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Chapter One

Melly Stark pulled her SUV off the
access road and drove around the parking lot, searching for a place
near the trailhead to leave her vehicle. Naturally, there wasn’t
anything really close, though, because when people came to exercise
they liked to get as close to the start point as
possible.

God knows they didn’t want to get any
extra exercise in before or after!

She, on other hand, wasn’t here for
nature walking or hiking or jogging. She had to do all three, but
that was part of the job—not something she did for entertainment
and she would’ve liked to cut as much off of her labor as
possible.

Unfortunately, she could see it wasn’t
possible.

Good thing she’d brought a wagon to
lug the equipment around!

Giving up on finding anything closer,
she pulled into a space near the back, put the vehicle into park
and pulled out her notebook, checked the time, and made a notation.
The date and time sent a jolt through her.

She was a scientist and she was
generally haphazard in her internal/external clock watching. If she
had to time an experiment/test, she sat down and set her alarm and
watched the timer. If she had an appointment, ditto.

Otherwise, she was very bad at
tracking time and dates, easily distracted from the mundane
day-to-day by her science.

This was significant, though, and she
grabbed her personal journal and opened it with the electronic
thermometer she kept tucked into it as a bookmark.

Turning the thermometer on, she stuck
it under her tongue and waited with pen in hand.

She’d been tracking her ovulation. She
hadn’t decided, yet, how she was going to proceed with the
information, but she considered it vital to her breeding project
either way—IVF or donor.

She’d been leaning toward IVF—had been
saving for it, actually, for quite some time, but she was
wavering.

She could save the nest-egg for the
baby if she just invited a donor to give her a deposit.

On the minus side, the only time any
guy was willing to donate was when they’d convinced themselves it
wasn’t going to make a baby—not when it was.

And they could get pretty violent
about that kind of unwelcome surprise—according to crime
statistics.

Added to that, she hadn’t had a
‘serious’ relationship since college and things were looking pretty
dim for that changing anytime within the last of her prime breeding
years.

She’d decided on a pair—because she
hated being an only child herself and didn’t want that for her
offspring, but she also didn’t want to have them on top of each
other. She wanted to spread the fun out a little bit.

The one night stand thing—well that
was pretty dangerous and also a huge gamble—in the sense that it
was pushing the odds that she would run into a ‘donor’ she
considered a decent candidate at the right time and place. On the
other hand, the relationship thing hadn’t proven less of a gamble.
From the samples she’d had—well, in general, the better she got to
know them the less likely they seemed to her as a candidate for
father of the year.

Movement caught her eye while she was
waiting on her temperature results and she instinctively followed
it and froze when she found herself staring at a pack of wolves,
feeling her heart take a jerky leap. Part of that was the thrill
she always got when she saw nature in the wild. Part of it was
because they were a beautiful trio—looked strong and healthy and
had beautiful dark coats.

And part of it was because she was at
her current location with equipment because there’d been two deadly
wolf attacks in this very park on the very trail she was here to
study.

She was certainly safe in the vehicle,
though, she reminded herself when the thermometer alarm
sounded.

They heard it.

It made her jump and it made them
jump.

Skittish, she mentally noted—excellent
hearing—no noticeable defects, strong and healthy.

She tried to shake off her focus on
them.

She might be making assumptions she
shouldn’t as a scientist, but she’d been told that it looked like a
large pack of wolves that had attacked the joggers—not that these
couldn’t be part of a larger pack, but they generally roamed
together. Beyond that, she’d thought it must be hunger driving the
attacks and these wolves looked like they must be good
hunters.

Dismissing the thoughts after a
moment, she took the thermometer from her mouth and felt a fresh
leap of her heart. Elevated temp! When she’d scribbled the
temperature down, she took the ovulation test kit out and read the
directions on it.

Annoyed when she saw she’d have to
wait to do it, she stuck it in her purse and then looked around for
the wolf pack.

She nearly had heart failure when she
discovered they’d surrounded her. One bounded onto the hood,
staring her right in the eyes. One scrambled up onto the roof to
stare down at her through the windshield and the other had stood up
by her car door to look in at her.

Well, actually, he seemed to be
looking at the box she’d just shoved into her purse.

“No food! Shoo! Go
away!”

He met her gaze.

The fine hair on her neck stood
up.

Amazingly enough, he didn’t
growl.

Wolves/dogs were prone to see direct
eye contact as a challenge—and attack accordingly.

She couldn’t help but notice that all
three were staring into her eyes … and sniffing the
vehicle.

Actually, the one at the door was
sniffing the crack of the door and the one on the hood was sniffing
along the base of the windshield.

They were sniffing her, she thought
with sudden insight, thoroughly unnerved.

Someone came off the trail and got
into a car.

Three heads came up and zoomed in on
the sound.

When the engine was started, the three
wolves leapt away from her vehicle and melted into the woods,
disappearing in a matter of seconds.

Melly honked her horn for good measure
and then waited.

When she’d managed to convince herself
they must be long gone, she dug her bottle of bear mace out of her
pocketbook, unlocked the doors all around and left her purse on her
seat when she got out cautiously and looked around. She listened
intently before she left the ‘shield’ of her door and closed it
behind her, then moved around to the back of the vehicle and took
her wagon out. Glancing around every time she took something out
and put it into the wagon, she maintained watchfulness even as she
finally locked up her SUV and headed across the parking lot towards
the trailhead.

* * * *

Melly had the uneasy feeling she might
be in trouble.

She wasn’t familiar with the area and
she’d been distracted when she’d left the park in search of her
dinner or she might have noticed the place she pulled in to looked
a little ‘rough’, not just run down.

The ‘run down’ part didn’t especially
bother her or, she knew, mean that the place was a magnet for folks
of low minds and dangerous habits.

It meant the owners needed patronage
and, since she’d grown up in poverty herself or next door to it,
she was inclined to do her little part to support people that were
struggling.

The ‘bikes’ should have been a
warning, but, there again, she hated to jump to conclusions based
on prejudice. There were plenty of decent folks that liked
motorcycles. Everyone that drove one wasn’t a member of a
gang.

In this case, though, it seemed like
at least some of them were.

Trying to ignore the ‘undressing’
stares coming her way, she looked around and finally spotted an
empty table near the back.

Strategically speaking, it didn’t
offer a quick escape, but it would allow her to see trouble
coming.

And she still had her bear mace in her
pocketbook.

She settled with her back to the wall,
facing the leering group of bikers, and struggled to appear
unconcerned as she picked up her menu and held it high enough to
cover most of her face while she looked over the offerings. She
didn’t read it, though, or even study the faded pictures of plates
of food. She was trying to decide if she could be casual and make a
quick escape to her vehicle or if the biker gang would follow her
out if she tried it.

A waitress arrived with a glass of
water while she was trying to decide.

She glanced up, gave the woman a tight
smile and told her she wasn’t ready to order yet.

The woman looked annoyed, but she
left.

She’d probably leave her stewing,
Melly thought, but since she’d completely lost her appetite, the
woman wouldn’t be spiting her. She just wanted to figure out a way
to safely extricate herself at that point.

That thought had barely crossed her
mind when she heard the arrival of a new group of
bikers.

Her heart sank.

She could imagine the entire place
filling up with biker gang members before she could get
out.

She lowered the menu just enough for a
peek at the newcomers when she heard the door bell jangle as the
door was pulled open. That time her heart performed
calisthenics.

The first one through the door looked
like he had to lead with one shoulder to get the other through—and
duck his head to keep from slamming his forehead into the door
frame.

His skin was brown—tan or nature?—she
had no idea at that moment, but he was tattooed enough to be a bad,
bad boy and as muscular and ‘cut’ as a bodybuilder.

Something she had no problem seeing
since he was wearing a shirt with the sleeves torn out than fit him
like a second skin.

What she noticed most, though, was the
fact that his face was a sculptor’s dream, all hard angles and
plains.

And he looked like the Indian head
coin.

She would’ve known him for a Native
American instantly, even if not for the long, pitch black hair
flowing loosely around his shoulders.

His gaze traveled the length of the
diner and met hers, locked.

He strode towards her and her heart
seemed to beat out the rhythm of each step in her
direction.

Her brain had basically shut down,
though, and he walked right up to her before it occurred to her
that this might be major trouble on two very long, very muscular
legs.

His hard, finely sculpted lips curled
up on one side. “You been waitin’ long, darlin’?”

Melly felt her lower jaw sag as he
slipped in beside her and scooted her toward the wall, dropping a
ten ton arm across her shoulders and leaning close to read the menu
she was holding.

Although how he could was beyond her
when she was shaking like a leaf in a strong wind and the menu was
rattling.

Apparently, he discovered he couldn’t.
He reached to steady the menu with his free hand as two more
‘Injuns’ slid into the seat facing them—effectively blocking her
view of the rest of the diner.

She didn’t know how she could’ve
missed them.

They were just as magnificent as the
beautiful male animal parked beside her.

She glanced from the men to the one
who’d invaded her space and inundated her with his essence in the
process so that she felt like she was swimming in
testosterone—drunk and totally disoriented.

She turned her head to look at him and
discovered he was even closer than she’d realized.

They were nearly nose to
nose.

“I … uh ….”

She couldn’t decide what he’d meant by
the comment.

Or his actions, for that
matter.

Was this his way of making a
rescue?

Had he assessed the danger instantly
and decided to champion her?

Or was this a kidnapping in broad
daylight—evening, twilight—full crowd exposure?

“What’r you havin’,
darlin’?”

When the other patrons finally turned
around and resumed their own conversations, she met the stranger’s
gaze. “Why are you calling me darling?” she hissed.

He put his lips next to her ear to
speak, making goose bumps leap up and chase up and down her neck
and arm. To her discomfort, she felt her nipples stand up and tent
her shirt. She hoped to god they didn’t notice, but since the gazes
of both of the men across from her instantly zeroed in on that
spot, she thought it probably wasn’t a case of ‘wish
granted’.

“’Cause I don’t know your
name, darlin’,” he murmured low, with a faint chuckle.

She pulled away and blinked at him.
“I’m confused.”

“’S’cuse my French, baby,
but you looked as out of place as a preacher’s dick at a virgin’s
wedding,” said the guy directly across from her. “We figured you
could use some help.”

“If we’re bothrin’ you,
though …,” the man beside him offered, shifting as if he meant to
get up.

They didn’t actually give her a lot of
time to assess her situation.

Well, she’d assessed it before they
came in and decided she might be in trouble.

But was she in more trouble
now?

Or were they actually being chivalrous
in a day and time when men rarely were?

“No! It’s ok. I don’t see
any other place you guys could sit. We can share the
booth.”

“More like a sardine can,”
the first man--‘darlin’--muttered. “But anything for my
darlin’.”

She couldn’t help but smile—a little
weakly. “Melanie.”

“I’m Hayden,” her darlin’
said. “That’s Tyler in front of you and the pretty one is
Beau.”

Beau blushed.

She felt her own face heat with
discomfort and something else she absolutely knew she shouldn’t be
feeling.

Because they looked as dangerous as
the men who’d unnerved her before.

Maybe more dangerous.

But in a weird sort of way, more clean
cut. She wasn’t sure of how she got that impression when they all
three had hair easily as long as hers, tattoos up the waszu and
were wearing torn shirts and jeans.

“Where you from, Baby?”
Hayden asked with interest.

A flicker of irritation went through
her. Male arrogance! It wasn’t cute! She didn’t know why she was
such a moron she thought it was! “How do you know I’m not from
here?” she asked curiously.

He looked around the bar.
“Well, darlin’, you are
sittin’ in a biker bar slash diner.”

“And … like I said
….”

Melly held up her hand in a ‘halt’
motion. “That’s ok. That isn’t French, by the way.”

Tyler laughed. “Don’t tell me that,
baby! I been tellin’ everybody I could speak French.”

She snorted. She couldn’t help it and
it embarrassed her.

“Anyway,” Beau added,
“Your SUV out there has a Louisiana tag.”

Hayden and Tyler instantly lost their
amusement and glared at him.

Melly blinked at him, trying to assess
that. “How did you know I was driving an SUV when you just got
here?”

“It’s as out of place in
that parking lot as you are, darlin’,” Hayden said lazily,
squeezing her shoulder and reminding her he still had his arm
around her and had her tucked against his chest.

No wonder she couldn’t think
straight!

Melly glanced at him and then out at
the rapidly darkening parking lot and relaxed fractionally when she
saw he was right. It was the only thing out there that wasn’t a
motorcycle or a beat up pickup truck. “Oh.”

She still wasn’t entirely easy in her
mind when she’d caught the dagger looks Hayden and Tyler had penned
Beau with, but it at least seemed like a reasonable answer and she
tried to tell herself that she was just being paranoid.

These guys were drop dead gorgeous.
They wouldn’t have to resort to kidnapping if they wanted to make
off with a woman. All they’d have to do was treat her to a few of
those slow grins and pretty much any woman would be putty in their
hands.

She was putty.

She was definitely putty and no amount
of effort on her part could drag her intellect out of the toilet.
Her heart would slow down, briefly, and pant to catch its breath
and then start revving again.

And she didn’t like to think about the
action her kegels were getting.

Well, she was trying
hard not to think
about it gulping down there like it was thirsty.

Hayden finally removed his arm when
the waitress came back.

Her smile this time wasn’t even sort
of sour. “What’er you gentlemen havin’?”

Hayden nudged her. “You first,
darlin’. Their roast beef is pretty good.”

“Everything on the menu is
good,” Tyler threw in.

Melanie hadn’t even looked at the
menu—actually looked, as in absorbed a damn thing. She batted her
eyelashes at Hayden playfully. “Why don’t you pick something for me
… darlin’?”

The look of hunger he gave her nearly
melted her on the spot like a high powered laser beam.

She was pretty sure her hooha melded
with her tightly clenched thighs.

“Me and my little darlin’
here are having the beef,” he murmured in a husky voice that sent
shivers of delight through Melanie, without breaking eye contact
with her, or glancing at the waitress. “And two sweet
teas.”

Maybe the eyelash batting hadn’t been
a good idea, she thought vaguely?

But it had been so exaggerated she’d
been sure he would immediately realize she was joking.

They all seemed so observant! So
amazingly intelligent.
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