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About this book




Dumped on my birthday? Check.  

Shifters exist? Check. 

Battle vampires enslaving humans? Hold my coat.

Emery Valentine was a kick-ass kindergarten teacher, who, with his two besties, could probably take on the world. What he wasn’t prepared for was meeting a sizzling-hot stranger and finding out they were mates.

And no, not the friend variety, the I-do-or-die–for–the–rest–of-our-lives variety.

Oh, and yes, Mister Sizzling-Hot sometimes grew fur and fangs.

And if that wasn’t enough, the wolf shifters were battling their ancient enemy, the silver-skins.

That’s Vampires for the non-shifter-speaking ones among us. And these guys definitely didn’t sparkle.

Emery could cope with a roomful of five-year-olds with one arm tied behind his back, but falling in love and defeating an ancient witch’s curse might just mean he had to work right through recess.








  
  
This book is dedicated to my wolf club.










  
  
Chapter One




Phoenix 

“Alpha, the news is worse than we imagined. We’ve had no new shifters born to any packs for at least fourteen years.” Horrified silence greeted the gamma’s words, and I shot a stunned look at my father to see his reaction.

The gamma continued, “And what’s worse, Alpha, we think the problem affected the alphas first before it spread through the packs.”

Draven Colton glanced in my direction, and I nodded in sickening comprehension because if the shifters weren’t here to protect the humans, they would be enslaved and thousands slaughtered. I knew it, my father knew it, the packs knew it, and unless something drastic happened soon, the world would know it, too.

But by then, it would be too late.

“What do you mean by the alphas being affected first?” Simeon, my dad’s beta commander, asked.

“There are definitely no alphas that we know of younger than twenty-eight, twenty-nine, and the actual number of functioning shifter packs is down by more than seventy percent.”

Which explained why they were back early. The gammas had been gone three months, but they weren’t expected back for another two. I listened while they explained it would soon become apparent there weren’t as many packs to speak to as there should have been. Of the three main shifter species, the wolves had volunteered to send scouts farther south to find out if what they hoped was a local problem was more widespread. Wolves, especially the smaller ones, could get to so many places, while a mountain lion would cause panic or a bear would find it impossible to get to. Add in that a lot of the packs—despite modern communication—would only trust another shifter if they showed their animal form.

“Lack of cubs, Alpha, as you know, obviously means the statistical chance of fewer alphas,” the gamma continued. “There are many packs that have dwindled because an alpha hasn’t been there to keep the pack functioning. We found a lot of shifters living permanently as humans. One beta wolf moved to the city after his alpha died. He hasn’t shifted in more than five years and has no intention of doing so because his wife is human, and he isn’t telling her something that would likely get him a divorce and a one-way ticket to the nearest psychiatric facility.”

And he wanted a family, I acknowledged. The lure of family—so important for a pack animal—had sent the shifters seeking out human mates when the shifter females had stopped going into heat. They were obviously capable of having babies, but human babies, not shifter ones.

“It can’t possibly be a natural phenomenon despite what some traditionalists have always maintained,” Nicholas murmured. Some of the elders insisted that it was the contact with humans that would eventually condemn the shifters to obscurity.

“We know damn well what the problem is,” Simeon thundered in reply. “It’s those bastard silver-skins.”

I watched as some of the pack started muttering their agreement, but then my father held up his hand for silence. “We have no proof,” he reiterated as he’d been doing for months, and it was true. There were no obvious attacks, no dead bodies, no disappearances affecting the shifters. But I’d still heard a few whispers about curses and magic, but they were a last desperate guess. We needed to know.

I watched as the meeting broke up after deciding that they needed to present this information to the other shifter species and call a Gathering, and there hadn’t been one of those in at least twenty years.

“Phoenix?” Dad called me over to him as the others walked to the tables to help themselves to a drink. “I’m sorry this should happen today.”

“There’s hardly a good time to deliver this sort of news, Dad.”

My dad’s eyes crinkled in an approximation of a smile, but I had more important things to worry about this year. I’d had twenty-nine other birthday celebrations.

Dad leaned forward and whispered to me so that no one else could hear. “At least forget about it tonight, because there’s nothing else we can do until we talk to the other packs tomorrow.” He paused, and his nostrils flared slightly. “I believe your friends have arrived to take you out. Happy birthday, Son.” He chuckled and walked away. 

“Good night for a party,” a low voice whispered at my side, but I didn’t jump. 

I’d caught the scent of Kaylan’s cat a few seconds ago. After a moment, when I didn’t respond with a sarcastic comment, I felt a touch on my shoulder, and I finally turned around to look at my best friend. “Sorry, I’m not exactly in the mood.”

Kaylan looked toward the rapidly emptying pack circle. “It didn’t look like it.”

We both heard the rather large footfall of someone making no attempt to be quiet, and Kaylan glanced back. “Baloo,” he whispered in mock outrage. “What are you doing? I’ve never heard someone make so much damn noise.”

Our friend stepped over a log as he approached, scowling. “I swear, Tigger,” Bayer said sarcastically. “If you call me that one more time—”

My lips twitched despite the worry. “You have to admit you’re not exactly stealthy.”

“I don’t need to be.” Bayer flexed his huge arms proudly. “No one would dare take me on anyway.”

I agreed, but I turned back around, still at a loss as to whether to go and try to be sociable, and I felt expectations settle on my shoulders. The weight was more unbearable every day. Not because I wasn’t ready to become the alpha, but because I seemed helpless to stop a fate that was careening out of control ever faster. Of course, traditionally, I should already be mated and a father before I took on the alpha role that was due to happen in another ten days, but I seemed to have managed to screw that one up, as well. Not that there weren’t plenty of she-wolves I could have chosen to become my alpha-mate, but as none of them had gone through a heat since their maturity at twenty-five, an arranged mating would’ve been pointless. Why make someone else miserable?

Bayer came to stand shoulder to shoulder beside me and Kaylan as food and drink were put out for the wolves that were left. We watched them try and act normally when they were all worried, angry, and frustrated in equal measure. 

“Does your dad want you to stay?” Kaylan asked. Born barely weeks apart, it was only as we got older that we could no longer celebrate together. Not that any of us felt like a party tonight.

“Mine will look just the same next month,” Bayer said glumly. “Except they were even suggesting a parade of pack females while I sat and watched.”

Kaylan winced. “Apart from how miserable that would be for everyone, what would be the point?”

“They’re still not listening to you?” I asked quietly.

Bayer shook his head. “I stopped trying to explain after my dad told me in no uncertain terms that the future of my species rested on me.” He paused. “My stepmom just told me to suck it up. Well, not exactly,” Bayer allowed. “But she might as well have.” 

My heart constricted for my friend. While at one point, it wouldn’t have mattered that Bayer preferred to mate a male, as he would’ve had plenty of brothers ready to produce cubs, but since the threat to our existence had been acknowledged, none of us had any choice, and I had no brothers. None of us did. The ridiculous fact that Isla, his older sister, would make a perfect alpha, except she was prevented because she was a girl, wasn’t lost on any of us.

“Has anyone talked to Esther lately?” Kaylan asked.

“Yesterday,” I confirmed. I’d met with the seer last night to receive her blessing to become the alpha. “She thinks it’s the silver-skins, but she doesn’t know how.”

“You have to hand it to them, I guess,” Bayer said after another minute.

Kaylan rounded on him. “Hand it to them?” he said, his outrage making him louder than he should be for shifter hearing, although my father’s gammas would know by now my friends were here, and it being tonight, they were obviously leaving them unchallenged. The old traditionalists in the pack had been very suspicious at first when Esther suggested our friendship. As pack seer, she was granted a lot of respect, and as cubs, we’d looked cute and harmless running around together. It had only been when Kaylan had grown into his fur, and as a two-hundred-pound mountain lion was more than capable of ripping any of our wolves to shreds, that the elders had started complaining. Then Bayer had matured, and even though he wouldn’t ever be as fast as Kaylan or me, heaven help the shifter that ever got caught by the twelve-hundred-pound brown bear.

The packs all agreed that as we grew—because we were all born the alpha-heirs—we were to stick to our individual territories from that point onwards. Bayer, myself, and Kaylan had no choice but to obey our alphas in public and then continue to meet in private whenever we could, even as we all became increasingly burdened by pack business.

And the problem that became more urgent with every passing moon.

“I mean, it’s clever,” Bayer carried on. “No direct attack. No proof they’ve broken the truce.”

“And all they have to do is wait another fifty years or so until the last shifters are so old they couldn’t raise a claw, never mind an army,” Kaylan pronounced.

“Actually, it’s worse than that,” I admitted.

“Worse than just waiting to die?” But Kaylan wasn’t being sarcastic.

“The gammas came back this morning. That’s what the pack meeting was for. My dad is calling for a Gathering.”

Kaylan and Bayer immediately turned to stare at me, and I repeated what the gammas had told us.

“I couldn’t imagine living without my bear,” Bayer said.

“And so the elders don’t think we have as much time as we thought,” I explained. “There are some areas of Florida, Mississippi, and Georgia that we don’t think have any packs at all. And more worryingly, the rate of missing persons in those states has risen by as much as twenty percent.”

Kaylan and Bayer were both silent for a minute as the knowledge sank in. The taking of young people against their will was a practice that had incited the catastrophic race wars of five hundred years ago. “The council has requested a meeting with the clan elders, but obviously, with no proof, we can hardly accuse them of anything. Apparently, one of their leaders—Alessandro—said he had no wish to meet and to stop wasting their time.”

“He spoke with Alessandro?” Bayer exclaimed.

I shook my head. “He refused.”

“Damn,” Bayer said. “The guy’s a legend.”

“Alessandro is an evil masochistic bastard who’s killed thousands,” I pointed out, and Bayer colored slightly. 

“I know.”

I put my hand up. “Sorry, I’m just frustrated.” Five hundred years ago, the immortals had been utterly out of control, and humans had been enslaved in the thousands. It was the first time the shifters had banded together across species, knowing only we could end the destruction. Kaylan’s eyes glowed with the silver of his cat. He nodded.

“At least you’re trying something,” Bayer said. “My pack is still convinced breeding is the answer.”

“My grandmother says she’s seen visions of a witch,” Kaylan muttered uncomfortably. 

I nearly scoffed, but seeing as I turned into an animal at will and our biggest enemy were the silver-skins, or vampires, as human folklore called them, I could hardly talk.

“Meaning she can reverse the curse?” Bayer asked, a small amount of optimism creeping through his words.

“She doesn’t know,” Kaylan admitted, and I understood because no one actually knew if it even was a curse. Some had suggested poison, except the she-wolves weren’t dying, simply not coming into their heats. No heats meant no pregnancies in wolf packs. And it affected all the females in all the shifter packs.

And because all the packs had been so insular, no one had realized it was affecting everyone until our births and Esther’s pronouncement that she’d seen in a vision we would be the last alphas born unless the curse could be broken. Of course, no one believed her at first, but as months then years went by with fewer and fewer pups and the females that reached maturity never had heats any longer, anger then desperation settled across the packs.

There was even talk of warning the humans, but that was such a final panicked act, no one shifter species wanted to go to those lengths yet. One of the truce conditions that ended the fight with the silver-skins was that the humans remained ignorant of their existence, and for any of the shifters to break that condition would be an outright declaration of war.

But as every full moon passed, it grew worse. Kaylan, Bayer, and I had been the last alpha-heirs born into any pack that we had contact with. The shifter alphas—desperate to try anything—had even attempted to impregnate human females when Esther had insisted that hybrids may be the answer. The trouble was, so far, all hybrid babies born were all human.

I’d flatly refused. There was no way I was going to bring a child into the world—any child—and not give it a home and the love it deserved. It simply wasn’t in me to reject an innocent because it didn’t fit the mold of what we needed. Not that the packs would leave them uncared for financially, but I wasn’t playing some sick lottery with other lives. I wasn’t sure what the answer was, but everything in me told me that wasn’t it.

And did I care? Some days, I wasn’t sure I actually did. My human side preferred men, but I wasn’t a fool. I knew my mate had to be able to bear pups, even if the temptation to forget my responsibilities was huge. Not that I was ready to live without my wolf, and I wondered how desperate I would have to be to finally turn my back. The indisputable fact was I was going to find out, and sooner than everyone was thinking. Dad said the silver-skins would come for the remaining alphas first when they knew there weren’t enough of them left to fight.

But something—and I wasn’t sure what—told me Dad was wrong. Not about the curse or the silver-skins being responsible, but about them killing the alphas first. If what we knew about the race that slaughtered for fun and not just food was even half-true, then I imagined I would be kept alive deliberately. Something to gloat over, toy with. If the day ever came and I had nothing left to protect, I would end it myself before I gave any silver-skin the satisfaction.

Another forced laugh went up from the crowd surrounding my dad, and I knew I really didn’t want to go over there.

“How about we go into town?” Kaylan suddenly suggested.

Bayer chuckled, and I glanced at both my friends’ faces. “You’re serious?”

“We can’t help right at this moment.” Kaylan nodded to the pack circle. “They feel as bad for us as we do for them.”

I huffed. It was Friday night, and while the local town was small, it had two decent bars that would be hopping. Molly’s would have a live band, and for once, it would be so good just to forget everything. Even for an hour or two.

“Come on, Phoenix,” Kaylan urged. “Bayer and I are already in trouble for coming here, and we always promised to have each other’s backs.”

“If I remember rightly, that was when we were seven.”

“And?” Kaylan challenged me.

One night away from all the problems sounded so tempting. Bayer waggled his truck keys temptingly, and it was all the invitation I needed. 








  
  
Chapter Two




Emery 

I was so done. Two years of my damn life I’d devoted to that bastard, and it had been one year and three hundred and sixty-four days too many. I was only giving him a day’s concession because my birthday wasn’t over. In fact, I was going to go out as planned, because when my friends from work had found out that the lowlife I’d been engaged to had screwed me over for a woman—complete with a hefty divorce settlement to invest and a seven-bedroom palace on Mercer Island—they’d all decided on a night out.

And the bastard hadn’t even been honest about the reason why.

The lie had hurt. Kids had never been a thing. Being a guy didn’t mean we couldn’t have a family. It had come up in a very frank conversation when we’d started dating. I didn’t want a surrogate because my own childhood had been no picnic, thanks to a set of parents who wanted a child as if it was a fashion accessory, and my mother had no intention of giving up her martini lunches or gaining—shudder—stretch marks. I couldn’t do that, and I certainly wanted a family, but adoption, duh?

Then, when Graeme had proposed a year ago to this very day, and he’d taken me out to a ridiculously expensive restaurant on my birthday and had gotten down on one knee, he’d finally hinted that starting a family might be something we should talk about. I’d pointed out that the adoption of newborns was expensive and difficult, and I didn’t like the thought of surrogacy, but I’d be very interested in fostering to adopt, as there were thousands of older kids that didn’t have a home. Graeme had simply said he was happy with whatever I wanted.

Yeah, right.

But right up until yesterday morning, when Graeme tried to blame our split on my lack of family values, I’d believed him. What a crock of complete shit. I knew damn well he had dollar signs on his mind, not what color to paint the nursery. Not for the first time in the last twenty-four hours, I thanked my lucky stars I’d found out what a complete ass he was before I let him put a ring on it.

There were to be seven of us going out in the end. We’d decided to meet locally in Minton, just north of Ellensburg, because three of us had no transport, and Gemma’s uncle owned a small bar called Molly’s with a live band that her younger brother played in. Frankly, I didn’t care where I went. In fact, I was done with expensive restaurants and smart suits for the foreseeable future. Graeme hated me in jeans, and that was exactly what I was going to wear, along with more eyeliner than I was probably comfortable with because I felt like doing it. 

You rebel you. I arched one darkened eyebrow humorously at myself. At the last second, I grabbed a few tissues in case the fluttery feeling in my insides wasn’t excitement but the start of something I’d picked up from any one of the thirty kids I’d been up close and personal with this week, and I raced to the door when I heard the cab.

“Evening, Mr. Valentine.” Henry Nesbit smiled and opened the cab door for me. I grinned good-naturedly at my cab driver. Cab drivers weren’t usually so gallant, but Henry’s five-year-old granddaughter was in my kindergarten class, and since Henry’s son and daughter-in-law had gotten a divorce, Maisie had all sorts of issues to work through, and I’d done my best to help.

But today wasn’t only my birthday but the official start of summer vacation, which was perfect because I was going to need the full eight weeks to sort my life out.

“So, does this mean you’re staying in Minton?” Gemma asked as we wound our way through the crowd to the table. I could see Valerie Smith, my vice-principal, and Danny Jacobson, my teaching assistant, both already sitting there.

Danny’s eyebrows rose as we both sat down. “You’re staying in Minton?”

“I don’t know. I gave up my lease.” Because Graeme’s house was much bigger, and he had three dogs, which would’ve been impossible in my tiny apartment, but the move had also meant giving up my job. My first call after Graeme had stormed out of my apartment yesterday had been to Rick Sanchez, the principal of Minton Woods Elementary School. Rick had been outraged for me, but my replacement had already signed a contract, and our small school had no openings. My new job was in Bellevue, which meant a two-hour commute each way, technically possible but miserable for anything other than short-term. Still, Rick was likely to know if there were any opportunities nearer before they became official.

The waitress appeared, and much to my delight, we all ordered a round of cocktails to start the night off. I was so ready to forget everything, and three more friends I worked with showed up. After a second round, I was starting to enjoy myself. In fact, at one point, Gemma dragged me onto the tiny dance floor until I cried off, needing water after ten minutes.

I collapsed onto one of the chairs and started fanning myself with a small coaster that was nowhere big enough. Hell, I should’ve been fitter than this. Gemma sat down next to me. “If I didn’t know you were only twenty-five and a guy, I’d say it was your age.” She giggled good-naturedly, and I rolled my eyes. But she had a point.

“Can I ask you a question?” Gemma leaned in, but to be honest, it was so noisy there was no danger of anyone hearing her. She bit her lip. “You can tell me to mind my own business.”

I groaned theatrically. “What is it?”

“You seem more upset about the job than splitting up with Graeme.”

I gazed at my perceptive friend. To be honest, I’d been reaching the same conclusion. “Maybe there was a reason I wanted to live together first before we set a date,” I acknowledged. Graeme had been comfortable, easy, but was that really a good basis to start a life together? Maybe Graeme’s client had done us both a favor. She certainly seemed to have bought more than insurance from him.

“Mom says you’re welcome to the apartment above the bar, but it gets really noisy.”

I smiled. “Your mom’s a sweetheart. Jack’s offered me his spare room, and Annie Mellor says her brother is a realtor, and they just got the contract to sell the new development out on Poplar.” To be honest, I intended to swing by there tomorrow.

“I guess Jack’s nearer your new job,” Gemma agreed.

“Yeah, and I could be waiting years to get a job in Minton.” I’d been such an idiot, but Graeme had been so persuasive, and I did love his three dogs. I’d half wondered if the three dogs had been more of a draw than the man himself. I couldn’t keep a dog myself when I was out at work so much, and my landlady would never have allowed it anyway.

I really wished I could just go home and wallow. The initial buzz was definitely starting to fade, and I couldn’t help the small sigh escaping.

“Are you feeling okay?” Gemma frowned.

“I’m fine,” I assured her. “Just a headache. It’ll be all the stress.” I hated to lie, but overnight, my life had seemed to go to hell.

Gemma’s dad shouted something to her, and she quickly went to help.

After another hour, I was counting the minutes until I could go home without upsetting anyone. I breathed out a sigh of relief when Gemma’s dad begged her to help them behind the bar again when the band came on for their second set.

“To be honest, Gemma, I think I’m gonna call it a night,” I admitted. Jamie’s husband had joined us, and the others seemed to have either paired off or were dancing.

“Oh?” Gemma looked worried.

I shrugged, deciding to be honest. “I don’t want to be a party pooper, but it’s been a difficult couple of days, and I’m still processing.”

Gemma nodded, her gaze searching mine. “How are you getting home?”

“Henry Nesbitt.” I chuckled. “He told me he’s working in town all night, and he can be here as soon as I call him if I didn’t get a ride earlier.” Gemma’s brother had offered to drop me at home when we were through, but I didn’t want to interrupt my friend’s evening this early.

Gemma’s face cleared. “Which we both know means he would drop everything if you call.”

I nodded. It was nice to be appreciated, even though I’d been honored to help. I knew firsthand how bewildering a divorce could be to a child.

Gemma hugged me quickly and then stood back, seeming disconcerted. “Miss you already.”

I grinned. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.” I waggled my eyebrows, which got the giggle from Gemma I’d been aiming for, and I promised to text her tomorrow and let her know what my apartment hunting/job hunting plans were. I waved bye to my friends who were still dancing. Then I quickly tried to push my way through the crowd to the entrance. I had my phone in my hand, ready to call Henry as soon as I got to the door.

It was packed, and I was beginning to wish I’d just made up an excuse not to turn up, which wasn’t like me at all. I tried to slide in between two huge guys that had just walked in. Someone jostled me, and I put out a hand, convinced I was going to overbalance, and touched the huge broad shoulder in front of me.

And fell headlong into a pit of fire.

Absently, I knew I’d dropped my phone as it slipped uselessly from my numb fingers. I heard voices all around me, but they could’ve been speaking alien for all I knew or all I cared. Deep gray eyes gazed at me, trapped my own. The man had swung around so fast that one second I was facing a shoulder, and the next, I was drowning as the stunning gray eyes lit with smoky hues, and the fire robbed me of oxygen.

We both held still for such a long minute, but then I managed to wrench my eyes downward to see long fingers curled around my wrists.

There was another man, maybe two, because the man shared glances at either side of him, but I still couldn’t make out the clipped order he gave them. I thought one picked up my phone, but my mouth was so dry my lips couldn’t have formed words even if my brain could’ve supplied them. The throbbing of the music in the bar behind me suddenly seemed to match the staccato of my heart.

“Are you okay?”

The outside world crashed back, and I yanked my hands away. I looked at the other man who was politely holding my phone out. God, but he was huge. The one standing in front of me was big, but that man was a bear.

“Are you okay?” he repeated. The man who’d stopped me from falling was currently looking at me with narrowed eyes.

“Phoenix?”

I turned without being given a chance to answer as Danny joined us.

“Danny,” Gray eyes in front of me responded, and they shook hands.

Danny smiled. “I didn’t realize you two knew each other.”

“We don’t,” he answered without giving me the chance.

“I dropped my phone,” was all I could manage.

“Are you okay?” Danny asked. “Gemma said you weren’t feeling well.”

“You’re sick?” The giant—no, Danny had called him Phoenix—asked as if he was honing in on something important.

I flushed even more. “Just a headache and a little warm.” Great, now I sounded like I was seventy.

Phoenix nodded and then started issuing instructions, and, in barely a few seconds, I was sitting down on one of the outside tables clutching a cool glass of iced water, trying to get a hold of myself. Phoenix seemed to be talking to Danny. I could see his lips moving in firm sensuous movements that had me immediately focusing on my own. I licked mine in a mockery of the action that I felt simultaneously in so many other places I had no business feeling.

Phoenix’s hands moved a fraction over mine, still gentle, careful, but to grab my attention. I laughed idiotically at the insane thought I’d be giving my attention to someone else. He repeated the same question, and I finally realized he was talking to me. “How are you getting home?”

“A cab,” I managed to articulate.

Phoenix frowned. “I’ll take you home.”

“Oh no, that won’t be necessary.” I refused, starting to feel a little better in the fresh air. I was an avid CSI watcher. There was no way I was going to let three strangers drive me home.

Phoenix smiled as if I’d said something amusing. “Danny will vouch I’m not an axe murderer.”

And as if Phoenix had conjured the younger man, he immediately jumped in. “No, Emery, honestly. Phoenix has been remodeling my mom’s house, and our families have been friends forever. You would be totally safe. And that’s Bayer and Kaylan,” he said as an afterthought, and the slimmer blond man huffed to indicate he didn’t think much of Danny’s demonstration of his social skills and stepped forward.

“Emery? Kaylan. And the giant over there is called Bayer,” the blond man introduced himself. 

I stuck out my hand, not missing the fraction of hesitation before Kaylan took it and bowed theatrically. The noise Phoenix made in the back of his throat told me he didn’t think much for the performance.

“I can call—”

“You really can’t.” Phoenix stood up and took the empty glass from my hand, and as our fingers brushed, I couldn’t help the shiver in reaction. My eyes immediately shot to Phoenix’s, and my insides clenched. Crap. No, it’s shock. I couldn’t seriously be drooling over some guy the same day I’d broken up with the man I was going to marry.

Yeah, you can, a little voice whispered seductively. I took a breath and mentally told the little voice where to shove it… and now I had another image as my ass clenched. No. No, absolutely not. I wasn’t listening.

Phoenix just held out a hand to Bayer, who immediately passed him a set of keys. Kaylan threw an arm around Danny and steered him inside, and with a polite tip of his head, Bayer followed them both into the bar.

“Your chariot awaits.”

I hesitated. I knew Phoenix had cataloged my reaction. I knew full well if I invited him to stay, he would. I’d never been one for one-night stands. Not that I hadn’t dated before Graeme, but I was sure going home with someone less than twenty-four hours after breaking up with my boyfriend didn’t say anything very complimentary about me. Reckless much?

I hesitated again for a fraction of a second while the devil on my shoulder gave me another nudge and decided that reckless might be somewhere new I could hang my hat for a change.

I was definitely homeless as of tomorrow, anyway.








  
  
Chapter Three




Phoenix 

Am I insane?

No, but I’d be careful, even if my wolf was dancing in my head like some excitable puppy. It had been known, of course. Mates came in various shapes and sizes. Emery just wasn’t what I expected. I nearly laughed at the understatement.

My mate couldn’t be a man. Not now. Not when our very existence relied on me producing heirs. In years gone past, yes. My dad would never have objected, but it was a different world now. 

“Where am I going?” I asked as I turned the engine on.

“Do you know the bakery at the end of Main Street? My apartment’s over it.”

My eyes widened. “Really? I’ve been in there tons of times. It’s a wonder we’ve never met.” They sold really good coffee. And the custard tarts were amazing.

Emery nodded and shivered. I immediately turned the heat on, knowing humans ran colder than shifters, even if it had been warm today. He’d only had a shirt on to go with the jeans. The fuck-me jeans. I tightened my hands around the steering wheel and waited for it to crack.

Before I thought better of it, I reached down and clasped the trembling hand fisted on his knee. “Are you cold?”

“Not really,” Emery replied noncommittally, but he didn’t jerk his hand away, so I left mine where it was. I knew I was attracted to him. Understatement. The faint smell of his arousal teased my nostrils, but he seemed to settle in the seat almost immediately when I touched him. My wolf also took an easy breath and relaxed. The animal’s reaction to so many scents at once was the reason I hardly ever went to bars, but it seemed very content at the moment. Which puzzled me.

“How long have you lived in Minton?” I glanced over to where he was watching the road, his face mostly in shadow.

“I moved out here right after college and got my teaching certificate. I was lucky to get experience here, and then Mrs. Mossley retired to live with her daughter. I applied and got the job. From what Danny said, it sounded like your family’s lived here for a long time?”

“Back at least seven generations,” I confirmed. Of course, that was in wolf years. If we were talking about human lifespans, it would’ve been more like ten. Wolves lived at least a hundred, hundred and twenty years, often more, which was another reason we mostly kept to ourselves.

“That’s amazing,” he said, and I could hear the wistful note in his voice and risked another question.

“What made you move out here?”

“I grew up in a lot of places. Mostly Seattle, but we moved a lot. Big cities. And I fancied something completely different.”

I had a feeling there was much more to that sentence. “Is your family still in Seattle?”

“No. My mom and dad got divorced when I was fourteen. Dad is an investment banker, and he moved to Tokyo. My mom didn’t want to go, which was the excuse for a divorce. She remarried three years ago and lives in New York.”

“Wow, that must be cool for vacations,” I said, but really, just for the sake of something to say. He didn’t look thrilled to be talking about it. “No brothers or sisters?”

“No, you?”

“No, but I spend enough time with Kaylan and Bayer, they might as well be,” I said ruefully. I’d often wished it was so.

“Do they work with you?”

I shook my head. “No, Bayer’s family runs a logging company not far from Richland, and Kaylan’s has a hotel out near Leavenworth.” 

He seemed to think about that. “That’s quite some distance for you to be friends.”

“Do you often go to Molly’s?” I asked, changing the subject, and signaled to turn onto Fenton. We would be at his apartment in less than five minutes.

“No.” He chuckled. “Actually, it’s my birthday.”

I swung my head to look at him. “Really?” Then I laughed.

“Uh-huh,” he said hesitantly, obviously wondering what was so funny.

I grinned. “Because it’s my birthday today, as well.”

Emery’s jaw dropped. “Wow, well, happy birthday.” 

I lifted Emery’s hand, which I still hadn’t let go of, to brush a quick kiss on the back of his knuckles. Emery drew a sharp breath in. 

“I’m thirty,” I offered.

“Twenty-five.” He grinned as he said it, but twenty-five? That was some coincidence. The age at which all female wolves got their first heat.

“You work in construction?” he asked after another minute of quiet.

“Yeah, my dad and uncles build custom homes, but we take on smaller jobs for locals as well.” The pack had plenty of money, and the small jobs we took on were another way of making sure the humans were safe. Danny’s family, for instance. His sister had moved back home when she’d gotten pregnant, and her boyfriend had run in the opposite direction. It’d taken nothing to extend and remodel so she had her own space, and Danny’s mom had basically just paid for the materials. “You’re a teacher?”

Emery’s shoulders drooped. “Yes, kindergarten.” He sounded sad.

I glanced at him. “And you don’t enjoy it?” 

“No.” He licked his lips. “I love it.” I just stopped the low growl in my throat at the action and swallowed heavily. “It’s complicated,” Emery hurried to add. He’d obviously taken my response for the beginning of a question and not my body’s reaction to him moistening his lips. I heard the leather creak under my fingers and tried to remember what he’d said. Oh yeah, his job.

I wanted to ask what was wrong, but it was really none of my business, and he stayed quiet as we pulled up opposite the bakery. I knew trying to fix things was an alpha trait, and this time, I didn’t mean building extra rooms. I glanced up and down the empty Main Street. All the stores were closed now, but I had no intention of pulling up right outside for so many reasons, the chief one being I hoped I would be staying here for a good few hours.

Emery squinted up at me. “Thank you so much.” Then he looked down at where my hand still lay on his as if he’d forgotten it. “Would you like a coffee before you head back?”

I wanted so much more than a coffee, but I would settle for just that if that was all that was on offer. “That would be great.” I let his hand go reluctantly and opened the truck door, leaving the keys inside in the hope one of the guys would need to collect it.

I waited while Emery stepped in front of me, then followed as he walked to a door at the side of the shuttered store window. “Does it wake you when they open at five?”

Emery unlocked the door. “It used to, but even if it does now, sometimes the familiar can be comforting.”

Which was true. I followed him up one flight of stairs and waited as he unlocked another door and followed him through. Boxes. That was my first impression. “You’re moving out?”

Emery walked into the small kitchen and immediately began filling the coffee machine.

“Tomorrow, actually,” he said with a catch in his voice. I leaned back against the counter, watching him measure granules.

“But you don’t want to,” I said, completely convinced, but I held my hand up at Emery’s hesitation. “It’s complicated.”

Emery’s green eyes suddenly swam at me as I tossed back his earlier words to him, and I felt like such a jerk. “Ah, hell. I’m sorry,” I said and took two steps, which was all I needed to get close to him in the tiny kitchen. Emery stared down at the floor, swallowed, and looked up. His smile was bright and totally false.

“It’s fine. I surrendered the lease. I’m—”

If someone had asked me afterward, I couldn’t have ever sworn who made the first move. Whether Emery seemed to invite me in or I closed the gap, all I knew was the need to taste Emery’s lips was all me, and it was totally my fault Emery never finished his sentence.

I nearly groaned out loud at the first tentative flutter of Emery’s fingers on my arm and then the slide of Emery’s hand across my back as he pressed closer. As if a switch flicked, I cupped my hands under Emery’s ass and lifted him. Emery answered the unspoken demand by wrapping his legs around my hips.

So soft. Emery’s lips molded to mine, and I turned him around so I could sit him on the counter and free my hands. Emery wrenched his mouth free for oxygen, but I simply mouthed the nearly stubble-free skin on his neck until he arched for more. “Phoenix,” he moaned and tilted his head to offer more skin. How was it possible for one person to taste so perfect? Was it because I was finally allowing myself simple pleasure? That a give-and-take for nothing other than enjoyment could be such a rush was immense. I’d had sex—of course I had—but the lupine females I’d pleasured were all hoping for a deeper bond that had never happened, and I’d never dared touch a human female, scared of what it might mean to the pack.

Kaylan loved his human partners. He said being free of the responsibilities of pack and breeding made for such a heady encounter that it quickly became addictive, but I’d never believed it right up to this point.

His jeans needed to come off, and I slipped a finger into Emery’s waistband and, with a flick, undid the button.

“Please tell me you have something with you?”

I paused, my fingers on one hand splayed across his cheek, my other around his back to pull him forward. Something? “I—” Damn. It had never occurred to me, and I groaned.

“I take it that means you don’t?”

I shook my head and leaned it on Emery’s chest, closing my eyes and counting my breaths. I needed to calm down. “I’m free of anything that would harm you, but obviously, you don’t know me.” At least I wasn’t risking pregnancy.

Emery brought his hands up, gently cupped my face, and lifted it. “And I’m just supposed to take your word for that?”

I shook my head, the urge to give pleasure rather than take it suddenly so overwhelming I could barely breathe. “I can do other things.” And I bent to capture soft lips that seemed to beg me to do so at the same time as lifting him with ease. His bedroom door was open, so I didn’t have to stop and ask. I simply nudged the door wider and had a moment to see a bed large enough I approved, until Emery’s slim fingers coursed their way through my hair and pulled my head back down for another kiss. I wasn’t even completely sure Emery knew he was being carried. I held Emery against me but let his legs slide to the floor so I had one hand free to pull back the comforter and then ease him down.

Emery gasped as my fingers slid under his zip to lower it, and in another few seconds, his jeans hit the floor. I desperately wanted my own off, but even with my rigid control, it would be too much of a temptation to have no barrier other than my determination. Suddenly stifling, I yanked my t-shirt off, nearly ripping it.

Emery’s eyes widened in what I hoped was appreciation, and his hands smoothed their way down my chest until he met denim. “Oh,” his one word came out almost as a plea.

“I’m not that strong,” I admitted and gently eased his shirt free, even though everything in me wanted to tear it off. I met Emery’s gaze and was incapable of holding another groan in. Emery seemed soft all over. I was sure he had muscles, but they were barely defined. I bent and kissed his cute little belly. I felt Emery relax and looked up. He was smiling. The confidence in his own body was such an incredible turn-on I wasn’t sure my jeans would hold.

“You’re stunning,” I breathed the words out and slid a hand around his back to press him closer.

“I don’t know about that,” Emery teased. “I can definitely pinch more than an inch in some places, but life is way too short to worry about things that really don’t matter.” He shrugged. “And I live over a bakery. I’m not that disciplined I could deny myself the odd piece of cake.”

I doubted I was disciplined enough at that moment to deny Emery anything. I trailed a finger up Emery’s chest and circled each nipple with my fingernail until Emery shivered in pleasure and his nipples peaked in response. Emery’s breath hitched as I lowered my head, and his eyes widened before I closed mine.

“Phoenix,” Emery cried and thrust his hips in unconscious invitation. I moved lower, trailing my tongue, licking his soft belly and nuzzling the dusting of hair.
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Holy hell. This man. I’d never ever felt like this before. Sex was pleasant, sometimes sticky, but never like I would die if his teasing finger didn’t do more right this second. It was as if Phoenix had lit a match to my insides. First in the bar, and then back here. I groaned silently but then was unable to swallow the whimper as Phoenix’s hand slid over my sack, cupped and gently tugged, sending sparks of pleasure to places I didn’t know I had places. The bed bounced as he shuffled lower. Phoenix’s other hand kept its onslaught on my nipples, each twist, each delicious scrape of nail, playing, pulling, as if the touch had a direct line to my cock, before Phoenix even touched there.

“Phoenix,” I moaned, my body seeming to draw tight and center itself. And then his lips touched me. I stopped breathing. Because, holy fucking hell, Phoenix was doing things with his mouth that should be trademarked or something. The man could be a millionaire. I gulped in a slightly hysterical breath knowing Phoenix was rapidly unraveling every shred of control I had. My cock was so hard. My balls were tight and full of need. Phoenix sucked me down his throat like he was never gonna stop. One more tug of my nipple, one more pull on my balls, one teeny tiny scrape of teeth—I was done. I yelled, swore, invoked gods that probably didn’t exist outside of Buffy, the Vampire Slayer, and let myself be swept away on a tide of pleasure Noah’s freakin’ ark wouldn’t have survived.

And still, Phoenix didn’t stop. I was past making conscious words. I may have even begged, but breathy moans and cries seemed to spill from my lips without any intent or ability to stop them.

Until Phoenix edged me higher when I thought I’d already reached the summit. At the very second, my smoldering insides caught alight and sent sparks along every nerve, one more possessive kiss, one more slide of Phoenix’s talented fingers, and I fell headlong off the sudden cliff into a pit that promised bone-melting pleasure, and I was finally caught safe in strong arms.

I didn’t know what had just happened. Well, I did… but it wasn’t… fuck, whatever it was, it definitely wasn’t likely to happen again. And I knew that gibberish made no sense whatsoever.

And I really didn’t care.








  
  
Chapter Four




Phoenix 

The light caress woke me instantly, and I immediately knew where I was. As I turned my head, ready for another satisfying kiss, I was stunned when Emery moaned and rubbed himself along my side, immediately seeking out my warmth. I caught his hand as he slid it into my boxers. I’d taken off my jeans before I’d gone to sleep last night, fully expecting to wake up early, but I hadn’t counted on this.

“Emery, sweetheart.” I tried to hold his wrist without hurting him, just as he opened his eyes. And my heart stopped. The eyes staring back at me weren’t entirely human. The unmistakable gold fanning out from green irises was distinctive. “What—” I began in shock, only for Emery to capture my lips with his, lifting his bare leg to slide up and down mine. My body reacted immediately, and I groaned, taking over the kiss and cupping the swollen cock pressing against mine. As Emery tugged his hands free and trailed them over my abdomen, I was still in shock from what I’d seen, fighting a losing battle to stop my body from reacting to the onslaught of his tongue, hands, and the delicious sounds escaping his throat. I cupped his face, tilting it toward mine.

“I still have no protection,” I said, staring into now-green eyes, wondering if I’d imagined the gold. They were very human now—and as gorgeous as the rest of him. I hadn’t even noticed the dusting of freckles on Emery’s nose last night.

Emery gazed at me for a long minute, then chuckled. “It’s not like I can get pregnant.” He scrunched his nose up, then he seemed to vault out of bed, heading to a pile of boxes. I tracked his gorgeous naked form and knew I needed to cover myself with more than cotton boxers. “Suzanne got married last month,” he muttered. Not having a reply to that, I wisely decided to keep quiet. But then Emery produced a small purple bag, delighted. “Bachelorette party goodies.”

I had no clue what that even meant until he brought out six small foil-wrapped packs. Emery grinned and shrugged. “What? They’re all married. They gave me theirs.”

I knew condoms didn’t matter, but if they made Emery feel safer, they were a good thing. Shifters didn’t carry human diseases, and they wouldn’t be an effective barrier against me anyway. It was why I’d never had sex with a human female, but also the reason I couldn’t explain why I didn’t need condoms to Emery.

I’d shared enough jokes with Bayer and Kaylan about super sperm, and it wasn’t just an alpha thing; it was a shifter thing.

Emery came back to bed, falling silent. I supposed the distraction could be awkward. “So you need to kiss me,” Emery announced, and I grinned. Or not.

“It will be my pleasure,” I said sincerely, leaning over. Just as quickly as before, the fire heating my blood roared through me again.

“You’re bad for me,” Emery muttered between tongues and lips. “I’ve never wanted anyone so much in my entire life.”

I knew exactly how he felt. “My family is well known in town,” I said, taking his lips in a dominating I own you kiss before drawing back. “I can send for references…”

Emery threw his head back and laughed, the sound deep, throaty, and as if he put his whole self into the emotion. I bent down, unable to resist capturing the sound with my lips. The laugh quickly became a sound of need, and I, finally given permission, guided Emery’s fingers to my waistband.

I hardened again immediately from the first tentative brush of skin on skin. My tongue glided over his, and I lifted my hips to help him slide my briefs down. His hands roamed over my shoulders and the back of my head.

His eyes glowed with desire and passion, unlike anything I’d seen in a long time, especially when looking in the mirror. Emery arched his back and rolled his groin over mine, teasing. He braced each hand on my hips, the knowledge and understanding of what he wanted clear on his face as he lowered himself steadily over me, taking me in. His eyes widened. “Wait, I forgot lube.” But I’d already felt him. Emery was slick with need. I didn’t know how and wasn’t about to question my good fortune. My wolf was going crazy inside, urging me on, knowing what it wanted, but I wasn’t going there. Emery was human. My fangs itched, but I willed them to stay in my gums. “Phoenix,” Emery pleaded breathlessly, moving slightly, the grind of his hips both a question and a plea. His eyes rolled back. “If you don’t move, I’m going to lose my mind.”

I couldn’t help but smile. He was incredible. Anchoring my hands on his hips, I lifted him a fraction before lowering him again. The sound from Emery’s throat went straight to my cock, and I clamped down hard on my careening out-of-control reactions.

I pushed upright, half lifting off the bed, holding him as he eased back down and then rolled his hips. Sat astride, Emery ground deep, and I loved that most of the choices to move were his. I slowed, lifting, and met his lips in a slow, sensuous movement, my fingers weaving through his hair. My body seemed to light up, thundering down a path too soon to a conclusion. I was embarrassed by the admission I was going to have to make soon if I didn’t stop moving. I arched my back. 

“Phoenix!” His cry was urgent, demanding, and I had no choice but to do as Emery demanded. I thrust my hips, the low guttural noise in my throat more from my wolf than me. I only had so much control, and Emery was unraveling it all at breakneck speed. Emery leaned back, secure in my arms, and the slight change in angle was nearly overwhelming. I thrust, the stretch pressing deliciously tight. Pulling back, I thrust again, helpless to the demands of either of our bodies.

“Emery,” I cried, as much a warning as I was able, our lips meeting as my orgasm barreled over me. Emery cried out his own satisfaction, and we rode out the wave together.
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“I have to go,” Phoenix said apologetically when I emerged from the tiny bathroom later. It was so small it didn’t even have room for a bath, which I would’ve killed for right about now. I tried not to show my disappointment, even though I’d hoped we’d have breakfast together. I wasn’t going to ask him if I would see him again. I wasn’t, but deep down, I hoped like hell he would ask me. Which was insane, considering I didn’t even know where I would be sleeping tonight.

“We have a family meeting,” he said, his lips twisting as if that wasn’t quite the right word, but he couldn’t think of a better one.

“You all must like early mornings,” I commented dryly, noting the bakery had only just opened. I knew he didn’t want to stay for the awkward afters, but he didn’t have to lie. Then again, he didn’t owe me anything. “It must be cool to all work together,” I added.

His eyebrows rose, as if that hadn’t occurred to him. “It is… until one of us disagrees.”

“I guess it’s a huge responsibility as well, especially if you have no siblings to help shoulder the burden,” I said and watched his eyes glitter. I had a feeling I might have hit the nail on the head.

“You have no idea,” he replied with feeling, softening the statement with a smile. “Have you decided what you’re going to do?” He was referring to the job.

“No, but I have eight weeks of vacation to figure it out,” I said, trying to make it sound like no big deal. Maybe I should quit being a teacher and become an actor. 

Phoenix pulled on his shirt, already wearing his jeans, as I tugged my bathrobe closer around me. I glanced out of the window and huffed. He walked over to see what I was looking at—his truck. I had to smile. Bayer and Kaylan were both leaning against it, sipping coffee they’d obviously bought from downstairs. They must’ve been waiting to go with Phoenix. As if Kaylan knew we were looking, he gazed up at the window and waved another cup he was holding.

“Your ride’s here,” I said, amused, turning around. He opened his mouth to speak, but suddenly I didn’t want to hear the words he was going to say. I quickly placed a finger over his lips to silence them and shook my head. “Have a good life,” I whispered and walked back into the bathroom. I didn’t want him to see that I was going to need a tissue. I had no idea why he seemed to shut the door with so much force that the whole apartment seemed to shake. He was the one leaving. I blew out a long breath and walked back into the bedroom, continuing into the small living room and kitchenette. I had no intention of watching his truck drive away. How pathetic would that be? I glanced at the clock. It was still early. The moving van wouldn’t arrive until nine.

Crap. I’d forgotten. Amongst all the anger and phone calls about the job, and then last night, I hadn’t given much thought to where I was going to live, just relieved I had options. Mrs. West, my landlady, had been kind, but the bakery owner downstairs needed the apartment for her son. She’d given me a week free because my lease had ended, and I’d had four more days of school. She hadn’t even charged me or checked the apartment. Last night had been the only time anyone had stayed over. I usually stayed at Graeme’s in the city. He always had to get home for the dogs.

What was I going to do?

I could stay with friends or check out something nearer to Ellensburg. I called the movers to make arrangements since I wouldn’t be going to Graeme’s. After setting that up and deciding on a quick shower, the knock at the door made my heart beat faster. He wouldn’t have come back.

He hadn’t.

Mrs. West was at the door, looking worried. “What’s the matter?” I immediately asked, concerned about her daughter, Annabelle, who was due any day.

“Mrs. Hernandez just ordered a cake for her mom’s eightieth.”

I listened, knowing there was more. 

“And she was talking to Stella Jacobson—” Danny’s mom, Emery understood. “And Robert’s already on his way with a friend to share the apartment, and Eric’s cousin is taking our spare room.”

I reassured her. “It’s fine. I have two offers for temporary accommodation, and I’m checking out a new development this morning.”

Mrs. West brightened. “Oh, I hear it’s lovely over there.”

“Actually, could you do me a favor?” I asked, making a decision.

“Anything,” Mrs. West replied fervently. 

“I’ve just spoken to the movers, and they’re going to load the van and store everything until they hear from me. I have what I need for a weekend, and I was thinking of checking into a hotel out toward Ellensburg, maybe pamper myself for the weekend.” The more I thought about it, the better it sounded. A massage and a facial seemed wonderful right about now. “Would you mind if they just drop the keys in when they’re done? I really don’t need to watch them.” 

“It’s Dyer’s?” Mrs. West asked. I nodded. Mrs. West smiled. “Then your things will be fine. I’ve known Sadie Dyer all her life. She won’t let anything get damaged.” 

I said goodbye and promised to call into the shop next week for my mail. Fortunately, I’d never arranged for it to be forwarded to Graeme’s. Maybe I was psychic? I let out an inelegant snort and rubbed my throat absentmindedly. I still had a weird feeling and put a hand to my head. Maybe I should swing by the pharmacy and see if I could pick something up. I might be starting a cold.

A little later, I was all packed up. The apartment had been partially furnished, so I didn’t have a lot of things—just the coffee tables and some books, really—and I’d packed a small case for the weekend. I would’ve been fine if every time I passed the bed, I didn’t think about its last occupant and want to cry. No, I don’t, I thought to myself. I couldn’t actually remember the last time I’d cried. I had money in the bank and a job. Even if the job wasn’t ideal, it would certainly look good on my resume. I liked Minton and had friends here, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t make them in Bellevue, either. 

Who was I kidding? I’d lived in a dozen cities, each more glamorous than the rest. All I’d ever wanted was somewhere to settle down, to belong. And Phoenix being here didn’t mean I couldn’t. It was one night. I smiled to myself. Okay, in the privacy of my own head, I was willing to admit it had been the best sex of my life, maybe, but getting into another relationship wasn’t a clever idea so soon after the last one had ended. 

Maybe it rankled so much because he hadn’t even asked for my number. But then, I hadn’t asked for his, unable to bear hearing whatever excuse he would give. It wasn’t that I suddenly thought all men were a waste of time, but I’d definitely seen the hesitation in Phoenix’s eyes. Something had been going on. At least I knew it couldn’t be another boyfriend or worse. Danny knew his family. I mulled that over for a second and stood up. Maybe Gemma and I could meet Danny and his boyfriend next week for coffee? She knew Danny wouldn’t be able to resist gossiping. I picked up the suitcase and took one more look around the apartment that had been my home for three years, feeling a pang.

And missing it already.
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