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      For every filthy little book slut who’s ever wanted to be ruined by something not quite human.

      For the ones who dream of fangs on their throat, hands on their hips, and a growl that promises you’re mine before they fuck you into oblivion.

      This one’s for you, my bloodthirsty darlings—bound, bitten, and begging for more.
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      MERRICK

      

      I swiped the back of my hand across my forehead, grimacing at the sweat I’d worked up. Cutting down trees was hard work, even for someone like me, and especially when it had to be done by ax and manpower alone.

      As I lifted the ax to begin hacking at the tree trunk again, my heartbeat synced with surrounding nature. The scent of iron and pine was thick in the air as a primal need to be in nature surged… the urge to release my beast so he could let go of human expectations and responsibilities. A wolf howl echoed from somewhere far away… a wolf I didn't recognize.

      I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Turning, I saw my father making his way toward me, a grim look on his face.

      Dad always looked grim these days. Ever since Mom died, he seemed to live in the shadows.

      He reached my side and looked around, nodding. "Good work, son. You’ve done a lot this morning already."

      I grunted, resting the ax back on the forest floor. "I think winter will come early this year," I told him. My wolf stirred deep inside of me, sensing there was a storm coming, but not one made of weather. Not only did I feel that in my gut, but the surrounding wilderness confirmed it with recent changes. "I feel more of a chill in the air already. I’d rather be prepared early than be caught needing wood for fires."

      Dad nodded again. "I agree with you on both counts. Listen, Merrick, I need to talk to you."

      "Is something wrong, Dad?"

      He scratched his neck and let his gaze wander. "Not at all, but there is news I need to share with you. Elena and her parents will be here tomorrow. They’re actually on a plane now, and then they’ll be driving here from the Anchorage airport."

      I stared at him. "Tomorrow," I repeated as adrenaline spiked, a metallic taste on my tongue. "As in tomorrow. And you’re just now telling me?"

      My wolf pushed at my consciousness, restless and hungry, like it knew something I didn't.

      Dad had the grace to look a little ashamed. "I’m sorry, Merrick. It slipped my mind, but her father actually made these plans a couple of months ago. You know we’d planned on the marriage after Elena turned twenty-nine, and that was more like six months ago."

      I blew out a breath and fought the urge to roll my eyes.

      "Don’t roll your eyes at me, son," Dad continued, and we shared a grin. He knew me well. "I know this is last minute for you. Well, her arrival is anyway. But we’ll make it all work somehow. I’ve got to go and let Helen know so she can make sure the house is in order and everything is clean. If your mother were still here, the house would already be spotless."

      "Helen will help us get us where it needs to be, Dad," I soothed. But I understood. Dad always seemed a little lost since Mom died–and so did I. We were both still working through our grief, and I knew a part of us would always grieve for her. Especially Dad.

      "I suppose," Dad replied. His earlier grin disappeared. "I’ll go take care of all of that now. I’ll see you later tonight."

      I gave him a wave of acknowledgement and hefted my ax once again. I had a system for this kind of work. Chop, chop, chop until I felled the tree. Move on to another tree until I had three to work with. Then it was chop, chop, chop some more until those three trees were in smaller logs and ready to transport. And then it was loading the logs onto the trailer and going back for more chopping.

      I could usually get twelve to fifteen trees, depending on size, onto the massive trailer I’d hitched to the back of the truck. And on a good day where I wasn’t interrupted a lot, I could get two trailer loads a day. Today was a good day.

      I fell into my rhythm again and, as I relied on muscle memory for the work, I let my mind drift.

      Elena Alfson. I’d known I was going to marry her from the time I was five years old. Or, rather, that I was going to marry someone. I hadn’t known, specifically, it would be Elena until I was ten and she was a few months old.

      At five, Dad had told me he would arrange my marriage to a female from a strong pack. That’s how it was done in Alpha families; arranged marriages were the norm. Sometimes it was with someone you’d know your entire life and sometimes it was with someone from a totally different pack and you were cementing alliances.

      That’s what this was. An alliance. Wolf shifter packs weren’t many and so we tried to cement bonds when and where we could. Especially when threatened, and there was a threat hanging over all wolf shifters. For centuries, our enemies had been stalking us. Packs got smaller, more wolves went rogue, and the threat loomed large. Humans were our biggest threat, followed by those supernatural beings–witches being number one–that wanted us gone. Other shifters came in last because they were basically in the same position we were in: defending themselves.

      My pack–the Carran pack–had moved to the wilds of Alaska in the mid-eighteen hundreds. The Alpha at the time, another Merrick, was my great-great-great grandfather. Now my father was Alpha, and I knew just how seriously he took his responsibility to the pack. It was a responsibility he’d passed on to me, knowing that one day–hopefully far into the future–I’d be Alpha.

      Which is why he’d sought out the Alfson pack, he told me. It was a small pack, too, like ours, and based in Norway. It was one of the oldest Scandinavian packs, and her father could trace his Alpha lineage back to when Vikings ruled the seas.

      The Carran blood always demanded a price… and this time, it would be Elena and I.

      I grunted as I loaded the last of the logs into the trailer. As I made a last pass around the area, making sure I was leaving nothing behind and that I’d cleaned up well enough, I rolled my shoulders. Now that work was done for the day, my mind went from what I knew of Elena and her heritage and to what was coming.

      The meeting. The wedding. The mating.

      After climbing into my black F150, I turned up the music and tried to mellow out to The Rolling Stones as I drove toward what I termed pack central. It was where all the things used communally were kept: wood, seeds, extra blankets and rations, that sort of thing. Of course, most of us kept and replenished our own homes, but this was for the few that didn’t or for when a pack member fell on hard times. Helen’s husband, Gregg, was the storekeeper and kept careful records so that we never dipped too low on something.

      Gregg helped me unload the trailer, and we soon had the new stack of logs in place. I accepted his offer of a glass of water while he logged in the load, then we shook hands and I drove home as "Angry" blared from my truck speakers.

      I wasn’t. I just liked the song, but I turned it down when I saw Dad sitting on the porch, his legs propped up on the railing. I climbed out of the truck and joined him, lacing my fingers behind my head and tipping my chair back slightly. A long sigh escaped my lips.

      Dad gave me a sideways look. "You sound a little tired."

      "I did a lot of work today. I’d planned to chop trees tomorrow, too, but your little announcement earlier means I’ll have a change of plans."

      He winced a little at the bite in my voice. "Now, Merrick, you’ve known you were to marry Elena for years."

      I blew out another breath and struggled to rein in my emotions. Not yet. Even though I knew it was coming, I wasn't ready. "I know, Dad. I know. I knew this was coming up sooner rather than later. I know I’ve had years to accept it. But that doesn’t mean I want to."

      "You don’t want to marry her or accept the fact that you’ll marry her?"

      Now I slanted my eyes toward Dad. "Doesn’t it boil down to the same thing? You made the arrangement and I’ll follow through with it. It’s just… weird, I guess, knowing I’ll marry someone I’ve never even met."

      "Your mother and I had an arranged marriage," Dad replied softly. "And we ended up loving each other."

      "You did," I acknowledged with a small smile. "But you also knew one another. You weren’t total strangers."

      "True. Well." Dad slapped his thigh and stood. "Come on in, son. Helen made a roasted chicken and vegetables with mashed potatoes and some biscuits. Let’s go eat like kings and I’ll tell you what I do know about your bride to be and her pack."

      I followed Dad inside, and we washed our hands before going to the stove where Helen had left everything waiting. After filling our plates, we moved to the table. I poured us tall glasses of tea over crackling ice and picked up my fork. I gestured with it before stabbing a bite of chicken.

      "All right, Dad. Tell me what you know."
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      MERRICK

      

      Dad chewed and swallowed before replying. "You already know she turned twenty-nine a few months ago and that her father is the Alpha of the Alfson pack out of Scandinavia. Norway, to be exact." I nodded, and he continued. "I’ve met her father and stepmother a handful of times over the years. That was an arranged marriage, too, and the stepmother is from a pack out of the United States. Georgia, I believe."

      I frowned. "Stepmother? Did her real mother die?"

      Dad shook his head and frowned as he forked up some potatoes. "No. I don’t know the entire story, but there was some small scandal about that. If I’m remembering correctly, Elena’s birth mother isn’t a wolf. She’s strictly human, and she decided when Elena was just a few years old that she’d be better off raised in the pack. So she gave her to Oskar, signed away all her rights, and basically disappeared. A few years later, Oskar married the wolf from Georgia and people don’t really talk about it anymore."

      I was staring, my hand holding a biscuit halfway to my mouth. "She’s only half wolf?" I demanded. "Does she even have a wolf? Can she even shift?"

      Dad chuckled. "Merrick, you know the shifter genes are strong. Of course she has a wolf, of course she can shift. And as far as I know, nobody calls her a half wolf. Not to her face, anyway."

      "Of course they wouldn’t," I muttered. "Not with an Alpha for a father." Then I waved that away. "That’s not really important. Not to me, anyway. Not when the arrangement has already been made."

      Dad stood to refill our tea glasses. "The Alfson pack is small, but it’s powerful. Their lineage can be traced back for generations, as you know, and you’re aware of how important that is in our world. And not only will uniting the Alfson Pack and the Carran Pack result in some excellent benefits for both packs–business as well as political–but those bonds will be cemented in case of war."

      "War." I took a long drink, keeping my gaze trained on my father. "Do you think a war is coming? What have you heard?"

      Dad sat and rubbed the back of his neck. "I haven’t heard anything, not really. But I feel… haven’t you felt something too?" he demanded. "Something… off?"

      I hesitated, then nodded. "I have. I felt it before Mom died, at least a bit, and more after. But I thought, maybe, it was a result of grief or something."

      "Maybe," Dad admitted. "Maybe that is all it is, and I’m being weird and paranoid for no reason. But I feel it here." Dad balled up a fist and held it against his stomach. "And here." The fist moved to his heart. "Like something is coming, like it’s hovering just out of sight."

      I blew out a huge breath. "Yeah. I have the same feeling. I wish I knew what it meant so we could at least prepare."

      Dad drained his glass. "Well. Well, all we can do is wait and see and shore up our defenses when and where we can. And I’m sorry, Merrick. I didn’t mean to bring a pall down around us, not on the night before Elena arrives."

      I shook my head, standing to clear the table. "No, I’m glad we talked about it. I’d like to talk about it some more, when we either know more or feel more. Okay? But I think that I’ll clean up the kitchen, then see if Alex and Jake want to meet me at the bar for a while."

      "Good idea. I’ll be reading in the study if you need me."

      I nodded, and Dad left the kitchen. Grabbing my phone, I shot off a group text to my two best friends, asking if they were in the mood for cold beer and a game of darts.

      Within seconds, both responded with a yes. Grinning, I told them I’d meet them there at seven thirty, then got busy with domestic chores. After putting the leftovers into containers for lunch tomorrow–thankfully, there was enough for me and Dad to both have some–I placed them in the fridge and loaded the dirty dishes into the dishwasher. Once I turned that on, I used a dishtowel and the disinfectant spray to clean the table and the counters. Once the kitchen was as clean as I could get it–Mom had taught me well, and I knew Helen would give me the look if she came in to a less than sparkling kitchen–I turned off the overhead light, leaving the small light above the sink on, and headed for the stairs. A shower was in order before I left to meet my friends.

      I made my way to my large bedroom with its spacious ensuite bathroom and stripped, throwing my clothes into the hamper. After turning on the shower as hot as it would go, I stepped under the spray and braced my hands against the wall, letting the water stream down my body.

      It felt good, and I felt my muscles–fatigued from the chopping and tight after talking with my dad–relax. I washed my hair, soaped up my body, and let the suds swirl down the drain. Turning off the water, I grabbed a towel, briskly drying my body and scrubbing it over my head before slinging it around my waist.

      I studied my face in the mirror, deciding against shaving. The scruff wouldn’t hurt, and I could always shave in the morning. I put on deodorant, a splash of cologne, and tugged on clean boxers. Then I pulled on a pair of dark jeans, a white t-shirt, and tossed on a red and black flannel shirt over that. Considering that good enough for a bar meetup with pals, I pulled on a pair of socks, shoved my feet into my Vans, and headed downstairs.

      It was less than a ten-minute drive to the bar, and I was the first one there. I snagged us a table near a dart board, ordered three bottles of Alaskan Amber, and texted Alex and Jake again. Hey, losers, I’m here waiting.

      Jake texted back. Almost there. Had to wait on Alex to finish primping.

      I let out a chuckle and took a sip of the cold beer. It slid down my throat with a satisfying chill, the taste lingering on my tongue. It was an ale made in a brewing company in Juneau, and it was absolutely delicious. All the alcohol from that company was good, and I was damn glad even our little bar in this remote town supported an Alaskan company.

      The smell of the trash can nachos the waitress carried past my table stirred my appetite, so I flagged her down on the way back and put in an order for some, along with three plates. About that time, Alex and Jake came through the door and headed straight for the empty chairs and bottles of beer waiting for them.

      "Ordered nachos," I told them, and Alex grunted in approval as he swigged his beer.

      "So what’s up?" Jake asked. "You have that look on your face."

      "What look?" I wondered.

      Alex nudged Jake. "That something happened, but I’m stoic, so I’ll keep it to myself look."

      "There is no look," I objected.

      Jake snorted. "Yes, there is, and you’ve got it tonight. So spill."

      "Fine. Elena will be here tomorrow."

      Alex paused, his beer bottle halfway to his mouth. "Elena, as in your wife?"

      "She’s not my wife yet," I muttered.

      "But she will be," Jake pointed out. "And man. Wow. This is a sudden development."

      I shook my head. "Not really. Apparently, Dad knew they were coming a couple of months ago, but forgot to mention it."

      "Too bad the Carran blood line is cursed." A drunk local snarled as he stumbled past.

      When I moved to confront him, Jake put a hand out and pushed me back into my seat. "Ignore him."

      "Fuck that guy, but he's not worth it." Alex held up three fingers, signaling we were ready for another round. "So this is basically one of your last nights of freedom. And we’re here? Not going into Anchorage for some titty bar fun? I’m disappointed, man."

      I snorted out a laugh, feeling my spirits rise. "There may still be time for that, you deviant. But tomorrow, Dad and I will wait here to meet Elena, her father, and her stepmother."

      Jake crunched into some nachos. "Fun times for you, bro."

      "What’s she look like?" Alex demanded.

      I shrugged. "Don’t really know. I know she’s twenty-nine, from Norway, and is Oskar Alfson’s daughter." The scent of wild roses met my nose, but that was ridiculous since there were no roses in Carran. Strange.

      Jake let out a low whistle. "He’s the Alpha of that pack. You’re getting a prime wolf, my friend."

      I thought about her human mother and didn’t reply as I stood to throw the first dart.

      Jake followed my throw and, before he stood to take his turn, Alex let out a crow of delight. "I fucking found her social media. Jesus fuck, Merrick, she’s goddamn beautiful."

      "Let me see," Jake demanded, grabbing for Alex’s phone. His eyes widened. "She really is."

      My fist tightened around my bottle, the glass creaking before it shattered. "Guess, I squeezed too hard."

      Alex kept running his mouth. "You have to see her, Merrick."

      "No." I waved that away. "Whether I see her tonight on the phone or tomorrow in person, it doesn’t matter. I’ll have to marry her if she’s gorgeous or if she looks like a swamp hag."

      "She ain’t no swamp hag, bro." Alex clapped me on the shoulder, then stood to throw his dart. "You lucked out big time there."

      I tossed back more beer and threw another dart, letting their reactions wash over me. Because I did have to marry Elena Alfson, regardless. At least I could be thankful my friends thought she was pretty. Now, if only her attitude and brain matched up to her looks, we could have a shot at a happy life together.
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      ELENA

      

      I kept my eyes trained on the window of the airplane, watching the bright blue sky and completely white clouds pass by. The sun was shining, a pale lemon yellow, and I felt a small lift to my spirits.

      Something in one of the clouds caught my attention. Gold bits, then a mossy green color slowly formed around them. Eyes. Oh my god, green eyes from a brown wolf stared at me from the cloud. I blinked once, but the wolf disappeared, like he's never been there in the first place.

      I’d known for years that I was promised in marriage to an Alpha’s son who resided in Alaska. But knowing it in some small corner of my mind was a different reality than actually being on a plane heading for Alaska. I had actually harbored some small hope that I could talk my father out of it, and we’d had numerous discussions–that always ended in arguments and hurt feelings–and I always slunk away knowing there was no way Oskar Alfson would change his mind. His word had been given, and a wolf’s word was sacred.

      So I was flying to meet my destiny. My father and stepmother were with me, of course. They wouldn’t let me face this alone. Well, Dad wouldn’t. Megan, on the other hand... she’d probably have sent me off without a second thought if she could have. We’d never had the best relationship.

      But now, everything was changing. Again. I wasn’t stupid by any means, and I knew nothing ever stayed the same. After all, my life had already gone through many changes. But this was one of the biggest of all. I would be leaving my family for one I’d never met before. It was scary, more than a little daunting, and I wondered if I was up to it.

      As the plane streamed through the sky, I let my head fall back against the seat and closed my eyes, my mind wandering back to the first big change I could remember.

      I was five, and I loved my mother more than anything. We may not have had a lot of money, even with her working two jobs, and I spent a lot of time at my father’s house. I loved him too, and he would play with me from time to time, but he was always busy and his booming voice scared me sometimes. I knew he gave Mom money, but it was still never enough.

      They argued a lot. I remembered that. He would shout that he could provide for me better than she could, and she’d shout back that material things couldn’t make up for the lack of love. That she loved me more than he did. Even with me clamping my hands over my ears, I could still hear them yelling. And then Mom would take me away and she’d be sad for a while.

      One day, just after my fifth birthday, Mom told me I was going to see my father and that I would be there for a long time. That she loved me, would never forget me, and to always remember her. And no matter what, I should never let a wolf claim me as his fated mate. I was confused, and her weepy words had me trembling on the inside.

      When we got to my father’s house, he scooped me up in his arms, twirled me around, and had me laughing. Then I was sent upstairs with the housekeeper to look at my new room while he and Mom talked. I went willingly, seduced by the idea of new clothes and a room full of new furniture and toys. I didn’t know then that would be the last time I saw my mother, that Dad had given her a generous amount of money for me to live with him permanently. It was only years later, when I turned eighteen, that I learned all of that. And by then, it was too late. My mother died when I was twelve. She wasn’t strong enough to beat the cancer that ravaged first her stomach, then the rest of her body. And she hadn’t wanted me to know. Dad hadn’t told me either, even though he paid for her treatments and her funeral. I’d been mad at him for months over that and, if I was being honest, still felt some resentment.

      The second big change had come when I was eight and Dad had married. Her name was Megan Garrison, and she was the daughter of a prominent businessman from Savannah, Georgia. He was also the Alpha of his pack, and Megan was a prize to be won. So Dad had played the game, offered the best rewards, and their marriage had been arranged. I was eight, Dad was forty, and Megan twenty-three.

      She also seemed resentful of me, like she didn’t want to raise another woman’s child. Especially since that child came from a human mother. But she hid it well until after the marriage. There had been countless petty insults, outright fights, and sulking fits–from me and her–and we’d never grown close. That was fine. I didn’t need her.

      Other changes were big. When I’d shifted for the first time. Dad had been so proud, and so had I. Megan just looked bored and put out. But I proved that I could shift, that I’d inherited my father’s wolf shifter genes. Score one for me.

      I scored again when I was allowed to go to the college of my choice and major in what I wanted. Environmental studies interested me, and I knew I could do some good after getting my degree. And I’d chosen a college in Massachusetts, much to Dad’s disgust and Megan’s disdain. He’d wanted me to go to university in Norway or, barring that, at least somewhere in Europe. Megan had voted for a southern US school. But I wanted the bustle of Boston, and the distance from my father. He’d given in and I managed to get accepted. And I’d gotten lucky with my dorm mate. Carlie Rogers, a transplant from Louisiana to Boston, majored in history and fit me like a glove.

      We’d become best friends and even shared a small apartment during our junior and senior years of college. After graduation, I went back to Norway and put my degree to use, while Carlie went back to the bayou and settled in teaching tenth grade history at her old high school. We kept in touch, and I’d even confided my deepest secret to her: I was a wolf shifter, daughter of an Alpha, and already promised in marriage.

      She’d just blinked, then nodded. When I voiced my surprise that she wasn’t surprised, Carlie had just laughed. She was from the bayou, she’d reminded me. She grew up on legends and lore, and there was some truth in every fairy tale. And her complete acceptance just made our bond of friendship stronger.

      And now... at twenty-nine, it was time to honor the arrangement my father had made. I thought it was outdated, but it was the way our kind did things. He’d given his word, and Dad had assured me time and time again that the Carran pack was as honorable as the Alfson pack. Peace treaties, alliance bonds in case of wars, and business and political deals were already in place. Some had been implemented due to the arrangement years ago. Some were waiting until the marriage actually took place. And I knew, as Oskar Alfson’s daughter, that I would have to go through with this marriage.

      I was jolted from my reverie as the plane began its descent. I watched as we dipped lower and lower to the ground, waited as we bumped along the runway, then stood as the plane doors were finally opened.

      Stiff from the long ride, I shuffled down the narrow aisle and out into the Alaska day. I was used to the chill in the air; Alaska wasn’t as cold as Norway this time of year. But I was still thankful for my thick coat as I shivered my way to Dad and Megan.

      "Just smell the air," Dad said in his booming voice. "It’s almost as pure as home."

      Megan sniffed. "It’s cold. You know I much prefer warmer climates, Oskar."

      He ran a big hand down her hair and offered her an absent smile. "I know, dear, and we’ll only be here for a couple of days. Just long enough to get Elena married and settled a bit."

      I stiffened. Even though I knew the marriage was a fact, I still didn’t have to like the idea of marrying a total stranger. But I bit my words back and hooked an arm through Dad’s.
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      ELENA

      

      "It looks like they’ve unloaded the luggage. We should probably get it in the truck and head out. You mentioned it was a long drive."

      "So it is," Dad replied as we all walked toward the big, burly SUV that waited for us. "It’s a four-hour drive from here–and Anchorage is the closest big town–to the town of Village Head. Then the actual little town you’ll be living in is Carran. It’s about an hour or so from Village Head. So you’ll be remote–the pack lives in Carran–but it’s like that in Norway. It won’t be totally foreign to you."

      "No, I suppose not." Not the way of life, I thought to myself, but the people will be. Oh, well. I climbed into the back while Dad took the wheel and Megan slid into the passenger seat.

      I let Dad and Megan’s aimless chatter fade into the background as I studied the landscape outside the SUV. It was beautiful. I was vaguely reminded of Norway as we traveled the road.

      Snow-capped mountains in the distance, glaciers and patches of ice and snow here and there. It wasn’t winter in Alaska yet, so I could see patches of grass and the green of leaves still on trees. But there was that chill in the air that told me winter was coming.

      The hours slid past as I alternated between reading on my kindle app on my phone and napping. Then Dad calling my name roused me from my half-sleep and I rubbed my eyes. I checked my watch–two in the afternoon–before turning my attention to my father.

      "See that turnoff?" he asked, pointing out the window. "That’s the turnoff for Village Head. We keep going straight, and we’ll be at Carran in about an hour. So it won’t be that bad of a drive to get back to a little bigger town. This river here flows by both places, and only completely freezes over in the dead of winter."

      "I bet it’s lovely then. It’s pretty now," I mused out loud, taking in the passing scenery once more. "But when everything is coated by snow and that hush is in the air, I bet it’s absolutely stunning. I wonder if you can see aurora borealis from here or if we’ll have to be farther north."

      "I bet you can see it from here," Dad replied. "In fact, I bet you can get a hell of a view from Carran. Seems to me that I remember getting a bit drunk watching the lights and drinking beer with Rafe Carran one night years ago."

      I laughed at the thought of my dad getting any kind of drunk. He tended to keep tight control of himself whenever I was around.

      Megan turned to study me. "You may want to freshen your makeup, Elena. And brush your hair. Make yourself look a bit more presentable." Her tone was polite, but I knew when she was being snotty. Her nice suggestions really meant, you look tired and haggard, Elena.

      I offered her a small smile. "I will, but how I look won’t matter. The marriage is an arranged one, so I could be as ugly as sin and it wouldn’t matter."

      Megan narrowed her eyes at me. "Image matters, Elena. Especially first impressions. You know that. Honestly, I don’t know why I bother with you."

      Instead of giving her the satisfaction of a reply, I just rummaged in my bag for my brush. I ran the bristles through the long strands, smoothing out the tangles, then reached for my compact and lipstick. I did the best I could, powdering off the shine and slicking a new coat of coral over my lips. Finally, I pulled out my small travel perfume and spritzed a little bit of La Fille de Berlin, my signature scent, onto my neck. A small spritz was all it took, as the scent was a strong rose-led one, anchored by notes of pepper. Its intense, almost thorny smell suited me, and it was the only perfume I’d worn since I smelled it ten years ago.

      Megan followed my lead, coating her lips in a bold red and adding a spray of her own signature scent, Chanel No 5. It was the only perfume she wore, had ever worn, as far as I knew, and the smell of it always slightly soured my stomach. I inched down the window a bit to help disperse the smell.

      My muscles tightened as we rounded another curve in the road and I saw Carran ahead. My destiny. Everything inside of me vibrated, like the energy of the town was something corporeal.

      It was small, but looked well tended to. We passed what looked like small stores, a few gathering spots like a diner and a coffee shop, a little bar, and some houses. Then more houses became fewer and fewer as we wound around yet another curve and up a small hill.

      Then a huge house sprawled out. Dad slowed down, then stopped in the circular drive. This was it, then. I eyed the house, drinking in the details. It was a rambling two stories of silvered cedar, with a deep porch filled with inviting rocking chairs and benches. Thick shutters in a deep blue flanked the windows, and a big door painted the same blue opened up as Dad killed the engine.

      We climbed from the SUV as two men–obviously father and son due to how much they looked alike–strode forward to meet us. I watched as the older man greeted my father first while the younger one held back out of what I assumed was respect. I kept my eyes trained on the older man, not yet ready to face my future.

      He had a head full of thick, gray hair and his eyes were a moss green. Thin lines etched around his eyes and bracketed his mouth, but they didn’t distract from his air of authority. He clasped my father’s hand and gave it a hearty shake.

      "Rafe," my father said, a happy smile on his face. "It’s good to see you again."

      "Same, Oskar. It’s been too long. And Megan." Rafe Carran turned to my stepmother, taking her hand and brushing his lips across her knuckles. "You’re just as beautiful as ever."

      Megan offered him a warm smile, one laced with a touch of sympathy. "Thank you, Rafe. I have to tell you how sorry we were to hear of Sarah’s passing. I know losing her was hard for you."

      A shadow of grief passed over Rafe’s face. "Yes. Hard, sudden, and unexpected. But we’ll get through it. And here’s Elena. Why, how you’ve grown, and turned into a ravaging beauty."

      I let him take my hand and salute it the same way he’d saluted Megan’s. I smiled at him, put a little at ease by his gentle manner. He was a large man, but one who seemed to know it and took pains to be easy with those smaller than him.

      "Thank you, Mr. Carran."

      "Rafe, my dear, you just call me Rafe. And now, let me introduce you to Merrick."

      He stepped back and I let my gaze land directly on Merrick Carran for the first time. The breath seized in my chest as I examined him. My eyes took in his height–just like his father’s–and the width of his shoulders. His dark hair had hints of chestnut in it, and his eyes, the same moss green as Rafe’s, were flecked with gold. A sense of familiarity washed over me… the same eyes I'd seen on the airplane.

      Merrick had full lips, thick lashes, and the hand that he held out to me was rough from work. Ice slid through me as my ears rang. I took his hand, trembling just a bit. Not at his touch, although that was part of it. But it was everything I was feeling that caused me to tremble. From the moment I had locked eyes with Merrick, I’d felt it.

      A fiery feeling that rushed through my veins, leaving a burning awareness behind that I couldn’t comprehend. A longing that rose up for something that I couldn’t identify. And a knowledge, somehow, that Merrick could give me what I needed.

      But what was it? Why was I feeling this way? What did it mean? And why was Merrick looking at me as if he could eat me up in three greedy bites? Reminded me a bit too much of the big bad wolf… if the wolf was drop dead sexy.

      Did he feel it too, whatever it was?

      The air was buzzing around me, and I could hear voices like they were coming from a distance.

      Dad put a hand on my shoulder. "Elena? Honey, are you all right?"

      "I... what? Yes, yes, I’m fine. I’m so sorry. Uh, I must be overly tired or hungry. Or something. I do apologize."

      "Nonsense." Rafe waved away my apology. "Of course you’re tired and hungry. And I didn’t consider that before making reservations back in Village Head for dinner at Quincy’s. It’s the nicest place between here and Anchorage, even if it is just a little pub. But still, we can rearrange that. I’ll get you some supper and a bed, Elena."

      "No, no. I’m fine, I promise. Let’s keep the plans you made. Dinner sounds lovely."

      "Then you all can follow us back into Village Head," Rafe said, getting a nod of confirmation from my father. "Merrick and I will lead you to the place, since we can’t all fit into one vehicle."

      Without another word, I turned and climbed back into the SUV. I wiped the hand that had been enclosed in Merrick’s on my jean clad thigh, but the feelings coursing through my body remained.

      And I knew from the hooded look Merrick gave me through the window that he felt the same way I did.

      But I wondered again just what the hell it meant.
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