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      As dawn broke over the horizon of the Sunset strip, Makayla tiptoed to the front door of her mother's Beverly Hills mansion, a pair of designer black stilettos in her hand. Her designated driver duties over, she was happy to be home for a day of crashing with her besties before they restarted the partying.

      "Ouch!" A giggle sounded behind her.

      Makayla turned. "Shhhh…"

      Rachael slammed her hand over Mindy's mouth, and both of them stifled their laughter.

      Makayla couldn't help but laugh too despite the fact there'd be hell to pay if she woke up her mom.

      She pushed her sweat soaked blonde hair out of her face and unlocked the front door. Pushing it open she listened for a moment then padded across the enormous entrance to the security alarm on the wall. Punching in the code she disarmed it, then waved her friends in.

      They closed the heavy door with a bang making Makayla's heart jump. Mindy and Rachael hung onto each other like conjoined twins, trying to hold back more drunken laughter.

      "Come on," she whispered. "Get up to my room before you two fall down, and my mother thinks you’re burglars and shoots you."

      The trio headed toward the large winding staircase.

      "Makayla." The soft yet firm sound of her name coming from the living room raised goosebumps on her arms.

      She closed her eyes and blew out a harsh breath. Damn. Mindy and Rachel stared at her from the bottom step. "Go on. I'll be there in a minute."

      The two nodded and stumbled up the winding staircase. She prayed they didn’t vomit on her mother’s pristine carpet. If that happened, she’d never hear the end of it.

      Makayla straightened her spine and tried to pull down her too short skirt as much as possible to appease her mother before heading for the living room. As she trudged across the cold granite floor she ran through various excuses as to where she had been, and why she was returning home at five thirty in the morning. Unfortunately, in the last month she'd used them all already.

      She reached the step leading down into the plush cream salon and stopped. Her mother sat in the high wingback chair her father had used only for business or family meetings. A chair that hadn’t been occupied in over six months. Despite the graying hair hanging casually over her shoulders- and being swathed in a peach silk bathrobe- Makayla’s mother’s straight spine and tense posture told Makayla her mother was anything but pleased.

      Makayla swallowed hard at the sight of her older brother Colt standing like a living statue behind their mother. If Colt was home, she was in for a serious tongue-lashing. She donned her best smile and descended into the room where her toes sunk into the thick pile carpeting.

      "Colt. Great to see you. I'm glad you could take–"

      Her mother waved her hand. "Have a seat Makayla."

      Makayla folded her arms over her chest as the rebellious streak that had taken root in her over the past months reared its ugly head. "I'm good here, thanks."

      She needed to keep on her feet in case things got too annoying, and she had to make a quick getaway.

      Her mother and brother stared at her, and she fought the urge to squirm. Even in human form her mother wore the countenance of an Alpha female.

      "Where were you this time?" her mother asked.

      Makayla opened her mouth then shut it again. Why lie? They'd know anyway. They most likely already smelled the tobacco and sweat wrapping every inch of her.

      "I just went dancing with some friends."

      "And drinking?"

      She wished her mom would give her some credit. She wasn't that stupid- or heartless.

      "No, mother. I was the designated driver."

      "How can you do this to us, Makayla? Flaunt yourself in public for everyone to see? As if our reputation hasn't been tarnished enough by your actions. Now you stay out all night clubbing with your friends? What would your father say?"

      "Stay safe?"

      Her mother's expression hardened, and her eyes flashed.

      Wrong answer.

      "I'll have no more of this. You aren't a child, but you do live under my roof and off what I give you. You don't work. You don't study. You don't help out. You dropped out of college–"

      "You know why I did that." Anger whirled inside her like a tornado.

      "Yes." Her mother nodded. "We all grieve the loss of your father. But you no longer have time to be a selfish child. You yourself will be a parent in only five short months. How do you plan on taking care of a child? Provide for it? It's obvious the father will not step up. Not that I would expect him to."

      "Don't say that about Derek. He'll come around, he just–"

      "No." Her mother shook her head. "He's had time. Three months’ worth of time. As have you. But what do you do? Go out clubbing all night with friends. Sleep all day. It's enough. I will not have a grandchild of mine raised like this."

      "And what about Colt? Did you give him this same talk when he knocked up Gianna? I don't see him running off to do his duty."

      Colt took a step forward. "I wanted to marry Gia. She is the one who said no."

      Her mother held up her hand. "This isn't about Colt. It's about you. And I am done allowing you to sully your father's good name, and his pack, by acting like the spoiled—" Her mother sucked in a sharp breath. “Your time is up. You have not made any right decisions since finding out you were with child, and I will no longer allow you to continue down this destructive path. It's finished.”

      Her mother rose from her chair and rang the bell on the coffee table. A set of heavy footsteps sounded on the granite floor moving toward the front of the house.

      “What… what's going on?” Makayla tried to keep the fear from her voice.

      “You are being sent away,” her mother replied.

      Mark, her father's right-hand man, walked into the hallway carrying Makayla's two largest suitcases.

      A chill raced up Makayla's spine. "You can't do this."

      "Can't?" her mother asked. "I most certainly can. This is my house, my money, my pack. I make the rules. If you don't like them you are welcome to leave your cellphone, credit cards, and car and walk out."

      Makayla's mind whirled. She was being sent away. All because she was pregnant and had no mate.

      "Where are you sending me?" her voice came out barely a whisper.

      Her mother nodded to Mark, and he walked out the front door.

      "You are going home."

      "This is my home."

      Her mother shook her head. "No. This is where we live. You're going home. To rejoin our pack in Wolf River."

      "You're sending me to backwoods Idaho?" A shrill tenor tinged her voice, and panic raced over her skin.

      "Jeremiah has spoken to the men of the pack. One of his sons has agreed to take you and your child in. To care for you and make you his family."

      "Whoa! Wait a second. Make me his family? You mean… marry me?"

      Her mother's blank stare told Makayla that's exactly what she meant.

      "An arranged marriage?" Makayla cried. "To some back hills country bumpkin?"

      Her mother was across the room in a blur of movement. "You father was from Wolf River. My family is from Wolf River. You would do better to show some respect."

      Anger rippled off her mother and forced Makayla to step back. The commanding presence of an Alpha wasn’t something she could ignore, no matter how much she wished she could.

      “But… marriage? You want me to mate someone I don’t even know. Someone that I’ll be with… forever. You always told me mating was something I was supposed to take very seriously. That mating wasn’t something I could take back. And now you are just selling me off like a prize mare?”

      “We did always tell you that mating was a serious commitment. But you are twenty-five, and you have yet to show up at our door with even one male suitable for the only daughter of Alphas. You’ve rejected every male we have introduced you to. And now with this latest development of yours, there is no one from our pack who will want you. Petty, I know, but there it is. You know Jeremiah, and you know his boys. They are good men. Griffin is already mated, and his mate is expecting their own first child. So, you will already have someone with something in common to talk to. Both Logan and Caleb are successful and good boys. You are fortunate to have one of them as your mate. And as a father to your child.”

      Makayla remembered the three wolf boys who’d taunted and teased her every summer since she was a child. She’d not seen them in forever though. When she’d reached junior high  age their family vacations together had ended as their fathers grew busier.

      Colt joined them and laid his hand on his mother's shoulder. "Maybe it's best if I take her."

      Her mother shoved an envelope into Makayla's hands. "Here is the information you need. The jet is already waiting for you at Burbank airport. Colt will see that you get on the plane. Should you refuse or run, I will cut you off permanently. No more money. No phone. No trips. Nothing."

      Makayla looked down at the envelope. Her mom was sending her away. All because of one stupid mistake. But more likely because…

      Her mother's voice softened. "I love you Makayla, and I believe in the person you were before, and the person you can become. Believe it or not, I think this is actually for the best. And so, did your father. It had always been his wish that you would marry one of Jeremiah's boys."

      ‘Uncle Jeremiah,’ as Makayla had known him, was her father's oldest friend. They'd left Wolf River together to go to Stanford and then on to start a fortune five hundred company in Silicon Valley. They'd sold out right before the bust. And though Jeremiah had returned to Wolf River, he and her father had remained close and continued to do business right up until her father's sudden death. Now Jeremiah did business with her brother Colt. She wondered if that business relationship had anything to do with Makayla’s new status update of “Engaged to be Married”. Was she partial payment for something?

      Her mother embraced her. "I do this because I love you, Makayla. And hopefully someday you will thank me. But even if you don’t thank me, maybe you’ll understand at the very least… once you become a mother yourself."

      A blanket of numbness floated over her shoulders and shrouded Makayla in dread.

      Her mother released her, and Makayla dropped her sparkly high heels to the floor. "Guess I won't need these anymore."
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      "Mom really is trying to help you," Colt said as they drove to the airport.

      Makayla stared out the window at the passing buildings. How long would it be until she saw California again?

      "It's not so bad there. There's green like you can’t imagine. And the air is fresh and the water doesn't need to be filtered into bottles and–"

      "Stuff it, Colt. You're not the one being sold off to the highest bidder in the Rocky Mountains."

      "That's not what's happening, sis."

      "Isn't it? Mom is ashamed of me being knocked up, so she'd rather marry me off to some guy I haven't seen since I wore a training bra than to let me just be single and raise the baby alone. Besides, Derek may come back."

      Colt snorted. "Even you can't believe that. The jackass didn't even wait a full five minutes after you told him before leaving town. No one has heard from him since. Besides, if he did come back, I'd kick his ass along with half our pack. Especially Gideon. He vouched for the rogue, and this is the thanks we get? Never again, I can assure you."

      Makayla shook her head. She'd known Derek was a bad boy rogue wolf from the moment she'd laid eyes on him at a club downtown. All leather and tight t-shirts, boots and jeans. He'd been just what she'd been looking for. And the last thing she'd needed.

      They pulled off the freeway and exited toward the airport. This was really happening, not just a scare tactic. She was going to Idaho.

      "Do they even have a doctor there that can deliver a baby?" she asked.

      Colt shook his head. "Trust me. It isn't as bad as all that. Wolf River is just an hour from Moscow and two hours from Coeur d’Alene. It's beautiful, and they have everything we have here. Except for the pollution, corruption, clubbing, traffic⁠—"

      "I get it."

      Colt pulled into the private terminal and stopped the car. Her mother's plane sat waiting on the tarmac. A small metal tube to fly her to her own private hell.

      Colt jumped from his seat and pulled open the back door. Removing her bags, he carried them to the plane and handed them to the stewardess. Makayla glanced at the keys in the ignition. She'd make it only as far as one tank of gas and the thousand bucks in her purse would take her. But... then what?

      Colt opened her door and held out his hand. They stared at each other for a minute. Since he'd taken over their father's business dealings, she'd barely seen him outside family dinners on Sundays. And since the announcement of her impending bundle of joy, Sunday dinners had been cancelled.

      "Hey." He pulled her from her seat and into a hug.

      She grabbed on to the back of his sports coat, taking in his familiar cologne. Tears threatened to rain down on his shoulder and words begged to be spoken. Words to convince him to help her. To get him to see she could do it on her own. That she didn’t need a man to raise her child. That she shouldn’t be sent away… But the words stuck in her throat like a strangled scream.

      "It's going to be okay. I think a change of scenery is exactly what you need. And Jeremiah's sons are great guys. Either one of them will take care of you and do right by you and the baby. I wouldn't let you go if I wasn't certain of it."

      "Wouldn't you?" she pushed away.

      He touched her cheek. "Don't be like this Kaly, you know I wouldn't."

      "Don't call me that."

      He squeezed her shoulder. "Do me a favor when you're there, all right? Look up Gia and Paige. Tell them… Tell them… Just make sure they’re okay." Sadness spread over his face. He'd loved Gianna and had wanted to marry her. Makayla remembered overhearing the long conversations between Colt and her father about it. But Gianna had been strong and had stood on her own two feet and told Colt to go back to Los Angeles after his summer there. So why was it now that she wanted the same thing Gianna had, they wouldn’t let her?

      "I will," she said. If for nothing else but to garner an ally to help her.

      Colt kissed her head and then led her to the plane. "I suggest you take a shower and change on the plane," he said. "Wouldn't want to scare your would-be husband with your club funk."

      Makayla laughed and shook her head. "Maybe I do. Maybe I want to scare him all the way out of my life."

      Colt pulled a small box from his pocket and handed it to her. "This is for you. It's from mom."

      Makayla looked down at it. Great. A goodbye forever present.

      

      "Congrats honey, I am so proud of you." Makayla's father looked over at her from the driver's side of his luxury Tesla.

      "I'm pretty sure mom won't be so proud."

      Her dad reached over and squeezed her hand. "You and your mother are like a snake and a mongoose. Ever afraid that if you give up the fight for one moment you'll be killed off. I don't understand it. But I do understand this. Your mother loves you more than anything. Even if she doesn't always tell you."

      He looked over at her and smiled.

      A hand shook Makayla's shoulder, and she started awake. "Miss, we're here." It was the stewardess.

      Makayla glanced out the window to find the plane surrounded by towering evergreen trees.

      Idaho.

      Two men waited outside by a monstrous dirty pickup truck.

      The tall dark-haired man with the scruffy beard and broad shoulders she recognized instantly as Jeremiah. Beside him stood a shorter blond in a thousand-dollar suit and expensive shoes. Logan. Logan had been the only fair-haired one of the three Reed boys. But from his clothes he looked more like he'd fit in with her Beverly Hills crowd than the backwoods of Idaho.

      Jeremiah waved.

      Busted.

      She closed the shutter and blew out a breath then ran her fingers through her hair and swiped under her eyes, hoping to remove the worst of the mascara. She was pretty sure she might actually frighten them off with her morning breath, bedhead, and club funk. Maybe she'd get lucky, and they'd ship her right back to LA.

      Makayla shut her eyes and groaned. No use prolonging everyone's torture.

      The stewardess unloaded her bags, and the pilot thanked her then waited for her to deplane.

      She picked up her purse and glanced at her phone. There were no texts. No missed calls. And no cell signal.

      Great. Just great.

      She descended the stairs of the plane and stepped down onto soft dewy grass, wrapping her arms around herself. For early spring the heat hadn't rolled in yet, and at ten a.m. a chilly breeze caressed her bare arms.

      She squinted against the sun and took in the two men. Well, if she had to be married off to someone, she could have done worse than Logan Reed. The years had gotten him far from the scrawny teen that had chased her around the park trying to get her to flash her boobs.

      Jeremiah strode forward. "Kaly girl. Long time."

      She pushed her hair behind her ear. "Yup. And it's Makayla, thanks."

      His jaw clenched but then he smiled. "I know this isn't where you want to be or what you want to be doing, but I think you'll be happy here, and we'll take care of you."

      She nodded. "So I've been told. " She looked at her phone again. Still no signal. "Does this place get cell service?"

      He picked up her bags as if they weighed no more than throw pillows. She hadn't really realized just how strong he was when she’d been a girl.

      "There is some signal in town, but it's spotty."

      Of course.

      "Let's get you settled in the truck."

      She nodded and followed him.

      Logan joined her. "Well, Kaly Marie. You got taller." He threw her a dimpled grin as they walked.

      "And you got better taste in clothing." She returned his smile.

      He chuckled.

      "Let's move. I have stuff to do today," said Jeremiah.

      Logan led her around the truck, and he jumped into the back seat as she slid into the front.

      It surprised her how nice the truck was on the inside. Its completely spotless interior was the exact opposite of the muddy outside.

      "The last time I was in a pickup I was four wheeling in the bed of it," she said. "Almost lost a tooth doing it too."

      Jeremiah slid into the driver's seat and pulled the truck off the landing strip. "You have meetings?" he asked Logan.

      "I'm meeting with two potential clients this morning via virtual meeting, and then I need to head back to the office," said Logan.

      "When will you be back?" she asked.

      "I have meetings the rest of the week but I'll be home for the weekend."

      "You don't live in Wolf River?"

      "No," replied Logan. "I live in Coeur d’Alene. It's about two hours north."

      Sweet! So she wasn't going to be staying in the middle of nowhere after all. Maybe this wouldn't be so bad. At least until her mom changed her mind and let her come home.
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      Caleb pulled his pickup truck up to the front of his parent's large cabin style house and stopped. He stared at the red front door. What the hell was he doing? He'd agreed to marry a woman he hadn't seen since her hair was in braids and ribbons. His father had warned him about Makayla's… predicament, but it didn't matter to Caleb. The moment he'd found out that Makayla needed a mate he'd said yes without even thinking twice. The pickings were slim in Wolf River and always had been. That combined with his painful past… yeah, if he was going to try and move forward he needed something completely different. Bringing new blood into town—or old blood back to town in this case—was good for all of them. It was what they'd been working on for the last decade. And it started with getting the founding families like the Devamar family to come home. Makayla was the first step.

      He hopped from the driver's seat and headed toward the front of the house. He pulled on his red flannel, straightening it. Should he have changed? Dressed up more? What was the point? He was who he was, and it wasn’t like he was suddenly going to start dressing like Logan to work construction. He glanced at his boots making sure he didn't track mud into his mother's house.

      A peel of laughter rang out as he opened the front door. His gut clenched as he sniffed the air and caught three different scents. His father’s, Logan’s and a scent resembling the girl he’d known as a child. Only it had morphed with age. Matured. Deepened. Sensualized. His wolf sat up for the first time in over five years and paid attention.

      He followed the sounds of laughter and talking through the hallway to the kitchen where the group sat at the table.

      Makayla glanced up at Caleb, and her smile faltered a bit as she looked him up and down. Suddenly he'd wished he'd changed out of his work clothes before heading over. Her straight blonde hair hung down just past her shoulders, and her heart shaped face had a tan California kiss. Only her bright blue eyes belied what she’d been through in the past year, eyes rimmed with shadows and puffy bags as if she hadn’t gotten a good night sleep in months.

      "Caleb, there you are." His father rose from the table. "Coffee?"

      Caleb shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans and shook his head. "No thanks. I've had enough this morning."

      His father walked over and embraced him then squeezed his shoulder. "Caleb heads our construction company here in town. He's been rebuilding the bed-and-breakfast and oversaw the building of the theater and new school as well as all the new shops."

      "Wow." She didn't sound impressed as she sipped from his great grandmother’s teacup.

      Logan stood. "Well, I should get going. Much to do. But I'll be back on Sunday for dinner."

      Logan hugged Caleb. "Good luck," his brother whispered. "You're gonna need it."

      Caleb's eyes never left Makayla. "I believe you."

      Logan chuckled then hugged their dad before turning back to Makayla. "I'll see you the end of the week. Welcome home."

      Her brows furrowed. "Wait. You're leaving me here?"

      The three men looked at each other.

      "Not here," said Jeremiah. "You can't stay with me. How would that look? A young pregnant female in my house? No. You're going with your betrothed, Caleb."

      Caleb saw the wheels turning in her head as she looked between the three of them. Her gaze fell on Caleb, her unhappy expression making his gut twist.

      "Caleb?" She gave him the once over as if inspecting an inferior prom dress.

      Logan bro hugged Caleb, and then headed out the door.

      "Yes," said Jeremiah. "Caleb is the one who offered to take you on." A hard-protective edge came into his father's voice. One Caleb recognized all too well. His father was a good and benevolent man, but speaking against his family or his pack wasn’t something he tolerated-at all.

      Her gaze went to the door. "I just thought…"

      "Logan will lead our pack after I am gone. He couldn’t possibly take on a female in your… situation. And not to be indelicate, my dear, but not many wolves would. Caleb is a strong, loyal man and the hardest worker I’ve ever known. You are fortunate he agreed to this."

      Caleb didn’t want it to start like this. “Dad⁠—”

      "Well, if I'm such a burden why did you agree?" Her eyes burned with anger and shame.

      "Because it's the right thing to do," Caleb spoke up. Left to his dad, things might very well spin out of control until Makayla refused the marriage and ran.

      She gripped her teacup so tight he feared she’d crush it; and if that happened his mother would lose it.

      The front door opened. "Hello? Where is everyone?" called Caleb's mom.

      "We're in the kitchen," his dad replied.

      His mom entered, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail and her clothes covered in dirt.

      "Hi. Sorry I wasn't here when you got in but I ran late at the garden center. Spring planting is huge with people up here." She crossed the room and took Makayla's hands in hers. "I won't hug ya, but look at you. All grown up. You're what? Twenty-three now?"

      "Twenty-five," Makayla replied.

      "Twenty-five. My gosh how time flies." His mom shook her head. "So pretty. Just like your mama."

      "Thank you." Makayla's voice held a subdued nature.

      "Well okay then, let's get on with this, I have stuff to do today," said his mom.

      "Get on with what?" asked Makayla.

      "The bonding," replied Jeremiah. "It is the first of three rituals to mate you and Caleb. First comes the bonding. Then the turning. And finally the mating. Usually they are done all in the same month but as you are with child and cannot turn, the rest will have to wait. This, however, can be done now. It will bond you with Caleb and make sure all the other males know they are not to pursue you, and females are not to pursue him."

      She stared at Caleb, her face paling. "So, we won't actually be getting married until after the baby is born?"

      "That's right."

      Caleb's chest tightened, and his wolf growled. It was written all over her. If she didn't have to marry him today, it gave her time to figure a way out of the rest of the ceremony.

      
        * * *

      

      This was not the wedding Makayla had ever dreamed she would get. Standing in a huge log cabin living room wearing a pair of black slacks and a silk blouse, surrounded by flannel shirts and jeans.

      Caleb was a mountain man if she'd ever seen one. Tall and broad shouldered like his father, he had his mother's dark hair and eyes, and a scruffy beard befitting a man who lived in Wolf River, Idaho. She had to admit the shaggy hair and scruff held its appeal. As did his tapered waist, and the mild bad-boy edge giving off the distinct, “not interested” vibe. Even so she preferred her men in expensive suits and fast cars. Not flannels and trucks. She’d learned this lesson from her dear Baby Daddy.

      Makayla fidgeted as Jeremiah led them to a small area set up near the fireplace, with a table adorned with a deep blue tablecloth. On it rested dark wooden box, a red cord, and a cup with something in it.

      "We gather today in the sight of wolves and God to bond Makayla Marie Devamar to Caleb Jonas Reed. Blood to blood, body to body, and heart to heart. Together they bind their blood and their lives from this day forward until they do part this mortal coil and return to the Earth from which they were formed."

      Jeremiah turned to Mary, Caleb's mom, and she opened the wooden box, producing a large, ornately carved silver knife.

      "Whoa! What the hell is that?" Makayla asked.

      Jeremiah's solemn gaze fell upon her. "The Blood. The Moon. The Bite. This is the first part of the binding. Blood to blood.” He handed the knife to Caleb. Caleb pressed the blade into his palm and a small pool gathered there.

      Makayla's stomach roiled, and her skin broke out in a cold sweat. She plucked at her blouse and took a deep breath. "I didn't realize anyone still did this part."

      "Here in Wolf River we keep to all the Blood Born traditions. It's our heritage. It's who we are."

      Caleb held the knife out to her but she shook her head.

      "Here," said Mary. "Let me help you."

      Makayla stared at the knife trying to keep on her feet. Mary took it from Caleb and lifted Makayla's hand. Makayla fought against the urge to scream, watching the process as if a spectator. Mary pressed the sharp point of the knife into Makayla's palm and blood welled in the center. Her sight blurred and her mouth dried completely.

      Mary handed the knife to Jeremiah and picked up a red ribbon. Caleb placed his palm on Makayla's. Mary wrapped the ribbon around both their hands. And tied it on top.

      "Blood to blood you are now united," said Jeremiah. "If any soul should want to divide this union, they must do so with blood." He pressed their tied hands between his then nodded. "It is so."

      "It is so," repeated Mary.

      "It is so," said Caleb.

      "It is so." Makayla barely got out the whisper before her knees gave way and everything went black.

      
        * * *

      

      Caleb caught Makayla around her waist before she hit the floor. Jeremiah chuckled and shook his head.

      "That girl is nothing but trouble," he said. "I should have told her mother no."

      Caleb's mother felt Makayla's forehead with the back of her hand. "She's broken out in a cold sweat. We should lay her on the couch. Jeremiah, get the girl a glass of water."

      Caleb locked gazes with his dad who rolled his eyes. His mom unbound their hands, and Caleb picked up Makayla and laid her on the couch. Her beautiful face grew waxen and paler than before. He’d known she would most likely not be too keen on the idea of mating him, but he’d not expected her to be so resistant that she’d faint.

      His mom covered her with a blanket and slipped off her shoes. "Give her time Caleb. She has been through quite an ordeal. This can't be easy for her. A girl used to living in the city comes here to be married the first day? It's a lot to take in."

      "Is the baby okay?"

      Mary smiled and squeezed his arm. "Listen. You can hear its heartbeat, strong and proud."

      Caleb focused on Makayla, and the whooshing sound of a rapid heartbeat just below hers made him smile.

      "She doesn't even show yet," he said.

      "It happens sometimes. We’ll take her to see Doc next week after she's settled a bit."

      His mom linked arms with him, resting her head on his shoulder. They stood in silence for a minute both watching the rise and fall of Makayla's chest.

      "Be patient with her. She'll come around."

      He nodded and stared at Makayla. He got the feeling he was going to need lots of patience.

      

      An hour later Caleb drove Makayla to his house, through main street and headed toward the hills.

      "There's the market." He pointed. "And that's The Hairy Dog bar. That's the library. It's small but it's connected to all the libraries in Idaho, so you can get just about any book or movie you want. And that's Josie's café. The coffee is good but the pie sucks."

      Makayla pulled out her phone and glanced at it. "Is there anywhere around here that gets cell signal?"

      "The best signal is in the library but if you hang on a minute, we'll pass by the church, and you can get a little for about a mile."

      She looked around. "How do you live up here with no cell signal?"

      "I've never had one so I don't know any different."

      She stared at him incredulously. "You’ve never had a cell phone?"

      He shrugged. "No need. I'm either at home, at work, at Josie's, at the Hairy Dog, or at church. Wolf River is a small town. If people need to get a hold of me, they know where to find me."

      She laughed. "I don't even know how to respond to that." Her phone beeped repeatedly in rapid succession.

      "Your mom trying to get a hold of you?"

      She snorted. "Not likely." Her fingers flew over the phone, her long nails clicking on the screen faster than he thought possible. "It's my friends Rachael and Mindy. We'd just gotten home this morning when I was informed I was being married off, so they have no idea where I am."

      She continued to type furiously as he drove down the road.

      He furrowed his brows. "Wait. You only found out this morning?"

      Her fingers stopped, and she looked up at him. "Yeeesss." She stared at him. "How long have you known?"

      Uh-oh. No use lying to her. "A week."

      "A week?" Anger flashed in her eyes like lightning. She clenched her jaw and went back to her phone.

      He slowed slightly as the end of the pavement drew closer. "We're gonna hit the end of the cell zone."

      She didn't respond. Instead she typed even faster.

      He came to a crawl as the road faded into dirt. He stopped the truck at the edge of the asphalt and waited.

      Her phone beeped several times, and she scanned the screen.

      "Everything okay?"

      "Peachy." Her fingers flew again then she tapped the screen off. "Okay. I guess the rest can wait."

      He nodded, and she pushed her hair from her face giving him a glimpse of her slender neck. His wolf paced at the sight.

      She leaned her head against the window and closed her eyes.

      Caleb continued down the road. Gradually the road grew bumpier and the truck jolted, making Makayla open her eyes.

      "How far out do you live?"

      "Not much further."

      She stared out the window. "There sure are a lot of trees here."

      "Well, this is a forest."

      "And you live in it?"

      "Some people enjoy solitude and nature to busy malls and traffic jams."

      "I'm guessing there aren’t any health food stores around here, either."

      "No, but I whip up a mean steak."

      "I'm a vegetarian."

      Of course. "Moscow is an hour west. They probably have one there. If not Coeur d’Alene is two hours north. We could drive there next week if you want."

      "An hour to a real store?"

      He shrugged. "The local market supplies all we need. Or we grow it ourselves. Or hunt it."

      She eyed him incredulously. "You hunt for food?"

      She really had been removed from the ways of wolves.

      They hit a giant hole, and she flew out of her seat and grabbed the door handle.

      "Sorry. I've been meaning to throw some dirt in that hole for months now. I’ll try to get to it this week." He came to the mailbox and stopped. "This is us. I'll get you the address in case you want to send a letter or need something delivered."

      He turned left and headed up the dirt drive toward his cabin.

      "You really do live out in the sticks."

      Caleb held back a sigh. "I like the beauty and the quiet. I also like being able to get out and run whenever I want, on my own land. You may learn to like it here."

      "People keep saying that."

      Caleb shook his head. Makayla was no longer the spunky, pretty girl he remembered as a boy. She was exactly what he'd expect from a girl who’d grown up in a Beverly Hills mansion- and not at all what he was looking for in a mate.
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