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Eden...

The view from the rest-stop pull-off is spectacular. I can see why the gas-station in Evering chose it for the postcard theme. It’s also the perfect choice for my reunion with Lexi. From here, you can see the entire valley from the quaint town of Evering to the little township of Irrelevance—a town so small it didn’t even deserve a proper name on the maps app in my phone. With the backdrop of snow peaked mountains, not to mention miles and miles of open wilderness, it’s the kind of place that just fills you with peaceful serenity.

That peaceful serenity, however, is currently blown to shit by the whirlwind of Lexi’s arrival. Her jeep tires slide to a scrunching stop, just inches from the metal barricade. A second later, her door opens and slams like a gunshot echoing across the valley. Now she’s marching angrily toward me, muttering and grumbling loud enough for me to pick out the nasty swearwords, but not much else. 

Heaving a sigh because I know I’ve done this to myself, I turn to greet her, instinctively bracing for impact, as she comes to an abrupt stop barely a foot from my chest and leans in, her nose inches from mine.

“You shouldn’t be here, Eden,” she announces, nostrils flaring.

While she’s smoking from the ears like an old-time locomotive, her tone is more annoyed than angry, so I just lift my shoulder with a careless attitude. “You shouldn’t have ghosted me,” I reply pointedly, jutting my chin slightly so that she immediately pulls back and straightens.

Her amber eyes widen and her pretty pink mouth pops open in that way that makes her look like a guppy pushing water through its gills; if she wasn’t so damn attractive, she’d look ridiculous. Alexia Crosse doesn’t have a ridiculous bone in her body though, and she knows it. She’s five feet seven inches of visual perfection. I’m totally fucking envious; if she wasn’t my best friend in the entire world I’d hate her—well, I would if I was capable of that kind of deep emotion. 

“You know fucking well why I didn’t reply to your messages.” She frowns crossly as though I’m being ridiculously unfair.

I hike an eyebrow at her in challenge. “See, that’s the thing...I don’t fucking know why, not entirely, because you don’t fucking tell me anything!”

Both of Lexi’s perfectly defined brows lift into her beige-blonde bangs in response to my show of temper. “Two fucks in one sentence, huh?” She clucks her tongue, looking judgy.

I narrow my eyes. “I’d like to say it was all I had to give but you know me,” I say, snidely. “Full to the brim of fucks.”

Her mouth purses with her attempt to hide the shit-eating grin that wants to spread across her beauty-queen complexion. “You’re not really mad at me.”

My snort says otherwise. I look away.

She gives my arm a soft punch. “Oh, come on. You know you can’t resist me,” she teases, batting her eyelashes when I begrudgingly face her again.

I roll my eyes as the conversation takes on a totally different lead, which is not uncommon with us. “You’re just so damn magnetic,” I say as though I’m disgusted with myself.

She makes a sound in her throat that’s half squeal, half squeak. “Admit it! You fucking love me.” Her hand pushes my shoulder playfully.

I sigh as though I hate myself for it. “You’re right. I fucking do.” I’m knocked off balance as Lexi wraps her arms around me, hugging me fiercely and not only do I let her, but I clutch onto her for dear life, breathing in the wonderfully familiar scent of my very own eau du best friend. When she steps back, I’m grinning at her like a madwoman and I have to swipe my thumbs beneath my eyes, then check to make sure I haven’t smudged my eyeliner. Makeup isn’t really my forte, but this was a special occasion, so I wanted to look extra good—which literally begins and ends with the gothic black kohl eyeliner that makes me look like a really pale Egyptian...or a Russian gypsy—which is probably more accurate. “I just needed to see for myself that you were okay,” I say once I’ve composed myself somewhat. There’s an apology in my tone that she picks up on right away. I know, because her smile beams at me instantly.

“You’re lucky I happen to be in a generous mood.” She smirks and I know I’m forgiven. “What would you have done if I hadn’t shown up?” She turns and steps toward the bench, dropping down, and I follow; sitting next to her I turn myself so that I’m facing her. 

I cross my legs and stuff my hands into the pockets of my favorite red coat—loved because of the oversized hood that makes it feel like one of those riding cloaks. “I hadn’t really thought that far,” I admit, lifting my cheeks so that it makes my eyes go squinty as I consider it now. I shrug. “I guess I’d go door to door showing your picture to people until I found someone who knows you,” I decide logically.

Lexi’s eyebrow lifts dramatically. “You do realize I don’t actually live in either of these towns, right?”

I smirk. “Yeah, I figured that’d be too easy anyway,” I confess. I give her a side-eye. “You look good.  No bondage marks or anything,” I jest sarcastically but there’s a layer of relief there too. Not gonna lie, my writer’s imagination can get the better of me, and it did this time...but for good reason.

Lexi laughs, holding up her wrists as visual proof. “I haven’t been kidnapped, Eden. I came back on my own, I swear.”

I press my lips together and shake my head. “See, that’s the part I don’t understand. Two years ago, when you showed up on my doorstep you made it very clear that you could never go back—like, life and death clear,” I say pointedly.

Lexi sighs and stretches her long, boot clad legs out in front of her, crossing her ankles one over the other. It’s chilly today. Late October kind of chilly, and our breath is visible, rising slowly in the still air. Lexi lifts one hand and rakes her fingers through her autumn blonde hair then stuffs her hand into her pocket. “A lot has changed,” she says evasively.

I clench my teeth. I’ve made a pact with myself coming here. I’m not leaving without answers. Lots of them. I’ve known Alexia since college. We hit it off right away—which was odd for me.  I’m a loner by nature and prefer to stick to myself. But I’d gotten talked into going to the campus bar this night with a group of people from my dorm who were attempting to boost house spirit, and since I’m not adverse to tequila shots, I thought, why the hell not? I’m not antisocial exactly, I just always give off this outsider vibe, and I’m a bit of a daydreamer, preferring to disappear into my own imagination rather than deal with the world around me. I’m aware how uncomfortable that makes other people, so I tend to not put any of us through that. That particular night, however, for the first time in my life, I met a kindred spirit in Lexi. We were standing side by side at the bar waiting for our drinks when these two jocks approached. Lexi saw them coming and hurriedly turned toward me and whispered, “I’ll be your friend for life if you spill your drink on me,” right as the bartender placed my Blue Smurf on a little square napkin in front of me. Hearing the desperation in her voice, I picked up my glass and turned, letting the entire contents dump right over her white Gucci tee shirt. As the jocks made a horrified beeline right past us, Lexi gave me the brightest, most grateful smile and held out her hand for me to shake. “Alexia Crosse,” she announced happily. “Your new best friend, at your service.” I took her hand and grinned back. “Eden Vale,” I announced. “And you owe me a Smurf.” 

It was totally a case of opposites attract because from that moment on, Lexi and I were inseparable. I know exactly what I get from our relationship—that sense of being connected and grounded all at once. Lexi makes life—me—feel so much more vivid.  What she gets out of it though, is totally beyond me. I mean, I love her to death, and I’d definitely consider killing for her, but other than that I’ve got nothing much to offer. Thing is, though, Lexi never makes me feel like that. She’s always praising me up, especially in front of other people. She hates it when people pass me off as being shy and, therefore, not worth their time. It really pisses her off in fact. She’ll tell them straight up; I’m like a rare orchid that only shows itself in the right environment—unlike Lexi who dazzles in any environment with her otherworld attractiveness and kick-ass confidence. I’m not exactly the most confident person. I mean, I’m not lacking it totally, but Lexi has the kind of confidence that comes with being rich and looking like a beauty queen. 

Besides our different personalities, there’s also the difference in our appearance. If Lex were a Viking princess, I’d be the scullery maid. A cute one, mind you. But I lack the dramatic beauty that Lexi has. She says I have a raw, natural beauty. I don’t know where she gets that from because when I look in the mirror there’s no denying that I’m pretty plain. I’m shorter than her by about three inches but I tend to wear heels all the time so we pretty much even out. I’m scrawny—Lexi looks athletic—I’m lanky—Lexi looks like a ballerina. But I’ve got her beat in the tits department, they’re fairly impressive boobs for someone with hips like a boy—Lexi says I’ve got a body built for pole dancing or stripping. I’ll stick to writing. Over the last several years I’ve made a decent living selling my deranged fantasies online and in bookstores. And, besides, I’m about as graceful as a baby giraffe learning to walk, I’d only humiliate myself attempting to hump a pole. 

Lexi doesn’t care about my awkwardness though. Even though it nearly broke her ankle once...turns out it wasn’t even a bad sprain, and she was up and walking on it the very next morning—which really shocked the hell out of me cause I was sure it was fractured. Lexi likes me for me. She’s never once tried to change me or make me more social. She says there’s something special about me that completes her; as far as she’s concerned, I have a quality that no one else has. That’s why, when she needed to escape her family, she chose to come to me. And I took her in, no questions asked, because she’s my soulmate sister. 

The only thing is...I know shit-all about her. Honestly, she could be a deranged serial killer from a family full of cannibals and I wouldn’t know any different. I’d be walking around thinking the sun shines from her ass and they’d all be chowing down on the general populace.

In all seriousness, Lexi is the most private person I think I’ve ever met. She doesn’t give much away. And, honestly, even though it’s minimal at best, I probably know more about her than anybody, which says a lot about the level of our friendship. When she showed up out of the blue two years ago, she made it clear that she wasn’t going to tell me more than she thought I needed to know—which amounted to next to nothing. I’m not stupid. The obvious wealth, the secrecy surrounding her family, her refusal to talk openly about them...I had a feeling that Lexi’s kin are tied to some kind of criminal activities. Maybe mafia. Or even cartel. Or some kind of secret society. They’re dangerous...she did admit to that. Only by way of making sure I never went to the cops or anything if she ever went missing. She admitted—even if cryptically—that if her father ever found her, she’d be dead, and maybe even me too. When she came to me, she had nothing but her Jeep and a suitcase full of clothes. No access to her bank accounts, and no paper trail for him to follow. She even started using a pay-as-you go cellphone until I put her on my plan so she could have data. She was a ghost. She lived like that for nearly two years, working cash jobs to make ends meet. Then, a few months back, we came home to find a letter that had been slid under our apartment door. It was addressed to Lexi. She went completely pale when she saw it. I can remember her hands shaking as she opened it. 

She never told me what it said, and I caught her burning it over the toilet later that evening, so I never asked. About three weeks later I came home to find my own letter. Lexi had propped it on the kitchen table next to a box of chocolate covered cherries—my favorite—I guess she figured she could lessen her guilt by consoling me with sweets. In the letter she said she was going home. There were a few other things. She mentioned her brother—Asher—and how she really owed him and that I shouldn’t worry about her. But the gist was for me to never come looking for her or try to contact her. Like I was supposed to just forget about her. My best friend. Yeah. 

I scarfed the chocolates with an entire bottle of Moscato. Her leaving like that had really sucker punched me. But I’d tried to be a grownup about it and do as she had asked. I tried to just get on with my life and let her go.  Telling myself it was what she wanted.

Yeah. No, I didn’t. I fucking spammed her with texts and calls, nonstop until even I was sick of me. The reality was, with Lexi gone, it felt like a huge part of me was missing too. And I guess I kind of panicked. I started imagining all kinds of crazy shit in my head. What if she’d written that note in duress? What if she was kidnapped? What if she was sold into sex slavery to pay off some kind of criminal family debt? What if she was being punished for running away?  Lexi had hinted once that her father had been responsible for her mother’s death...what if—for once—she wasn’t being cryptic? What if that was actually the case and now Lexi was in danger too? 

As a writer my imagination can take on a life of its own. And with all those what ifs, pretty soon I found myself imagining all sorts of sordid and horrific scenarios. I added emails to my harassment of her. But she never responded. That’s when I got desperate and hacked into her phone’s location. Yeah, I’m kind of a giga-nerd too. We’d downloaded this app which had a location ping every time our phones checked into a Wi-Fi area. It was meant as a safety precaution when she first moved in.  She was paranoid about her father finding her. I guess it made her feel really vulnerable because for a while she needed to always know where I was—like she’d get super stressed if I was gone out longer than I was supposed to be. Like she always wanted to be around me. I didn’t mind one bit though because I really like being around her too in that totally not-cringey best friend kind of way. So, to help her feel better I suggested we download these apps that shared our locations. That way she’d always know where I was and could find me if she needed to. I guess, when she left, she never bothered to close out her account when she uninstalled it because as soon as I searched up the account online, all I had to do was sign her credentials in—she’d used the same password as our Netflix account and it was saved on the computer—it gave me her last known Wi-Fi location—a gas station in Evering.  I took a chance and fired off a text, telling Lex where I was headed. After I checked in to the only motel in a four-hundred-kilometer radius I scoped out the place and decided on the lookout as a good rendezvous spot since it’s kind of in between Evering and Irrelevance—then I fired off another text with a time to meet up. 

And now here we are.

“What could have changed enough to make you come back after all that time?” I ask her. I’m honestly more curious than hurt that she ran out on me the way she did. Even the ghosting I can forgive. I know it was her way of protecting me from her family. I get that. Like I said, I’m not stupid. 

Lexi’s smile is a little wobbly.  Like she’s happy but she’s not kosher with being happy. “My father is dead.”

My breath leaves my lungs in a rush. “Shit. Lex—I’m so—”

She holds up a hand. “Don’t even go there,” she admonishes, sternly. Her eyes soften. “Don’t be sorry, Eden. My father was a horribly cruel man. I can say that now that he’s dead. I’m not sorry for it. Not one bit.”

“Okay, then. Congratulations?” I offer her a sheepish kind of nonsmile. Then I shake my head, all my sarcasm leaving me instantly. “I’m sorry, Lex. It’s shitty that he was so bad that you can’t even mourn him. That’s fucked up.” 

“It’s my father that was fucked up.” She pulls her feet back and sits up straight. “Two years ago, when I turned twenty-one, he tried to force me into marrying a man of his choosing. But I refused, and he threatened to have me...punished. He also threatened to have the man I was in love with, and wanted to marry, killed. When I ran away, I was doing it to save me and him.”

My eyes widen. “Your father really had the power to do that?” I ask it even though I know the answer. It just feels surreal to have my assumptions confirmed after all this time.

“He did.”

“Jee-zus.” I stare at the ground trying to wrap my head around a world where that kind of stuff actually exists. I mean...I write about shit like that all the time, but in real life?  My head fills with so many questions. What happened to her father? What happened to the guy she loved? Did she still talk to him? What kind of a man threatens to kill a man his daughter loves? My concerned gaze lifts to Lexi again. “Why come back though? If he’s gone, then you’re truly free, right? You can live the life you want without having to look over your shoulder all the time.”

Her lips curl in a way that’s not really a smile but her eyes are soft when she looks at me. “I’ll never be free like that, Eden,” she says softly. She gives a little laugh and shakes her head. Tucking her hair behind her ear she settles back against the bench again. “I wish I could be straight with you,” she admits. “I’ve been so secretive, and you’ve been so great with never crossing the line with your questions, even though I know how inquisitive you can be.” She nudges me with her elbow. “You have no idea how much I appreciate that and love you for it.” She gives me an apologetic smile. “I almost didn’t come here today you know. But not because I wasn’t dying to see you, only because it’s so hard for me to keep you in the dark about my life.  Part of me wants to be selfish and pull you into it,” she admits quietly. Then she takes a deep breath and shakes her head as though having argued it with herself. “I know how wrong that is. This isn’t a life for you.”

“Don’t you think I should be the judge of that?” I say it before I even really register that I’m even thinking it. I mean, what the hell am I saying, anyway? That I want to be involved in a life of crime? To be forever tied to a family like Lexi’s that has the power to punish and kill people without fear of repercussions? But the reality is, Lexi is my family. She’s been the only family that I’ve ever felt like I had. I grew up in group homes and foster homes, bounced around in the system since I was an infant until I aged out and entered college on a scholarship. Lexi is the closest thing to family as I’ve ever had, and I don’t want to lose that. My reasons are purely selfish. And it’s not something that I can tell Lexi about because she’ll think I’m nuts. Hell, I think I’m nuts. 

See, this connection that I have with Lexi...it’s not just a feeling...it’s a physical thing. Ever since I met her, there’s this weird electrical charge to the air whenever I’m around her. I actually feel it like static on my skin. It sparks some kind of an endorphin response in me...like a happiness drug. I don’t know what it is, but it makes me feel...good. Really, really good. So good, that I guess I became kind of addicted to the feeling and, when she left, I spiralled.  Fuck.  Who am I kidding? I went insane...I couldn’t eat. Couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t even write.  It was like, without Lexi in my life, I didn’t want to keep living. I don’t want to keep living if it means doing it without her. That void just feels too endless. 

How fucked up is that? It’s like I’m obsessed with her, but I know that I’m not...not in a creepy way. I just need her...for my own survival.

Dear God. Help me.

Lexi is looking at me with this odd expression. There’s an intensity in her gaze that’s both unsettling and invigorating...like she’s actually considering it. For a split second I think I see this strange light in her eyes...like the amber explodes into a golden blaze of light—but just like that she blinks, and it disappears, and I’m honestly left wondering if I’m hallucinating now. Maybe it was just the autumn sun flashing in her eyes. Whatever it was, it’s gone just as fast, and she shakes her head, her smile turning regretful.

“Not gonna happen, Eden.” She looks like she’s about to say something else but then I see her head kind of tip to the side, as though she’s listening to someone whispering next to her...except there is no one next to her. In fact, there’s no one around us for miles and no sound out of the ordinary...at least, nothing I can hear. A slight frown pulls a V between her eyebrows, and she takes a quick look over her shoulder toward the empty road. “Shit,” she mutters. She looks annoyed and slightly unsettled. Almost nervous. 

It’s making me nervous. I don’t know why, but it’s like I can feel her anxiety and it’s feeding into me...making me anxious for no reason. “What?” I ask, looking over her shoulder to where I know her attention has zeroed. My gaze flips back to hers. She looks guilty now. Really guilty. 

My stomach drops.

“Eden...I—I’m so sorry but, I have to go. You have to go.” She pushes herself to stand and looks expectantly at me while her eyes dart frantically toward the road.

I frown. “Why?” I’m not getting up and now I can tell she’s a little irritated by that. “What’s the sudden rush? I thought we could go somewhere and grab a lunch or something. The pamphlet at the truckstop diner in Evering boasted the best flapjacks this side of the Rockies.” I’m craving flapjacks, dammit. I pout petulantly at her.

“I can’t.” She shakes her head. After another second ticks by and I don’t move, she takes a deep breath. “The thing is, I kind of broke a few rules coming here today.”

My eyebrow hikes. “You’re a twenty-three-year-old woman, why is it against the rules to see a friend?” Then I frown. “Who’s pulling your strings now? With your dad gone I mean.”

Lexi laughs, her breath huffing. She ignores my first question and goes straight for the second. “No one is pulling my strings, Eden. What makes you even ask that?”

I’m studying her, noting the way her eyes won’t stay focused on mine. Like she’s avoiding looking at me. She keeps looking at the road. “I know you.” I say it simply because, to me, it is that simple. I do know her. Despite the fact that I don’t know a lot of information about her—I still know her. “You’re actually afraid of being caught with me.”

She looks away, obviously avoiding eye contact now. Then gives a little laugh, like she doesn’t know why she bothers or something, shrugs, and says, “My brother took over after my father died. He—I made him a promise that I wouldn’t see you again.”

That latter part really pisses me off, but my anger is aimed at the person who demanded that promise, not at Lexi. I need to understand something though. “So, your brother took over...the family business?” I hedge, pretending like I’m naïve. She doesn’t buy it either.

She rolls her eyes, looking miffed. “The family. My brother took over the family.” At my expression she lifts her hands and drops them. “And that right there is the number one reason why I can’t come clean with you, Eden...you won’t understand.” She sighs, looking resigned now. “My family lives by a different code—ethically and morally, okay—one you could never understand.”

“Try me,” I say, softly.  Meaning it. I’m open to anything...anything that will allow my friendship with Lexi to continue. I can’t lose her.  I just can’t. When Lexi shakes her head, I take a different stand. “Okay, come with me then.” At the surprised look on her face, I hurry to continue, “You ran away once,” I reason, “you can do it again...we’ll go somewhere different this time. A different city.”

There’s a look on her face that I’ve never seen before.  Astonishment, yes, but something even more emotional too. “You’d leave your home for me?” There’s a breathless quality to her voice now.

Now I do stand up. “It’s not home without you, Lex.” I tell her honestly, completely baffled that she doesn’t realize how much her friendship means to me. 

She’s hugging me again, wrapping me in her arms and squeezing me so hard now that I can barely inhale air into my lungs. “Hey,” I say, surprised to see tears in her eyes when I pull back and look at her. I want to question her on it, but she’s looking over her shoulder again and swearing under her breath.

“Shit, shit, shit,” she says. Her wide eyes meet mine and she’s grabbing me by the arm and dragging me to my car. “You have to go now, Eden.  I’ll call you later, I promise.”

I’m digging my heels in but she’s adamant now. “Lexi—what the—”

She rounds on me, and something in her eyes runs a chill down my spine. “Just get in your car and drive,” she all but growls. “Promise me! No matter what, you just keep driving, okay? I will call you.”

That feeling of anxiousness is back again, but I realize it’s not mine, it’s Lexi’s. It’s rolling off her in waves now. She’s feeling desperate and I don’t want to be the cause of any more stress, so I agree, nodding wordlessly, and let her push me into my car. She shuts my door just as I see three pickup trucks round the bend and head straight for the lookout parking lot. Lexi hurries to her Jeep and is just about to open her driver’s door when the trucks skid to a stop around her, boxing her in.

Eyes wide, I watch as the occupants exit the vehicles and five humungous, longhaired, and dangerous-looking men surround Lexi. It’s like one of those action-packed movie scenes but none of these guys are carrying guns, even though they all look like they should be. 

I can’t see Lexi now, but I can feel her energy snapping in the air. She’s nervous and angry, and a little bit afraid too. It’s the fear part that really gets to me. I’m not much when it comes to being tough. I probably couldn’t fight my way out of a wet paper bag, but I’m not going to let Lexi face whatever this is by herself. Something fiercely protective boils up inside me and before I know it, I’m opening my car door and rushing to Lexi’s aid just as the tallest of the broad-shouldered men grabs her by the arm and hauls her toward a white pickup with a roll cage and jacked up tires. Rage explodes in me, and I barge through the crowd of men, grabbing onto the one who has Lexi in his grasp. Digging my nails into his denim jacket, I yank hard on his arm.

“Let her fucking go, asshole!” I growl. 

I’m sure my heart is palpating out of my chest like in the old Saturday morning cartoons, and my eyes are anime wide with my anger. I know I have all the ferocity of a pesky kitten who’s attached itself to his arm, but I don’t give a shit. I’ve got claws, and teeth, and I’m not afraid to use them. I’ll fucking claw his eyes out if it means saving Lexi. Speaking of, I hear her gasp, and I know she’s shocked at my interference. I’m not exactly known for my bravery. Her captor stills: I can feel the rock-solid bunch of muscles beneath my fingers tense. He turns his head just enough to look down at my fingers clutching him, then, as if in slow motion, his gaze—hidden behind a shield of mirror-tinted sunglasses—lifts and I can actually feel when it locks on mine.

My heart stops in my chest, and my stomach drops to my feet. Never in my entire existence have I seen a more terrifying man. Just from his side profile alone he looks menacing. With a chiselled, sharply defined jawline and those diamond cut cheekbones that really should come with a warning label. His features are masculine with a straight nose and a wide mouth with full lips. He even has those bow lines bracketing his mouth, that make even the villains look sexy; on him they make him that much more dangerous.  I don’t get to see the entirety of his face from this angle, but what I do see not only confirms just how fucking gorgeous he is, but it also scares the living shit out of me. 

Four jagged, savage-looking scars are etched diagonally along his cheek all the way down his neck, disappearing into the collar of his coat; they’re white and obviously long healed but they look suspiciously like animal claw marks, which is ironic considering what I had been prepared to do to him. Obviously, I’m not the only woman with claws he’s pissed off it would seem—though the last one must have been a cougar. His hair makes him look like one of those Hollywood Vikings. It’s long, the top half pulled back and secured behind his head with a leather tie in a style that doesn’t even come close to detracting from his savage masculinity, and the kind of white-blonde that women pay hundreds of dollars in bleach and toner to achieve, but I’d be willing to bet my left tit that not a stain of bleach went into him getting that color. It looks way too soft for that. Silky even.  

Through the side edge of the shades he's wearing, I can tell that he has the thickest, blackest lashes—why do men always get the best lashes? It’s a piss off, I mean, what’s the point? I can’t see his eye color but, judging by his hair and eyebrows, I’ll wager that they’re frosty blue. What I do see is his nostrils flare, as though he’s smelling something he can’t quite place, and his lip curls, like he’s snarling in distaste.

Lexi’s wide eyes meet mine and I can see her shaking her head. The entire time, from me grabbing his arm to now, is only about a second but it seems like it’s been seared forever in my brain. “Eden, back off,” she says, and I can hear the tremor in her voice. “It’s okay. I got this...you need to leave.”

“Not gonna happen,” I say through my clenched teeth, my voice cracking slightly because I’m so shit-baked now and my teeth are clenched to keep them from rattling, and not because I’m trying to seem fierce. But I’m not backing down. Fuck that. Lexi needs me, whether she realizes it or not.

“Eden, these people are my family,” Lexi’s voice is softly warning me.

I retighten my grip on Shades here and set my jaw. “I don’t care who the fuck they are. You don’t need to go anywhere with them if you don’t want to, Lex.” 

She looks at the man holding her, and something changes in her expression. “Ash—please.” It’s a subtle beg, but she’s cut off when he jerks her around and thrusts her toward a man behind her. As Lexi is wrapped against hulk number too, hulk number one turns to fully face me and I realize two things...one, those four scars start at his temple on the other side of his face and literally slice right through his features, and two...this is public enemy number one—aka, Asher Crosse—Lexi’s brother and the current head of their family. 

Ohhh. Fuuuck!

Well now. When I decide to pick a fight with someone, I really go all in. Go me!

I’m shaking in my thigh-high leather boots as I lift my chin up—way up, to meet my own stupid reflection in Ash’s tinted gaze while I try really hard not to flinch at the sight of those brutal scars. Holy fuck, those are definitely not cat scratches. Did he lose a fight with a grizzly bear? He looks like someone who doesn’t lose many fights. His glasses keep me pinned in his sights while he says something over his shoulder in a foreign language that I don’t quite recognize. Is it Slavik maybe? Some of the words remind me of Old Norse. His voice is deep as fuck, the kind of deep that messes with the blood in my veins, heating it and making me quake even more than I already am from the resulting eargasm. Whatever it is he says, Lexi looks pissed and the men all snicker. I can feel my cheeks begin to heat and I’m suddenly aware that I still have a tight grip on his arm but I’m in too deep now to back out of it, so I continue to hang on for dear life.

Steeling my nerve, I set my jaw to bitch-face. “Listen up, Shades, I don’t care if you are her brother, no one has the right to put hands on Lexi,” I seethe, glaring up at him with my don’t-mess-with-me face.

The corner of his mouth lifts, pushing against two of the scars, and I can see the pearly white tip of one of his canine teeth peeking out at me. For some reason, the sight of it sends a shiver along my spine that both confuses and irritates me because it’s more sensual than fear based. 

Like, what the actual fuck? I am not attracted to Lexi’s asshole brother!

“Brave words for such a little faelan,” he murmurs, his words gaining more snickers from the men. “I appreciate your loyalty to my sister—ill-placed as it is—”

“Ash!” Lexi’s sharp tone bites out at him as she continues in that same foreign language. Funny. I didn’t even know Lexi spoke anything other than english. Is she like...Russian mafia, or something?

My gaze flicks toward her and I realize that the man holding her has her wrapped in more of a lover’s embrace than anything malevolent. Another thing that strikes me in that moment is that Lexi isn’t looking like she’s desperate to escape, in fact, her arm is snaked around the guy’s waist beneath his leather coat. She’s obviously there willingly. I take a moment to inhale and gather my thoughts and am shocked with the sudden onslaught of heat rippling through my body. I know exactly what it is. Arousal. But, for the life of me, I don’t know what’s causing the hot and heavy horniness. It’s definitely not the man looming over me. There’s a time and a place for getting the hots for someone and this is neither.

Ash is back to looking down at me, his smirk has widened into a shit-eating grin as Lexi snaps something at him in that other language. “My sister is bargaining for your freedom,” he informs me.

My eyes widen and my fingers flex as I instinctively want to recoil from him and take a step back, which would also require me to release his arm.  “M—my freedom?” I’m outraged and way too shocked to care about the stutter, and too focused on the heat between my legs to pay full attention to what he’s implying. My eyes flick from the mirrored shades to Lexi’s face. She’s looking anywhere but at me right now and that, more than anything, chills me to the bone. At least that cures the horniness.

“I told her that if she doesn’t behave, I’ll be forced to bring her little faelan back to my lair as my pet.” 

He’s fucking with me. I know it by the smug look on his cruelly handsome face. It’s really pissing me off that he can be that attractive in shades and with those ugly scars dividing up his features. It takes a lot for me to school my expression into one of abject disgust, but I pat myself on the back for being just that good at faking it.

“You obviously get your kicks out of being the big, bad, alpha male, but you don’t impress me, Shades. I’m not into the Christian Grey vibe you’re pushing.” My words are met with a round of low whistles and laughs from his buddies, and I realize it’s probably not in my best interest to insult him in front of all these people, but the words come anyway, while in my head I’m giving him my middle finger, waving it up high like a motherfucking flag. 

One dark eyebrow that has no damn business being sexy, slowly rises above the wire rim of his aviators. “You sure about that?” For a split second I’m terrified he somehow knows just how wet my panties are. Too late, I realize he’s referring to the fact that I’m still clutching his arm. I drop my hand and take a step back. His grin turns wicked. “That’s too bad, minn smalr faelan.  I think I would have enjoyed dominating you.”

As if! I gasp at his obvious inuendo.

“Eden is leaving, Ash,” Lexi says, her eyes shooting insistent daggers my way.  This time when I look at her, I see her mouth the word please, silently.

I set my jaw. Fine. She’s obviously not in any imminent danger. I’ll back off...for now. But the pointed look I shoot her way conveys my meaning. She’s not getting rid of me that easily. I’m not going home until I talk to her again and make certain she’s okay. That’s my final answer. Lexi lifts her chin in acknowledgement. It’s like our own secret language but it gives me enough assurance that we understand each other that I don’t feel as bad about leaving her. Besides, the hunk holding her kind of looks besotted, and Lexi did say that her brother made it safe for her to come home. Maybe she really isn’t in any trouble with them.

“Perhaps Eden would like an escort out of the territory?”

My gaze snaps back to Ash. “Down boy,” I snarl. “I can make my own way, thank you.” I start to back up, keeping him in my sights as though he’s a dog on the verge of attacking. Lexi’s eyes tell me everything I need to know. She’ll call me as soon as she can. And mine tell her I’ll be waiting in my motel room across from the truckstop—since it’s literally the only place I can stay—in case she needs me.

As I back toward my car, I realize that one of the hulks is standing next to it, holding my driver’s door open for me. I guess I left the keys in, and the ignition turned on when I flew out of it in my rush to save Lexi. When I slide into the interior, he shuts the door, and my gaze immediately turns back to Ash.

He hasn’t moved and I can feel him watching me. With a twist of his finger, the men return to their vehicles, Lexi with them. Ash is the last to leave and his gaze is speaking to me in that silent way that Lexi and I talk; I can feel his meaning loud and clear, it speaks to the deepest, darkest parts of me. I’ll be seeing you. The problem is, I don’t know if it’s a threat or a promise. Oddly though, I’m excited either way.
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Chapter 2
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Ash...

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” I snarl, whipping around to slam the door behind her as Lexi trails me into the main room in the Manor. “I just spent the last six weeks convincing the council that you were done with your human obsession and now you go and bring a goddamn wulvban into the territory? Not even a month after your excommunication has been lifted! Do you have a death wish?” That has to be it, surely.

“I swear to god, I didn’t know she was going to show up here!” Lexi crosses her arms, her wide eyes proclaiming innocence as usual. “And I certainly didn’t realize she’d share a matescent with you.... though I can’t say I’m surprised considering the strength of her bond with me,” she considers, that damn scientific brain of hers—the one that got her into this shitstorm of trouble to begin with—firing off synapsis like fucking popcorn.

I have to clench my teeth to keep from snapping ferociously at her. The last six weeks have been taxing, to say the least. It was bad enough that I was left to figure out a way to get my sister back after she fled the pack two years ago, in order to escape being forced into a loveless marriage by the reigning alpha—considering who that alpha was and what a fucking prick he was, that was understandable and easily forgivable. But to live for two years with humans....to risk herself in the hopes that a human wulvban—one of the rare humans who actually possess Lycanian DNA—could produce enough scent to neutralize the chemical imbalance of the shift and protect her against the rogue rage...that had been the part that the council had found hard to swallow. The careless disregard for the safety and secrecy of her own people...that is the opinion I had to fight against when I petitioned to have her reinstated back into pack.

The deal was simple. She had two requests to obey. Accept me as Alpha. Cut ties with Eden. What the fuck was so hard about that?

My wolf is writhing beneath the surface of my skin as I begin to pace. Lexi thankfully stays quiet. She knows better than to stoke my rage.  I catch sight of my reflection in the mirror above the mantle and snatch the despised glasses off my face, crumpling them and firing the twisted metal and plastic into the fireplace. A million electrons are firing like pinpricks against my flesh, driving me out of my mind with the need to act on the primal urgers coursing through my blood. Urges that have been set on fire by Lexi’s fucking human. 

How the hell can this be happening?

The need to kill something rips through my muscles. The desire to sink my teeth into living flesh and tear it to shreds like a rabid dog pounds in my veins. Anything to channel this unexpected—unwanted—fucking lust, redirect it toward something productive, and away from my newly awakened fucking cock and my wolf’s desperate cry for his fucking soulmate!

Thirty-four years I’ve walked this earth without even a twinge of desire to claim a mate. Oh, there have been opportunities. More than my fair fucking share, that’s for sure. An alpha’s son gets to have his pick of females; it doesn’t matter one fucking iota if he’s a feral beast with a mangled face. Pack women really do live by the old adage it’s the fucking you’re facing and not the face you’re fucking; throwing themselves at me with every goddamned opportunity, not caring if I was chained and collared or if it was even consensual—or of legal fucking age for that matter! But not once—in all those instances—did I have even the smallest amount of desire to bite. Not once. Until now.

Suddenly Lexi’s wulvban friend shows up smelling like fucking nirvana and Valhalla all rolled up into one fucking shitstorm, looking like an erotic, wet dream version of Red Riding Hood in that fucking coat and sexy as hell boots, and I’m wanting to sink my teeth in deep. Lusting after her like an adolescent with precum dripping off the head of my dick every time I look in her eyes, instead of a man who’s chosen celibacy for fifteen years. And the real kicker? The fact that she obviously hates me is hotter than hell! It’s a fucking turn-on!  As if it’s all not fucked up enough my wolf has eagerly accepted her challenge, because obviously I don’t get a say. Logic has been overrun by lust, proving yet again just how much of an animal I truly am.

Oh, I’m sure my father, cruel bastard that he was, is laughing from the pit of whatever level of hell he’s fallen into. His cursed, traitorous son, heir to his stolen, blood-drenched throne, has a wulvban for a soulmate. How fucking funny is that? To be given the gift of something so rare only to have her turn out to be someone who will literally die from my bite? Yeah. Fuck you, Fate. Once again, you suck, bitch. I punch the air.

Fuck, I’m ready to lose my shit. I have to reign it in hard. I have no intention of telling Alexia that Eden is my soulmate. That’s not information that she needs to know. That we are a mate match is no surprise, not with the bond that she shares with my sister, but a soulmate is something else entirely. In our lives we usually come across a handful of mate possibilities for us to choose from. Most of us, though, go our whole lives without ever finding a soulmate. It’s the rarest of the rare. A Red aura that only a mate can see. Their one true mate. 

“You need to get rid of her.” I stop pacing and deadpan Lexi with this straight up fact.

She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, well you don’t know Eden like I do. The minute you went all alpha-male on me she dug her heels in. She’s not going anywhere soon, Ash. I can assure you that.”

The memory of her feistiness sets my blood blazing. I tasted her fear, yet she stood her ground, showing me nothing but bravery and a willingness to suffer my wrath if only to protect my sister. But that’s not all she fed me with. I tasted her arousal too and watched as the realization of it sparked to life in those beautiful eyes of hers. I know Lexi sensed it too. As did my men. I suppose I can thank the powers involved that none of them carry a matescent for her.... Good thing too, that would have been a bloodbath if any one of them had.

The memory of my little wolfling’s anger ignites my blood again and I can’t help the smirk that tips at my mouth, pushing against the stiffness of my scars. “Is she always so protective of you? She was like your attack dog.” Fucking adorable is what she was, but I wasn’t about to say that to Lex.

Lexi shakes her head looking baffled. “I’ve never seen her that aggressive before, but she is uncharacteristically protective of me.” Really? I wonder if it is the soulmate bond that sparked such an intensity in her emotions this time. “Thing is, she’s actually a gentle, passive person by nature.”

Interesting. “So, it’s not a normal occurrence with wulvban?” I’m genuinely curious now. I want to know just how much of this bond Eden can actually feel for herself.

“Not that I’ve ever observed. Normally, they feel a mild connection to us, but not enough to actually engage pack mentality.” She drops herself down into one of the oversized chairs beside the fireplace and looks up at me. “It’s actually the main reason why I chose her to begin with. Her ability to bond is a lot stronger than anyone else’s that I’ve experimented with.”

The fact that my sister is talking about her like she’s some kind of lab rat rubs me the wrong way and my wolf responds with instant outrage. I was never in support of what Lexi did involving Eden. I know she felt like she had no choice, she needed to escape our father’s wrath, and she used the only way she knew how to save herself, but the deception of what she did is what bothers me. More so now that I have met Eden and I struggle to keep my irritation under control while trying to focus on the information that Lexi is giving me. Some instinct in me is insisting that it’s vital but I have no idea why. Trying to maintain a focused thought is hard with my dick constantly begging to go in search of a woman I have no business even thinking about.

“How do you think she’d feel if she found out that you set her up?” I ask my sister, not out of malice, but because I genuinely am wondering it.  Lexi’s gasp pulls my attention to her ashen face. “I’m not going to tell her,” I assure her, though my tone isn’t as reassuring as maybe it should be. “I’m just curious how this all works between you.”

Lexi’s expression turns troubled. “I know you never approved of the work I did for Dad, but it does have its merits, Ash. And, no matter how it began, my relationship with Eden developed naturally. The bond I have with her is real. I care for her very deeply and she cares for me...there’s nothing forced or fake about it.” She looks down at her hands, clasped on her lap. “It would destroy her to find out the truth now.”

Taking a deep breath, I give a decisive nod. “Then we’ll have to make certain that she never finds out.” Hurting Eden is the last thing I want to do. Just the thought of it is sickening to me and enrages my beast. My protective instincts have already imprinted on her in just that brief exchange from earlier. That is the lure of a soulmate. That is what I will be fighting against as long as she remains in my territory. The knowledge is disheartening...and yet, thrilling. “We have to assure her that you’re safe here,” I realize. “Then she’ll leave willingly.”

“How do you suggest we do that?” Lexi watches me with a hopeful expression.

“Invite her to stay here. Introduce her to Ryder. Let her see that you’re happy.” Her mouth drops open as she gawks at me. It’s a very unattractive look for her.

“If you bring her into the pack’s land you’ll have to notify the council about her,” she warns me, as though I’m not fully aware of this fact—being the alpha and all.

“Mmhmm,” I agree, my brain busy going over the possible ways this can all go so very wrong even as I’m eagerly anticipating having her here...under my roof. “It would only be for a short time. A few days, tops. Any longer than that and the risks are just too great.”

“Do you think the council will agree?” The amount of hope I can hear in her voice is a little unsettling. More so because it immediately provokes an insane amount of jealousy from my wolf half. Like it’s already resenting the bond that Eden shares with my sister...because my wolf is coveting that bond for himself. I’m coveting it. 

“I think they’ll be curious to know the level of attachment she has to you. No wulvban has ever held an empathetic bond strong enough to survive the transformation after a bite. If Eden has a stronger bond than most are capable of, it could be an indication that things are evolving in a way that’s beneficial for us to know.”

Lexi leans forward, the excitement in her eyes hard to miss. This science crap is her forte. She lives for the biology of it all. It was one of the main reasons my father chose her for his little human experiments and sent her off to college with a handful of other pack youths in search of wulvban to study.

“It’s good that the council still outlaws bite experimentations, but do you think there’s a chance they’d consider lifting the secrecy code in Eden’s case?” Her wolf eyes are alive as she stares into mine. “Considering she’s a wulvban with an alphablood matescent?”

Her words have a profound effect on my psyche. Suddenly I’m envisioning having my little faelan enlightened so she can live permanently in my territory, bound to my pack...bound to me. Just the idea has my teeth descending, my saliva glands swelling and leaking matebond saliva into my mouth. Hunger rips through my abdomen and I have to close my eyes tightly against the assault. Fuck! Could I live like that? Could I keep myself from biting her if she were to be allowed to know of what we are...what I am?  It would be torture. But then, I am no stranger to pain. My father saw to that from the moment I was able to stand. But to have her loyalty, to have her know me...and not possess her fully? Could I even survive that? Would my celibacy survive it?

It would be a pain worth experiencing, I decide instantly. And I know that I’m about to do everything in my power to make it real.
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Eden...

I am in way over my fucking head. The simple fact that I can’t seem to complete a sentence inside my mind without using the word fuck is my first clue. My second clue? I can’t get Asher Crosse and his gorgeous face out of my thoughts! My brain keeps throwing his image at me so much now that I see him without the scars and holy shit...he’s a visual orgasm. I mean, those scars detract nothing from his looks.  There’s this perverse curiosity that makes me wish I knew what his eyes looked like under those glasses. On top of that, there’s an ache inside me every time I think about him and it’s only growing. I don’t understand it. 

Ugh! I hate him!

It mildly bothers me that I’ve barely thought of Lexi since I got back to my motel. Maybe its because I really do sense that she’s okay. I hope that’s what it is. I mean, if she weren’t, there’d be no way I could disregard that. Lexi is like my soulmate in sister form. If she were hurting, I’d be hellbent to save her and protect her. I know this on an actual cellular level of my psyche. The fact that I’m not compelled to says a lot about her current state of mind. And that’s a good thing.

But it’s a bad thing that I can’t stop thinking about Ash. I mean...I’m kind of becoming obsessed and with my romantically inclined writer’s imagination, that’s really not a good thing. Sure, he was playing around with me back there at the lookout...but that’s all it was...just a game. I’m not so lust struck that I don’t realize that. A guy like him would have no need to mess around with someone like me. Chick’s dig his type. Fully of raw animal magnetism. Mean, powerful, gorgeous. The ultimate sexy badboy. He’d have women falling all over him.

And just like that, my super-infused imagination has him kneeling on a giant circular bed, draped in animal skins and furs with a half a dozen naked and sweat-covered women stroking his gorgeous body while he’s grinning evilly. Nuts, right? What’s even crazier is that I have this sadistic urge that is making me want to reach into my god-damned imagination and rip the sluts all to bloody shreds with my bare teeth to the point that I can almost taste the iron of their blood.

Oh, my God! What is actually wrong with me? I’m certifiable!

The man obviously knew what he was doing when he used his sex appeal to manipulate me. I bet he’s congratulating himself now, thinking he got me to back off, distracted me from seeing the real picture...that Lexi isn’t happy here. That’s she’s being forced to endure his rule the way she’d been forced to endure her father’s. That she’s desperate to run away again! 

Now I’m pissed off. And second guessing myself. 

Because I can’t help but feel a little betrayed somehow. And not by Lexi...by Ash. Because, in my deranged mind, I’m sure there was something real between us. I felt it. I don’t understand it, but I know what I felt.  And he felt it too. And now my brain won’t even let me consider the possibility that he didn’t. I have really good instincts. Lexi says they’re almost as good as hers and she can smell trouble from a mile away, so I know mine are good too. I trust my instincts.

So, what does that mean, if my instincts are telling me that Ash is just as attracted to me as I am to him? That really can’t be good, right? 

Maybe I’m reading this all wrong. I mean, I have zero experience with the opposite sex.

Oh my God, what is seriously wrong with me? I’m not even seeing him again! 

I am here for Lexi! That’s it. Not Ash. Not my own stupid, just-woke, cravings for a man I just met that I already know is bad news. 

Lexi. 

My best friend.

By the time the sun is starting to set behind the mountains I’m nearly crawling out of my skin. I have to get the hell out of the motel. Maybe go for a little walk, then I can head over to the truckstop diner across from the motel and grab supper. I send off a quick text to Lexi because I still haven’t heard from her. I let her know that I’m still here and I’m not going anywhere till we at least talk face to face again—without her brother. With an exasperated huff I grab my coat, pocketing my phone as I reach for my side satchel. It contains my wallet and my Chromebook which I don’t go anywhere without. You never know when a good story plot will strike so I have to be prepared. I slide the strap over my head and snatch my room key off the table beside the door, then I head out. I know better than to wait for Lexi’s reply. She’ll get to that when she feels like it. That’s not a new thing and I don’t take it personal.  She was always pretty lax on responding to text messages in a timely manner, whereas I have to respond immediately, or I might get lost in my writing and completely forget.

It's so quiet here as I step outside. I love the peacefulness of it. I think I can actually feel my brain pattern begin to slow to a pace that’s less like a hummingbird and more like a butterfly. I could get used to this. I’ve lived in the city my whole life, but I never really felt much like a city girl. Yet another example of how I don’t seem to fit into the human race. It’s like I was born out of step or something. My lifeforce didn’t sync with the world on the day I was born. Oddly, I don’t feel like that here. I feel...good. In tune.

Which is obviously just my imagination again because I’ve been here for—what—five-fucking-minutes?

My gaze drifts across the road toward the diner. There are two cars parked beside the building and I’m guessing that at least one of those belongs to staff. Maybe I’ll head over there now instead of going for a walk. It’s not busy so I can sit where I want and maybe do some writing while I wait for whatever I decide to order for supper. 

A few minutes later the pretty, middle-aged waitress with a nametag that says LOLA is smiling warmly at me. “Sit where you like honey. You want coffee to start?”

I nod and offer her a “Yes please,” and slide my ass onto a stool at the main counter. I pull my satchel over my head and slip my coat off then lay it on the stool to my right. Lola breezes toward me on the other side of the counter and places a white mug next to me. She turns, then she’s filling the cup with some delicious brown liquid that smells too good to be anything like the coffee-slash-tar I’m used to drinking. 

“You want any sugar or cream?” She asks, her eyes smiling even when her mouth is busy.

“No, thank you. This is perfect.” I wrap my fingers around the mug and lift it to my nose, closing my eyes and inhaling the wonderful aroma into my lungs. I hear Lola chuckle. When I open my eyes, she’s wide smiling at me. 

“You want a menu, honey?” She eyes my computer peeking from beneath my satchel. “Or do you wanna sit for a while before you eat?”

“I’d like that,” I tell her, sipping the wonderful brew and feeling more than a little grateful right now.

She reaches over and pats my elbow gently in a friendly fashion. “Ok sweetie, you just give me a holler when you want that menu. And don’t feel like you’re on a time limit, either. No such thing as loitering in these parts. You can sit here all evening if the mood strikes you.”

“Thank you,” I say, smiling back at her.

Lola disappears to do whatever it is that Lola does and I continue to slowly sip my coffee. It has magickal abilities, I’m sure. I can feel my entire body relaxing and I’m filled with this wonderful feeling of peace and tranquility. After a few minutes I place my cup on the counter and reach for my laptop.

I’ve been having trouble with one of my main characters recently. He’s a Dark Fae with a morally questionable code of ethics who is supposed to steal the heart of the human female M.C. I’ve been having trouble finding the right balance of good-guy/bad-guy to make him worthy of her love.  Suddenly, as I open the screen, it’s so very clear to me. He’s a man who is scared by life and he’s capable of doing horrific, unspeakable things in the name of love. A man who will destroy everything just to save the one person he considers a soulmate.  A man who would sacrifice himself without question, but only if it meant that she would survive...otherwise, he would gladly lay down his life and die with her.

I begin to type as his character comes to life inside my mind. My fingers are flying over the keyboard, my focus on the screen even though I’m typing faster than my ability to read. The words are spilling out of me with a life of their own and I’m oblivious to everything around me. I don’t even acknowledge Lola when she comes to refill my cup but somehow, I know that she doesn’t take offense. 

I’m just finishing the last of my three-chapter marathon when the hairs at the back of my neck suddenly stand at attention. Behind me the door opens, bringing a blast of chilly evening air and a second later a wave of warmth banishes the chill as a pair of muscular arms, clad in familiar denim, encase me on either side and large hands press flat against the counter. My fingers freeze on the keyboard. 

“It seems you’re in need of that escort after all, little faelan.” Ash’s voice is a sultry, threatening murmur against my ear, making me gasp. 

A sensual shiver races errantly across my shoulders and down my arms. My breath escapes through my lips. In an attempt to compose myself I press them together, forcing myself to breathe through my nose—Dear God! What the hell kind of cologne is he wearing to smell that damn good? I’m practically salivating here! 

Back to mouth breathing, I lift my gaze up until I’m looking at our combined reflections in the mirrored wall behind the shelves opposite the counter. Ash is still wearing those damn sunglasses and the urge to smack them off his evil, smirking face has my fingers twitching. I curl them into fists and use my knuckles to lower the screen of my laptop. The last thing I want is for him to see what I’ve written. He might get it into his thick head that I’ve created my character in his image. As if! Just because the Dark Fae looks like a Viking god with terrible scars obscuring his gorgeousness doesn’t mean I was thinking about Ash when I created him! I’ve been working on this storyline for months! Long before I knew anything about Ash or his stupid sex appeal. This character is completely fictitious. Any and all resemblance to any person is strictly coincidence—I swear on my author’s soul!

I can feel my heart tripping inside my chest like a trapped rabbit. I really need to get a grip on this now.  “If you’ve come here to tell me to leave, you’re wasting your breath,” I mutter quietly, only because I don’t want to attract Lola’s attention.

Ash’s deep chuckle stiffens my spine. The warmth of his body leaves mine and while I’m inexplicably recovering from the loss, he slides onto the stool next to me. “Relax, Eden. I’m not here to force you to do anything.”

Wait. “You’re not?” Why am I now conflicted? Is it because he is somehow implying force in a way that might mean something other than me leaving?

“No. I’m not.” I watch as he gives Lola a warm, genuine smile that looks almost sweet, accepting the coffee she’s already poured up for him, and I listen to them chat about the weather. She calls him by his first name and talks to him with a tone of warm familiarity, so I realize that this isn’t the first time he’s been in here. 

Of course it isn’t, duh! Everyone probably knows everyone in a town this small. Lola has probably known Ash since he was a baby.

Now there’s a concept for my brain to chew on. Ash as a kid. Huh. I shake my head and look at my closed computer. Lifting my hands I place them on top and link my fingers together, twisting them. It helps to calm the nervousness I’m feeling. I chance a glance at Ash again and find him adding sugar and cream to his cup. How very human of him. Of course, shithead, he’s not actually a Dark Fae, nor is he a Viking god, ugh!

“What?” He asks, noticing me staring.

“You like it sweet and creamy,” I say, then feel heat color my cheeks at his wicked grin.

“Is there another way?” The innuendo in his heavy voice goes straight to my vagina and makes my clit pulse. Is he being intentionally sexy right now or is this just him?

“What do you want, Shades?” What I meant to ask was why is he here bothering me, but I guess my brain is misfiring. 

At my use of his new nickname, his mouth does this thing that makes him look way too appealing. He puts his attention on picking up his coffee cup and taking a slow sip. For some idiotic reason, my eyes watch, entranced. When he puts the cup back down, he finally answers me. “That’s a loaded question.”

“Is it?” I swear to God I’m not acting stupid. This is actually me.

Ash tips his head, and I feel his eyes on me from behind the glasses. “It could mean so many things,” he informs me, his silky voice still low enough that our conversation is kept private. “What do I want to eat? What do I want out of life? What do I want...from you?”

I swallow and drop my gaze. He’s baiting me. He wants me to ask what it is that he wants from me so he can tell me and probably embarrass the hell out of me. I’m not playing into it though. “It’s rude not to let people see your eyes during a conversation.” If I was sitting next to me right now, I’d be giving myself a smack upside the head. Holy shit! Who is this mean girl? Rude much. Sheesh.

Ash laughs, seemingly unoffended. “You aren’t the only one who doesn’t like that I have to wear these things.”

Ah so it’s not a fashion statement. Maybe he has a light sensitivity. Well, now I really feel like a little shit. I wonder if that’s what faelan means in his language...little shit.  It’d be accurate.

“I’m sorry. I’m not usually this rude.”

“Really?” He’s grinning again, damn him. Why the fuck does he find me so funny? “What’s the special occasion?”

“You are!” Shit. I cover my face with my hands. “I’m sorry! Again.” I drop my hands and release a long, harsh breath, closing my eyes for a long, calming blink. “Can we just start over? Please? I can’t take all this.... tension. It’s not me.” I shake my head and look down at my hands, feeling like an idiot all over again. 

I can do this. Be nice. For Lexi’s sake.

He’s looking at me with a very serious expression now and I think it bothers me even more than his laughing at me. “I don’t think starting over is in the cards for us, little faelan.” Yep. Definitely little shit.

“Then a truce?” I’m grasping at straws now. Desperate. “You have to realize I’m not going anywhere. And short of physically forcing me—which is completely illegal and against my basic human rights, I might add,” I point a finger at him in warning, “you can’t make me.”

There’s that play with his mouth again. It makes his lips move in a way that draws my attention. In a very bad way.

I lick my lips and pull my eyes away. 

“I own the motel,” he informs me. He leans in then, bringing his himness right into my personal space as his breath moves against my ear. “I can evict you.”

He says it like it’s a dirty word. Like, sexy dirty. But even with all the heat that’s zeroed in on my vagina, my blood runs cold. Is he serious? My eyes bug at him. He’s fucking serious! “That’s low.” I glare at him.

“So low,” he murmurs, his face still too close to mine. I can smell the coffee on his breath, and it makes me lick my lips again. 

His mouth spreads in a feral grin, showcasing the tips of his canine teeth—which are really sexy, I might add. Are teeth supposed to be sexy? He draws back. “That’s why I’m here, actually.” My shocked gaze lifts to the lenses. The smile stays in place, but his tone is edgy now. Not teasing.  “You won’t be staying at the motel tonight,” his grin expands at my look of outraged horror, proving how much he’s actually enjoying this, “but not because I’m kicking you out. I’m here to extend an invitation to you.” He turns and picks up his mug nonchalantly. 

It takes a second for my brain to catch up. “What kind of invitation?” I know I’m scowling, and my expression is filled with distrust. It’s not an attractive look for me, but I don’t even care. It doesn’t matter what this man thinks of me...at least, that’s what I’m trying to tell myself. Still, my heart is racing as though he’s just offered me some kind of indecent proposal when in fact, he’s just playing cat and mouse with me. In the end I turn my face away so that I’m not having to look directly at him. It doesn’t help to calm me.

I hear him swallow, then he lowers his mug back to the counter. “To stay with Lexi, at our home.”

His words shock me into looking at him again. “Really?” The corner of his mouth curls at my distrustful tone. “Why didn’t Lexi come to extend the invite herself?” Or text me back, for that matter.

He picks up his cup again. “She’s having dinner with her fiancé’s parents. It was preplanned before she knew of your arrival.” Seeing my shock override my disbelief he takes a sip and nods as he places the cup on the counter. “Ahh. I see she didn’t have a chance to tell you about Ryder. No worries, you’ll have plenty of time to catch up when she arrives back in the morning.”

As I’m contemplating whether or not I can believe a word that comes out of his sexier-than-hell mouth he reaches into his pocket for his wallet and extracts a ten-dollar bill, placing it on the table between our cups. “For both Lola. Thanks,” he says to the smiling, waving waitress. Then he’s looking at me. “Coming?”

“You’re expecting I’ll say yes? Do I look that easy or are you just used to being obeyed?” I have no idea why I’m being difficult. He’s been completely civil this whole time. There’s just something about him that pokes at me. It’s like he brings out my sadistic, full-on bitch mode without even trying.

He laughs and it sounds almost self-deprecating. “I already know that nothing is easy where you’re concerned, Eden.” He’s completely bypassed my dig and gone straight for the kill-shot.

Huh. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to be offended by that or not. Somehow, it doesn’t actually feel like it. I go with that. And I decide to go with him. He waits beside his stool while I slide my computer back into my satchel and shrug into my coat without his help. When I hop down, I wave at Lola and she waves back, calling out a goodbye. Then I follow Ash outside. 

He walks beside me as we cross the lot to the motel, shortening the stride of his long legs. I’m exponentially aware of how much power is wrapped up inside his huge body, yet he moves with a fluid kind of grace. Like a star football player who is used to reacting in a split-second’s notice. He’s muscular, but not stiff like the guys at the gym I go to.  I wonder what he does to keep in shape, then stop myself from thinking about him like that. I really have no right to entertain my brain’s natural desire to sexualize him, I remind myself. He’s practically a stranger. And he’s Lexi’s brother.  And there’s the fact that he’s dangerous.

Yeah. That. Funny, I seem to have completely forgotten about that last part.

My self-preservation instincts finally kick in, and I stop halfway across the motel parking lot. He stops too, giving me his full attention. “You said I won’t see Lexi till tomorrow morning. Why I should I go with you tonight? Wouldn’t it be better for you to leave me with directions, and I can just drive out then?”

He takes my question with all the patience of an adult dealing with a troubling child. “The drive will take a couple of hours,” he says, surprising me. I didn’t realize Lexi lived so far from here, but then, remembering the road map I’d studied, and Lexi’s comment about not actually living around here, it’s not really surprising. If her family was as big on privacy as she’s always let on, it only makes sense that they’d be as far removed from civilization as possible anyway. Easier to hide the bodies that way. “By the time we arrive, you’ll have time to settle in and get a good night’s sleep, so you’ll be well-rested when Lex arrives in the morning.” He quietly regards me with a look that I can’t read because of the glasses. “I assumed you’d want to spend as much time as you possibly can with your friend. Lexi has commitments that will take her away for the weekend, so your time is limited, I’m afraid.”

“Okay, I get that but—” just ask it—no, don’t, you’ll sound like a child or worse, a virgin! But I really need to know, it’s imperative to prepare myself mentally. Gahr! “Will we be there together? Alone?” I blurt. “You and me?” I clarify, as if it isn’t obvious.

Ash slides his hands into the pockets of his coat. “Well, I do live there,” he informs me, his tone hinting at just a tiny bit of irritation. When I don’t reply he sighs like I’m being a child about it and he’s so over it already. “The house is big,” he says, as though that solves my dilemma. “We call it the Manor for that reason. You’ll have your own room and bathroom so there will be no need for us to even see one another once we’re there.”

Okay. Right. I can stay in my room until Lexi arrives. “What if I get hungry?” I demand petulantly. “You’ve just taken me away before I ordered my supper.”

His mouth twists again. “You can make yourself something to eat when we get there. The kitchen is fully stocked.” While I process this information and argue with myself over whether or not I can trust him, a muscle jumps in Ash’s jaw; he’s definitely irritated now. “Look, Eden. I’m going to be straight up with you. If I had a choice, you’d be back in the city right now, forgetting about Lexi and all of this. If Fate wasn’t the bitch I know her to be, you’d never have come here to begin with.  That’s not the case, however and I understand that in the time you were living with my sister you formed a strong bond. You care about her wellbeing. While you might not believe it, I can assure you, I do too. This is an opportunity for you to see that she’s where she needs to be...where she wants to be. And I know that it would make Lexi happy to spend this time with you. The other factor in bringing you with me is that you really have no idea exactly what it is you’ve gotten yourself involved with by coming here like you did.” This last part has my hackles up because his words are laced with reprimand...maybe even threatening. “I know Lexi hasn’t told you any of our deep, dark family secrets, but I think you’re smart enough to have figured out that they are deep and dark, and because of it, the regular rules don’t apply. Neither does the moral code that you’ve probably lived your life abiding by.” He stops for a breath and that sexy muscle jerks in his jaw again. “Your naivety unknowingly puts you in a dangerous predicament,” he continues, his voice losing some of the anger he had begun to inflict in his tone. “That said, I can promise you that while you are a guest in my home you will be under my complete protection; that carries more than a bit of weight here.”

“And who will protect me from you?” I blurt, proving to myself that my mouth has no filter where this man is concerned.

His smile is wolfish. “I guess you’ll just have to trust me to behave...so long as you do as well.”

That last part was a little bit unsetting for reasons I really don’t want to delve into. I realize that Ash is waiting for my decision. “I’ll play nice if you do,” I agree, my tone cautious.

I watch him lick his bottom lip, drawing it in between those pearly whites and holding it for just a split second as though gathering his patience. Then, “I will be on my very best behavior. I promise,” he adds, almost as an afterthought. Why do I feel somehow disappointed by that?

I shake it off and sink my teeth into my decision. “Fine.” I lift my chin. “So...do I follow you, or...” the question dangles open ended.

He shakes his head. “You’ll leave your car here. Don’t worry, it’ll be safe.”

Yeah, I’m not too worried about someone stealing it. Greater risk of that outside my apartment complex than out here in the middle of nowheresville.

“Well?” He’s sensing my hesitation. I can see by the way his jaw is tensing.

For a fraction of a second, I feel a flutter of unease. “I’m trusting you, Shades. You get that, right?”

His lips smirk. “Are you suddenly concerned for your safety, little one? Are you wondering if I’m just playing nice, offering you this invitation in an attempt to whisk you away and you’ll never be seen or heard from again?”

Wow. He’s spot on. “Are you?” I stare at my own reflection in the shades and wonder whose bravery I’m channelling because it sure as hell isn’t mine. 

“No, Eden. I’m not. If I wanted to make you disappear—and don’t ever doubt that I couldn’t—I wouldn’t have approached you in front of Lola, nor would I have allowed her to see us leave together.” He takes a step toward me and it’s actually everything in me not to back the hell up. “If I wanted to take you—” Ha! Now that’s a fucking innuendo I sure as hell am not imagining! “You would be helpless to stop me.”

Holy. Fuck.

His smile is challenging me. I have to force myself to swallow. Well, this is it. Either I’m pulling on my big girl panties and walking off into the deep dark forest with the big bad wolf or I’m hightailing it the hell out of here to go back to my empty apartment and even emptier life. And I know I’m not ready to do that. Not until I know for sure that Lexi is okay. With my righteous decision made, I Urkel my panties and adjust my crown. “I’ll get my things.”

“That’s my girl.”

Those words, coming from his mouth, in that deep tone, should not do a damn thing to my womb but there you have it. “Stay...here.” I don’t mean for it to sound like an order but the last thing I need right now is Ash taking up space inside my very small motel room beside the very big bed.

“Wouldn’t dream of following,” he says, dryly. 

Oh, I hate those fucking glasses. Heat, hard and wet throbs between my legs as I hurry the rest of the way across the lot and pull my key out of my pocket as his promise to behave has me envisioning doing all sorts of things to tempt his conviction.

Ten minutes later I’m standing beside Ash’s monster-sized truck and eyeing the significant height distance, wondering how the hell I’m going to scale it. Having placed my duffel bag in the box, he wanders over to me, probably to check on what the hell is taking me so long. Without a word he kicks his foot out under the side rail and a step drops down. I gasp in delight, clapping my hands like an idiot.

“You have a princess step!” I’m almost giddy with relief. “I bet your girlfriend appreciates this,” I say, because I’m not beyond fishing as I plant my foot on it and reach up to grasp the doorhandle, which is lower than it would be on a regular-sized truck. The step is still a little high and I feel Ash’s hands cup my waist as he hoists me up. “Thanks,” I say, breathless, and not at all from the exertion of getting into the cab.

His hands on my body felt...Yeah—no! Not going there! 

Behave. Behave. Behave. This is my new mantra. Yeah...I’ve never been good with those. It’s almost like a sure-fire way for me to do exactly the opposite. Lucky for me he doesn’t linger. With his face set in stone, he closes my door without a word and prowls to the other side of the truck, getting in.

I busy myself with getting settled in the seat, while my mind gnaws on the fact that he totally ignored my girlfriend comment, and I arrange my coat so that it’s not bunched under me. Then I reach for my seatbelt. I give Ash a thumbs up when I realize he’s just sitting there, watching me with a rude, sarcastically amused smirk hitching his lips. God, I really would love to rip those glasses off his face, even knowing that they’re a necessary evil hiding his eyes from my hungry view. 

Would it be rude to ask why he has to wear them at night? 

Yeah. Probably. 

Ash...

This is a very fucking bad idea. I should have let her follow behind me in her car but that was out of the question because it’s not a four-by-four. But now the entire interior of my truck smells intoxicatingly of Eden. Barely a half hour into it and I’m still reeling from lifting her up into the truck. What the fuck was I thinking? My knuckles turn white as I grip the steering wheel. My wolf is begging to be let out as raw lust courses through my veins from the damn matescent. To make matters worse, my cock is hard and choked to fuck inside my jeans, and my jaws hurt from clenching painfully hard in my attempt to keep my fangs from descending. I really need to get a handle on this before I launch into an attack. I’ve always carried my beast a little closer to the surface than most lycan, but this is excessive, even for me.

It doesn’t help that I know I did this to myself. Lex and Ryder could have easily swung by the motel in the morning and picked Eden up on their way back home. This was my choice. Being alone with her? Tempting myself with her scent like this? That’s all on me. My addiction to punishment has reached a new low. 

It pisses me off because I’m not someone who falls victim to irrational urges. My father tempered that out of me long ago while training me to be his ultimate disciple. My ability to maintain control when everything goes to shit has always been my greatest strength. Now, however, that ability seems to have met its match in the tiny woman with the lusty scent seated beside me. 

It’s hard to imagine the ferocity of her courage when she placed herself before me in defense of my sister. She didn’t know it then, but she honored me by that one act and the more time I spend with her, the more I’m impressed. And it has very little to do with the strength in that erotic scent she has oozing out of her pores. 

I want her in spite of it. And the danger in that is terrifying.

What the hell is she doing to me? She makes me long for things I long ago gave up hope for. 

I can’t allow myself to dwell on what can never be though. Those thoughts have no place in this. Eden will never be one of the bitten. I could never risk her life like that, not for my own selfishness. And even if she were Lycanian and not wulvban, I still could not take her as my mate. I would never allow the darkness that writhes in my blood to have a taste of her.   My vow is to protect her, and that I will do with my very last breath if that is what is required. The council will vote on her enlightenment tomorrow night at sundown. I have already accepted responsibility for her if they vote yes. That in and of itself comes with enough challenges to keep my thoughts occupied on things other than my body’s growing addiction for her. There are still risks involved—both for her as well as us—and if she chooses to accept the bond then, as Alpha, it will be up to me to enlighten her.

Lexi seems to think that Eden will agree to the terms without hesitation simply because of the connection she already shares with her. While that might have been true when they were living as roommates for the last two years, the strength of Eden’s bond to her now might be compromised and so gives room for her denial. I’m curious to see how our soulmate bond will affect things. Not to mention being within the pack territory. I have a feeling that those two factors are going to mess with her. In the natural course of things, a soulmate bond would override all others—even pack—and, once claimed, sever them completely. But because I have no intention of claiming Eden, I have no desire to see her bond with my sister destroyed. It’s anyone’s guess how this will play out. Right now, there’s no point speculating. The course of events is in motion and only time will tell.  But that’s okay. I’m a patient man—somewhat.

“Lexi tells me that you’re an author,” I say, deciding that I’ve been alone in my own head for long enough. Her surprised look tells me she wasn’t expecting my interest in such things. Or maybe she’s surprised that I discussed her with Lexi.

“Aspiring writer,” she corrects.

I lift my eyebrows in challenge. “She said you’ve published dozens of books and have been asked to visit bookstores for signings. Is that not all true?”
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