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Chapter 1


Connor





The last two weeks had been hard. I had buried my pack leader, I had waded through a mountain of forms and a host of meetings about his will, his assets and his crimes, and worked my way through his phone to deal with jobs he had arranged for us. 

And now, I was facing the most difficult task of all. I was going to talk to Nick.

Even walking through the parking lot of the estate where the fighting had taken place was a bit of a challenge. I felt guilty for letting it happen, felt guilty for not having chosen the right side when I should have, and for causing Nick so much pain.

The wolf girl at the reception desk was friendly enough, but that was simply her being professional. And of course, she didn’t know what news I carried.

Within moments, someone else arrived to guide me to an office, and then I could no longer stall. I pulled up a little wolf to contain the guilt flooding me and walked into that office with more trepidation than I had felt before any fight.

Nick was there, of course, and Nessa sat at his side. Both looked grave, but that was a huge improvement on the last time I had seen Nick, covered in blood and passing out.

“Connor, have a seat. What brings you here?” Nick wasn’t openly antagonistic, which helped. But then, he had always been the rational one. Or the cynical one, maybe.

“I have some things for you.” I handed him the bag I was carrying before sitting down. “I thought you might want them back.”

“Oh?” The surprise was real, and I was relieved he smiled a little when he pulled his sunglasses and his phone from the bag. I had even charged it for him. “Thank you, Connor.”

“The least I could do. Your bike is in the camp in Spartanburg, by the way. I persuaded Reg to keep it as a trophy.”

Nick actually laughed. “That’s clever.”

I didn’t feel clever. That idea had been born from desperation, and now the bike sat there as a constant reminder of what I should have done and hadn’t.

“Nick, I’m so freaking sorry.” The words burst out, despite my intention to keep it cool. “I should have done better, I should have gone with you, and… and… and maybe none of this would have happened.”

“Easy, Connor.” Yes, that was the old Nick, maybe a tad gentler than usual, and I squinted at Nessa. She was smiling.

“Are you both all right?” I had to know, needed them to confirm that at least for them, the horrible events had led to a good ending.

“Better than all right.” Nessa’s voice was soft. And then she looked at Nick, and that glance spoke volumes. They had become close, not a surprise after all they had gone through.

“Nessa is my mate now.”

My jaw dropped. Nick, the strong, aloof wolf who had always claimed not to be interested in girls? I found enough manners inside me to smile at them. “Congratulations.”

Nick grinned at me. “Shocking, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” I didn’t want to elaborate, that was between Nick and Nessa, but I felt something ease inside me. “I’m happy for you.”

“So tell me. What is going on?” Another touch of the old Nick, he had always moved in when Reg wouldn’t lead, and he did it now when I couldn’t.

I took a deep breath. “I’ve been taking over. Going through Reg’s things. Getting him buried. Sorting through the jobs, canceling most of them.”

Nick nodded. He knew what kind of task that was. “I’m sorry you got stuck with that.”

I shrugged. “Nobody else to do it. Jim is still recovering. Alberto is taking care of him.”

“What happened to Jim?” Nessa looked worried, which was kind of her considering that Jim had tried to kill her, as well.

“He almost lost his left hand. Someone mauled his paw. We’re not sure if he’ll regain full use of it.”

Both of them nodded with more compassion than I had expected. They knew how much being able to use both hands meant to someone riding motorcycles.

“And the weirdest thing is that Reg had a will.” Which actually wasn’t the weirdest thing, I admitted to myself, that would come next.

Both just looked at me, and I took another deep breath before dropping that particular bomb shell.

“I suppose he just didn’t get around to changing it, but it’s all legal and watertight. He named you as the beneficiary, Nick.”

Nick looked just as stunned as I had felt when I learned about it.

“The bastard,” he whispered.

“There is some property, plenty of money, and lots of investments”, I explained, and Nick’s eyes grew wider and wider.

“I… I don’t…”

“Let’s think about it, Nick, before you turn it down. Maybe we can do some good with it,” Nessa said.

I was starting to see why he liked her so much.

“That… that’s a good idea.” He took a deep breath. “Honestly, I thought I was done with him when I broke his bloody neck.”

That sounded just like something Nick would do. The Nick I had known, at least. I wouldn’t be surprised if the recent events had changed him.

Silence reined for a while, and then Nessa took a deep breath. “Tell us how you are doing, Connor.”

I wasn’t so sure that Nick really wanted to know, but I would tell Nessa. She had been nothing but friendly to us, until Reg had spoiled it all. I hid a sigh.

“Just… trying to pick up the pieces. There are still some security jobs, more photo shoots, and one escort job next week that I cannot cancel, so I’m looking for some young wolves to help out. Wondering if I can maintain the camps, now that I’m stopping some of the stuff. And I’m trying to talk Alberto out of getting a sidecar.”

Nick laughed at that, although I could tell that he knew how much work handling all the camps was.

“Look, this place is not just a tourist company,” he said. “It’s the headquarters of a large, loosely joined pack, with dozens of families.”

I blinked, trying to even imagine this. “I never heard of something like that.”

Nessa was still smiling. “That doesn’t make it less true. Beth is the leader here, and she helped my family a lot.”

A female leader. That explained much. I breathed a little easier. “Do you think I could become… an ally?”

“Probably. But that is for Beth to decide,” Nessa said. “I think that some of the younger ones here wouldn’t mind getting some exciting jobs, though. Tour guide isn’t for everyone.”

Nick was grinning in a way that told me he knew something I didn’t. “I could help out, as well. If you don’t mind.”

He exchanged a look with Nessa, and she nodded. “Only if I come with you.”

“If I don’t mind?” I laughed. “Nick, I would love to have you back. And you can have it all, if you want to. I’m not a leader.”

“Let’s see how it goes after we run this one job together, okay?”

That was new. Nick wasn’t jumping into an adventure with both feet. But it made sense. I sighed, and he lifted an eyebrow.

“I don’t want to take away what you’re building right now, Connor”, he explained. “I can tell you walked in here feeling guilty as hell, and you shouldn’t. You did a lot to help me and Nessa.”

“Maybe.”

“You kept them from killing me after I won the challenge against Reg. And you warned me when Reg found us in that little town. You even saved my bike.” He lifted that eyebrow again.

“Yeah.” I looked down, because it didn’t feel like it had been enough.

“I will be back on the road,” Nick said quietly. “Give or take a few weeks. With Nessa, and a few other wolves. I would like to use some of our camps, and possibly some of Reg’s old contacts. I would love to work hand in hand with you here. To be honest, I’m not that sure about Jim and Alberto. They would have to give me very clear indications of supporting me and my… pack.”

I could tell that it wasn’t easy for him to use that word. And then I realized what he had been really saying. “Are you offering me a position as Lieutenant?”

Nick took a deep breath. “Maybe. Having you on board would make everything much easier. I know you did the best you could without antagonizing Reg, and we’re alive because of that.”

I still wasn’t certain of that but I started feeling more at ease. “I’ll find a solution for Jim and Alberto. And we can start trying out handling projects together and see how it works out, especially with that escort one. You’re certainly welcome to use the camps, they need a bit of maintenance.”

Nick looked relieved, and that helped even more.

“So let’s make some plans,” Nessa said, and I was surprised. She had never spoken up much during her time with us, but this was something a leader would say.

“Yes?”

“You have that escort gig coming up next week already, right?”

I nodded.

“How many extra hands do you need and what do they have to be able to do?”

I managed not to stare. This was a practical side of her that I had never seen before. Maybe Nick had chosen well, after all.

“I need three to four wolves. Three would be enough, one extra would be great. They need to be able to dress up, to keep a conversation going without dominating it, and they need to have a good sense of a crowd.”

Nessa smiled. “That’s very clear, and I’m sure Beth can find a few who fit that description. When do you want to meet them?”

“In three days at the latest. We need to get to the location in Wilmington, and I will have to lecture them and train them somewhat, before taking them into the job.” It was amazing how easily I managed to slip into something of a leader position now. Nick was grinning at me, and I knew he saw that, as well.

“You need your own pack, Connor,” he said. “It’s clear now. But we can certainly cooperate and meet, and it would be good for the young wolves from here to learn about different leadership styles.”

“I don’t think you’d be so different,” Nessa said, her eyes twinkling. “Because both of you will do everything in your power to avoid being like Reg.”

Her words were like a punch to the heart. It was true. I never, ever wanted to be like Reg. Too much suffering had come from that.

“You got that right.” Nick’s voice was softer than I had ever heard it before. Yes, they were very much in love, and a part of me ached as it wanted the same.

“So let’s meet again in three days, and we’ll bring a few wolves for you to choose from.” Nessa smiled, and I wondered when she had taken over from Nick.

“And maybe you’ll let us come along for a day or two.” Nick smiled, first at me and then at Nessa. She nodded.

“Sure.” I took a deep breath and stood. This had gone much better than I had expected, and that was a relief. And when Nick actually went and clapped me on the shoulder rather than shaking hands, I knew we were back on good terms.

The future looked brighter than I had expected.








  
  

Chapter 2


Ashley





I wasn’t in the mood for another presentation. But I had signed the contract, was being paid good money for it, and the work itself wasn’t hard. 

I just hated having to lie about products. These were overpriced skin care goods packaged neatly and hyped with extra marketing. Which I was a part of, for one more time.

Or rather, my name was. Being a member one of Wilmington’s upper class families came with expectations and responsibilities. And one of them was to keep contributing to our family’s wealth.

So I spent half a day rehearsing my text and the latest updates to it, and then spent the rest of it getting the evening’s outfit together and submitting to the attention of my stylist.

There had been a few threatening emails from people who felt they had been ripped off by the products, and so my father had set up some extra security. Which meant I could look forward to some eye-candy, at least. The company my father had worked with for the few times he needed extra muscle had always sent rather gorgeous hunks. They would probably be the highlight of the evening, I thought and hid a sigh. At least that contract would expire this week, and after this presentation I would talk to my father about doing something else.

Except I didn’t know what I really wanted to do. Somehow, it changed every few months. There were times when I had wanted to save the rain forest, then I wanted to support children in India, and then I wanted to help kids get their high-school diplomas.

Yes, there was an underlying theme of helping people and the world, but not one project had held my interest long enough for me to actually step in and do some work. Maybe, and that hurt, that was because I didn’t know how to do that work.

“You’re looking great tonight.” My stylist lifted the mirror so I could see the way she had piled my hair at the back of my head.

I nodded, checking how firmly my hair held its position. “Looking good, May. Thanks, you’ve done an awesome job.”

She smiled at me in the mirror. “All the best for tonight.” Her voice was soft, as always. I really liked her, both for her talent as well as her gentle ways.

“Thank you.” I carefully sipped some water without messing up my delicately painted lips. I had learned that skill early on.

It was time to get up on stage, to get this presentation started and then done. On my way there, I passed two of the extra security guys, and as usual, they wore dark suits, sunglasses and ear buds. That gear did nothing to hide how well they were built, with broad shoulders and narrow hips. I pushed down any sparks of interest, I had no time for that right now. Instead, I lifted my head high, walked out on my high heels and into the limelight.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.”

By now, I knew this stuff by heart, I knew when to lift my voice, when to whisper, when to make a dramatic pause. The audience ate it up, even the tired old phrases about having to invest before making a profit.

After I finished, applause rose, and I bowed and told them another little story, and once again, excitement was high in the room. The assistants were getting busy signing up more people, and I could finally leave the stage to the moderator.

Security was waiting backstage, and this time, I allowed myself to enjoy looking at them. One of them seemed a little older than the rest, and something in his stance made me take a second look.

He was attractive. Very attractive, even.

There was more to him than just his looks, I thought, and decided I might want to try and find out what it was. So I gave him a nod and a smile and wasn’t surprised when the ghost of a smile appeared on his lips.

Of course, security wasn’t supposed to be interested in their protégé. But this group hadn’t always played by the rules, or so I had heard from my cousin, not that I entirely believed her tales about the night she had spent with a red-head once. But I might try to keep an eye on this one. He would be easy to spot, his dark blonde hair had reddish highlights, and I wondered if his eyes were green.

First, I had to get that make-up off my face and I longed to change into just jeans and a simple t-shirt, leaving the location incognito. Well, maybe with a guard in tow.

May calmly removed her art from my skin, brushed out my hair and put it up with a decorative silver clip. Simple and easy to handle. There were days when I wished I could get my hair cut short, but that would have violated our unspoken rules of appearance. The women of our family were supposed to have lush, long hair, and to display it to our advantage. In the end, May applied just a little makeup, intended to make me look different from my image on those promotional posters.

“Thank you again, May.”

She smiled, and on impulse, I went and hugged her, something I had never done before. Her smile became a little strained, maybe I was imposing, so I let her go immediately.

“I’m sorry, May. I just appreciate you so much.”

Her smile relaxed and she nodded. “I understand.”

I wondered if she really did. I had few friends and none I would call close. Yes, I chatted with dozens of people every day, and there were two I almost trusted, but May came closest to really knowing me.

That was a strange thought. I pushed it away.

Of course, I couldn’t change into just jeans and a shirt here. I would still be seen and had to keep a reputation. But I did get into some comfortable slacks and a blouse and a blazer, much less flashy than what I had worn on stage. And I changed my high heels to loafers, even if they were an expensive brand.

Displaying wealth was the way of my family. It had bought us status, influence and some political positions.

And I was so tired of it all.

I left May a large tip and slipped out of the dressing room. Of course, my two guards were standing there, among them the one I had smiled at before.

They followed me when I walked to the elevator and joined me in there when I took it to the parking garage in the basement. Very politely, they didn’t look at me, and kept their distance after I got out.

I had planned to go home, but right then and there, I changed my mind and looked straight at the older one of the two.

“Guys. I want a bit of fun tonight.”

Both looked straight back, without any emotional response. I tried again. This couldn’t be so unusual in their line of work.

“I want to have a bite to eat, I want a drink, and I do not want to do that alone.” Was that enough of a hint?

The older one smiled. “I can be your escort, Ma’am.”

“Thank you.” He, at least, had understood. The other one looked slightly confused.

“Mark, tail us. Tell the others.” And with that, the older one walked me to my own car, every inch the gallant escort. The younger one hastily spoke into his mic, and I just ignored him.

“Where would you like to go, Ma’am?” he said, just as I unlocked the doors of my car. When I walked to the driver’s side, he stepped in my way. “Let me drive, please.”

He was my security guard, and maybe they knew more than I did. I nodded, not that happy with his initiative.

“Thank you,” he said, that tiny smile back in the corners of his mouth, and that made it easier to accept his intervention. So I settled myself in the passenger seat while he slipped in behind the wheel and adjusted the seat for his size.

“Where would you like to go?” he repeated.

I had to decide quickly, and chided myself for not thinking this through.

“Gianni’s”, I said, thinking about a light meal and maybe a stroll along the river where that restaurant was perched.

“Very well, Ma’am.” He started the car and carefully threaded his way out of the parking garage.

I couldn’t stand it any more. “Stop this madam nonsense, please. It makes me feel like my own grandmother.”

He laughed, a gentle, quiet laugh, one that I liked immediately. “What would you like me to say instead?”

His question was genuine, honest, and broke all rules. I licked my lips.

“Since I’m off work now, call me Ash.”

“I’m not really off duty,” he said. The corner of his mouth that I could see twisted upwards. “But you may call me Connor tonight.”

I wondered if that was his real name. And what his last name was. Of course, I wouldn’t ask.

He drove on, calmly, competently, clearly knowing his way around my town. That was comforting. And I found myself trusting him, which probably was a good thing as he was my guard.

Or escort.

I wondered how far he would go. And how far I wanted to go with him. Of course, my father would be livid if he found out.

We reached the restaurant and he parked close to its doors. At this time of the night on a weekday, most guests had already departed.

There were a few guests left, but most tables were empty, and the barkeeper looked tired. Was it that late?

The waiter hurried to seat us, giving us a window table far from the others without me even asking for one. I was certain he recognized me despite my demure appearance.

I ordered tomato soup and some white wine, Connor chose a sushi appetizer and water. He really took his job seriously, I thought, wishing he had allowed himself some alcohol.

When the food arrived, he took off his sunglasses. The light was low, but I thought his eyes were gray. They made him even more attractive.

I had almost finished the soup when my phone rang. I picked it up with a sigh, recognizing the number.

“Ashley. Where are you?”

“I’m having a bite to eat.”

A snort of disapproval. “Listen, Cynthia was very happy with your presentation, and she wants you to reconsider.”

“Father, I’m done with this.” I kept my voice friendly, although anger was rising in me. We had this discussion a few times already.

“You need to stop being selfish and think of the family.”

“That’s what I have been doing all my life,” I answered. “And I think I deserve some time off.”

“I can arrange that if you renew the contract.” His voice was stiff, and I knew it was a concession.

I looked at Connor, and he was very pointedly not watching me. Of course, he couldn’t avoid hearing my side of the conversation.

“Father, I don’t want to talk about it now. I’m tired and I’m still hungry. Let’s meet tomorrow.”

“I expect you to sign that contract tomorrow,” he said, coldly. “Otherwise don’t bother coming in.”

“Good night, Father.” I hung up on him. If he wanted to be that cold, I could play the same game.

Connor’s eyes met mine, and I read compassion in them. I stuffed down my anger and finished the tomato soup, while watching him eat his sushi with delicate fingers and small bites, enjoying each morsel.

It was so unusual for a man that I was fascinated despite myself.

He noticed and smiled. “I don’t get sushi often. I try to make the experience last.”

“That’s smart.” What an inane thing to say. And here I was, with years of training in small talk. “What parts do you enjoy the most?”

His eyes crinkled. “The fish, of course. But the rice and the seaweed complement its taste, and I like sorting all nuances in a bite.”

“I’m impressed.” And I was. This guard hunk was explaining sushi nuances to me?

He didn’t quite laugh at me. “I’m more than a suit with sunglasses.”

I deflated immediately. “I’m sorry. I mean, that’s not what I meant. I don’t know many people who think that much about sushi. I never do.” I was babbling, and I knew it.

He didn’t seem to mind. “I understand. For most people, it’s just some exotic kind of food. For me, it’s great entertainment.”

“You must have impressive taste buds.” Another inane statement, and I took a sip of wine to hide my embarrassment.

“Most of the taste of our food is actually smell,” he said calmly, with a gentle smile. “The tongue can only detect sweet, bitter, salty, sour and umami.”

I blinked, stunned by this topic. “What is umami?”

“The Japanese word for a taste we don’t recognize in English. It’s the savory part in your soup, for example.”

“I had no idea.”

“I like food,” he said with a soft smile. “Especially the way it can be made to taste very differently.”

Somehow, that admission and the way his smile didn’t judge me touched me deeply. Desire flamed in me. I decided to do my best to get him into my apartment.

I wanted some fun, especially since my father had come down hard tonight. I could recognize that taking a guard to my bed was just a stupid act of rebellion, but I didn’t care. I wanted this tonight.

“Do you cook?” I asked him. I never did. We had cooks who did that, and I got to heat up meals in my apartment when I didn’t eat dinner at home, as I was expected to on most days.

“Sometimes. I’m not really a good cook.” He laughed a little. “Which is why I can appreciate a good restaurant like this one.”

“What else do you appreciate?” My stupid mouth, running without thinking. But I did wonder what he would say.

“Life,” he said after a while. “Or maybe feeling alive.”

“How so?”

He smiled. “Being active and outdoors. Sensing the world around me. Having good friends.” His face became a little wistful, and I pretended not to notice.

“You must work out a lot.”

“Not as much as you think.” He grinned. “Workouts can look quite different from a gym.”

“Would you… show me?” I wondered if he could tell that I wanted him. That I imagined running my hands over his chest and that… I reined in my thoughts.

He tilted his head just a little. “I think I should take you home,” he said clearly.

“I agree.” Home was where I wanted him.

He insisted on paying for our meal, which made me feel bad. I knew he couldn’t have as much money as I did.

Soon, we sat in my car again, and I was glad he was driving. That way, I could keep looking at him from the corner of my eye and savor what I saw.








