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      Running from trouble, running to trouble, and confronting the source. Two packs come together to defend against a mercenary biker gang. Expect motorcycles, wolves, a case of mistaken identity, a reluctant assassin, fiercely protective shifter men, three very different couples, and a whole lot of fun.

      Originally published separately, this box set contains the first three books in the Werewolves of Greenville City series: Bodyguard, Enemies, and Heir.

      
        
        Snag your free exclusively book available to Keira’s email list!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BODYGUARD

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          BOOK ONE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      Weathered, wooden rafters crossed the ceiling above the mattress that smelled like dust and mildew. It was a rare occasion that I resented my sharpened sense of smell. I always knew who approached me before they came into sight. Lies and fear were easily distinguishable. The flavors of a well-cooked meal preceded the taste in the scent. But sometimes, it was a curse, like when I was forced to talk to Leonard Fallow.

      My father’s middle-aged business partner wore a crisp suit, but never seemed to bathe, and his teeth were well on their way to rotting out of his mouth. Mr. Fallow preferred to stand close to me, too close for comfort even if he hadn't smelled like a landfill.

      This was one of those times. The cabin wasn’t as bad as Leonard, but the musty odor was a consistent agitation, especially with a glorious escape from the city so close by.

      I rose from the bed and listened to my jailers.

      “Found a seller for the L88 I’ve been looking for,” a deep voice said.

      “What year?” a second asked.

      “Nineteen Sixty-Eight.”

      “If you’re going to spend that kind of money why not get the Shelby GT500? It’s so much sexier.”

      Cars. I checked their mindless chatter for any sign that the guards outside of the closed bedroom door were paying attention to my movements.

      “Corvettes all the way,” said the deeper voice.

      “I don’t know how you get Vanessa to agree to it.”

      “I don’t ask.”

      They were not. Hunter was allowed to come and go as he pleased, but not me. He was only two years older, and I was just as capable of taking care of myself as my brother.

      Hunter went to work, and helped with the investigation. I was taken from my apartment without the opportunity to contact my clients, gather more than a few clothes, or do much of anything but sit around in the musty room. Our father was being sexist and unfair, and I was fed up.

      Through the open curtains laid miles of vast evergreen forest, beckoning me to come and play. Shadows from the tall pines encouraged growth on the forest floor. The vegetation was greener than the grass in the yard, and even more so than what little grew in the city. Looking at the tree line was like looking through a window to an enchanted playground that was impossible to resist. It had been more years than I cared to count since I had been given this opportunity, and I’d be damned if I let it go to waste sitting in this battered cabin just a few feet away.

      The place had really fallen apart since mom had died. It used to be clean, and well maintained. The scent of sizzling bacon had wafted up through the halls to wake me every summer morning that I had spent here as a child.

      After sitting unused all of this time, it smelled like dust and the rodents that had made their homes in the walls and furniture. The cabin had been left to rot. Mom never would have allowed this, and there was no way I would just sit and wait to be summoned. Not here.

      I could be surrounded by nature instead of locked in a room waiting for huge men in business suits to barge in whenever they pleased. I unfastened my jeans, and lowered my panties with them to the floor.

      “Black. I get as many as I can in black.”

      “Why does it matter?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I’m like Batman.”

      “Yeah, sure.” The guard snorted.

      Careful not to make a sound, I pulled my t-shirt over my head, and unsnapped my bra. The worn but soft carpet silenced any noise my footsteps would have made as I scooped my clothes up into a ball and set them on my borrowed bed.

      Sunlight waned, deepening the shadows of the alluring forest. Moonlight would soon be all that lit the world, changing the forest into a realm suited only to beasts, a primal call to my inner wolf. The short distance to my playground was clear of guards. Just one pane of glass between me and freedom.

      Pulling up on the wooden frame, I held my breath for fear of sound. The glass moved, but popped as the weathered paint on the wood unstuck from the sill below. I cringed at the noise, and the voices ceased. Little time remained before one of my father's guards would come in to check on me, as they always did. It had been too long since they had last barged in, the next assault on my privacy would be any minute, sooner if they had heard the window. It had to be now.

      I lifted the glass the rest of the way and climbed through as quickly as I could, feet first. With my toes and fingers locked in the white wooden rungs, I grasped the trellis and scaled down the back of the safe house. It was just like it had been when I was a child—a grand escape down the trellis to play outside when I was supposed to be in bed.

      Mom had taken Hunter and me here, every summer before she died, for a break from city life. If my father had been around when we were young, he would have known better than to give me this bedroom. Voices carried from the front yard of the cabin, around to the back where I climbed downward. A door inside the house squeaked when it opened.

      “Fuck.” The voice of one of the guards carried from the open window of the room I was expected to stay in. It had to be now if I would ever get the chance to enjoy the forest just outside of my city.

      Fresh-cut grass tickled between my toes, cool compared to the heat of the humid evening air. Closing my eyes, I let my inner wolf take over. My bones cracked, painful only for a moment while they rearranged. Fur spouted, the pressure of hair pulsed outward over every inch of my skin. My face elongated and my senses heightened.

      Concern over my father and his enforcers faded to the back of my mind, while the draw to the forest grew stronger. The gentle sound of rustling branches traveled with the cool, soft breeze. With it came the mingling scents of dry wood, conifer needles, and moist, ground-covering foliage.

      Pounding the grassy earth beneath my paws, I took off for the tree line in wolf form. Grass and pine, sweat, and life—the summery scents of my childhood filled my nostrils. How long had it been since I had run free in the woods? Too long to be sure.

      The unnatural concrete and metal of the city was replaced by the dirt, moss, and evergreens of the forest. Darkness shrouded the world as the sun sank and took the light with it. Nighttime suited me just fine, relieving the summer heat and offering me cover from the guards that would soon follow.

      Bounding forward between piney branches and tall, thick trunks, the earth was moist and pleasant between the pads of my paws. Green mosses covered stones and broken branches, all untouched by human hands. Surrounded by nature, I was reminded of my brother, and the days that Hunter and I had used the forest as our playground.

      As children we had stayed close to the cabin. After we had grown old enough to travel as wolves, we had ventured further into the enchanting woods. Just like we had then, I raced, gloriously free, deeper and deeper into the forest.

      A gentle tapping came from up ahead. I slowed and listened, looking for the source of the sound. Grasping the side of an old and rotting pine, a black-backed woodpecker tapped its beak against the dry timber. The patch of white feathers on her underside was visible only when she moved.

      I admired the small, black bird from a distance, afraid to startle it. In the city there were no woodpeckers, no decaying trees for them to build their homes. Would she make a nest to lay her eggs in that tree? It was a beautiful sight that I was privileged to witness.

      Just as I had expected, the scent of wolves carried across the breeze. I had hoped I would have had more time. The woodpecker fell silent, detecting the approach of predators, and only then did I realize that the musky scent came from the wrong direction.

      The wolves were not my father's guards.

      I turned, and ran away from the wind, away from the unfamiliar wolves that closed in on me from the concealing expanse ahead. Ragged breaths and the sound of heavy footsteps gained on me as I ran, and I knew they had caught me.

      Maybe my father had been right. It was too dangerous to be out alone. If it was really the Silent Butchers, escaping my guards had been a mistake. My best option was to continue running back toward the cabin, and buy as much time as I could.

      It didn’t take long before I caught my first glimpse of the wolves that pursued me.

      “Where do you think you're going?” A large grey wolf snarled from my side as I raced back over debris of fallen trees, and weaved between trunks.

      Long scars marred the length of the wolf’s shoulder and face, leaving one eye a hazy blue color. I recognized a warrior—a mercenary—when I saw one.

      “Out for a run. It's a beautiful night, don't you think?” I sucked in a deep breath and kept as much distance as I could. But he kept pace with every step, every turn.

      “It’s perfect for a hunt.” A second wolf flanked me on the other side.

      I froze. They’d caught me. I listened to the footsteps of their companions as they surrounded me. There was nowhere to run.

      “There’s no mark,” one of the wolves growled. His fur was whiter than the one with the scars, and he looked younger. “You smell good, pretty. Maybe I’ll just claim you here and now, take what I want. Leave your body alone in the dirt when I’m done.”

      I snarled at him in response. “You don’t look so tough. I bet a she-wolf half my size could take you down.”

      “We take her alive,” the scarred wolf growled, addressing his companions, “and preferably unharmed.” Then he turned back to me. “I’d hate to see such an enticing prize damaged. But we’ll take you as you are, or we’ll take you bloody.”

      Still no sign of a rescue, I grew anxious. “I won’t go with any of you,” I growled, with a ferocity I was unsure I could back up if it came down to it.

      My heart raced, waiting for the pack to strike. Watching the wolves out of the corners of my sight as they stalked forward, I knew I couldn't see the three behind me at the same time. Relying on sound to tell me if I needed to turn, I kept the center of my vision on the largest wolf in the group, the one in charge.

      The huge, grey wolf stalked forward, head low. The others followed his lead. If they planned to take me captive, they'd have to leave me alive. I lowered my head and snarled at the scarred enforcer. No way I would submit without a fight.

      The grey wolf dove forward, and I pulled back away from his snapping jaw, diving toward the side I hoped was blind. Sharp pain tore into my back leg, as a wolf behind me bit my thigh. Snapping my head to my attacker, I bit the flesh around his eye, and he released me. The taste of copper filled my mouth, and the side of his face was covered in blood. He snarled at me but backed away. Maybe I could blind them all.

      “You're outnumbered,” the grey wolf laughed. “Just agree to come peacefully and you won't be harmed. I’d prefer to keep my prize undamaged.”

      I steadied my legs beneath me, then dove at the scarred wolf. “Fuck off.”

      He pulled away, and the wolf by his side sunk his teeth into my neck.

      “Submit.” the big wolf commanded.

      I growled in response, unable to move with my throat in the grasp of a white wolf. Then I caught the scent carried on the breeze, and hope welled within me.

      The teeth on my neck gave way as the wolf holding me was tackled to the ground. Snarling fangs and sharp claws flew in every direction. Everyone from the cabin had come: my father, my brother, and a handful of enforcers. A thick, grey wolf, older than the rest, tore his teeth into the leader of my attackers.

      Seeing my father filled me with a mix of emotions: gratitude for the help, guilt that I had been ambushed, and regret that he would take this as evidence that his over-protection of me was just.

      “Alex,” my father called.

      I turned my attention to one of the two wolves that attacked my brother, tearing into the thigh of the wolf that had done the same to me. The white wolf snapped toward me, and dove forward, leaving Hunter with a fairer fight.

      Hunter nodded at me in thanks, then focused back on the attacking beast. I dodged every strike the white wolf threw, and snapped back at him. The white wolf changed his tactic to defense, as I backed him away from the rest of the fight.

      “Alex.” My father growled, and tackled the white wolf to the ground. Dad's attention lingered on me, and the white wolf rose and scampered away.

      “Wait,” I called.

      All of the attackers scattered, running off into the woods one by one, following a guttural sound from the scarred wolf.

      “Alex,” my father said, “what were you thinking running off by yourself?” I met his measuring gaze with fire.

      “I was thinking about enjoying the woods,” I answered. “And I had that one.”

      “You could have been killed or taken.”

      “I did as well as Hunter would have against that number. I held my own.”

      “It's true,” Hunter said.

      “You know it's not safe while this Silent Butchers pack stalks our territory,” my father continued, ignoring my brother's words. His stern tone left no room for argument, and we had been over this before.

      I was smaller than my brother and my father, and a she-wolf. There was nothing I could say that would make him trust me, so I followed him back to the safe house without another word of debate, and with the guards he had assigned to me close at my heels.

      When we returned to the forest’s edge, the men shifted back to human form and dressed in the scattered suits they had left in the yard. My clothes were still inside of the cabin on the bed that wasn't really mine.

      Shifting back to human form, I felt the eyes of my father's enforcers watching me, the only woman among them, walking naked by their sides. My father stiffened as he noticed them watching me, over-protective of his little girl who had long since grown.

      When we returned to my temporary room, my door had been left open and the window nailed shut. Any shred of privacy I had been allowed was now gone. My father and brother spoke with backs turned to me as I dressed.

      “In the morning we need to deal with the Silent Butchers head on,” Hunter said. “This was more than just threats.”

      “Agreed,” my father said. “We'll start at the bars. Someone’ll remember the blind one's scarred face.”

      “He was in charge,” I said, zipping up my fly. I walked between my brother and our father. The two men looked so much alike in their business suits: broad-shouldered, hard-faced, and the same shade of dark-brown hair. The biggest difference in appearance was the eyes. Hunter had my mother’s kind, hazel eyes, where my father’s were cold and brown—a difference that reflected their opposing personalities. “The others followed his lead and watched for his cues.”

      My father studied my face, weighing my words.

      “Good catch,” Hunter said. “Anything we can learn should help.”

      My father moved in closer between us, pulling my brother and me in by the shoulders. He spoke softly enough that the guards by the door couldn't make out his words. “What concerns me most isn't who they are or what they want,” he whispered. “Out here no one should have known where to look. How did they know where to find us? And who among our pack betrayed us?”
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      Harsh beeping disturbed my sleep. Eyes closed, I groped around the nightstand to make it stop. No luck.

      Beep. Beep.

      Peeking through one eyelid, I searched for the culprit. Then I remembered—I had moved the damned clock across the room. Witt had said it would help, and I had taken his word on it. I rolled to my side and sat on the edge of the bed.

      Beep. Beep.

      Sunlight broke through the edges of the mini-blinds, and I tried to be grateful for the horrible noise. At least today I would have time for coffee. Late night scouting and deliveries had left me tired and unfulfilled more often than not.

      Pizza boxes and beer bottles laid scattered on the floor by the worn, hand-me-down sofa, my lone piece of furniture by the flatscreen. The tiny, one-bedroom apartment was all I could afford, and it served its purpose, giving me a place to crash when I needed to sleep.

      Maybe after I returned from the mission with Witt and Harkins I would clean the place up. Maybe not.

      I showered, then dressed in jeans and a black t-shirt. A hot cup of mediocre coffee and a frozen breakfast bowl later and I was ready for work. I pulled on my boots and headed down the hall. The old building had been converted from a Victorian home into a cramped space for four tiny apartments.

      I knocked on the door across from mine, the only other apartment on the second floor. No answer. Witt was probably downstairs already.

      My twin sat on his Harley, ready to ride, and watched me as I crossed the yard to the parked bikes. Looking at Witt was like looking into a mirror at a better version of myself—big and blonde like me, but more outgoing, more personable, and better appreciated.

      I knew those traits went hand in hand. If I had spent more time chatting with Harkins, he’d probably have chosen me to accompany him on the better jobs. But conversational skills had always come easier to my twin, and so did opportunity.

      “Good morning,” Witt called.

      The stones on the ground moved beneath my boots as I walked, making a crunching sound with each step. “It will be, if I really get to go today.” I climbed on my Harley next to Witt’s.

      “Why wouldn't you?” He gave me a warm smile.

      Chipper bastard. “You know how this shit always plays out.”

      “It's not a bad thing when Harkins sends you out to do something different than me.” Witt clasped my shoulder. “He trusts you to handle situations on your own. It's a compliment.”

      “It would be if it was real jobs. Patrolling the woods and delivering packages doesn’t really scream responsibility. Sure it needs to be done, but a cub could do everything I’m sent for. I'm tired of missing out on the action.” I ran my hand over my tired eyes.

      “Alturas will be full of opportunities to bust heads. Prove whatever you feel you need to prove,” Witt said.

      “Sure.” I  hoped he was right. “Let's get started.”

      I revved the engine and left Witt to catch up. The wind rushed against my face, pressing back as I drove forward.

      The thin fabric of my black t-shirt flapped behind me as the air hit my chest. Sunglasses shielded my eyes from the gusts. Surrounded by the open air on my Harley was as close to running through the streets of Sawtooth Peaks in wolf form as I could get. Cars and trucks were cages for those that wanted to feel like they weren't going anywhere at all. To feel free in human form, I needed my bike.

      Tall Victorians squeezed together in a rainbow of colors. The streets were sloped, fitting the town’s name. Everything in Sawtooth Peaks had history, each building standing longer than the last as I approached the center of town.

      People traveled up and down sidewalks by foot, and up and down streets by car. Most were locals, the same people I had known all of my life. If it weren’t for the new ski lodge, I doubted I’d ever see anyone I didn’t recognize.

      Five blocks didn't make for a long ride, but today I was glad. Today we were going to Alturas. Harkins’s sources had said the Silent Butchers were held up in a cave by the lake. Those assholes had caused trouble when they had passed through this way before, kidnap and assault.

      Most recently they had taken money from another roaming pack to assist in a play for the territory just north of Ellistown. For whatever reason, they were headed back this way, and I wasn’t about to let the opportunity pass. I had been first to volunteer when I had heard Harkins was going to Alturas.

      Witt pulled in beside me in the back lot of Sawtooth Den. The wooden building was similar in age to the rest of the businesses on Main Street. Most of the others had been residences at one time, but Sawtooth Den had always been a place to grab a drink and unwind for human and shifter alike.

      The town had grown outward from Main Street in every direction except behind the bar. The edge of the forest was still just feet away. Every time I was in this lot, I was tempted to shift and run through the trees, a beast free where he belonged.

      “In a hurry this morning?” Witt shut off his engine.

      “That alarm clock across the room actually helped. I had a chance for coffee. Now I'm ready to kick some ass,” I climbed off my Harley and waited for my brother to do the same.

      “Remind me to try whatever coffee you've been drinking.” He shook his head and gave me a wry grin.

      Stepping up onto the curb, with my brother by my side, I looked to the back door of the building and found Harkins exactly where he always was. The broad-shouldered enforcer seemed to come from nowhere, standing in the shadows like he was a part of them. I had yet to figure out how he moved in and out of the building so silently, not just because of his size, but because the door always squeaked when I opened it.

      Harkins's scarred face split with a smile when he met my brother's gaze. The older man had old scars and new, each a testament to his loyalty to the pack. He dressed like a typical biker—boots, jeans, leather jacket, but Harkins was anything but typical. The right hand of every Tenbrook, the alpha family of the pack, Harkins had a way of gaining intel and managing scouts and enforcers like no one else.

      He wasn’t tall, but he was thick with muscle, and somehow amazingly stealthy. No one seemed to know where he was from originally, but he had been an essential part of the pack for as long as I could remember.

      “Witt, Reynolds, good to see ya,” Harkins said, shaking hands with each of us, but holding his attention on my brother. I tried not to show my annoyance at the slight, the preference that Harkins always showed my twin, but my shoulders stiffened anyway.

      “You, too,” I said, though Harkins didn't seem to notice.

      Witt nodded. “Ready to go?”

      “Somethin's come up,” Harkins said. “Got a call from a friend, pack leader of Greenville City.”

      “Alexander Briggs?” Witt’s brows shot up.

      “Yeah,” Harkins answered. “He needs a favor, an escort for his kid back to here until some shit blows over.”

      Fuck. Some shitty job always came up. “So is this something you're going to handle personally?” I asked, hopeful, though I already knew what his answer would be.

      “Reynolds.” Harkins turned to me. “I need you to go to Greenville and pick up Alex.”

      Of course. Witt and Harkins would be going to Alturas for the real mission. I was stuck babysitting some brat.

      “Alex?” I asked. “So Alexander junior?”

      Harkins said nothing.

      “Okay.” I restrained myself, as always, fighting the urge to tell Harkins what I thought.

      “And Reynolds,” Harkins said, “I'm counting on you.” He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and offered it to me.

      “Sure.” I took the battered business card in my palm.

      
        
        Alexander Briggs

        Briggs Unlimited

        Thirty-second & Oak

        Greenville City

      

      

      Witt tapped his hand on my shoulder as I turned and stalked back to my bike. We shared a womb, we were similar in size, and capability. But Harkins always put Witt into a position to prove his worth, and left me with delivery jobs and babysitting duties.

      How was I supposed to earn better missions when there was no opportunity to show Harkins my strengths?
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      “Pack your bag,” Hunter peeked his head into my borrowed room as he walked past the guards and down the hall. “Time to go.”

      Shoving scattered clothes into my backpack, I beamed with excitement. I hadn’t bothered to use the dresser, since there were holes and mouse poop in the drawers. I wouldn’t miss leaving this room behind, the condition of the cabin a sad reminder of how little regard my father had for maintaining the house that had meant so much to my mother.

      We were leaving the safe house as a family. Hunter was probably in the next room over, packing his bag just as I packed mine. I had worried that the two of them would go off to look for the Butchers and the half-blind enforcer without me, leaving me here alone, save for guards that were meant to keep me trapped in my temporary room.

      This would be a big step, my chance to prove my competence and ability to hold my own in combat just as well as Hunter.

      Tossing the bag on my shoulder, I reflected on how light it felt. After I kicked the blind guy’s ass, we could go home, and I could sleep in my own bed. My pristine apartment was waiting for me, with a soft mattress and down comforter that smelled like detergent instead of mildew.

      I’d have all of my clothes and belongings, instead of just a few outfits and a toothbrush. Something good could still come out of all of this—I could earn my father's respect. Then he'd stop trying to shelter me from the world.

      All that was left to pack was the mystery novel I had been trying to read. Hunter had given it to me when we had left our apartments, something to do while I was trapped in this room. It was a thoughtful gift, but I hadn't been able to focus well enough to read it. Every time I picked it up and started reading, my mind wandered until I put it down. It was this place. I wasn't home, and I couldn't run free.

      I tossed the book in the backpack, then ran down the steps with my bag over my shoulder. Dad and Hunter were sitting at the kitchen table, eating and talking when I entered. Why they bothered dressing in suits while we were out here I couldn't fathom. Comfortable jeans for me all the way. We weren’t hosting meetings between clients, we were hanging around a dingy cabin.

      I recognized the fresh scent of bread and the familiar blue box from Metro Bagel in the center of the old farmhouse-style kitchen table. Someone must have made a trip back into the city. Hunter smiled at me and held a bagel up in the air. I snatched it and took a bite as I walked by, toward the fridge. Blueberry, my favorite.

      “Blue Hops Bar should be first,” my father said.

      “Are we sure they're staying somewhere in the city?” Hunter asked.

      “I've had patrols searching the borders of our territory,” my father said. “So far, there's been nothing useful.”

      I poured myself a glass of milk then headed to the chair between my father and brother at the table.

      “So best to focus on where they could be in the city,” Hunter said.

      “And where they're getting their information.” My father searched the faces of the guards standing by the doorways of the room.

      “We could always split up into teams to cover more area,” I suggested, pulling my legs up on the chair.

      “I'd be happy to go with Alex,” Hunter said. “We could start at Joe’s Bar while you hit Blue Hops.”

      “No.” My father interlaced his fingers on the table, and turned to me. “You're not going to be in Greenville. I'm not taking any more chances with your safety.”

      “What do you mean, not going to be in Greenville?” I asked, cheeks heating. “I'm seeing this through, just like you two. I can take care of myself. There's no way I'm leaving.” Total bullshit. He would never ask Hunter to leave town and forget about duty to the pack. Hell if he would make me do the same. “I held my own in the woods. I’ll do just fine at some biker bar.”

      “You ran away from your escort. Straight into the hands of our enemies.” My father stared me down, his gaze unblinking. “If we hadn’t shown up you could be dead, or worse.”

      “Escort? You mean babysitters, or jailers.”

      “This behavior is exactly why you’re leaving,” my father said. “You should have just stayed in your room like I told you to.”

      Hunter sat silently between us, and stared at his half eaten bagel.

      “This behavior.” I couldn’t believe he said that. “Like I’m some child. I’m a grown woman able to make my own decisions and take care of myself.”

      My father’s fingers pressed down on the table. “I’ll stop treating you like a child when you stop acting like one.” As always, my father silenced me with a sternness I had no chance against. “I'm your alpha, and your father. I will tie you up and drag you to your bodyguard if that's what it takes to see you safe.”
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      More and more light broke through the trees as the forest thinned. The air seemed heavier and harder to breathe past the tree line. Heat from the sun beat on my back, and radiated up from the black pavement beneath my wheels.

      Leaving the natural surroundings of the piney woods behind me, everything ahead was manmade. First buildings were scattered sporadically: farms and homes with acres of land. Following the road, I approached Greenville City for the first time in my life.

      Up ahead buildings clustered like a forest of metal and glass, a dome of rooftops, each higher than the last. Cookie-cutter houses stacked in a row down cul-de-sacs, every one exactly the same as the last, with the same bushes planted behind yards of manicured grass.

      Children rode bicycles on sidewalks and played in sprinklers that watered their perfectly manufactured lawns. This life looked new, everything fresh out of its package, so different from the buildings at home that had character and history. The further I drove from the forest, the closer the buildings stood to each other.

      Newness faded as I drove deeper into the city. Scents of freshly cut grass and grilled meat were replaced by car exhaust and garbage. Yards shortened until houses had only a strip of grass with an occasional tree.

      More and more cars and trucks packed into tighter streets, moving more slowly the taller the buildings grew. Cul-de-sacs named after birds and streams were replaced by blocks of buildings with numbers distinguishing one street from the next.

      Hot exhaust pumped into my face as I waited at a red light behind a line of traffic. For the first time I understood why someone would want to drive a truck or car, to be away from the world around them as they traveled. How wolves could stand such a harsh environment so far from nature I would never understand. With nowhere to transform and run free, what kind of life was it for a shifter in the city?

      “Move it, asshole.” A fat man in a yellow cab yelled and flipped the bird out the driver’s side window. He inched his bumper right up behind me.

      “Fuck off,” I snarled.

      The middle-aged man pulled his head back inside and rolled up the window. It seemed like every dick in the city was in a hurry to get nowhere fast. The cab kept it’s distance for the rest of the drive while it followed behind me.

      Thirty-seventh—I noted the street number as I passed through the intersection when the next light turned green. Almost there. I turned on Thirty-second, and followed the tight line of bustling traffic to the intersection with Oak Street, where a sky-high black building on the corner was marked by a large silver sign reading Briggs Unlimited.

      Across the street sat a homeless man, sitting inside of a cardboard box. It seemed that in Greenville, the closer I was to signs of luxury and success, the nearer I was to signs of poverty.

      The parking lot was full, each car with a placard hanging from the rearview mirror. Where was I supposed to park? Circling the building, I looked for a place I could leave my bike safely. The last thing I needed was for my Harley to get towed.

      I settled on an empty patch of blacktop behind the building, partially shielded from sight by fencing. The stench of the garbage bins nearby wasn’t pleasant, but at least I wouldn’t need to worry about wandering around the city looking for the impound.

      After driving all morning, it felt good to stretch my legs. Following the black metal walls to the front of the building, I looked up at the massive height of Briggs Unlimited. What exactly did the Greenville alpha need a building this tall for? And why would a man, with as many resources as Briggs clearly had, need someone like me to drive his kid around?

      Men and women in business attire came and went through a huge, revolving glass door. I took a deep breath and stepped in, following the curved path the door pushed me on, into a vast, marble lobby. Men in suits walked past me, heading in both directions. The only one standing still, the only one in t-shirt, jeans, and boots, I headed toward the big desk at the center of the lobby.

      The she-wolf behind the reception desk had dark, slicked-back hair tied up in a knot. She watched my approach with her jaw tight.

      “Hi,” I said with a smile.

      She just looked at me.

      “I’m here to see Mr. Briggs,” I said.

      “Do you have an appointment?” Her voice was taut, as stiff as everything else about her.

      “Harkins sent me.”

      The woman looked me up and down. “Just a moment.” She picked up the phone and spoke quietly. “There’s a man here. He says Harkins sent him. Yes, sir, right away.”

      “So?” I asked.

      “Right this way, sir.” The receptionist rose from her seat and strutted toward the elevator. I followed, watching the stiff way she moved. Her heels clicked across the stone floor, and her black dress came in at the waist. She was too thin and uptight for my tastes.

      We stepped into the elevator, and I turned to her as she pressed the buttons. “So what exactly is Briggs Unlimited?”

      She raised an eyebrow, and answered, “It’s the name of the building. The home of Mr. Briggs’s office and that of a number of other businesses.”

      Really descriptive. Thanks.

      The elevator stopped and we stepped out. I had expected Briggs’s office to be on the top floor, since it was his building. Where we came out had no windows, a hard cement floor, and was lit only by fluorescent, overhead lights. The hall was cool and quiet, with the sounds of lights buzzing and the click of the receptionist’s heels echoing down the bare walkway.

      Muffled sounds of speech came from the end of the hall, male voices that I couldn’t distinguish between. The only scents were metal, cement, and wolves.

      “Basement?” I asked, following the tall, thin woman.

      “Here we are.” She gestured to a wooden door at the end of the hall. I tried to read her expression, but she turned and walked away without another word.

      I pulled down on the cold metal handle, and stepped inside. The faint scent of wolves from the hall was replaced by the overwhelming musk of a full pack. A feeling of unease hit me immediately with their scent.

      Why would Briggs need to gather so many wolves for me to pick up his kid? Huge, scarred men in suits stood along the walls and by wooden chairs around a long, rectangular table. Conversations stopped as I entered, and all eyes were on me.

      “Hi.” I waved. “Harkins sent me to see Mr. Briggs.”

      A large man by the door wrinkled his nose as he sniffed the air by my shoulder. His greasy, blonde hair was tied at the base of his neck. Scars streaked across his tanned face.

      I scanned the room. None of the men looked as natural in a suit as the humans in the lobby did. Each held himself stiffly. I knew right away—it was a room full of enforcers.

      To have so many men at his disposal, the alpha of the Greenville City Pack was not only wealthy enough to afford a building but to attract more enforcers to his side than Sawtooth Peaks had wolves. Again I was left to wonder why they needed me.

      “What do you have to offer that we couldn’t do better?” The greasy blonde man growled.

      I stuck my hands in my pockets and shrugged. “Soap.”

      “Maybe we should have some fun while we wait for the boss.” He looked around the room for support.

      Two men stepped up to the blonde man’s sides. The others stiffened and watched.

      One enforcer across the room spoke. “Let it go, Rhys. He’s not worth it.”

      The blonde man snarled. If it came to a fight, he had twelve on his side, and I had only myself—but I wouldn’t be bullied. I’d go down fighting.

      “I didn’t ask to come,” I said. “But whatever his reason, your boss doesn’t trust you to get the job done.”

      He dove forward, fist first. He threw his weight behind his strike, but the enforcer had terrible form. I’d have to stay entirely still for his punch to land. I stepped back, and knocked his arm to the side.

      “Prick.” He stumbled past me.

      I watched closely as the big man righted himself, trying to anticipate where he would strike next. Footsteps echoed down the hall, and all eyes turned to the door. The enforcer that had attacked me was no exception. He stood straight and took two steps back.

      The room feared the man that approached. A thick shifter, a few inches shorter than me, sauntered through the doorway. Salt-and-pepper hair covered his head and his square jaw. He wore his suit more naturally than the others, but it was obvious that he was a wall of muscle underneath.

      He stopped in front of me and studied me with hard, brown eyes. “From Sawtooth Peaks?”

      “Yes.” I held out my hand. “I’m Reynolds Parker. I’m guessing you’re Greenville’s alpha, Mr. Briggs.”

      “I am.” He ignored my outstretched arm. “Harkins sent only you?”

      “I’m sure I’m capable of transporting a kid,” I said.

      “He should have sent more. At least someone more formidable.”

      An obvious slight, but I didn’t care. The sooner this was over with, the sooner I could get out of this damned city. “Well, I’m it.”

      Alexander Briggs stared at me, face hard. I met his gaze and gave away nothing.

      “Fuck this up and I’ll squeeze the life from you with my own hands.” Briggs’s tone was even, and I knew without question he was telling the truth.

      “Understood.”

      “Alex,” he called.

      A young man walked in, looking comfortable in his business suit, with tussled dark-brown hair and an easy smile. Alex was older than I had expected, early twenties, and looked like he was capable of taking care of himself.

      The resemblance to his father was striking—wide shoulders, strong jaw. The son was taller than his father, and clearly less tense. Was he okay with the situation? Chances were good he wouldn’t want to ride on the back of my bike, nor did I want him there.

      Then I saw her.

      A beautiful brunette entered the room, full hips swaying with every step. Her sweet scent stood out from the men around her—earthy brown sugar and a hint of peppermint.

      She looked out of place among the men, in boots, torn jeans, and a ribbed, white tank top. Her full breasts threatened to pop out of the tiny shirt, and the hot pink bra beneath the thin fabric showed through.

      Big brown eyes blinked at me, with full dark eyelashes. Her lips were tight, but even with her displeasure, I wanted to taste her. She was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen, made hotter by the fire in her eyes.

      The wolf inside of me fought to cross the room and mate her, fuck the consequences. This woman was mine.

      “This is my daughter, Alex,” Briggs said.

      I just stared. I wasn’t escorting a child. This mission was going to be me and this young, gorgeous, she-wolf. Alone and pressed up against each other on my bike. This assignment was going to be harder than I had expected.
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      When I had heard bodyguard, I had been expecting wide and hairy. Every enforcer I had ever met was scarred and ugly, men with the same build as my father but with bulldog faces and questionable hygiene. Not this one.

      Rugged, with blonde stubble, a tall and athletic build, gorgeous blue eyes, and a bad boy look—this one was hot, and all the better that he displeased my father.

      “You think this one can defend me better than I can defend myself?” I laughed.

      The tension through my father’s neck and shoulders told me what he thought. His mouth was tight, and if he wasn’t so desperate to send me away I knew he wouldn’t approve of this man. “You need to go.” His dark eyes softened slightly, I would think pleadingly if he was anyone else.

      “I won’t let anything happen to her,” the man said, clearly uncomfortable.

      “I trust Harkins. And we don’t have time to wait for him to send more.” My father completely ignored the bodyguard.

      “I’m capable. Harkins isn’t sending anyone else.” The bodyguard’s tone was a little harsher this time.

      He really was a feast for the eyes, and I wondered what he looked like beneath his clothes. If I had to go, there was certainly worse company to keep.

      “If you don’t trust me here, how can you trust me anywhere else?” I smiled at my father, watching his fists ball.

      He turned to the bodyguard. “This has taken long enough. You need to move.”

      My charms weren’t lost on the biker, and my father noticed him checking me out just as I had. “Alex is saving herself for a proper mate. She’s only twenty-two. Keep your hands to yourself or I’ll break them.”

      I rolled my eyes in exasperation. Not only was my father trying to keep me from my home and from helping with the Silent Butchers, but he was going to try to control my body. The gesture was not wanted or appreciated. I could take care of myself.

      “Understood.” The bodyguard nodded.

      Hunter wrapped his arms around my neck.

      “Good luck,” I whispered, wishing I could go with him.

      “All will be well,” he said. “Enjoy the forest and think of it as a vacation.”

      Hunter always had a way of making me feel better. He was kind and positive even with the tough guy build and my father always trying to guide him into becoming more like him. Just like he wanted to treat me like a child version of my mother.

      But I wasn’t a child, and I wasn’t my mother. I didn’t need protection or extra rules just because I was a girl. And Hunter wasn’t anything like my father, strong like him, but his own man.

      I nodded and turned toward the door. A vacation in nature. It wasn’t fair to be sent away, but who couldn’t use more time to run in the woods? It might even be fun to check out their small town for a bit, as long as this wasn’t supposed to last too long. And the company could certainly be worse.

      “Ready?” The bodyguard lifted a brow and regarded me.

      “Yep.” I grabbed hold of the shoulder strap of my bag. We walked down the hall side by side, and I wondered what this trip would be like. When we reached the elevator, I asked,“So what’s your name blondie?”

      He smelled clean yet earthy like the forest, a pleasant change from perspiration and motor oil smells of my other guards.

      “Reynolds Parker.” His answer was swift, and he avoided meeting my gaze.

      “I guess you know mine,” I said.

      “Alex Briggs.” His voice was deep, and I liked the way my name sounded when he said it.

      We stepped into the elevator and I looked him up and down. Reynolds was a bit older than me, maybe thirty. “First time in Greenville, Reynolds Parker?” I asked.

      “Just Reynolds,” he said. “And yes.”

      “Get a chance to check out the city?”

      “Not really.”

      Big talker.

      We stood awkwardly next to each other in the otherwise empty elevator, with a foot of space between us. Keeping my eyes on the door, I wondered what Reynolds thought of me, and of the job he had been given.

      What kind of man had my father thought would make an adequate protector? He was probably hoping Harkins would have come himself and brought every enforcer he had for this trip. Reynolds didn’t seem like the kind of man he would have usually employed. Would he shadow my movements and try to keep me in a room when we got to Sawtooth Peaks?

      My palms were clammy, and I shifted my weight. Was the whole trip going to be weird and quiet?

      “So how’d you get stuck on this delivery mission?” I asked as the elevator door opened to the marble lobby. “Are you an errand boy?”

      “I take the jobs I’m assigned.” He kept his attention forward, not looking at me.

      “Well you sound like an enforcer, but you don’t look much like one,” I teased.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” He stopped in the center of the the lobby and finally met my gaze.

      His blue irises really were stunning, and the sharp lines of his face were all too handsome to take a beating. Businessmen walked around us, sparing no more than a moment’s glance in our direction.

      “I’ve been surrounded by stout, middle-aged men my entire life, the ones with all the scars. You seem…” I searched for the right word.

      “Like an errand boy?” he asked.

      “Like you’re trying too hard.”

      Reynolds recoiled, adding an additional foot of space between us. I felt bad after I said it. The words felt too harsh.

      Reynolds sighed and started walking again. I wondered if I had hurt his feelings, or if he was just annoyed with the job. We entered the revolving glass door together, and rounded the building.

      I sighed. “I’d rather be somewhere else too.”
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      The space between us was too close for comfort, yet infinitely too far apart. I struggled to keep my eyes forward as her full breasts bounced and her wide hips swayed sensually. How could something as mundane as walking drive me so wild? How the fuck was I supposed to get her all the way home without ripping off her clothes and claiming her as my mate?

      “Did you seriously park over here?” She shot me a disapproving look as we rounded the corner to the trash bins.

      “Sorry about the smell.” I avoided looking at her perfect face. “I didn’t have a parking tag.”

      “I’m sure you could’ve gotten one at reception.”

      Of course she was right. Everything about Alex Briggs was right, from the way she called me out on my bullshit to the full, soft lips she used to hold nothing back.

      “No car?” She put her hands on her hips as she regarded my bike.

      “I prefer to feel the air around me.” I straddled my Harley between my legs, more comfortable than I had been since I had climbed off to meet Alex.

      She wrapped her arms around my chest to pull herself on to the seat behind me. All comfort was gone when her hands touched my chest. My breath caught, and my back stiffened. Her hips slid down against mine, and again I was thankful that it hadn’t been a guy that I was supposed to transport.

      “Maybe I’ll see your point about the air after we leave the city,” she said.

      I revved the engine and took off. Alex tightened her arms around my chest, squeezing herself flush against my back. The softness of her breasts pressed against me made it hard to concentrate on the road as we pulled into traffic.

      Her scent was all over me, and I could feel her every breath. This woman would be my mate or the death of me, only time would tell. Her fists balled, holding fiercely to the fabric of my shirt.

      “First time on a bike?” I asked.

      “That obvious?” She scratched her nails on my chest through the thin fabric of my shirt as we rounded a corner.

      The feeling was amazing. Fuck, how was I going to survive this trip? I tried to stifle the growl that followed.

      Traffic lessened and buildings grew further apart as we drove away from the center of the city. The roadway was straight, and her grip loosened, making it easier to think.

      “So, Alex,” I said, “why am I here? I mean, why did your father request an escort for you?”

      “Because he doesn’t trust me to take care of myself.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. I didn’t know the man, so I couldn’t comment on his motivations, and ‘I’m sorry’ didn’t feel right either.

      “Why not use his own men?” I asked. “Your father seems to have no shortage of guard dogs in business suits.”

      Alex laughed, a pleasantly soft sound. “It’s the Silent Butchers, a roaming pack. They’ve set their sights on settling in Greenville it seems. They set a fire at our house, and attacked my father and brother just outside of the office building. He moved us to a safe house, but someone found us there.”

      The Silent Butchers. If they were here, Witt and Harkins would likely find nothing in Alturas. Maybe this would turn into the mission I had wanted to begin with. If Alex and her family had been found at the safe house, they had to have a leak.

      “And he doesn’t know who told them where to find you,” I replied.

      “Exactly. Someone has to be working with the Silent Butchers. And my father wants me out of the picture.”

      “If they want the territory, why not challenge him for alpha? Why attack his family?”

      “We don’t really know anything about them. Not even who leads them. Makes it difficult to pin down motivation,” Alex said. “Didn’t your boss tell you anything about this mission?”

      “Not really.” Harkins had told me nothing about what I was getting into. I had expected a delivery mission of a child from one place to another. This was something else altogether—a bodyguard mission against the Butchers, watching over a gorgeous woman that I had to shield from myself.

      If I let my guard down, gave in to my inner wolf, this woman would be my mate. Harkins should have warned me, though nothing could have prepared me for Alex Briggs.
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      At first I wasn’t sure about weaving through cars on a glorified scooter, but it didn’t take long to appreciate the huge, vibrating machine as the wind blew through my hair.

      The motorcycle went faster than I had expected, which was a little intimidating, but exhilarating at the same time. I held tightly to the firm, well-defined muscles on Reynolds’s chest, as much for the way he felt against my fingertips as for security. At this distance, I really appreciated his clean, masculine scent.

      Of all the men my father could have assigned to this mission, I was grateful that I ended up with this tall, sexy man, instead of one of the usual enforcers. Even though it was only because we had a traitor in the pack.

      “That’s my building.” I pointed to the four-story, brick apartment complex as we passed. “Too bad we can’t stop.”

      “Looks nice.” Reynolds’s tone was sincere, and I appreciated that.

      “It is. I have half of the fourth floor all to myself. How about you? What’s your place like?”

      Reynolds snorted. “I have a shitty one bedroom apartment.”

      “But Sawtooth Peaks is near the forest, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’d give up everything for a place near the forest,” I said. “I’d live in a cave if it meant I could run through the trees everyday.”

      “Well,” Reynolds said, “I’ll take you for a run when we get there.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      “My father wouldn’t let me leave the city if he could help it,” I said. “He’s a dick.”

      “Even if the Silent Butchers weren’t around?”

      “My Dad’s always a dick.”

      Reynolds was quiet for a little while before he turned his head and spoke again. “How long have you been away from your place?”

      “Only a week. But it feels like it’s been forever.” It really did. Being a prisoner made each hour that passed feel like an eternity, but at least my new bodyguard wasn’t so bad.

      The traffic leaving the city was heavy, so I slowly watched my life fade behind me. Metro Bagels, the salon where I had my hair done. The further we went, the less familiar everything became.

      Buildings were further and further spread apart, yards were larger and more full of plants. Scents toward the outside of town were more like they had been when I was a child at the cabin. Grass, and fresh air—the country.

      Eventually there was only an occasional house or farm, and we were almost the only ones left on the road. My only complaint was that as the space between buildings decreased, so did traffic, and our increased speed on the way out of the city made it difficult to talk to one another. After it was quiet, I realized just how surprisingly pleasant I found Reynolds’s company.

      “We have a tail,” Reynolds said, over the wind.

      I tried to look around, but I was afraid to lose my balance. Reynolds took a sharp turn and drove us down a road I had never travelled. Squeezing his chest, I clung tightly for fear of falling.

      “Are they still following?” I buried my face in the back of his shirt.

      “Not for long.” He took a sharp turn onto a dirt road. The bike bumped, as we held our speed.

      It was rough and unpleasant, but I knew that Reynolds was keeping me safe. It felt crazy, but I trusted him already, something I had never felt for any of the enforcers my father had employed before.

      The bike stopped and Reynolds cut the engine. Listening for evidence of our followers, I heard only snorting pigs. The smell was almost overwhelming. I looked up at the huge, red barn we parked behind.

      The wood was worn and the paint flaked. Rusty nails stuck out where one board ended and another began. Anyone on the road would have a difficult time smelling us over the overwhelming scent of manure, and a difficult time seeing us unless they knew we were here. We stayed perfectly still, listening, waiting.

      Not long after, an engine passed, a deep rumbling truck. Unsure if that was the follower that Reynolds had detected, I remained silent and waited for his cue.

      A few minutes later, Reynolds put down the kickstand and climbed off the Harley. He offered me his hand, and I gladly accepted. “We should stay here for a bit, to make sure that was our only tail.”

      “Okay.” I followed Reynolds to the side of the barn where we sat down.

      “I’m surprised that the Silent Butchers would be interested in claiming a territory. Are you sure that’s what they’re after?” His blue eyes flashed, with something I couldn’t quite read.

      “Do you know something about them?”

      “They’ve caused trouble around here before.” He leaned back against the barn and looked out over the farmland. “Kidnapping and theft mostly. Always for money.”

      “So you don’t think they’re interested in taking Greenville?” As far as I knew, no one had considered that this wasn’t about territory. So if it wasn’t, what were the Butchers after?

      “I think if they’re after the alpha and his family it’s because they have something to gain, and I don’t mean territory. They like to roam. It has to be for money.”

      “Ransom or a contract?” I asked.

      “No idea, but Sawtooth Peaks is looking for them too.”

      Now that was interesting. What beef did Sawtooth Peaks have with the Butchers? “Strange. You’d think my father and Harkins would be working together then. But my Dad only called you guys to get me out. Does Harkins know that the Butchers are in Greenville City?”

      “No,” Reynolds looked over to me, his gaze lingering on my face. “He and my brother are making a trip out to Alturas for nothing.”

      “Looks like you landed right in the middle of trouble,” I smiled up at him. Trouble for him, a lead for me.

      “Much better than what I expected.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      Reynolds smiled and climbed back on the Harley.

      “Nothing else to say, huh?” Maybe he wanted to find a little bit of trouble.

      “Nope.” He revved the engine. “Let’s get going.”

      Maybe this trip could be work and pleasure. I could explore the forest and Sawtooth Peaks, and possibly get a lead into the Butchers that my father hadn’t considered.

      I hung on to Reynolds as we started back on the road. Before long, there were trees all around us, and the stink of pigs was left for the more pleasant piney scent of the forest. It was a quiet trip through the forest until the sun began to set behind the treetops. By then I was ready for a chance to stretch my legs, and looking for an excuse to extend our time alone together.

      Reynolds was hot, and surprisingly pleasant to talk to. Maybe he could tell me something else I didn’t know about the Butchers.

      “Let’s stop at Rosie’s.” I broke the silence and pointed to a sign on the side of the road.

      “What?” Reynolds’s chest tightened beneath my hands.

      “At that diner up ahead. I could use something to eat.” It had been hours since we had encountered even a hint of trouble, and the fifties-style diner looked like our only option.

      Reynolds slowed the bike as we grew closer to the brightly-lit restaurant, telling me he was at least considering my suggestion.

      “We should really keep going,” he said. “Stopping could be dangerous.”

      “I haven’t eaten since this morning. I know you haven’t either. It’s the only stop left as far as I know.”
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