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Meet the Seven Deadly Sins

Seven brothers, seven sins.

Only when a virtue goes to an extreme does it become a sin. A person’s greatest strength becomes a weakness if not tempered, or at least that’s what their daddy told them when he bestowed one of the sins on each of them. Pride for Cyrus, the oldest, followed by greed for Josiah, wrath for Eli, envy for Zachariah, lust for Levi, gluttony for Noah, and sloth for Silas.

Loyalty to family is bred into their bones as much as their werewolf genetics. They live by three simple rules: Stay away from other wolves and pack politics. Protect what’s ours. Humans and wolves don’t mix.

Fugitive apprehension, abduction rescue and retrieval, bodyguard, they do it all and then some ... if the price is right.

Come what may, the Sin brothers protect what’s theirs, no matter the cost.
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Chapter One
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The split-second of inattention nearly cost Elijah Sin the fight. His opponent’s fist slammed into his jaw with the force of a sledgehammer, snapping his head back. Thankfully, his skull withstood the punishing blow. His eldest brother liked to say it was as hard as a rock. His youngest brother always countered that claim, insisting it was full of rocks.

Either way, he couldn’t afford the distraction. Nor could he afford to lose. Not only was his pride at stake, but knowing the odds were against him, he’d laid a sizable bet on himself. Not to mention his brothers would never let him hear the end of it if they ever found out he lost the match.

Didn’t matter that his opponent was four inches taller than his own six-four and outweighed him by about sixty pounds. A werewolf lose to a human? Not happening.

Eli countered the punch with one of his own, pulling it so he didn’t accidentally kill the guy. Control was always a challenge in these situations. With his superior strength it would be easy to hit too hard. That would bring trouble in the form of the cops, or the guy’s friends. He wasn’t looking to get locked up, just win the damn fight.

Blood flew from his opponent’s mouth. The big guy staggered back several feet and shook his head. Time to end this so he could give all his attention to the distraction—the woman who’d just entered the illegal fight club.

His opponent lowered his head and snorted like an enraged bull before charging. Light on his feet despite his size, Eli danced out of the way. With a roar, his adversary swung wildly. The big guy was used to winning with strength, not skill. Eli ducked and came up swinging. Bare knuckles found their target. A bone cracked. The man staggered, but unlike last time, there was no coming back from this punch. Like a massive redwood being felled in the forest, he went down hard, shaking the makeshift fighting ring when he landed. Spectators yelled at him to get up, but he wasn’t going anywhere. He was out cold.

Eli vaulted over the ropes and grabbed his t-shirt from the chair where he’d left it. “I’ll take my winnings.” He held his hand out to the owner of the bar, who supplemented his income with the fights.

“Double or nothing.” The owner tried to smile, not easy with a cigar clamped between his teeth. He wore an ill-fitting suit and diamond pinky ring. Talk about a walking, talking cliché. But the money was good and Eli was only passing through.

“My money.” The owner flinched beneath his black-eyed stare. Two men, bouncers or bodyguards, whatever the heck they were, took a step closer. If he had to fight his way out, he would. Wouldn’t be the first time, and likely wouldn’t be the last. “My money,” he repeated. “I won’t ask again.”

Around them the crowd grew restless. Some people worked their way toward the exit. Others were revved at the thought of a brawl. It wouldn’t take much for the place to erupt into all-out violence. That would translate to property damage and a hefty repair bill. The owner sensed it too. “You’ve got balls, I’ll give you that.” He counted the money and shoved it across the table.

With a grunt, Eli folded the stack of bills and pocketed an easy four grand. Not that he needed the money. It was more about blowing off steam between jobs. It was either fighting or sex. Fighting was easier and a hell of a lot less complicated.

He didn’t feel bad about taking the money. Underground fighting was illegal. Plus, he’d overheard the organizer bragging he was setting up Eli with a brutal opponent, one who wouldn’t mind permanently injuring him. As far as Eli was concerned, he was performing a public service by putting the big guy down for awhile and costing the owner some big bucks, or at least big money for this place.

He slung the towel he’d been given around his neck, and with shirt in hand, he headed to the bar in the far corner where the reason for his earlier distraction was currently located. The noise level rose as a new fight was announced, people rushing to place their bets in hopes of recouping their losses. Everyone moved out of his way as he crossed the room. The crowd was about seventy-five percent male. There were enough females in the place that the newcomer shouldn’t have stood out, but she did.

She was tall for a woman. A couple inches shy of six feet. Thick auburn hair tumbled in waves around her shoulders. Faded jeans fit snugly in all the right places. Blue eyes that reminded him of the cornflowers that grew wild back home tracked his path to the bar, making no secret of her interest. He dragged his fingers through his hair and grinned. Maybe he might get laid after all. Although the long-sleeved V-neck top she wore wasn’t the least bit suggestive. Neither were the low-heeled black boots. She was the most conservatively dressed woman in the place. Her expression was serious, not flirtatious. Tension radiated from her.

“Water,” he told the bartender, who snorted but set an unopened bottle in front of him. After paying, Eli unscrewed the lid and took a swig before leaning casually against the bar.

He wished he could catch her scent but it was buried beneath the haze of sweat, booze, cigarette smoke, and perfume that permeated the space. It was stifling down here with no open windows and an outdated air-conditioning system that did little to clear the stench or circulate the stagnant air.

Her eyes narrowed and her lips pulled together in a frown. “Are you Elijah Sin?”

Outwardly, his relaxed posture never changed. Inwardly, he snapped to attention. He should have known she’d be trouble. She also might not be alone. In his line of work, he made enemies, dangerous ones. Time to leave. “You’ve got the wrong guy.”

He tossed down the towel and pulled on his shirt. The wolf side of his nature went on alert, searching for threats. It took more discipline than it should to turn and walk away. He grabbed his water and had taken two steps when she bolted in front of him and placed her hand on his chest.

A rumbling growl rose from his throat. Fortunately, the noise from the current fight drowned it out, but there was no disguising his displeasure. She swallowed heavily but didn’t back away. “Wait. Please. I want to hire you.”

It screamed setup, but there was enough desperation in her voice to make him reconsider. “Over there.” He pointed to a small table in a dark corner. “You’ve got two minutes.” It was two minutes too many, but he couldn’t walk away without knowing where she’d gotten his name and how she’d managed to find him. Not like he’d left an itinerary anywhere. Even he hadn’t known he’d be here tonight until a few hours ago.

She spun on her heel and hurried to the table, taking him at his word that she was on the clock. He sat across from her and leaned back in his chair. The corners of her mouth tightened. “I need protection.”

“From who?”

“A hired mercenary.”

The fine hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He straightened and leaned forward. “Who the hell are you?”

“Kinley. Kinley Wright.” She licked her lips and linked her hands together on the table in front of her. Her knuckles began to turn white. “I have money.”

“I’m a bounty hunter, not an assassin.” Not the first time someone tried to hire him for a hit. Officially, he and his brothers were bounty hunters and trackers. Unofficially, they were occasional mercenaries. Hostage retrieval was their specialty, but they were open to other jobs. It wasn’t something they openly publicized, carefully vetting their clients. In his line of work, killing was inevitable, although he did his best to avoid it when possible. When he couldn’t, it was always criminals and bad guys, so he didn’t lose any sleep over it.

Her incredible eyes widened in shock and her face paled. “No. I don’t want anyone hurt. I just want to get away from the man after me. I need to disappear and hoped you could help.”

None of this was making any sense. Unless it was an official bounty, people hired him to take care of problems, permanently when necessary. “I don’t do protection.” A couple of his brothers had no trouble with that kind of job, but he preferred the cut-and-dry, black-and-white situations. It suited his temperament.

The back of his neck itched, a sure sign something about this entire situation was off. He shook his head. “I can’t help you. I’m sorry.” Surprisingly, he was. There was something about her that made him want to break the rules he lived by and offer assistance. That would be a mistake.

She reached across the table and grabbed his hand, clinging to it with a strength that was surprising. “If you don’t, I’m as good as dead.” She swallowed heavily. “Please.”

The wolf inside him stirred, as did his sense of justice and something much darker. He stilled, a scent teasing his nostrils. Every muscle in his body tightened. Primal instincts surged to life. Slowly, he lifted her hand to his nose and sniffed. Beneath the light scent of perspiration and soap lay a more potent one.

Son of a bitch! “You’re a wolf.” The odds of a female werewolf searching him out for protection were astronomical, which served to deepen his belief this was some sort of trap. He and his brothers avoided all wolves and packs, working exclusively for humans. He hadn’t stumbled across a lone female in years, let alone had one try to hire him. They usually stuck close to home.

Her eyes widened and she jerked her hand back, or tried to. He wouldn’t let go. Like him, she sniffed and froze, like prey scenting a predator. What little color she had in her cheeks vanished. “What have I done?” she whispered.
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The basement of a seedy Chicago bar was the last place she wanted to be. She’d come searching for salvation. Instead, she might have sealed her doom. Heart racing, she took a deep breath and sought calm. Panic wouldn’t help. She’d evaded capture this long by being smart. This couldn’t be the mercenary her uncle had hired to hunt her down. He was on her trail and closing in fast. She could all but feel him breathing down her neck.

Elijah Sin was her last hope.

“How did you find me?” Eyes that had warmly assessed her only minutes before were now frozen pools of black ice that chilled her blood. She’d grown up around dangerous men, but the one across from her was unlike any she’d ever known. He didn’t raise his voice, didn’t bluster, but calmly and methodically went about his business. The fight had been the same.

Growing up in a pack, the level of violence in the ring wasn’t anything she hadn’t witnessed before. His complete indifference to his opponent was. He’d fought with detachment, each strike brutal and calculated but controlled.

She licked her dry lips, her throat parched. He pushed the water bottle across the table. Grateful, she drained most of it. Sensing his growing impatience, she set the bottle down. “A friend of my daddy gave me the name of someone he thought might be able to help.” Rufus Hill was a retired pack enforcer, the only one she’d been able to turn to for help.

“That doesn’t tell me anything.” He glanced toward the exit, signaling his eagerness to be gone.

“The contact had names of men I could hire. Men who had nothing to do with the world I come from, ones who work for humans. He reached out to some of his connections. One of them got back to him earlier this evening, said he’d seen you coming into this place. I was close to the city, so—” She abruptly stopped when a blast of icy fury struck her like a blow. Inside her, her wolf bristled and snarled, threatened by the unfamiliar male.

“Someone is paying far too much attention to my comings and goings.” He shook his head and her heart sank. “I’m sorry for whatever is going on with you, but I don’t involve myself with our kind.”

“My money is as good as any human’s.” She hated to beg, but she was desperate, her options dwindling. She couldn’t keep running forever.

“Humans don’t have pack politics. Sorry, sweetheart.”

Shocked at how easily he dismissed her request, she tried to appeal to his softer side. Not that she was convinced he actually had one, but it was worth a try. It was all she had. “You’re sentencing me to death.” Because there was no way she would allow herself to be forced to mate. She’d fight to the death before she’d give in.

A muscle tightened in his jaw, but his expression remained impassive. He shoved up from the table and walked away without a backward glance. Anger stirred inside her, a bubbling cauldron of fear and worry that she’d managed to tamp down ... until now. Damn all male wolves. With the exception of her daddy and Rufus, the rest were self-serving, power-hungry idiots who took whatever they wanted without ever stopping to ask if it was the right thing to do. They didn’t care.

Surging off her chair, she stormed after him, taking the stairs to the outside two at a time. He wasn’t getting away from her that easily. The door slammed against the building when she shoved it open. It was easy to track her target. He was casually sauntering away, as though he didn’t have a worry in the world. And he didn’t. It was her life that was in the toilet.

The simmering rage inside her exploded. She began to run, picking up speed until she was sprinting across the darkened parking lot. He spun around at the last second, but she didn’t stop. Their bodies slammed together with a force that took them to the ground. He grunted when they hit the asphalt and skidded several feet. They were still in motion when he rolled, reversing their positions so she was on the bottom. Before she had time to fight, he grabbed her hands and slammed them over her head.

“What the hell was that about? I could have hurt you.”

It was so absurd she began to laugh. When he frowned, she laughed harder. Tears of frustration trickled from the corners of her eyes.

“What’s so funny?”

“You...” She gasped for air. “You’re worried about me being hurt when I’ll be dead within days if you don’t help me.” She was verging on hysteria, but she’d reached the end of her tether. There hadn’t been time to grieve after her daddy’s unexpected death. On the heels of that tragedy had followed her uncle’s ultimatum—she could mate willingly or not, but she would mate a wolf of his choosing.

Elijah heaved a sigh, his breath wafting over her face. “It’s not that I don’t sympathize with your troubles.” He got to his feet and held out his hand. Ignoring it, she pushed up off the ground.

“Troubles.” She scrubbed her hands over her face, wiping away all sign of her momentary weakness. “Yeah, that’s one way of putting it. I’m being hunted by a mercenary who’s been ordered to drag me back to my pack. I doubt it matters much what condition I’m in when I get there. We both know I’ll heal from whatever injuries I sustain.” Werewolves were tough and healed faster than any human ever would. It wasn’t instantaneous, but broken bones would be repaired within days.

He dragged his fingers through his hair and swore under his breath. “You’re a problem I don’t need.”

This was pointless. He wasn’t going to change his mind. Nothing she said or did would make a difference. The adrenaline-fueled anger died, leaving behind defeat and exhaustion. She turned and walked away.

“Where are you going?”

“What do you care?” she muttered, knowing he’d hear her over the ambient city noise. Werewolves had superior senses. She had access to money but had no plans to check into a motel. It was too easy for someone to track her, something she’d learned the hard way early on. She hadn’t been able to obtain fake identification, never in one spot long enough to find someone with the necessary skills.

The toe of her boot jammed into a crack in the pavement and sent her stumbling. She went down on one knee, shoved up, and kept going. Sleep was little more than a memory. Catnaps were all she’d managed over the past however many days. They all ran together in a blur. She’d lost track of time, had no idea how long she’d been running. It felt like forever but couldn’t be more than a week. She’d lost weight, her appetite slim and her activity level high. She’d walked and run miles, crisscrossing several states. Werewolves naturally had a higher metabolism than humans. She was pushing her limits.

She sensed Elijah following but ignored him. In spite of the late hour, there were people on the sidewalks and vehicles streaming up and down the street. When she reached the traffic light at the intersection she looked both ways, searching the shadows for anyone suspicious while she waited for it to turn green so she could cross. She needed to figure out where the nearest bus station was. Maybe she’d head to California, lose herself in a big city. San Francisco might be nice.

Her wolf whined, yearning for the forest. She commiserated, but there was nothing to be done about it. Not if she wanted to survive and remain free. There was a better chance of running into a wolf in a rural setting. That was the last thing she wanted. The city was safer for the time being.

The light turned green, but she was suddenly frozen with indecision. Elijah stood alongside her, not prodding her along or questioning her sudden inability to move. When it turned red again, he peered down at her. “You have anywhere to stay tonight?”

She shook her head, too tired to lie or tell him to mind his own business.

“When’s the last time you ate?”

She tilted her head back and stared up at him. “Why do you care?”

A muscle pulsed beneath one eye. Other than that, he looked as though he’d been carved from stone. She hadn’t paid a whole lot of attention to his appearance back at the bar, too focused on trying to gain his help. With him standing alongside her, spotlighted by a streetlamp, it was impossible not to notice.

About half a foot taller than her, his broad shoulders stretched the seams of his short-sleeved t-shirt to their limits. Seeing him without it earlier, she knew his biceps were huge, his torso lean and roped with muscle. It wasn’t surprising he was in perfect physical shape. He was a werewolf, which meant there was a whole lot of power packed into his body. Shaggy brown hair fell haphazardly to his shoulders. His nose was a bit large but suited his face. High cheekbones and full lips added to his appeal.

But it was his eyes that had caught her attention from the start. They weren’t dark brown but pure black, the shade unheard of among werewolves who mostly had various shades of brown, from yellow to chocolate, and sometimes green. Whoever said the eyes were the mirrors of the soul had never met Elijah Sin. His hid more than they revealed.

The light changed several more times. He canted his head to one side, as if trying to figure her out. She almost snorted. She wasn’t that hard to grasp. Her needs were basic—food, shelter, and freedom. Love wasn’t something she ever thought about. Not in the pack where she’d been living. Not with her daddy, the only one who’d truly cared, gone. The empty space inside her squeezed, the dull ache one that seemed to grow larger each passing day.

No real family. No pack. No hope.

When the light turned green this time, she took a single step. He caught her by the elbow, stopping her forward momentum. “I have a motel room not far from here. I’ll watch over you for the night. Then I’m gone.”
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Chapter Two


[image: ]




His eldest brother would kill him if he ever discovered Eli’s stupidity. Cyrus Sin wasn’t known for his forgiving nature. Tough and single-minded when it came to keeping his brothers safe, he’d drilled into all their heads from the time they were kids to stay away from wolves and pack politics. It was a rule they all lived by. And he was breaking it.

Eli shoved open the motel room door and waved her inside. She didn’t have a knapsack or purse. She’d either fled with nothing but the clothes on her back, or she’d been robbed. The second option wasn’t as likely. Not only was she tall for a woman, she was a wolf, which meant she could protect herself against humans.

But not against male wolves.

Ignoring the tightness in his chest, he locked the door and turned on a bedside lamp, more for comfort than necessity. As wolves, they could both see perfectly fine in the dim light. The room wasn’t much, but it was clean and had two double beds, so sleeping arrangements weren’t a problem.

She hovered just inside the doorway, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. “Why are you doing this? Why the complete about-face?”

“Damned if I know.” It had been his intention to walk away. Yet he’d hesitated outside the bar, cursing himself, knowing he was going to wait for her to exit. He hadn’t expected her to come barreling across the parking lot and ram into him. Not many people caught him off guard, but she had.

Kinley Wright was trouble with a capital T.

It was past time for him to head home to Kentucky. He and his brothers traveled all around the country and occasionally beyond for work, but they always returned home to Sin Mountain. Earlier today, he’d delivered the dangerous felon he’d been hired to track and apprehend to the authorities and collected the bounty. Rather than start driving late in the day, he’d decided to blow off some steam at the fight club and get a fresh start in the morning. It might have been a mistake. He hadn’t bargained for this. It was making his wolf antsy. He could almost hear Cyrus telling him to suck it up and do what needs doing. And right now, he needed information.

“Sit down.” He waved her toward one of the two chairs on opposite sides of the small table. “Did you stash a knapsack somewhere?” While she could have stored it in a locker at the train station, there was the risk of having to abandon it if the person or people tracking her found her.

She slid onto one of the chairs and waited until he sat across from her. “I made the mistake of going to a motel my first night on the run.” Even though the room was almost stifling, she rubbed her arms as if chilled. Werewolves were able to regulate their body temperature and usually had no problem with the cold, unless they were physically or mentally overstressed. “The men sent by my uncle found me. It was nothing more than dumb luck that I’d gone to get some snacks from the vending machines. I didn’t dare wait around or double back for my stuff. It was only clothes. I had my wallet on me, and the prepaid phone I’d picked up so I could communicate with the contact Rufus gave me.”

Leaning back in his chair, he rested his hands on his stomach and studied her. She met his gaze without flinching. “Why are you on the run? Why aren’t you with your pack?” He and his brothers were outliers. Most wolves stuck with their packs or found new ones. Real lone wolves were far and few between, more myth than actuality.

She propped her elbows on the table, rested her chin on her clasped hands, and closed her eyes for a brief moment. “It’s a long story.”

“You got anywhere else to be?”

Her broken laugh thrummed through him like a physical caress, making every muscle in his body clench. “No, I guess I don’t. At least not tonight. It all started when my daddy died.”

He understood the pain of that all too well. He’d lost his daddy when he was only fourteen, his mama when he was eight. “I’m sorry.” Empty words and they both knew it.

“Me too.” She lowered her gaze and bit her bottom lip. “He was the senior enforcer of the pack.”

“Where are you from?” It was always best to know where the enemy was coming from.

“Alabama.”

She’d crossed several states to make it to Chicago. “How old are you?” She was no teenage runaway, but it wasn’t always easy to gauge as their kind aged slower than humans.

“Twenty-five.”

He raised an eyebrow. Not old, but certainly no child. “You’re an adult. You can go wherever you want.”

“You’d think so, but my pack is old-school. Women live with their parents until they mate.”

He released a long, low whistle. He might not remember a lot about his mama, but she’d ruled her husband and sons with an iron will and a heart full of love. It was unthinkable to him that anyone would consider a female werewolf as anything less than an equal. His daddy had never been the same after she’d died. They’d been partners in everything. Of course, his daddy had left his pack for reasons he’d never shared with his sons.

“I was raised outside a pack, so I’m not familiar with the inner workings.” That might have been an error on their part, brought on by an innate distrust and prejudice. Going into any situation, knowledge was key. They often spent days, sometimes weeks, investigating a job before they took it. There’d been no need to know much about other wolves since they avoided them.

“I can’t imagine that.” Confusion and a hint of disbelief filled her eyes. “Uncle Duke, my daddy’s brother, is the alpha. He’d occasionally hint I needed to mate but didn’t push the issue when Daddy told him to let me be. I wasn’t interested in settling down with anyone in the pack for the sake of making the alpha happy.”

He couldn’t imagine getting hitched to a woman who didn’t really want him. Hell, he couldn’t imagine wanting to permanently tie himself to any woman. Wolf matings were primal and binding—not something to be taken lightly.

“How’d your daddy die?” As a senior enforcer, he’d have been tough and damn hard to kill. The packs worked on a hierarchy system with the most powerful at the top.

“I don’t know. I’d barely gotten the news when Uncle Duke demanded I marry the male he’d chosen to replace my father. I wasn’t inclined to obey, so I ran.”

Talk about cold. Downright suspicious, too. Duke Wright hadn’t only lost his top enforcer, his second-in-command, but a brother. It still didn’t change Eli’s stance on the situation. As much as he sympathized with Kinley, he wasn’t dragging his brothers into a pack war. That’s what would happen if he helped her, because the Sin brothers stuck together through thick and thin.

The more cynical side of him pointed out that involving his brothers could be the entire point. As bounty hunters and mercenaries, they’d made plenty of enemies. Although, how that could be related to her pack was a mystery. Maybe something from their daddy’s past was coming back to bite them in the ass. Or maybe it was exactly as she’d said it was. It was all speculation at this point.

Her story was designed to elicit his sympathy. If she was “bait” to trap him or his brothers, it was the perfect ploy. And just who was this mysterious mercenary she’d claimed was after her? Most likely it was a member of her pack. But was he tracking Kinley or Eli?

It pushed the boundaries of coincidence that she’d found him. He didn’t believe in chance or happy accidents. As a wolf and a bounty hunter with years of experience, he had an excellent bullshit meter, able to detect minor changes in voice inflection and see minute muscle twitches in facial expressions. It didn’t matter that she’d shown no sign to indicate she was lying. Maybe she was a damn good liar.

His wolf whined, not happy with his train of thought. The more time he spent around Kinley, the more he admired and respected her. The more he wanted her, too. Being in an enclosed area, her scent teased his senses until he wanted to bury his face in the curve of her neck and breathe her in before tasting her full, pink lips. Worse, he wanted to wrap his arms around her and promise her everything would be okay.

That would be a lie. Nothing about this entire situation was remotely okay.

He stood abruptly, needing to put some distance between them before he followed through on those urges. “Make yourself at home. I’m going to run out and get us something to eat. I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry.” If the local fast-food places were closed there was always a convenience store. He also wanted the time alone to think. “You’ll be safe enough here until I get back.”

She slowly pushed to her feet. “Will you be back?” Her tone was even, her chin defiantly tilted upward in challenge. Dark circles rimmed her eyes, giving them a bruised appearance. Her fingers shook slightly before she wrapped them around the back of the chair. Whether she was telling the truth or lying, this was a woman at the end of her rope.

He motioned to his duffel. “Feel free to borrow a clean shirt if you want to take a shower.” Without waiting for a response, he left, making sure the door locked behind him. He stayed there for some time and listened to see if she called anyone. When the room remained silent, he jogged across the street, keeping watch for anything suspicious. When he reached the other side, he pulled out his phone. His brother Zach answered before the second ring. “What?”

The abrupt greeting made him grin. “Did I interrupt your beauty sleep?” Only the security lights were on in the pizza place. He kept walking.

“Fuck you. You’re jealous because I’m better-looking.” There was the sound of bedclothes being thrown back. “I know you’re not calling at this hour for shits and giggles. What do you need?”

“I have a ... situation. Could be nothing, but put everyone on alert. I’d rather err on the side of caution.”

“I can be at your location in about seven or eight hours.” As their tech guy, Zach tracked all their cell phones, aware of where they were at all times when away from home.

“I’m good. I’ll check in tomorrow morning.”

“You’d better.” The line went dead.

Tucking his phone in his pocket, Eli entered the 7-Eleven on the corner.

****
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Kinley stared at the closed door, her fingers digging into the back of the chair she’d grabbed for support. Her breath caught in her throat. She forced herself to inhale and shoved down the panic that threatened to rise. He’d be back for his belongings, unless he decided to abandon them. Maybe this was his way of walking away without a scene like the one she’d made back in the bar parking lot.

It was wrong for her to ask him or anyone else for help, but desperate times called for extreme measures. If nothing else, she should be safe for tonight since the motel room wasn’t registered in her name. If Elijah didn’t come back, she’d make a new plan in the morning.

Ignoring the hard lump in her stomach and the trembling in her legs, she went to his duffel. It wasn’t snooping since he’d told her to help herself, but it still felt wrong to be poking around his personal belongings. It was no surprise there was no wallet or phone. He’d keep them on him. There was nothing but a few changes of clothing and a leather kit containing a brush, razor, and other grooming items—nothing that couldn’t be easily replaced.

“It doesn’t matter,” she whispered. Her sheer aloneness threatened to crush her. While she’d always felt like an outsider within her pack, she’d had her daddy. Now that bulwark of support was gone. If she gave in to despair, she was lost. There would be time for tears later. Either that or she’d be dead, and it would no longer matter.

“On that cherry thought,” she muttered. She chose a long-sleeved denim shirt rather than a short-sleeved t-shirt for warmth. A chill had invaded her, one that was as much emotional as it was physical.

It was risky to shower, but it was a chance she was willing to take. She was tired of being grungy, of wearing the same clothes. With one final glance at the door, she ducked into the bathroom and set the flimsy lock. It wasn’t much, but it would give her a few seconds warning.

Like the rest of the room, the shower was nothing special, but it was clean. It didn’t matter that the tiles were yellowed with age and chipped in several places. There was hot water. She hooked the clean shirt on the doorknob before cranking the taps on full blast. While the water heated, she stripped out of her dirty clothing.

A low groan of pleasure escaped her when she stepped into the shower. The heat enveloped her, the spray pummelling her tired body. Nothing had ever felt so good. After days of using gas station and fast-food restaurant bathrooms to clean up, this was pure heaven. She’d never take a hot shower for granted again.

Despite wanting to linger, she grabbed the tiny bar of motel soap and began to scrub. There was no telling how long Elijah would be gone—assuming he came back. She lathered from head to toe three times before she finally felt clean. Once she’d rinsed the last of the residue away, she turned off the water and grabbed the towel.

Shivering, she wasted no time getting dried off and donning the shirt. The long sleeves covered her hands, so she rolled them back until they ended at her wrists. The tails fell halfway down her thighs. Although she didn’t want to, she dragged her jeans back on. It was strange to wear them without underwear, but she wasn’t putting them back on until she’d washed them.

It took no time to rinse out her underwear, bra, socks, and shirt in the sink and hang them to dry. Uncaring her hair was damp and tangled, she grabbed her boots and opened the door. There was no sign of Elijah. Swallowing her disappointment, she went to his duffel and grabbed a pair of socks. After a moment’s hesitation, she sat on the end of the bed and tugged them on. They were way too big, but they’d help protect her feet. Then she added her boots. If she had to run, she wanted to be prepared. After checking to make sure her wallet and phone were secure in her jeans’ pockets, she sat on the bed farthest from the door and leaned against the headboard.

Outside noise filtered into the room—a car horn, the television from a couple of doors down, a siren in the distance. Having four walls around her gave her a false sense of security. She tried to remain vigilant, but exhaustion was catching up with her. When her eyes drifted closed, she fought them open. When her head dropped, she jerked it back up. She had to stay alert until Elijah returned, or until enough time had passed to prove he wasn’t going to.

The door handle rattled. Heart jumping, she leapt off the bed, hands fisted by her sides. Her entire body sighed in relief when Elijah entered carrying a couple of bags. He glanced in her direction, but his expression didn’t change. Ignoring her combative stance, he set everything down on the table. “You find what you needed?” He jerked his head toward the duffel.

She slowly unclenched her hands and straightened out of her crouch. “Yes. Thank you.”

“The only thing open was a 7-Eleven. There are sandwiches, blueberry muffins, donuts, a fruit salad, juice, and water.”

Her stomach chose that moment to growl. She put her hand over it to still the rumbling.

He waved her over. “Eat something before you rest.”

“I’ll pay for my share.” She didn’t want to be beholden to him, well, any more than she already was. In truth, she couldn’t repay him for what he’d given her—a temporary haven. He’d also listened. It might not have changed his mind about leaving in the morning, but she was glad there was someone in the world, outside her pack, that knew her story.

“It’s only a few sandwiches.” The hardness in his dark eyes softened slightly. “Come on over and eat.”

Lured by the company—wolves were social creatures by nature—as much as the food, she helped herself to a turkey-and-bacon sub and most of the fruit. They ate in companionable silence. When she couldn’t eat another bite, she sat back and patted her full stomach.

“You done?”

She nodded. “Yes, thank you, Elijah.” The fine tremors in her arms and legs had ceased, no doubt aided by the calories her body had been craving. It hadn’t been her intention to starve herself, but with everything else going on eating hadn’t been a priority.

“Eli. The only one who ever called me Elijah was my mama, and only when I was in trouble.”

It was hard to imagine someone as tough and self-contained having parents, but everyone had them. “Thank you, Eli.” While she took care of the garbage, he packed away the remaining food.

“Get some rest. Dawn is only a couple hours away.” He waved her toward the far bed. “You take that one.” He toed off his boots, shucked his shirt, and sprawled out on the other bed, his big frame taking up the entire double mattress, his large feet hanging off the end. He reached out and flicked off the bedside lamp, leaving her standing in the darkness.

Her vision easily adjusted, but she hovered uncertainly for a few seconds before lying down on top of the covers fully dressed. She expected him to make some comment about the fact she was wearing her boots, but he remained silent, his breathing even.

His eyes were closed. Had he already fallen asleep? Sleeping with a stranger in the room might be no big deal for him, but she’d never shared a room with anyone. That life was over, and the bedroom that had been hers for twenty-five years was no longer home. She belonged nowhere.

A tear trickled from the corner of her eye. She swiped it angrily away. It didn’t matter. Staying alive was all that was important. No one in her pack, not the people she’d thought were her friends, not the elders, no one but Rufus had been on her side, and he’d helped her in secret, not wanting to bring her uncle’s wrath down on him.

“You’re safe tonight.” Eli’s deep voice cut through her pity party, proving he wasn’t sleeping.

The promise sank into her bones. Her tense muscles relaxed. It should be impossible for her to trust a complete stranger, but her wolf liked him. That was a huge endorsement, as her wolf tended not to like many people. Her wolf hated Uncle Duke, always had. Related or not, Kinley had never been comfortable around the man. Her instincts had proven to be spot on. Duke Wright was not to be trusted, but Eli was different.

For tonight, she was safe. Tomorrow was a different story. Swallowing her resentment—it wasn’t fair to expect him to defend her when no one in her own pack had—she closed her eyes, turned her back on him, and slowed her breathing.

She must have fallen asleep as she was jolted awake by a large hand covering her mouth. The mercenary had found her. Her pulse jumped. She shot her elbow back, making contact. It was like hitting steel. Unable to breathe, she began to struggle.

“There’s someone at the door.” Eli’s harsh whisper broke through her terror. He rolled off her, positioning himself between her and the entrance.

She scooted off the bed, put her back to the wall, and listened intently, trying to hear past the pounding in her ears. The handle began to turn. It felt like she was watching it happen in slow motion. Silently, the door pushed inward. The dim light of dawn outlined a huge man. She had the impression of shaggy brown hair and a bushy beard. In a split-second, the intruder’s gaze went from her to Eli.

Without uttering a sound, the stranger kicked the door shut and attacked.
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Chapter Three
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There was no time to brace before Eli was struck hard and tackled to the floor. They rolled to the left, knocking over a chair and tipping the table against the wall. Food and bottles of water exploded everywhere. Cursing, Eli braced his feet and used his upper body strength to toss the bigger man aside. They jumped to their feet and faced each other, evenly matched adversaries.

Talk about a clusterfuck of epic proportions.

Kinley erupted from across the room and jumped on his attacker’s back. Determination flashing in her blue eyes, she grabbed the bigger male by the hair, and yanked with all her might. Her fangs dropped.

“Stop!” Eli yelled and held up his hands in a show of surrender. “Let him go, Kinley.” He prayed she listened to him. One false move and this could turn into a bloodbath. “Let. Him. Go,” he repeated. Confusion flashed over her face, but her fangs retreated. She released her hold, dropped to the ground, and backed away from both men, her gaze locked on them.

Crisis averted, he faced the even bigger threat in the room. Huffing out a breath, he reached for patience. “What are you doing here?”

“Bigger question is what are you doing here ... with her?” Cyrus Sin lowered his brows and glowered. Eli was used to his brother, but hardened criminals had been known to piss themselves when faced with his older brother’s displeasure.

“You know this guy?” Kinley’s eyes filled with suspicion, but not fear, proving once again how tough she was.

Talk about things getting more complicated. “Kinley, this is my brother, Cyrus. Cyrus, this is Kinley Wright.”

“I know who she is. There’s a bounty on her—retrieve and return. I was hired to find her and bring her home.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.” Back to the wall, claws erupted from the tips of her fingers.

Eli held up his hands again, doing his best to diffuse the tense situation. “No one is going to do anything. Not until we figure this out.”

“I thought you avoided involvement with wolf packs. That’s the reason you gave for not wanting to work for me.” The accusation in her voice sliced through him.

She was also absolutely correct. Eli turned to his brother. “What she said. I thought the number one rule we all lived by was to stay away from wolves and pack politics.” Cyrus grunted. That could mean a multitude of things. Eli didn’t have time to decipher his brother’s nonverbal communication. “Why are you working for a wolf pack?”

“Shit.” Cyrus dragged his fingers through his hair. “The job came through one of our usual brokers. It was a rush job. Seemed simple enough and the money was good. I didn’t know she was a wolf.” He huffed out a breath. “I’m done with this.” He pointed his finger at Eli. “You need to do the same.”

That had been his plan.

“Shit,” Cyrus swore again, no doubt reading him correctly. “You’re seriously thinking about helping her, aren’t you? You’ll bring the wrath of an entire pack down on us if you get involved.”

Wrath was one of the seven deadly sins. He preferred the flipside, which was justice and punishment. “She came to me. Found me in an illegal fight club.”

“And you didn’t walk away?” His brother shook his head in disgust.

“He tried. I tackled him in the parking lot.” She’d been listening intently to their conversation. “I didn’t give him a choice. I just wanted one night of peace. He already told me he was kicking me to the curb in the morning.”

It sounded worse when she put it like that, even though it was the truth.

“Good to know you haven’t lost all common sense.” Cyrus righted the chair they’d knocked over and shoved the table back in place. “We need to get gone before any wolves show up. Back of my neck has been itching for the past couple of days. Someone is trailing me. I figured it might be another bounty hunter. Now I’m not so sure.”

“I need to leave.” Kinley ran into the bathroom and came back with a bundle of damp clothing. Was that her bra and underwear? She was wearing clothing, yet somehow knowing she was naked beneath his shirt and her jeans made his dick surge to life—a totally inappropriate reaction given the gravity of the situation, but that didn’t seem to matter to his body.

She grabbed one of the convenience store bags from the floor, stuffed the one remaining sandwich into it, and added her clothes and a bottle of water. He put himself in front of the door, blocking her exit. “Don’t run off half-cocked. That will get you killed faster than anything.” The idea of something happening to her didn’t sit well with him. His wolf was strangely silent and vigilant.

“They don’t want her dead, just returned to her family.” Cyrus crossed his arms and glared at them both. “If she told you different, she’s lying.”

She marched up to his brother and poked her finger against his chest. “Listen, you big idiot. They want me dragged back there so some male can force mate me. I’ll fight to the death before I’ll let that happen. So, yeah, I either escape or I’m dead. That’s no lie. And with a bounty out on me, there’s no telling how many others like you are after me.”

Cyrus’s mouth hung open. Disbelief filled his eyes. He appeared ... shocked. Any other time and Eli would have laughed at his expression. Other than him and his brothers, no one had stood up to Cyrus like that since their daddy passed. Eli was stunned by her audacity, although he realized he shouldn’t be. She’d had no trouble approaching him. And she had tackled him to the ground. Kinley had more courage than anyone he’d ever met, outside his family. Or maybe it was sheer desperation.

He hooked an arm around her waist and eased her away from Cyrus. Not that he thought his brother would hurt her, but it was best not to push their luck.

“Where will you go?” He should step aside and let her leave but couldn’t. He understood the risks and potential consequences, but after spending time with her, hearing her story, watching her stand bravely in the face of adversity that would have broken most people, he was invested in her safety.

He’d fed her, had slept alongside her. Okay, not alongside but in the same room. He’d stayed awake after she’d drifted off to sleep watching over her, both he and his wolf oddly content.

She jerked out of his hold and tightened the grip on the bag in her hand. It struck like a body blow that some damp clothes, a sandwich, and a bottle of water were all she owned. She was literally running for her life. She’d told him, but having his brother show up at the door, hired to bring her back, it struck him like a fist to the gut just how precarious her position was. She had no one to turn to for help. All she had was him, a bounty hunter, sometimes mercenary, she’d tried to hire in an underground fight club.
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