggings and a hoodie for my hot date with a tub of Ben & Jerry’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          CHASE

        

      

    

    
      Deputy Lennox is definitely hiding something.

      But as I watch those luscious hips wriggling as she storms away from me, I’m struggling to be angry about it. It’s put her in my orbit, and breaking her is going to be so much fun.

      It makes no sense at all, but the thing I’m really annoyed about is that she’s on her way to meet some other man. I should be thrilled she’ll be bothering someone else for the rest of the evening, but very few men are going to fully appreciate a woman like Natalie.

      I adore a strong woman with some fire inside her.

      Her spark will be wasted on some boring, office worker who only sees a pretty face and a body made for sin.

      The question is whether she’s using her talents for good or evil.

      Initially, I thought her brother, Marcus, was the problem. Now I think maybe that was short-sighted, and quite frankly, a little sexist. The first real trouble in Grey Ridge was the fire, and, from what I can tell, Natalie arrived in town at the same time.

      Drumming my fingers on the polished wooden countertop, the idea of Natalie’s involvement percolates in my brain.

      I don’t think too hard about why the possibility of her being involved makes me so uncomfortable. Just because she’s beautiful, doesn’t mean she can’t be dangerous. In fact, it’s often a killer combination.

      As she steps into the sunlight, holding the door open for another couple of rowdy labourers coming in for food, she ignores their flirting salutes and keeps those sexy eyes trained on mine. With a sassy wave, she lets her hand drop and the door swings shut, blocking my view as she turns down the street, much to my disappointment.

      That attitude. I should hate it but, instead, my depraved, or maybe I should say deprived body, wants to see if she’d still have as much fire on her knees with my cock in her smart mouth.

      Stunned at the turn my thoughts have taken, I narrow my eyes at the spot where she stood just seconds before. Oh, she knows what she’s doing. A woman like that wields her beauty like a weapon. The tightening of my pants tells me that I'm not immune.

      But I am clever enough not to be beguiled by her. Trusting too easily gets a person hurt.

      “Thanks for the drinks, Sean.”

      The barman nods, raising a hand in farewell as I head outside. Taking a sharp turn, I enter the tiny lobby that leads to a small apartment behind the bar, which Sean and his wife Sam rent out. This will be my new home for the next month or so.

      The second I’m through the door, I drag out my laptop, impatient to see if Van, another of my former team who’s now back on home turf, has come through with the intel I requested. I’d been killing time in the bar, waiting for him to do his thing, when Natalie appeared. When I felt her sultry gaze as I moved around the pool table, I enjoyed it way too much.

      No more messing around.

      As soon as I unlock my computer and settle onto the basic but clean sofa, my phone rings. Answering and putting Van on speakerphone, I open my inbox and look at the numerous emails with multiple attachments that have landed within the last twenty minutes. While I was locking horns with the local law.

      “You owe me for this, Chase. This was not a “small favour”, and I have better things to do than risk serious jail time for meddling in your sisters’ love lives.”

      Van sounds put out, but, really, he loves this stuff. And since we retired, he hasn’t had anywhere near enough opportunities to flex his hacking skills.

      “You probably did this in five minutes, while you were making your dinner.”

      The silence on the other end tells me I’m not too far off.

      “That’s not the point. It’s the content that makes this so tricky. I don’t know what you’ve landed yourself in the middle of, but shout if you need help. We’ll be there in a heartbeat. I’m still working on the rest but I knew you’d want to see this immediately."

      Frowning, I sit up a bit straighter. “What does that mean?’

      Van isn’t a man who goes for dramatics. If he’s saying there’s something big in here, it must be a doozy. My mind spins with the possibilities. Drugs? Prostitution? Human trafficking? What could the Joneses be into that keeps putting my sisters in the line of fire and has this hardened veteran so on edge?

      “Just look. There’s no smoking gun, but maybe go and pour yourself a stiff drink first.”

      Well, damn.

      “Thanks man.” Hanging up without another word, I cross to my go bag and pull out the battered hip flask that’s travelled the world with me. Screwing off the cap, I take a long drink, enjoying the burn as the whiskey slides down my throat and warmth spreads from my stomach outwards.

      Van has the files numbered and ordered: my next in command is used to how I operate. The first files are innocuous enough, although I struggle not to break something when I see the photos taken of Hayley’s injuries from the attack. The thorough police report, prepared by Marcus Lennox, makes for a sobering read. James followed Hayley to Grey ridge after she’d fled her home and her job in the city to get away from him. When she returned home from a party, he waited until Rex Jones had left, then he and his cronies struck, attacking her on the porch and tying her up inside.

      The crime scene photos make me sick to my stomach and swell with pride at the same time. Hayley obviously fought like hell and managed to get free.

      The copious amount of blood spilled across her hardwood floors thankfully wasn’t hers.

      A red-handled screwdriver in an evidence bag. Cut cable ties in another. Smears of red up the stairs.

      A busted-down door.

      More bloody fingerprints on the window frame.

      A bullet hole in a tree.

      The retrieved bullet, mangled from the impact.

      As I flick through the images, I feel like I’m right there with her. Watching helplessly, encouraging her to keep running, keep fighting. She was so brave.

      The next pictures were taken outside: multiple tracks through the forest. Evidence of a tussle. More blood, except, this time, it soaks the leaves of the forest floor and belongs to James himself.

      According to the report, this was Cooper’s doing.

      After an earlier argument with Hayley, he came to check on her and realised something was wrong, following her into the woods with his brothers.
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