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“I’ll get straight to the point. I need you to have my baby.”

Jackson King watched the girl’s eyes widen as she looked from him to his Beta, Dylan. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t get that. She chuckled. "I thought you said you needed me to have your baby. "

He could sense her unease in the same way he could smell her arousal. She was drenched. Even without a wolf telling her she was his, her body knew it, and he hated that. He hated having to fight his beast so hard to keep it from taking what was his.  He hated the fact that he had to resort to this. She was half-human! So weak was her wolf blood that without the undeniable pull of the stupid bond, he would never have known. Without a wolf, she was no better than a human. She was human. Why would the Moon Goddess curse him like this on top of everything else?

He’d caught her scent even before he had walked into the hotel days before, reminding him how fucked up everything was, and now it filled the entire suite, taunting him.

“I did,” he answered. “I need a surrogate, and I will pay you handsomely.”

“Um... I’ve just walked into this room to clean. You don’t know me; you don't even know my name,” she said.

“Layla Carlisle.”

Layla looked down at the name tag on her uniform. She covered it briefly before she realised it was probably useless and lowered her hand. But he didn’t need her name tag to know who she was. 

“Twenty-one years old. High school dropout. You live in a trailer with your father and sister.”

Layla’s eyes widened, and for a moment, he sensed her anger.

“Have you been stalking me?” she hissed.

Dylan snickered. He gave his Beta a look, which shut him up before he returned his attention to the human.

“No, I haven’t been stalking you,” he said, but he could tell he had already lost the momentum. Layla's anger had grown at an alarming rate, eclipsing even the sweet scent of her arousal. 

The human stood and smoothed her uniform before she lifted her head and looked him directly in the eye. His beast unfurled, his excitement rippling through him at the thought of accepting his mate’s challenge. 

"I don't know why you two need to ask a stranger to have your baby, but I don't think I will be the right fit for the job." I wish you all the best, though,” Layla said. 

It took him a moment to realise what she meant as she walked over to her cleaning cart and started pulling it out of the room. 

This was the problem with humans. Feeling this ridiculous pull of their bond wouldn't have been an issue if the woman had a wolf. She would have felt that bond, too. There would have been no need for any ruses or deception. He would have marked her the moment he had found her, and she would have been carrying his pup already.

“Miss Carlisle, can we talk about this? You haven’t even heard what I’m willing to pay.”

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to be your surrogate,” she answered firmly. “I’ll return later to clean your suite.”

When she closed the door, he heard her mutter, “It’s always the handsome ones.”

She thought he was crazy. And she was right—he lost more of his mind the longer he went without a child, and the shorter his time on this earth got. 

“She thinks we’re gay, Jax,” Dylan pointed out as he sat in the spot she had vacated.

“I got that,” he growled. 

“I don’t think she will change her mind,” Dylan said. “I don’t understand why you can’t pick someone from the pack and be done with it.”

He would have had many children already if it had been that easy. The Goddess knew how much he had tried. But Fate had messed that up for him, too, and made sure only one woman could carry his children. Only one woman could save them all—his mate.

“I told you why.”

At least as much as he could. Dylan was not only his Beta; he was also his only friend. Keeping the truth from him was essential. Keeping it from everyone was crucial. It was bad enough that they would have to accept his heir from a woman who was as useless as a human, but he could deal with that better than the panic that the truth would cause. He had no time to soothe anyone or deal with the packs that would circle his territory when they realised he was about to die.

He was the Alpha King. The repercussions would be astronomical!  

“I doubt any of our pack would assume they are the Queen just because they have your child. They can do a blood oath—”

“Dylan, please,” he sighed as he stood and walked towards the drinks cabinet. 

It was still morning, but fuck it. He needed something to calm and stop himself from going after the human. To prevent himself from pinning her down and marking her while he buried himself deep inside her body. He closed his eyes, trying not to imagine what that would feel like, but it was all his wolf wanted, and all he could see.

Every wolf he’d ever come across dreamed of being lucky enough to one day meet their mate, but he couldn’t understand why anyone would think this was a blessing. It was torture! 

“Okay. Pick another human girl if that one doesn’t want to do it.”

Cain growled in his head, ready to attack Dylan for even suggesting that, but he shoved his wolf back and focused on his drink. 

And just like that, his mind returned to a place he didn’t want to be. He didn’t want to think of touching Layla or tasting her. He didn’t want to remember the scent of her arousal.

Four days since he first caught Layla’s sweet scent, he was already acting like a lunatic. 

The first day felt like a gift from the Goddess. He was almost out of time, so finding his mate had given him hope. And then he saw her. A half-blood. Half-human,  cleaning up after everyone else. It felt like a punch in the nuts; he’d wanted to kill someone for this cruel joke. She wasn't worthy to carry his child or save them all. 

But there they were. 

There was no other choice.

“Jax—”

“Get more information on her. She’s human. You’ll find many weaknesses I can use,” he ordered. “She’s the one I’ve picked, so she’s the one I’ll have.”

Whatever happened, Layla would have his child, then he could finally have some peace. 

Dylan felt the command in his words and stood up to do as he had instructed. When he sensed his Beta was far enough away from their suite, he picked up his glass and threw it against the wall, smashing it into pieces. 

If he told Dylan the truth, his Beta would tie the girl up and offer her to him on a silver platter. But then his child would be a product of rape; that was the last thing he wanted. The child would be his legacy, the only thing left of him on this earth, and would carry his blood. He couldn’t taint the child before he had even conceived them. He was a bastard, but not that much. His child would be the best part of him.

Layla would change her mind. Humans loved money, and this one, in particular, was drowning in debt. Why hadn’t she wanted to know how much he was offering her? He could solve all her problems in a day if she took his offer. That meant Dylan had to find something else he could use.

Something she couldn’t refuse.

The growl came louder in his head as his beast showed his displeasure. But he was in charge here, not Cain. They would follow his lead. At the end of it all, Layla could go back to her life because there was no future for them, even if she wasn’t a half-blood.

‘Find her,’ Cain growled. 'Mark her.'

‘Be patient! She hasn’t got a wolf; she doesn’t even know we exist,’ he snapped as he picked up an entire bottle of alcohol and walked towards his bedroom.

And marking her was out of the question.

He didn’t stay at the Royal Hotel often, even though he owned it and it was in his territory, but he was sure Layla hadn’t been around the last time he had been there. Her scent was all over the hotel as if she had marked it. Could anyone else smell it? Did they have that sweet, intoxicating scent turning them inside out? Making them drool? Making them think of nothing else except to claim her?

One thing was certain now. If—no, when—Layla agreed to this, he would get her pregnant and then stay the hell away from her. He’d been hard for days, and her scent had made Cain unstable. He didn’t need that complication on top of everything else. Not when he had less than a year left to live.
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Did she have some sign on her head that said she was a pushover or desperate? 

Layla pushed the cart with more force than necessary until she was far enough away from the penthouse suite and then leaned against the wall. Her knees were still shaking, and she wasn’t entirely sure if it was because of the man’s words or the man himself. It surprised her that she hadn't fallen flat on her face when she'd made her righteous exit. 

The men were in the most expensive suite in the exclusive hotel; they didn’t need to ask a stranger to help them out. He might have somehow gotten a hold of some of her personal information, but everyone in Wolfdale knew about her. The kid who was abandoned by her mother. The kid who’d dropped out of school so she could work and take care of her little sister because their father was an alcoholic and a gambling addict. 

That didn’t mean she had no dignity left. She wouldn’t give up a child! Those men thought they could throw their money around like that, and she would agree just because she wasn’t like them, and that made her blood boil. 

But in her mind, she still saw the man naked and on top of her. If she closed her eyes, she could almost feel it. It was a shame he was gay, because she was positive he would be great in bed. Her body was still on fire, still trying to get over the shock of coming face to face with such a perfect specimen of a man. 

A God. 

He looked like one. Handsome didn’t even begin to describe him. Chiselled jawline, a short beard that probably cost more than her wages to maintain, and silky, dark hair styled to look like he’d just rolled out of bed and didn’t give a fuck. He’d turned her knees to jelly and melted her panties in seconds without moving from his seat. Without even cracking a smile. She had never reacted so violently to anyone before. 

Why was it always the handsome ones that were batshit crazy? 

She pushed aside the disappointment. The cool wall partially helped control her overheating body, but sweat still dripped down her back and cleavage. They were in the middle of a heatwave so intense that even the hotel’s air conditioning system wasn’t helping. She’d been like that for a few days, as if she was coming down with something for the first time in her life. 

But it was the stranger with the cold ice-blue eyes that had worked her up like that.

She shouldn’t care about who he shared his bed with, but something inside her wanted to claw the other guy’s eyes out. It was so strong that she had to make a conscious effort to stop herself from returning to the room. Crazy. She was going crazy.

“I don’t pay you to have unscheduled breaks, Layla.”

Her eyes snapped open to see Andrea looking down her nose at her as usual. And it took a special kind of person to look down their nose at someone who towered over them. Andrea barely reached her chest. 

“I’m sorry, Miss Roberts,” she said, lowering her head. “I’m almost finished.”

Her supervisor insisted on being called Miss Roberts since her promotion, as if that would make her more respectable. Everyone knew how she got that job.

“You’re a mess,” Andrea said, wrinkling her nose. “And you smell. Clean yourself up and do something with your hair. We have important guests here today; I don’t have time to deal with you.”

She self-consciously wiped the sweat on her forehead and patted her hair down, even though she knew it wouldn’t help. Her red, curly hair was just a giant, unruly puff above her head, and her pale blue uniform had sweat stains under her armpits. Whatever sweat that wasn’t being sucked up by her hair was dripping down her face like crazy. 

Another reason why that stranger had to be out of his mind to make such an offer to her while she looked like that.

Andrea turned and carried on down the hallway in her formal suit and high heels. Her manager did indeed look distracted today, so she supposed she had to be grateful for that because usually she would have shouted at her and threatened to fire her at least a hundred times already. 

With a sigh, she put Andrea and the handsome stranger out of her mind as she continued cleaning. By the time she finally left the hotel that evening, she looked even worse, but she went out through the staff entrance and straight to her little car without bumping into Andrea again. There was a shower with her name on it at home.

It took her almost half an hour to leave the nicer neighbourhoods and cross the tracks to hers. It was so cliched, but the wealthy had separated themselves from the rest of the residents. The difference was stark, but she was used to it. There was nothing shiny on her side, and all the cars were old bangers like hers. Everything needed fixing or was broken beyond repair. But she felt more at home there, even if she itched to leave the dump and discover what was beyond Wolfdale.

She parked outside their old trailer home and sighed as she walked in. The TV was blaring, and her father lay on the couch, already passed out. She didn’t have to go near him to know he had been drinking again. The day's mail was on the counter near the door, placed there so she wouldn't miss it, and it was unopened even though it had her father's name on it. Bills. Overdue bills.

The stranger's offer popped back into her mind, but she pushed it away. She didn’t need to sell a piece of herself to pay the bills.

She sighed again as she picked up  the mail and headed for the tiny bedroom she shared with her sister. She carefully opened the creaky door in case Britney was asleep but saw her hunched over her books instead. A small smile formed on her lips. 

It was worth it. All the shit she had to do to feed her sister was worth it. Brit would forge a better life all by herself, away from this dump.

And then she would finally be free, too.

Layla felt like she’d hardly closed her eyes when her alarm went off. She always woke up early to make sure Brit didn’t forget to eat her breakfast before school. Her sister always did that, as if skipping meals would lighten the load on her shoulders.

There was hardly anything in the fridge, and she probably couldn’t do a proper grocery shop for a while with the bills she had to pay. A second job would have been great, but no one was hiring. Another pitfall of living in a small town in the middle of nowhere. She had to do her best until they could leave for greener pastures. 

And she couldn’t leave until Brit left for college. 

With a loud yawn, she took the eggs out and set about making an omelette for Brit with a couple of slices of toast. She’d just poured herself a cup of coffee when she noticed her father through the window. In just his pyjama bottoms, his long, brunette hair was a tangled mess, and his beard was weeks old. Her father didn’t care that the neighbours always saw him like this. He was pacing and appeared to be having a heated argument on the phone. He looked tense and had a scowl as he gestured with his free hand like the person on the other side could see him. What the hell had that man done now?

She wouldn’t get involved. Gerald Carlisle hadn't been a real father to them for a very long time.  

“Smells good.”

She turned from the window to smile at her sister, who’d already dressed for school. Brit was the spitting image of their father with her brunette locks and hazel eyes. She was also the shortest in the family. People never believed they were sisters because she looked like a sasquatch beside Brit.

“Aren’t you having any?” Brit asked.

“No, I’ll eat at the hotel,” she lied. 

That was her excuse whenever she didn’t have enough money to feed all of them. Andrea never allowed them to take even a piece of fruit from the kitchen. 

Their father wrenched the door open and marched in. His large frame took up most of the space in the small kitchen. He didn’t even bother speaking to them, as he went straight to the fridge and pulled a beer out. That was the one thing abundant in their house.

When he just threw himself onto the one sofa they had in the house and put the TV on, Brit shook her head and stood.

“I’m going to school,” she mumbled. 

Layla looked at the half-eaten omelette on Brit’s plate. 

“Finish your breakfast,” she said firmly.

“I’ve lost my appetite,” Brit said as she walked to their bedroom.

Layla couldn’t help glaring at the disgrace of a man who had already become engrossed in his program. Gerald acted like he was the only one in the family her mother had abandoned—he’d wasted eleven years pining over someone who didn’t want any of them. It made her furious, but she didn’t have to put up with him much longer.

Brit mumbled a goodbye when she came out of their room with her school bag. 

“Wait.”

She pulled some money out of her pocket and handed Brit a few notes. It was supposed to have gone in the money jar she kept hidden for emergencies or to top up Brit’s college fund, but keeping her sister healthy was more important. She would find a way to replace it.

“Layla_”

“Take it. Have something to eat at school,” she insisted.

She didn’t miss that Gerald had become very interested in that small exchange and would probably ask her for money, too. She finished Brit’s breakfast without giving him any attention before she went to shower and dress for work.

She didn’t bother straightening her hair because it was still early morning, but the heat was already unbearable. At least the hotel washed their uniforms daily, so she didn’t have to worry about the sweat stains. She just tied her hair up into a neater puff and looked at herself in the small, cracked mirror in the corner of their cramped room. The inspection was brief because, unlike Brit, she was the image of her mother. Her green eyes were a shade she’d never seen on anyone else, and it was unnerving. The entire package made her feel like an outsider in her family.

She reached for her bag and froze when she heard a crash and loud voices. 

Her heart hammered loudly, and her hands shook as she inched the door open to stop it from creaking before peeking out.

A large man stood over her father, whom  he had smashed through their wooden coffee table. Gerald tried to get back to his feet, but the man punched him down again. She took a sharp breath when she saw how helpless her father was as he pleaded for mercy.

What had he done now? 

“I already gave you several chances, Gerald,” another man said.

He sat in her father’s spot on the chair. She could only see the back of his blond head, but it looked greasy and slicked back. Like a baddie out of a horrible B-grade horror movie.

She wanted to slip out through her window and let her father suffer alone, but that stupid thing in her head reminded her he was still family. And this was Brit’s home; she couldn’t allow anything bad to happen here.

With a calming breath, she opened the door wider and walked out of the bedroom.

“I swear, I only need a little more time,” Gerald said. “I’m good for it this time.”

“You said that last time,” the man said. 

As he stood, he looked back as if he had already known she was standing behind him. He was young, with a scar across his face that gave him a terrifying look. He wore a suit, but he had a gold tooth and chain around his neck, like he really copied his sense of style from a terrible movie. She felt a cold shiver down her spine when he pulled his coloured sunglasses off his face, and his grey eyes looked over her body from top to bottom. Her skin crawled at the blatant violation.

“Hello, Layla,” the man said. 

Great. A second stranger knew her name.

When she didn’t answer, he laughed and looked back at her father. 

“You’re lucky this beautiful angel is here,” the man said. “I think you know what you can give me if you can’t pay up. I’ll be in touch.”

The man turned back to her with another sinister grin before walking out, and the enormous man standing over her father followed.

She waited until she heard their car drive off before she stormed to her father.

“How much do you owe?” she hissed.

“Not much. Just twenty grand.”

Her eyes almost popped out of her head when she heard that figure. Not much? That amount would go a long way in sending Brit off to college. 

“How?! What did you do with such a large amount of money? You haven’t paid bills here or taken care of us in a long time!”

Gerald gingerly sat back in his chair, ignoring the mess the men had made in the living room.

“It was supposed to be a sure bet,” Gerald mumbled. “I would have paid off everything and then had enough to fix things.”

Her blood went cold. Her father's gambling was what initially landed them in the trailer park.

“You said you would stop. You said you’d never gamble aga—”

“Well, I lied,” Gerald snapped. “And I obviously can’t fix this myself, so you’ll have to think of your sister. I’ll give him what he wants and be done with it.”

She remembered the look in the man's eyes when he glanced at her, and her meagre breakfast almost came back up.

“And what’s that, Dad?” she whispered. 

“You. I’m going to give him you.”
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“You’re out of your damn mind if you think for one second that I’ll let you pimp me out!”

Somewhere between her mother leaving him with two small girls to raise on his own and now, Gerald Carlisle must have lost his damn mind. Completely. 

“You go with him, or we all die. Simple as that,” her father said. 

“We don’t have to pay for your mistakes! I’ll take Brit and leave,” she snarled.

“Brit is still seventeen, and I’m her father. You can’t take her anywhere,” Gerald said as he stood up again. 

Her father could be intimidating if he wanted to be. He had never been violent towards them, but she knew it wasn’t because he wasn’t capable of it. She had picked him up from the police station after many bar fights often enough to know the damage he could cause. As he approached her, she could see the desperation in his hazel eyes. 

“And I don’t see you dragging Brit out of school in her senior year when you want her to graduate,” Gerald continued. “And that’s what I want, too. Britney has a better chance than us to get out of this shithole. She can make something of herself. But you, Layla... You’re a high school dropout. Scrubbing rich people’s toilets is all you’ll ever be good at. You might as well do this for your sister.”

She sucked in her breath.

His words cut her deeply. Gerald had sliced her open and poured salt all over her wounds. 

“And whose fault is that?” she whispered. 

“Stop blaming me. You’re resourceful. If you’d wanted to stay in school, you would have found a way,” Gerald snarled. “Besides, you look just like your mother. I’m sure you’ll make more money on your back than at that hotel.”

She gasped. 

Anger mixed with her pain as she turned away from her father and walked back to her bedroom. Tears fell to her cheeks, but she angrily wiped them away. She wouldn’t let her father ruin their plans. Her sister was the only good thing in her life—she would not let Gerald break her, too.

She would pay the debt off herself if she had to. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d cleaned up Gerald’s mess.

It would set them back, but at least Brit could still leave when she graduated.

Layla stood and locked her door before easing her bed away from the wall. She pushed one of the square panels on the wall until it shifted enough for her to squeeze her fingers through and pull it open. 

And then nothing. 

There was nothing in the hole.

Her jar... Her emergency fund was gone.

Her anger overtook her pain as she stood and unlocked the door. She wrenched the door open with force and marched to the living room to stand in front of her father.

“Where is it?” she growled.

“You’re blocking the TV, Layla,” her father said with disinterest as he sipped a fresh beer. As if they hadn’t just had some wannabe gangsters threaten their lives.

“Where is my money?” she asked, her voice shaky. 

Her chest was tight, and her breathing harsh. Her body trembled as fury mixed with despair. That jar was everything. All their hopes and dreams for the future. All their problems solved. And it was just gone. How could Gerald sink so low? How could a father...

Gerald stopped mid-sip to look at her, then glanced away again. But the guilt was so apparent on his face.

“I had to pay him something the first time he came,” he mumbled.

All her strength sapped from her body, and her legs became too weak to hold her. She sank to the floor among the debris from the broken table, tears filling her eyes again as she looked at the man who could so casually throw such a bombshell on her. How could he rip their lives apart like this? Did they really not mean anything to him?

No, they didn’t. Since their mother left, they hadn't meant anything to Gerald.

“I will not be a part of your mess,” she hissed as she stood up. "I will help you pay him back with money, not my body, but only because I won't let you taint Britney."

“And how will you help me? You earn peanuts,” Gerald sneered.

“I earn something, which is more than I can say for you. Get a job and learn some principles. It’s not okay to sell your children!”

She marched back to the bedroom to put everything back in place and pushed her pain to the back of her mind. It was a skill she had learned too early in her life so she could function. Her father would always be a disappointment. The only thing she could do was try to get Brit away from him, even if it meant leaving before she graduated. 

The stranger’s offer popped back into her mind. Shame filled her when she considered it a little longer than she should have. But she could do this without his help. 

She would have to ask for more hours at work—

Work! Shit!

She grabbed her bag and car keys and rushed out of the house without another word to her father. Being late would mean a warning, and she couldn’t risk this job, not now.

Half an hour later, she snuck in through the staff entrance and thankfully found the staff room empty. By the time she’d changed into her uniform and work shoes, she was confident she could get away with this if no one saw her. But as she pushed her cart out of the cleaning closet, she found Andrea waiting outside, arms crossed and tapping her foot. 

“This is the second time this month, Layla.”

Right. The first time her junk of a car had given up on her, she’d had to take a bus. She’d forgotten about that. This would be her second strike. One more, and she was out.

“I’m so sorry, Miss Roberts. I had a family emergency.”

“I don’t believe you. You could have called. You think you can waltz around the place and do whatever you want, but the world doesn’t revolve around you,” Andrea said as she pulled a notepad from her pocket. “The rest of us understand we have responsibilities here. This will be your last warning.”

“Andrea_”

“Miss Roberts,” Andrea hissed. “I understand you’re only twenty-one, Layla, but you must learn to be more responsible. Get to work.”

She sighed. How could she ask for more hours if Andrea was on the warpath? Maybe she could pull it off if she gave her some time to cool off and tried at the end of the day. If that didn’t work, going over Andrea’s head to ask the manager directly would be her last option. Or she could walk around town after work to beg someone else to hire her part-time. 

She started working on autopilot, scrubbing a million toilets and cleaning up after the entitled guests of the exclusive hotel while her mind was lost in trying to find a solution. What kind of man would think selling their child was the best way out of their problems? What kind of man would demand that of somebody else? She didn’t know who this man who’d invaded their home was, but she knew she would never give herself to him. Just thinking about it made her nauseous.  

A few hours later, she came up to the penthouse suite—the room where that handsome stranger had made the ridiculous request. There was too much to worry about that she hadn’t thought of him all day, but he filled her head completely the second she knocked on his door. 

And once again, her body started to react and overheat. 

There was no answer, thankfully. She didn’t know what to do if he made the same offer again. She unlocked the door, pushed her cart in, and had to stop and squeeze her thighs together when she caught a pleasant scent. It must have been his cologne. Spicy and masculine, just like he was. 

Her toes curled again, just remembering what he looked like. She’d only seen him for minutes, but his image seemed to have burnt into her head. 

But she had to get over it. He was gay.

“Housekeeping,” she called out in case the two men hadn’t heard her. 

Maybe they were still in bed or in the shower.

Again, the urge to claw the other man’s eyes out took her over. What the hell was wrong with her?

She left the cart in the living area and entered the guest bathroom. The heat was worse than the day before, but it hadn’t bothered her much until she walked into the penthouse suite. One look in the mirror told her she would have to tidy herself up before she saw Andrea again. 

Strands of her hair had fallen out of her puff, and rivers of sweat were pouring down her face. Her uniform was beyond saving. It was a good thing the stranger wasn’t there to see all that mess. 

She splashed cold water on her face, but that didn’t even begin to cool her down. She looked longingly at the shower behind her and then the sunken tub. What she wouldn’t give to soak in a cool bath or stand under a cool spray. But she still had a million more rooms to clean, and showering in the guest rooms would be an automatic dismissal. 

She splashed more water on her face, and then wet one of the clean face towels to cool her heated neck. That didn’t help much, either. She was on fire, and nothing would put the flames out. She wet the towel again as she undid all the buttons of her shirt and untucked it from her skirt. Then she placed the cool cloth on her chest.

That was better. She sighed in relief when her body started to behave. If the heatwave didn’t break soon, she’d be a puddle on the floor. 

Half an hour later, she was considerably cooler and late to start the cleaning. There was nothing she could do about her sweaty uniform. At least she was invisible to the guests. All the clients had money coming out of their eyeballs; the help was always invisible to people like that.

She picked up the towels she’d used and walked out of the bathroom to her cleaning cart. 

And in walked the biggest man she had ever seen. He had been sitting when she’d first seen him, so she hadn’t realised how tall he was. She didn’t often meet people that much taller than her. 

Her body heated again as if she hadn’t just spent all her allocated time cooling herself down.

She met that ice-blue gaze again, and her insides melted. He still looked as angry as he had when they had met—maybe that was his default expression. Maybe rich people looked at others that way because they assumed someone would ask them for money. But a shiver went down her spine at just how cold he was. Still, she didn’t look away. There was just something about him...

Her heart drummed so loudly she could hear it. Something washed over her whole body, feeling gentle and overwhelming at the same time.  Her body hummed with a need that shocked her with its intensity. She’d been hot before, but now she was burning up, and that fire shot straight down to her core.

“Why are you just standing there? Move out of the way.”

Someone’s voice drifted into her ears. It took her a moment to realise that Mr. Sex-On-Legs’ boyfriend was standing next to him, and he looked at her just as coldly. What was with these people? Did they behave like assholes everywhere they went?

The urge to attack him returned, but she knew the consequences would be even more significant than losing her job if she gave in.

“Are you sure you want her?” the man continued, looking at her from top to bottom. “She can’t even follow simple instructions.”

Her gaze returned to the ice-blue ones. The anger in them almost knocked her back. Was he upset that she had denied his illogical request?

“Cover yourself up,” the sexy man growled.

That voice again.

She bit her lip to stop herself from saying something that would get her fired or arrested and squeezed her thighs together again. 

She couldn’t help herself. His full lips parted slightly as if he was breathing through his mouth, and his chest rose and fell as if he’d been running. He looked like he was close to ripping her head off. 

“Cover yourself up.”

His words penetrated her lust-addled brain like a bucket of ice-cold water thrown on her.

She looked down at her chest, remembering she had unbuttoned it to cool down. Everything was on display! She was bursting out of her old, lacy bra in front of strangers!

Gasping, she clutched the shirt together and turned around. Her face heated, and she knew the colour would match her hair.

“I was looking for you, Layla. Judging by this warm welcome, I take it you’ve changed your mind?”
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Changed her mind? She would never be able to look him in the eyes again, much less carry his child.

“No. I’m sorry, I'm almost finished here,” she said as she threw the used towels into the laundry bag and grabbed fresh ones without turning back to them.

What the hell was she thinking? If they told Andrea about this, she would fire her before they even finished talking. She’d be stuck looking for another dead-end job to pay the mounting bills and her father’s debt. 

Her fingers shook as she buttoned her shirt and tucked it in. She was sweaty again, so she’d cooled herself down for nothing. Embarrassed herself for nothing. She redid her hair and took a calming breath before leaving the bathroom. 

The men were still standing near the door and still looking pissed off. She couldn’t meet their eyes, instead looking down at her well-worn work shoes. 

“I’m sorry,” she started. “The heat is too much today. I was just trying to—”

“Just keep your clothes on. No one else needs to see that.”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry,” she repeated.

The sexy man walked past her, and she caught a whiff of his amazing cologne. She’d been right to assume it had been his scent that had driven her crazy when she’d walked into the room. He headed for the drinks cabinet, and she watched him throw a shot of something down his throat from the corner of her eye. 

Even the way he drank was sexy. 

“Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to do the job you’re paid to do?” the man standing near the door asked. 

She looked up at him and almost glared. 

How did she go from mortification to lust to anger so quickly? She would never see these men again after they checked out, and even if she did, none of the things that had happened a million times already in her head would ever happen in real life. 

“I’ve finished,” she lied. 

“Really? It doesn’t look or smell like you’ve done anything in here except make our bathroom dirty with your...”

The man’s voice trailed off, and his gaze went to his boyfriend, who looked intently at his drink as if lost in his thoughts.

“Just do your job,” the man at the door grumbled before walking past her and heading to one of the bedrooms. 

She expected the blue-eyed man to talk to her, to try to convince her to be his surrogate again, but he put his drink down and followed. 

They were in the bedroom alone.

Just two people in a relationship, spending some quality time together.

And she wanted to hurt the man who’d walked in first. 

She didn’t realise she’d crossed the distance to the bedroom door until she saw her hand about to turn the handle. She gasped and pulled it back, clutching it against her chest to stop herself. 

What the hell was she thinking?

She crossed to her cart and grabbed the handle to push it out of the room. There was no way she was going to stay there. There was no way she would clean while they did whatever the hell they were doing in that room. She was acting ridiculous. It would be for the best if she removed herself from the situation, even if they reported her. It was the hotel policy not to clean while the guests were still in their rooms, anyway. 

She was almost at the door when that deep voice stopped her. 

“What can I offer you to make you agree to this? Name your price.”

She turned to face him and saw his anger again. Why was he insisting when it looked like he didn’t want the baby in the first place? And why did he have to look at her so coldly? 

“Nothing. I don’t want anything from you,” she answered. 

Nothing in the world would make her abandon a child the way her mother had left her, even if she was just going to carry it for someone else. Not even the threat of the greasy loan shark to whom her father had wanted to sell her.

The man’s eyes filled with fury, and somehow that hurt. She wasn’t being unreasonable. They were strangers, and she didn’t owe him anything. Why was he so angry about that?

She turned back to her cleaning cart and pushed it the rest of the way to the door. 

“My shift is over. I’ll clean your room first tomorrow,” she said as she opened the door. “I hope you enjoy your stay at the Royal Hotel.” 

She would make sure they were outside the suite first. A big part of her hoped they would be gone by the next day. She wasn’t a prude, but that had never happened to her before. It wasn’t right for her hormones to rage like that over someone she could never have, even if there was a magnetic pull towards him. 

Crazy. It was best to put that behind her. Instead of thinking about that man, she should have been thinking about her more immediate problems. She needed a solution before that loan shark went back to their home.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket as she waited by the staff elevator. It was an email from Human Resources. She didn’t need to read it to know what it was about. Andrea had probably been smiling when she sent her name to them for the warning. 

It would be the last time. She would be the best damn employee the Royal Hotel had ever had; they would have no choice but to reward her. A raise, maybe. Perhaps as many overtime hours as she wanted. 

That was how she would raise the money for Gerald’s debt and keep Britney safe from it. Her dad had been right; she was resourceful. She could pull it off, even if it meant they wouldn’t have much saved when Britney finally graduated. 

She didn’t need to be a surrogate for that couple.

But why did she feel like she was letting the angry stranger down? She didn’t even know his damn name.
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First, a stranger asked her to carry his child, and then her father tried to sell her. Maybe she really did come across as a pushover. 

She wiped the sweat off her brow while waiting outside Andrea’s small office. Andrea was in charge of housekeeping, but she liked to act like she was in charge of the whole hotel. She could have gone to the manager first to ask for more hours, but Andrea would feel slighted and would make her life more miserable. She would even find any little reason to get her fired. 

That’s why she had to suck up to her even though she’d pissed her off that morning and with the warning from Human Resources.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket again, and when she pulled it out, she saw her father’s name flashing on the screen. Her father only called her to ask her for money or to pick up more beer on the way home.

Andrea came around the corner talking to one of the other cleaners, so she cancelled the call and made sure she still looked tidy. Sweat dripped down her back again, even though she’d just washed before she had changed back into her clothes. The one thing she was thankful for her mother for was that her skin tanned rather than burned like many redheads; otherwise, Andrea would wrinkle her nose at her again.

“What do you want?” Andrea said when she finally noticed her.

“Can I have a word in private, Miss Roberts?” she asked politely.

“If it’s about removing the warning you had this morning, forget it. It’s already in the system, and it’s final,” Andrea said as she opened her office door. 

The other cleaner continued walking towards the housekeeping staff room, but she looked back and smirked. She was one of Andrea’s favourites. 

“No, it’s not about that, although I apologise again for being late,” she said as she followed. “I know you’re trying to find cover for the coming weeks, and I was hoping—”

“No.”

Andrea didn’t even wait for her to finish her sentence, and that irritated her more. She tried not to react as she waited for Andrea to settle behind her desk. It was just a power trip. Andrea loved that; she loved making sure everyone knew she could get rid of them whenever she wanted.

“I understand that you might be a bit weary of my offer after I’ve received two warnings already this month, but I promise you, I will work—”

“I said no, Layla. You’re irresponsible and unreliable,” Andrea said with disinterest as she put her computer on and didn’t even look at her.

That statement made her clench her fists. She had been nothing but responsible since the day she’d had to become a mother and father to her sister. Everyone in town knew that, even Andrea. 

“I won’t let you down again,” she said instead of what she really wanted to tell the vindictive woman. 

“Go home, Layla. If I were you, I’d start looking for another job because I don’t think you’ll last long here.”

She had worked at the hotel for four years, and her work ethic had more than satisfied the previous supervisor. But she could see it would do no good to argue with Andrea because her job was obviously already at risk. Andrea seemed determined to get rid of her.

Panic fluttered in her stomach. What about the debt? What would she do if she had no job? If that man came to take her away?

Britney would be left alone and would have to drop out just before graduating. She couldn’t let that happen. She would have to go over Andrea’s head anyway to secure her job.

It wouldn’t be enough, but it would be a start. She only had to last a few more months before Brit turned eighteen and they could skip town. 

Without another word, she left Andrea’s office and made her way out of the building. She was still lost in her head, trying to come up with another plan, when something prickled the back of her head. Someone was watching her! The sun was still out, and the staff parking lot was full after the shift change, but no one else was around.

It was quiet, though. Too quiet. Her instincts had never let her down before, and something told her to run. There was danger nearby. 

She quickened her step until she got to her old car and quickly opened the door to get in. She locked herself in and then looked around the parking lot again. Still nothing. Maybe she was imagining things. Perhaps the fact that some strange man expected to receive her as payment for a debt had put her on edge.

Her phone vibrated again, cutting through the eerie silence and startling her. Her heart pounded when she pulled her phone out again and looked at the screen.

“Brit? Are you okay?” she asked quickly when she answered.

“Come home,” Brit whispered.

She could hear loud voices and sounds in the background, and Brit sounded scared. She knew immediately what was going on. Her fingers were shaky as she turned the key and started the car, forgetting about the sinister feeling she’d had just seconds before as she drove out of the parking lot. Her body trembled as fear took her over.

“What’s happening?” she asked her sister.

“I don’t know. These men just came in and started trashing the place and hitting Dad,” Brit answered.

“Get out of there. Open the bedroom window slowly so it doesn’t make any noise.”

She didn’t know how she sounded so calm when fear had taken over her body. That wasn’t the first time their father’s problems had followed him home, but she had always been there to protect Brit the other times. If anything happened to her sister...

She put her foot down to get her piece-of-shit car going as fast as possible, ignoring the speed limits through the well-maintained neighbourhoods and going through red lights. If the cops tried to stop her, they could chase her to her house. That was the only way they would cross the tracks to help anyone on that side. People like her didn’t matter to anyone; otherwise, someone would have saved them from their father when they noticed she was skipping school to care for her baby sister.

“I tried,” Brit whispered. “There are more of them standing outside. I’m scared, Layla.”

Her sister sounded so small, and it broke her heart. How many other seventeen-year-olds had to put up with stuff like that in their town? She was willing to bet that Brit was the only one.

“Hang in there, Brit. Hide in the wardrobe and don’t make a sound. Keep me on the line. I’ll be there soon.”

It was the most excruciating trip she had ever made. She could hear Brit’s harsh breathing and every whimper she made. She could feel her sister’s fear through the phone. 

She had just crossed the tracks when she heard Brit scream.

And then nothing.

“Brit?!” she shouted. “Brit!”
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The car screeched to a stop near the trailer. Layla didn’t bother switching it off as she rushed out of it. Several vehicles were blocking their trailer and the neighbour’s trailers, and several mean-looking assholes stood around. 

Two of them blocked her way when she tried to run up their short driveway.

“Nothing to see here, kid. Get back in your car,” one of them sneered.

She assumed the man she had seen that morning was their boss. Why were there so many of them, and why had he returned so soon? Maybe she should have just taken a chance and called the police, but she hadn’t wanted to hang up on Brit in case she could hear what was happening in the background.

She was still gripping her phone tightly, but the silence on the other end ripped her apart. 

“What are you doing? This is my home,” she shouted.

“Oh, there’s two of you,” the man said with a grin. “Then, by all means, please go in.”

She didn’t stop to think about what he meant as she pushed past them and wrenched the trailer door open.

The mess from the broken table was still all over the small living space, and her sister knelt beside her father right in the middle of it. Two men stood behind them. She could see guns peeking out of their holsters. Guns! How did her father get involved with such people in the first place? Brit sobbed quietly, and her clothes were dishevelled, showing someone had roughly manhandled her.

Anger mixed in with her fear.

“Brit!” she cried, rushing forward.

The large man from the morning blocked her path, and when she tried to go around him, he grabbed her arm and twisted it behind her. A scream wrenched up her throat as the pain shot up her shoulder. Getting caught in the hold was a rookie mistake, but she could think straight when she could see how scared Brit was.

“Layla, it’s so good of you to join us. Please let her through,” the greasy man from the morning said. 

The big man let her go and stood aside. She immediately joined her sister, pulling her protectively into her arms and glaring at the men who had invaded their home. 

“It occurred to me after I left this morning that I didn’t introduce myself to you,” the greasy man said as he stood from the sofa and walked to her. “Costas Markopoulos. I can’t wait to get to know you better.”

“Please, just take Layla,” her father said. “She’s a hard worker; she’ll do anything you ask.”

The cold seeped into her body as she looked at the man who had fathered her. Brit’s sobbing got louder as she tightened her arms around her. How could he? He was supposed to value his children’s lives above his own, but he had just given her away. For what, twenty grand?

“Oh, believe me, Gerald, I’m taking her, too,” Costas laughed. “Your girls are trash from the other side of the tracks; they won’t earn me much. But maybe I’ll have a chance of recovering my money quicker with both of them working for me.”

“Don’t touch my sister,” she warned him. 

“I’ll touch her, Layla. I’ll touch her a lot,” Costas grinned before returning to the sofa.

Her body trembled with fury. All these years trying to ensure that Brit didn’t suffer from her broken home life, and this man had come and ruined it all in a day. If he thought she would let Brit become his whore...

“And you will do everything I say, Layla, or I’ll kill your sister before I kill you,” Costas continued. 

“She’s only seventeen. Please let her go,” she whispered.

She didn’t like begging, but these vile men had surrounded them, and they were outnumbered. She had to think smart. For a long time, she had been Brit’s provider and protector, but this had never been a scenario she could have prepared for. Being betrayed by their blood. Being abandoned by both parents. 

“No. But I’ll let you pack a few things, so hurry and do that while I speak to your father.”

As of that day, Gerald Carlisle was dead to them. He was not their father. She glared at him as she helped Brit to her feet, and the coward didn’t even have the guts to look her in the eye. But she knew her father had always favoured Brit, even though he’d never been much of a father. To some extent, his distress over losing Brit was genuine.

But Brit wasn’t going anywhere. She would make sure of that.

She pulled her sister to their bedroom but one of the men followed. 

“Start packing,” she said.

“But Layla—”

“Pack a bag, Brit,” she said, using her firm tone to show Brit she wasn’t playing before pulling two bags from their small wardrobe. 

Brit watched her for a moment before hesitantly starting to do as she had been told. Her sister followed her lead as usual, and she hoped Brit had picked up that she had a plan as they packed only the essentials and all their important paperwork. There wasn’t much that had sentimental value in the trailer, but she packed her photo albums and the folder full of all the special drawings and artwork Brit had given her over the years.

When she put her bag next to Brit, she gave her a look before she turned to the man standing in the doorway.

“I need to get toiletries in the bathroom,” she told him.

The man rolled his eyes and stood aside to allow her past him. Their bathroom was so small that he didn’t even question her when she closed the door to reach the cabinet behind it. 

She got the toiletry bag out because they would need it. And then she pulled a panel off the back of the tub. It was dark and dusty under it, but she carefully felt around until she found what she was looking for. It made a slight scraping sound as she pulled it towards her.

“What are you doing in there?” the man outside shouted.

She held her breath, waiting to see if he would just barge in. When the door remained closed, she hid her weapon in the waist of her jeans behind her and then pulled the door open. And then she realised why the man hadn’t followed her into the bathroom. He was busy ogling her little sister!

With her anger building again, she looked down the short hallway to see the other men working over her father, too distracted to notice her. 

The man in front of her didn’t see her coming, either, as she pulled the gun out from behind her and brought it down hard over his head. He fell to his knees in the bedroom, disoriented, and she whacked him again. She couldn’t afford to waste bullets when they were so outnumbered.

It had been eleven years since she had assumed the role of protector. She had taken that seriously. No one was taking her sister anywhere. 

She pulled the unconscious man further into the room and closed the door before she took his weapon and handed it to her sister. 

“What are we going to do?” Brit whispered.

“If we can take out the men in the lounge, we can go through the kitchen window. I don’t think anyone is guarding the back. Stay here.”

It wasn’t much of a plan, but they would have to think on their feet. She hugged Britney quickly before walking back to the door and easing it open, cringing every time it creaked. She had almost got it open all the way when an enormous fist swung in her direction. And then there was nothing but darkness.
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Layla’s head was pounding. She winced when her eyes opened against the light and tried to cover them, but she couldn’t move her hands. 

The sounds of a moving car and quiet sobs filtered through her muddled head.

And then it all came rushing back. She forced her eyes open again and found her hands tied behind her. Someone had also tied her feet together. They must have thrown her into the back of a van because it wasn’t just her head that was painful. There was something sharp digging into her back.

“Layla?”

At the sound of her sister’s scared voice, she turned her head and saw her on her side, also tied up.

“Shh. It’s okay,” she whispered.

But Brit wasn’t stupid. She would know it wasn’t okay. Neither of them knew who this man was and where he was taking them. They didn’t even know if he would keep them together for much longer. Fear filled her and muddled her thoughts even more. Brit was all she had, and she had failed her.

“I don’t know what they did to Dad,” Brit whispered. “I’m scared.”

“Hey, listen to me. I’ve taught you how to take care of yourself. If you find a way out of this, take it, okay?”

From the day she had realised that the world was a cruel place, she had taught herself and Brit how to fight to prepare her for when she went out into the world. None of it would help against all these men, but if they got separated and Brit found an opportunity, she had to save herself.

“I won’t leave you,” Brit said. 

“Yes, you will. Go to the police and find someone to help you. I’ll find you, okay?”

“You know they won’t—”

The van braked hard, throwing them against each other as the tyres screeched. Something thumped against the truck at the front, and she felt the motion as it lifted on one side and threw them across the van bed again. Whatever had been digging into her back before felt like it had punctured through her t-shirt as she slammed into it. The pain was excruciating and took her breath away. 

Car doors slammed, and there was shouting outside. And then the sound of gunshots. They sounded too close.

Brit screamed, but she couldn’t comfort her with her hands tied; she couldn’t even move to cover her with her body.

But above all that commotion, she heard something that made the hair on the back of her neck stand. Growls. Menacing growls before the screams started outside. 

Wolfdale was called that for a reason, but the wolves never ventured this far out of the woods. The shots continued, and the screaming and shouting increased. They were undeniably screams of pain, and when they suddenly cut off, she knew what that meant. One by one, scream by scream as if something was hunting the men. Until it was just the snarls of the wolves left. 

Was it just one? Or several? She couldn’t tell from just listening to the confusing noise outside the van as a couple of car doors slammed closed, and tyres screeched as cars sped away. But their van remained unmoving.

For the first time since Brit had called, she felt hope. A wolf, of all things, had saved them. 

“Let’s untie each other before they come back,” she said as she struggled to push herself from whatever was hurting her back and right herself. “I’ll do yours first.”

She felt her blood dripping onto her hands as she just about managed to put her back against her sister’s. Her fingers slipped when she tried to grip the rope around Brit’s wrists.

“Are you okay?” Brit asked in a shaky voice.

“Shh,” she whispered.

She had just gripped the rope when the van door wrenched open. 

And the last person she had expected to see on this side of the tracks stood on the other side, highlighted by the moonlight.

It was the crazy stranger from the hotel, still in his expensive suit.

Her heart started hammering for a different reason as he looked into her eyes for what felt like an eternity. 

“Layla?”

Only her sister’s voice brought her out of her head. What was she even thinking? They’d been kidnapped and almost trafficked, but she was thinking about getting naked with the cold stranger instead of taking care of her sister. 

Another man came beside him, and she recognised him as his boyfriend. And that put the fire out in her body instantly. She couldn’t get naked with the stranger because he liked men. The boyfriend had only a pair of jeans on. His muscled, tattooed chest was glistening in the moonlight. She didn’t have to imagine what they had been doing in these woods. These out-of-towners never appreciated how dangerous it was out there, which was why so many of them went missing. 

The boyfriend pulled a knife out of his pocket, and she flinched back against her sister. Had they escaped one dangerous situation into another?

But the man didn’t stab her as she had thought. He grabbed her feet and easily sliced through the rope holding them together.

“Turn around,” he said gruffly.

She didn’t hesitate. The air around them was still full of danger. The last thing she wanted was to linger around too long with the wolves so close. They had to get to safety, then she could worry about a safe place to stay for the night. 

There was a pause and a sound she couldn’t decipher. A growl? Without warning, the handsome man came behind her and cut the rest of the ropes off instead of his boyfriend. Once her hands were free, she rubbed her raw wrists and inspected the rope burns and bruises. The man lifted the back of her t-shirt, making her wince as it pulled off her wound. She knew she needed to get it looked at, but something inside her didn’t want the stranger doing it. It felt too intimate. Besides, they were in the middle of nowhere and still in danger.

She moved away from his scrutiny and turned to face him. The expression on his face was indiscernible as he handed her the knife. She took it without hesitation to free Brit and briefly held on to her little sister’s trembling body. Once they were out of the van, she tucked the knife into her jeans. Costas and his men had probably taken her gun; she needed a weapon to protect Brit. 

The handsome stranger remained silent even though his eyes had lowered to her jeans. But if he wanted the knife back, he would have to prise it from her cold, dead hands.

She saw nothing when she looked around them. No bodies on the road as she had expected. It was already dark, but the moon provided enough light that she would have seen Costas and his men if the wolves had killed them. Had she imagined it all? Or had the wolves dragged them into the woods and were waiting to pounce on them, too?

She had to get Brit away from them.

“Thank you,” she muttered. 

“Get into the car. We didn’t get to finish our conversation earlier,” the handsome stranger said.

Their only other option was to trek down the secluded road next to the woods in the middle of the night, and that wasn’t happening. They weren’t too far from home but that was the first place Costas would look for them, if he survived.

The man didn’t wait for her to agree, though. He walked to his car, a dark-coloured, expensive-looking SUV, and opened the door, gesturing as if he was used to ordering people around. He probably was. That aura of danger around him was more pronounced as if he was the predator, the king of everything that went bump in the night, not the wolves that had attacked them. 

But now was not the time to mouth off. She took Brit’s hand and led her to the car, allowing her to go in first before she followed. The stranger closed the door and then walked back to talk to his boyfriend before he got into the driver's seat. He didn’t even look back at them to ask what had happened or if they were okay. Maybe they were an inconvenience. He probably didn’t appreciate having to save them from the loan shark and wolves while he was having his private time with his boyfriend. 

The man in question walked from the van with their two bags and put them in the back. When he sat in the passenger seat, he had his top back on. He didn’t look too pleased about the situation. She knew if she were the one interrupted while climbing all over that sexy man, she wouldn’t be happy, either.

As the car started moving, she sat back and pulled her sister into her arms, wincing a little from the pain in her back. What would they do now? She wasn’t sure it was safe for Brit to return to school. They would have to move out of town and start afresh somewhere else. 

“What are we going to do?” Brit whispered.

“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you.”

She kissed the top of Brit’s head and tightened her arms with a sigh, only to catch the stranger’s gaze on her in the rearview mirror.

His eyes were still cold as hell, but there was just something in them... 

Before she could figure it out, he looked away and concentrated on the road. But now, all she could see in his eyes was anger. So much anger. What could she have possibly done to piss him off?
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She was still bleeding. The metallic scent of fresh blood assaulted Jax's nostrils, and the moment he stopped the car in front of the hotel, he shoved the door open and got out without looking back.

She’d been hurt, and all his wolf wanted to do was make her feel better. Take care of her as a mate should. The scent had Jax so wound up he had to ball his fists and concentrate on keeping Cain under control. It had taken everything in him not to chase after the last of the men who had taken her from her home and tied her up. He wanted to rip them apart like the others for daring to touch her. He hadn’t lost control like that in a long time.

If he gave in to Cain, the demented wolf would do just that. It would take little effort to hunt them down. 

The attendants opened the hotel's wide double doors the moment they saw him approach the entrance. But he could sense Layla’s hesitation behind him as if somehow this cursed bond had already taken root even though he had no intention of marking her. He wasn't supposed to sense her emotions so easily yet. How was that even possible? 

Though he didn’t want to, he turned back and looked at her with a raised brow. Layla still had her arm around her little sister as they waited at the bottom of the steps, and Dylan stood behind them with their bags. Britney. She was the only person Dylan had found that he could twist and turn to make Layla do what he wanted. The money he would offer would end all of Layla’s problems and get her out of this mess, but it was her sister she would accept it for.

“What is it?” he asked impatiently.

He wouldn't concentrate on anything else as long as he could scent her blood.

“I’m... I’m not allowed to use this entrance,” Layla said.

“They’ll make an exception this time,” he said as he turned back to walk through the doors. 

It wasn’t too late, so the hotel lobby was a little more crowded than he wanted. Most of the guests knew who he was. He could smell their fear the second they saw him. Some he had invited to discuss the issue with the rogues in neutral territory. They all knew how he felt about humans, so the bleeding one following him was bound to raise eyebrows.

But he was banking on the fact that they wouldn’t have the balls to question him about her.

“Mr King.”

He hadn’t walked far through the lobby when he heard that irritating voice. It had been bad enough when the woman had been one of the maids. She’d always found a way to be assigned to his room. But now that they had promoted her, she was turning up everywhere like a foul smell. He didn’t think she’d even gone home since he had checked in.

“I’m busy, Miss Roberts,” he said without stopping.

The woman didn’t take the hint and quickened her step to walk beside him. No one in his pack would dare to do that - to walk beside him as if they were equal. This was another reason he couldn’t stand humans. They didn’t know their place. 

“You’ve just missed the dinner service. Would you like me to bring something up?” Miss Roberts asked.

He could hear the hope in her voice. When he stopped over, he’d been known to have a woman or ten in his suite, but they were always wolves. Not that this annoyingly insistent woman would know that. She had no chance of being one of them, pretty as she was.

Cain growled in his head as if the thought of other women angered him, and that worried him more. He had known many mated wolves, but all the intense feelings came after the marking. This part was supposed to be easier. Just some sparks, just a pull to be intimate and cement the bond. But Cain was an asshole and always had to take things to the extreme. 

That wolf knew better than anyone else why Layla couldn't be his. He had to know since everything was his fucking fault. 

“If I need any food, I’ll call room service,” he said firmly. “But if I need anything cleaned, I’ll contact you.”
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