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      He smelled fear.

      Above the odors of sweat, arousal and beer, the bitter tang of fear was undeniable. Micah couldn’t identify the source, but someone inside the Rusty Bucket was afraid of something. The usual Saturday night crowd filled the bar, along with a face or two he didn’t recognize. As he glanced around, he saw nothing to explain the fear. No one showed any signs of confrontation or agitation.

      His gaze kept returning to one spot, but it had nothing to do with what he sensed. He couldn’t take his eyes off the redhead sitting two tables over laughing at something her companion said. Micah watched her face, wondering at the level of connection between her and the man. Was she interested? Already attached?

      Kane’s voice brought him back to his own table. “Are you going to follow through this time?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      His friend tipped his head in the girl’s direction.

      “Follow through on what? I was only looking.” Micah took a swig of his beer and let the bottle hang loosely in his grip.

      Enya, the tiny black-haired nymph, laughed and snuggled closer to Kane. “Hey, even I recognize that spark. It couldn’t hurt to talk to her.”

      He wasn’t looking for a new woman, but couldn’t deny the tug he felt toward the redhead. Enya was right. Talk to the girl, confirm she wasn’t for him, and let it go.

      Micah tried not to look again, but he saw the young woman stand and reach for her purse. Her friend was already gone. When she turned toward the exit, Micah stood. “I’ll be back.”

      He shut out whatever smart-ass remarks his friends offered and focused on the wavy red hair weaving through the packed crowd. She reached the door only a moment before he did.

      Outside, in the light from the lamps near the door, he saw her at the end of the building talking to two men who looked a bit unsteady on their feet, their backs to him. He waited and watched. The scent of fear drifted to him on the breeze and he now knew its source. The woman was afraid of something.

      Instinct had him on edge from the smell, and it took effort to keep his inner wolf quiet. The animal itched to pace.

      One of the men raised his voice and grabbed the redhead’s arm. She tried to jerk away.

      Micah walked toward them on the balls of his feet, keeping the heels of his cowboy boots from making a sound, staying close to the building. The cloudy, moonless Ozark night seemed to swallow up the light from the parking lot, but if they happened to look, they would have seen him.

      “Billy, knock it off,” the woman said.

      “Yeah,” added one of the men. “Let’s take her home like she wants.”

      Still holding tightly to her upper arm, Billy slurred his reply. “I just asked for a kiss before we get in the car. What’s wrong with that?”

      The woman got in his face. “You’re drunk. And I’m not interested. Either of those work for you?” She jerked her arm again to no avail.

      Billy tugged her close but Micah had seen enough. He reached out and grabbed the collar of Billy’s t-shirt, yanking him away. The woman staggered a moment but didn’t fall.

      Spinning with surprising dexterity, Billy blindly threw a punch. Micah caught the fist, twisted, and shoved the guy against the building. The friend yelled and charged, tackling Micah to the ground.

      They rolled in the gravel, each clinging to the other man’s shoulders, reaching for the neck. With a move ingrained into his being during basic training, Micah broke free and landed a punch to the man’s temple. The guy went limp.

      Shit. Never knocked a guy cold before.

      His EMT training rose into action and he checked the man’s pulse. Steady and strong. Then he looked at Billy, who lay slumped against the wall. Rolling to his feet, Micah turned the man to lie on the ground so the blood flow to his brain wouldn’t be cut off.

      As he straightened, he ran his hands over the sides of his military-short hair and wiped away the sweat. The air reeked of fear, much more than before, and its source stood wide-eyed, tense, watching him. Micah placed his hands on his hips and asked, “Are you okay?”

      She blinked, looking at him incredulously. “What are you doing? You could have killed them.”

      His jaw loosened, but he tried not to show his shock. “He was pawing at you. You said no. End of story.”

      “I could have handled it. Billy always acts like that when he’s drunk. Now how am I supposed to get home?” She folded her arms and stomped her foot in a diva move.

      So much for first impressions.

      “I’ll give you a ride.”

      Her laugh was like a slap on his face. “Like I’m going to get in the car with a stranger who just beat up two of my friends. Get real.” She stepped back, pulled a cell phone from her tiny purse and tapped the screen.

      Micah reached for his wallet as she thumbed through files on her phone. He took out his work ID, his Christian County first responder ID and his driver’s license and gave a moment’s thought to wondering why he felt the need to push the issue. “Here. They’ve done the background check already. And so did the U.S. Government when I enlisted. If that’s not good enough for you, go back inside the Bucket and look for a little-bitty thing with long black hair and a giant of a man on her arm. They’ll vouch for me.”

      She glanced at the cards in his hand but didn’t move to take them. He should walk away. Go back inside and just let her call a friend. He had no iron in this fire. She was just a pretty thing who caught his eye.

      The breeze stirred again, whispering past, bringing a new scent.

      Arousal.

      She wanted him as badly as he wanted her. Now that he stood close, he recognized a familiar scent, one he couldn’t place. Pack. Family. Walking into his grandma’s house. It was a fragrance he should know, but it emanated from a stranger.

      The lightweight jacket she wore didn’t hide her slender shape. She was model-thin, could stand to gain a little padding, he thought, but her low neckline showed off firm breasts. Her tight, faded jeans followed the slight curve of her hips. She looked barely old enough to be in a bar and nowhere near desperate enough to have hooked up with the two drunks.

      Her thumb had stopped sliding on the phone, but she hadn’t lifted it to her ear. She seemed frozen in indecision.

      “You don’t have to accept my ride. But if you’re going to wait for a friend, come back inside.” He stepped to the side to let her pass and waited.

      Her arm lowered slightly. Then she dropped the phone back in her purse and met his gaze. “I live in Springfield. It’s more than half an hour from here.”

      Micah shrugged. “I’ve got a full tank.”

      Still, she hesitated before lifting her purse strap back on her shoulder. “Okay.”

      The urge to howl burst inside of him, but he swallowed it down. She’d accepted a ride, not a lifetime promise. Why did he feel like this was the beginning of a new chapter in his life?
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        * * *

      

      Stephanie tried not to brush against him as he held open the driver’s door for her to climb in, although she’d rather plaster herself to him and see if that mouth of his tasted as sinful as it looked. Scooting across the seat, she said, “My name’s Stephanie, by the way. And if I turn up dead on the side of the road, what name will they find scrawled in the mud?”

      “Hopefully not mine.”

      His eyes danced in the overhead light inside the cab. What an odd shade. Golden brown. It gave him a feral look. Definitely wild. When he smiled, her gaze was immediately drawn to his teeth. Specifically, the canines. She was surprised a dentist hadn’t filed them down at some point over the years. Their length was striking, but didn’t take away from his heart-stopping good looks.

      “I’m Micah. Micah Salway.”

      He lifted himself onto the bench seat and she realized she was still sitting in the middle. She began to scoot farther, but he stopped her.

      “The far seatbelt is broken. You’ll have to sit in the middle.”

      She glanced at the belt dangling at the door. “Convenient, isn’t it? Is this something all you small-town guys try?”

      He shrugged and closed the door, shutting off the light.

      His presence beside her grew in the dark, as if he swelled to fill the space. The warmth of his leg against hers burned into her awareness. She shifted, putting both her feet demurely on the right of the floor hump. This was going to be a long half hour.

      Though she could see he sat straight and he focused on the road, the soft sound of his voice startled her with its closeness, as if he spoke in her ear. “So, are you from California?”

      “Oh my God, do I have an accent? A tattoo on my forehead? Is it that obvious?”

      “You said you live half an hour from here. Locals would have given it to me in miles, either road miles or as the crow flies.”

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed that.” She also noticed her skin began to tingle, as if she lay on a tanning bed. A strange energy coursed over her. Forcing herself to turn her head away, she watched the traffic out the passenger window. That took his thigh out of her peripheral vision and kept her from reaching out to see if it was as firmly muscled as it looked.

      Why hadn’t she just called Sissy for a ride? Yes, her friend would have been pissed off and given her the “I told you so” lecture all the way home, but even that was better than the torture of the nearness of this man beside her. It was stupid of her to go out with Billy and Pete. But she’d been too restless to sit at home.

      “You don’t talk much,” he commented.

      “What? Oh. Distracted, I guess.” She glanced at him just as the light from a passing truck lit his face. Shadows brought out the angles but made him no less handsome with his strong, high cheekbones. He appeared to be of Native American descent. His close-cropped hair made her wonder if he was still in the military.

      She continued to mull over the situation as they traveled. Why couldn’t she have met him under normal circumstances? Giving in to the damsel in distress game put her at a disadvantage. If they were going to get to know each other, it had to be on her terms.

      Before she could decide what her terms were, they came to a stop at her apartment building. Where had the time gone? He shut off the engine and climbed out, holding the door for her to follow.

      Her hand rested on the warmth where he’d sat, and she shivered. What was wrong with her? She acted as if she’d never been this close to a man before, which was far from the truth. Farther than she liked to admit sometimes.

      Stephanie slid off the seat, coming face to face with Micah. Face to chest, she realized. She was tall, but he was taller. And broad, built like a tank. She exhaled, the sound too close to a sigh. Her gaze traveled up the front of his flannel shirt and locked on his.

      In the darkness, she couldn’t see exactly what color his eyes were, if they were truly as golden brown as they had appeared. What she could see told her they were turned up at the corners, laughing at her.

      For some reason that made her smile. Gave her the courage to take control. “Thanks for the ride.”

      Instead of moving past him, she rose on her toes and pressed her lips to his. She meant it to be brief, a tease, but she couldn’t end it. Her arms cupped the nape of his neck, pulling him closer. His warm palms pressed against her butt, imprinting on her soul. Parting her lips, she brushed her tongue against his and almost melted at his moan.

      Her entire body vibrated now as her hunger grew. She strained higher on her toes, needing more, needing… what?

      His hands slid up her back, burning his claim as his mouth had when he kissed down her neck. She was certain people would look at her and know she’d been claimed just from his kiss. Marked with his brand.

      She needed to stop. To end this before it went too far. Before she was unable to walk away.

      As if he heard her thoughts, he drew back, gently kissing her one last time. She opened her eyes and looked into his, not attempting to move around him. “So, maybe sometime we could try again without the drunken friend part?”

      He smiled. His teeth looked even larger this close up. Predatory. “I’d like that.”

      Stephanie dug in the side pocket of her purse and pulled out her business card, holding it out to him. “Give me a call.”

      One last time she stretched up and kissed him, then bit back a flirty giggle as she walked toward her door. She fought the urge to turn and see if he watched her. As she closed and locked her door, she heard his truck fire up and she let the laughter out. Why did she feel so giddy? Like she’d awakened some long-hidden part of her. She wanted to lift her head and call out into the night.

      Her smile still wide as she dropped her purse on the small table by the door, she glanced in the mirror on the wall. Then looked again. Leaning in close, she peered at her teeth. Now her imagination was laughing at her, making her think the canines looked longer.

      Brushing her hair off her face, she met her reflection in the eye. And gasped. Her blue eyes were now the same golden brown as Micah’s.
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      The pounding on his door made Micah Salway think his former drill sergeant had come looking for him. Four bangs, a pause, and four or five more. “I’m coming,” he called from the back of his small house.

      Without checking the eyehole, he yanked the door wide. A woman marched past him, long, red wavy hair flying in the breeze she stirred. She acted as if the devil were on her tail. He recognized her scent immediately, even though he’d only smelled it once before. “Come on in, Stephanie.” He hoped the sarcasm was plain.

      She spun and looked at him. Her wide eyes darted about the room. “You remember me.”

      “That’s all you can say? No, ‘hello, Micah, it’s good to see you. How’ve you been these past four years?’”

      Shrugging, she tore her gaze away and paced. “I guess I should apologize for not calling.”

      “Not calling? Not showing up for our date. Leaving town without a goodbye. I guess I’d built some unreasonable expectations from a ride home and a kiss.”

      A door slammed down the street and she jumped. “Can you lock the door please?”

      Micah noticed now how pale she was, beyond her naturally fair complexion. And he’d completely missed the fear in her scent in his surprise to see her. He locked the front door and moved to the window to lower the blinds and close the drapes. “Be right back.”

      As he made sure the back door was locked and the windows secured, he wondered what had her running scared. And running to him, of all people. When he returned to the living room, she had taken a seat in the overstuffed chair facing the door. He crossed the room and sat on the couch. “What’s up?”

      “Someone is after me. He wants to kill me.”

      If Stephanie were most women, he’d think she was exaggerating, but her fear was real. Its scent burned his nose. “Who?”

      “Hal Newman. He’s a hunter.”

      Realizing he was in for a long story, Micah asked, “Do you want something to drink? Sweet tea, coffee?”

      She shook her head, then tipped it to one side. “Maybe some ice water, I guess. I drove through the night to get here. I’m a little dehydrated and a lot sleep-deprived.”

      Her voice followed him into the kitchen. “I know I shouldn’t just show up like this. You don’t owe me anything. But I didn’t know where else to turn.”

      In truth, his wolf was yipping inside, overjoyed she’d come to him for help, but he wasn’t going to let her know. There was time for that when he knew the story and was sure she was safe. He handed her a tall glass and carried his sweet tea to the end table next to the couch. “I’m glad you thought of me as someone who’d help.”

      “Well, when you think of how we met…” Her smile was distant, a touch sad.

      “Tell me about Hal.”

      “I don’t know much about him. I only know his name because of a story the station ran on some local were-hunters who were quite proud of their extermination of a local pack.” She took a drink, ran the side of the glass over her forehead and set it down. “Oh, I work at a TV station in Bakersfield, California. Well, I did until Sunday.”
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