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        “She had wrecked him, body and soul.”

      

      

      Cecilia is an introvert who rarely leaves the house, but she must overcome her fears in order to sell her late father’s extensive book collection. When she encounters a handsome wolf from her past, her world turns upside down. She can’t seem to escape him, and the secret they share could destroy her life.

      Archer Swift is a Casanova who doesn’t believe in love. That is, until he bumps into a mysterious woman he never expected to see again. Cecilia is generous, sweet, and doesn’t treat him differently because of his disability. She’s also taken. When he becomes pals with her charismatic boyfriend, he discovers things aren’t what they seem. Now Archer must uncover the truth before it’s too late.

      Two strangers are thrown together by chance, but can their love survive the clutches of a monster?
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      “Ma’am? The room’s full.” Doug, one of the delivery guys, wiped his sweaty face.

      His crew milled around the house, waiting for direction from their boss.

      I stood like a penned horse by the laundry room in my galley kitchen.

      What am I thinking, letting strangers in the house when Noah isn’t here? Get this over with.

      “Yes?” I finally replied. “Is there a problem?”

      He rolled his shoulders and looked around. “We packed the room to the ceiling, just like you wanted. But we have three boxes that won’t fit. You have any preference where we put them?”

      I swiveled my wrist, causing the charms on my bracelet to clink against each other.

      Noah will kill me if he sees those boxes.

      “Ma’am?” he pressed.

      I drew in a sharp breath. “Are you sure you can’t squeeze them in there? Perhaps if you rearrange a few things⁠—”

      “You couldn’t squeeze a mousetrap in that room.” He glanced at his watch. “We’re on a tight schedule.”

      “Oh. Um…”

      “We’ll leave them by the door. Here. I need you to sign this, and we’ll be on our way.”

      I stepped forward to take the clipboard and, without reading anything, signed on the dotted line. Then I extracted money from my dress pocket and tucked it beneath the metal clip. “Keep the change. Thank you for your hard work.”

      He scoffed. “What the hell do you have in those boxes? Bricks?”

      “It’s above my pay grade.”

      The man belted out a laugh and then pointed at a jar of suckers. “Do you mind?”

      “Help yourself.”

      After pulling out three, he turned to the door and said, “Have a nice day.”

      His two coworkers had already gone outside and were closing up the delivery truck.

      Once I shut the front door, relief washed over me. Living out in the country made it increasingly challenging to socialize. I had always been a shy girl with introverted tendencies, particularly around strangers, but living in isolation had exacerbated it. Because the surrounding territories were mostly owned by wolves and other predators, I never strayed or shifted alone.

      I thought about the delivery guy shaking his head and laughing.

      Did he get my joke? Was he laughing at me, or did he think it was a ridiculous response to his question?

      One annoying aspect of my shyness was spending an inordinate amount of time parsing over every word after the fact. Sometimes I had trouble reading people.

      Next time, Cecilia, just pay the man and show him to the door. A conversationalist you are not.

      I shoved my thoughts away as I entered the living room. Noah and I lived in an apartment-sized home. Two bedrooms flanked the recessed dining room at the back of the house. Quaint didn’t begin to describe it. We didn’t have a television, just an old brown sofa and recliner. The sofa faced the front window and was an enjoyable place to snooze with a romance book on a lazy afternoon. Just behind it was the door to the spare bedroom, and a bookshelf that served as my primary source of entertainment.

      Noah didn’t understand my adoration for literature. In books, I experienced adventure, love, and mystery. I could transport myself from an empty house to the big city or a different century. My father once told me that books have the power to heal.

      I cracked the door and peered inside the spare bedroom. My stomach flip-flopped all the way to South America when I saw numerous boxes stacked to the ceiling. The room smelled like cardboard, old paper, and the musk of three sweaty deliverymen. In order to access the room, I’d have to pull everything out.

      Maybe he won’t notice.

      Noah was a workaholic, and when he came home, he wanted to relax. While we weren’t mated, we’d been together for two years. This past year, we quickly exited the honeymoon phase of the relationship after moving to a small Breed town called Storybook. Noah’s long commutes and work hours had taken their toll on both of us.

      He was under an incredible amount of stress. Most nights, he would come home, jump in the shower, and go straight to bed. Otherwise, he would get on his laptop to check in with contacts in search of a better-paying job.

      Having moved here only six months ago, we hadn’t accumulated a lot of possessions. Money was tight. We used the spare bedroom for storage, so I’d had to clear it out for today’s delivery. I hadn’t expected so many boxes. Not that I was complaining. Surrounded by my father’s books was the next best thing to him being alive.

      I waltzed into our bedroom and retrieved a red tablecloth from the closet. The delivery guys had left the three extra boxes by the spare bedroom, and I didn’t want them to draw Noah’s attention before I broke the news. After draping the tablecloth over the boxes, I used a vase, two books, and my jar of suckers to decorate the top so it resembled a makeshift table.

      Without legs.

      Think positive thoughts. He’ll be happy when he learns how much money we can make from these.

      A car squealed in the driveway.

      What’s he doing home so early?

      I panicked when I spied dirt on the floor that the deliverymen had tracked in. I raced into the kitchen, found a dish towel, and ran it beneath the faucet. Then I diligently cleaned up every speck.

      Noah stomped up the porch steps. As soon as the door opened, I flung the rag into the sink and pivoted. One row of cabinets ran along the front wall of the house, placing the fridge near the door.

      Stepping inside, Noah still had on his black sunglasses. He scanned the room until he caught me. “Hey, baby. I missed you all day.” He kicked the door shut behind him and tossed his keys into a glass bowl on the table by his chair.

      Noah sometimes tied back his long brown hair, but not today. The tousled locks suggested he’d been driving with the window down again. He shucked off his sport coat and draped it over the recliner before stripping off his heather-grey T-shirt. Noah did push-ups, but he wasn’t a buff guy. He still looked impressive at six-two, and what he lacked in muscle, he made up for in confidence.

      Before he turned around, I felt another set of eyes on me. The massive tiger tattooed on his back crinkled his face in a snarl, paws ready to pounce, sharp canines eager to tear away flesh. I hated when Noah walked around shirtless. Not because it was an unattractive tattoo. In fact, it was strikingly realistic, and that’s what unnerved me… and my animal.

      Noah swaggered toward me. His dark whiskers were flirting in beard territory. After setting his sunglasses on the counter, he tilted my chin up. “Where’s my kiss?”

      I lifted on my tiptoes to kiss him, my heart still racing. Noah moved in as stealthily as the tiger on his back and delivered a crushing kiss.

      When he drew back, I rubbed my sore chin. “When are you going to shave? It scratches my face.”

      His dark eyebrows sank in the middle. It carved a line between his deep-set eyes, which were the color of dark chocolate. “Is that the thanks I get for taking off early? I’ll keep that in mind, Cecilia.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      He averted his gaze. “What’s that?”

      “What?”

      He lifted the dirty rag out of the sink and held it in front of my face. “This.”

      “Oh, I was cleaning.”

      Noah flicked it back into the sink. “You shouldn’t put dirt where we wash and prepare meals. That’s a filthy habit.”

      I collected the dish towel and walked over to the washer in the laundry room, tossing it in. “I wasn’t expecting you home so early. You scared me.”

      Noah hugged me from behind and rested his chin on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, baby. Sometimes I forget you’re not used to people showing up unexpectedly.” He kissed my ear. “I have a surprise, and I think you’re going to like it.” After a beat, as if building up the suspense, he asked, “How would you like to go out to lunch with me?”

      I spun around. “Really? Today?”

      He chuckled softly. “Of course today. That’s why I’m here. I decided that instead of going to the market, I’d take my favorite girl out for a change. We can do the grocery run tomorrow. Go put something decent on.”

      I glanced at my dress. “Is it someplace fancy?”

      Noah shooed me out of the pantry. “No, but you have too much of that sexy leg showing. That’s only for me.” He popped me on the behind hard enough to sting. “If I see any more of that leg, I might change my mind and take you to bed.”

      Before he changed his mind, I hurried into the bedroom and slipped on a sage-green skirt that reached my ankles.

      We weren’t within walking distance of anything. Noah drove the car to work, so isolation had become the norm. Even though engaging with people was difficult, I still craved company. I had never spent so much time alone before, and going ten or twelve hours a day without speaking to anyone was incredibly lonely.

      I danced around the room. We haven’t been out on a date in forever!

      While the shower ran in the adjacent bathroom, I combed my brown hair and styled it. The lengthy tresses fell past my shoulders, and because they sometimes got in my face, I clipped the hair back on both sides. After changing into a black shirt, I loosened the top button and wondered if today was a special occasion. Had he found a job closer to home?

      Makeup? Check. But not too much. Jewelry? Definite check. A few silver chains with pendants, a citrine ring, and my beloved charm bracelet.

      Once the shower stopped, Noah strolled in naked while towel drying his long hair. “Did you finish any puzzles in that book I left you?”

      I hate puzzles.

      “A few,” I replied from the vanity stool by the window.

      “I know how you like to read.” After zipping up his pants, Noah doused himself in heavy cologne. Then he stood behind me and bent over until our eyes met in the mirror. “Aren’t you glad I took off early and made time for you?” He buttoned my top button.

      I leaned away. “You’re dripping on me.”

      He nipped my ear, making me giggle. “Put it up.”

      “You don’t like my hair this way?”

      “The ponytail suits you better. I can see your pretty face and slender neck.” He gave my hair a light tug in the back. “If you wear it up, I’ll give you a reward.”

      I turned to look at him. “And what would that be?”

      “Dessert.” His thin lips eased into a grin. “Chop-chop. They don’t serve lunch all day.” Noah searched the closet for a shirt while I removed the clips and combed my hair into a ponytail.

      “What kind of dessert do they have where you’re taking me?”

      “Whatever you want, baby.”

      Before spraying perfume on my wrists, I moved my charm bracelet up my left arm so it wasn’t in the line of fire.

      “Noah? Should I bring a shawl?” When he didn’t answer, I realized he’d left the room.

      The only shoes I owned were a pair of black lace-up boots. They were comfortable, practical, and didn’t take up room in the closet. After slipping my feet into them, I tied the laces.

      “Cecilia!”

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickled from his strident call.

      “Get in here.” His terse command was more frightening than the yelling.

      When I entered the living area, I spotted him by the spare bedroom.

      He pointed at the open door. “What the hell is this?”

      Striding up to him, I replied, “Books.”

      His jaw clenched. “From where?”

      “They were delivered.”

      Noah slammed the door. “Stop being evasive. You know I hate it when you lie.”

      Mustering the courage to confess, I replied, “I told you about my father being a collector.”

      “You mean a hoarder.”

      “An antiquarian. Before he died, he put his collection in a storage unit that was moisture and temperature controlled. According to the man who runs the place, my father even shelved them. Before delivering them here, they had to pack them in boxes, which isn’t how they’re meant to be stored.”

      “Get to the point.”

      “Those books meant the world to him.” I cupped my elbows. “I mentioned them to you once before, but you didn’t want to talk about it. So I left everything in storage.”

      He sighed. “Go on.”

      “Well, it was nearing the date my father had paid up to, and I wanted to call to see if they still had them.”

      Noah arched an eyebrow. We didn’t have a home phone. He used a cell phone for work, and I wasn’t allowed to use it.

      “A few weeks ago, I used your phone while you were sleeping. The owner wasn’t happy about my calling after hours, but I didn’t want to risk losing everything.”

      His countenance expressed both confusion and disapproval. “Why didn’t you junk them?”

      “Junk them?” I exclaimed. “They were his prized collection. He spent a good part of his life curating his personal library and scouring the ends of the earth for these.”

      Noah frowned. “He was a recluse who never left the house.”

      “He used to… until he figured out how to use the internet. He would call pawnshops for their inventory, and anything he wanted, they’d ship. Maybe he didn’t leave the house very often, but he forged strong relationships with those he did business with on the phone and through email. Noah, these are Breed books. All of them. Some are one of a kind. They’re valuable.” I clutched his arm. “We could use the money.”

      “Is this not enough for you? I work my ass off⁠—”

      “I know you do, and that’s why I wanted to do this.” I fell against his chest and tilted my head up. “I’m sorry I lied and stole money from your stash in the closet to pay for the delivery. But these books are worth something.”

      “You should have told me. I would have sent a book dealer out to the unit to take them.”

      “I wanted to go through them first.”

      He barked out a laugh. “Are you kidding me? There’re a million books in there, and you want to go through them?”

      “It’ll keep me busy—give me something to do around here.”

      When Noah’s shoulders sagged, I knew I was winning him over.

      I drew back and brushed lint off his dark jacket. “It gets lonely around here when you’re gone. Perhaps with that money, we could buy a television or even another car.”

      A smile tugged on the corner of his mouth. “A car? And where do you think you’re going? We live in the middle of nowhere.” He kissed my head and wrapped his arms around me. “You have everything you need right here. A house, books, a nice garden in the back, and your man.”

      “Let’s talk about this later. Okay? I’m starving, and you promised me a date.”

      Noah squeezed me tight and gave me an admonishing look I’d seen too many times. “Don’t you ever steal from me again. That money puts food on the table and pays the bills. Do you think that’s what couples do? Lie and steal from each other? Is that what I deserve?”

      I shook my head.

      Noah released his hold. “I’m really disappointed in you. I thought we trusted each other.” He caressed my cheek with a firm touch. “Someday you’ll be in a bigger house than this. I’m trying my best to take care of you.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Honestly, I felt terrible for sneaking around. Noah worked as a bouncer at a prestigious Breed club in Austin. While we owned this house free and clear, it wasn’t good enough for his standards. Since he wanted to save up, that meant working additional hours. The clubs and bars in Storybook weren’t hiring, so his options were limited. It was considerably cheaper to live in rural areas, but it also meant a two-hour commute both ways.

      “You haven’t been shifting by yourself, have you?” His thick eyebrows sank into a slash.

      “No. Of course not.”

      “Good. Never without me. We’re in wolf territory, and if your animal gets out, they’ll hunt and kill you. A girl like you needs protection,” he reminded me for the millionth time. “The men out here would snatch you up in a heartbeat and share you like a piece of meat. That’s how some of those savages are, you know. They make up their own rules in the country, and Councils turn a blind eye. Rogue women go missing every day. How are you going to protect yourself when you aren’t even a predator?” Noah locked his arms around me. “I may not be a rich man, but I’ll make sure you’re safe.” Following a tender kiss, Noah searched my eyes. “Any other secrets I should know about?”

      I shook my head again, but this time, I was lying.
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      I stuck my head out the car window. Noah scoffed at my silliness, but I loved the unbridled feel of wind in my face.

      “We’re here.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me back in. “Put your head in the car and roll up the window. You’re not a golden retriever.”

      “Woof.” I smiled at him as we turned in to the parking lot.

      Noah didn’t get my sense of humor.

      When I saw the cars, my amusement buried itself in the catacombs. I fidgeted with my charm bracelet. “Is it normally this busy at lunch?”

      Noah squeezed my thigh. “You need to get used to crowds. It’s okay to be cautious, but you don’t want to wind up like your crazy old man.” Noah leaned to the side and reached into his back pocket. “Fuck! I left my wallet in my other pants.”

      Worried this would ruin our date, I gripped his hand. “I’ll save us a seat while you run home and get it.”

      With the engine rumbling, he stared at the entrance. “I don’t know.”

      If we both went home, Noah would change his mind and collapse in his chair.

      “I’ll pick a private table and have our drinks ready. That’ll give me time to look at the menu so you’re not waiting on me.”

      “Fine.” Noah cupped my face and gave me a crushing kiss. “This won’t take long. Be a good girl.”

      After exiting the vehicle, I waved at Noah as he sped away in his black Camaro. I touched my lips, thinking how when he kissed me, it wasn’t desire I felt on his end but possessiveness. Part of that was animal instinct. In the wild, a male tiger would bite the female’s neck during sex.

      “Welcome to the Rabbit Lounge!” the waitress said while crossing the room to deliver beer to customers.

      I froze when eyes turned in my direction. Noah and I had stopped here once for a drink, but we hadn’t come back since. That was months ago.

      The bar area to the right only had two customers—a beautiful redhead at the end, who was reading a book, and a blonde sitting dead center. The gruff bartender wore a sleeveless leather vest that favored something a biker would wear, and his long grey hair covered a missing ear. I remembered Noah talking about it after our last visit. The bartender turned a sharp eye at me for a second while listening to the blonde, whose voice carried across the room. I took one look at the saddle barstool and turned my attention elsewhere.

      No way am I sitting on that thing.

      The tables ahead of me were full, and almost everyone was eating. A few empty booths along the left wall were available, but that meant passing the billiard tables where all the men had clustered together. Some were giving me a hawkish look.

      I gave the trousers hanging on the wall a cursory glance before choosing a tall table by the door.

      “Y’all let me know if you need anything else.” The waitress headed toward me. “Hi there. Is this your first time in here?” She was definitely a country girl.

      I recognized her short silver hair and petite frame from the last time. Wondering if she’d recognize me, I hesitated to answer.

      “Did you come in for the lunch special?” She toned down her enthusiasm a hair. “My name’s Mercy.” Resting her arms on the table, she gave me a tight-lipped smile. Her pretty grey eyes were expressively big, with long lashes framing them.

      “Is there a menu?” I asked.

      “We only serve one meal at lunch, and it changes every day. Today we’re having slow-cooked pot roast and savory vegetables. The sides are white rice, grilled corn, and French bread. If that doesn’t make your tongue roll out of your mouth, I don’t know what will. Sound yummy?”

      “I’m waiting for my boyfriend.”

      While Noah and I weren’t officially mated, sometimes it felt like we were. Noah believed mating was nothing but a piece of paper. Should I have called him my lover or my man? What do most immortals call their significant others who aren’t officially significant?

      Stop overthinking everything.

      She winked. “What about starting you off with a drink?”

      “That would be great.” I glanced down at my bracelet while fiddling with the charms. “I’d like water. Is it free?”

      “Water’s always free. Anything else?”

      I had never ordered alcohol before, so I said, “A glass of beer. Whatever’s the best kind.”

      “Coming right up.”

      “Thank you.”

      She didn’t recognize me, and for whatever reason, that made me feel two inches tall. Then again, why would she? The last time we’d seen each other, she was unconscious in the road and bleeding. Regardless, I was overjoyed to see her alive and healthy.

      With my feet positioned on the footrest of the tall chair, I watched customers eating and carrying on conversations. Most were clustered in family groups, the babies squirming in wooden high chairs, the older kids whispering and giggling. One woman held the rapt attention of her party, her arms animated as she told a story. She was loud and uncouth, yet her mate gazed into her eyes as if she’d hung the moon.

      I was so lost in my thoughts that I jumped when Mercy whisked in with the drinks.

      “Didn’t mean to startle you,” she said. “Sorry that took so long. My boss needed help filling the tap, and one thing always leads to another.”

      “Why are there pants hanging on the wall?”

      She glanced at the trousers by the entrance. “Those are for Kevin. Have you ever seen him trotting around? He’s the local handyman who does everything in the nude, and his horse is always traveling back and forth on these roads.” She squinted and cocked her head to the side. “Have you been here before? I feel like I’ve seen you, and I never forget a face.”

      Before I could overthink it, I blurted out, “I saved your life. I mean, not really. I was there the night you were hurt on the road. It was about two months ago. But I came in here once before, so that’s how you know me.”

      Her eyes grew saucer wide. “You’re the one who drove us to the Relic’s house? That was you?” She twisted away for a second before facing me again. “Holy mackerel. I tried getting Milly to tell me, but she sputtered something about confidentiality. All I wanted to do was thank you.”

      Without warning, Mercy rounded the table and gave me a hug. I froze up at the unexpected contact as she patted my back.

      “You’re the reason my life is so wonderful,” she went on. “Milly said if you hadn’t stopped, I wouldn’t be here.”

      My eyes clouded with tears, and I quickly blinked them away.

      Mercy drew back. “I don’t mean to swoop in like this, but I can’t believe you didn’t say something right away. Let me go tell my mate. He’ll want to come out here and⁠—”

      “Please don’t.”

      She regarded me for a second, then gave a curt nod. “You got it. But whatever you order today is on me. No arguments.”

      “That’s really kind of you. Can I ask a favor?”

      “After what you did, you can ask for anything.”

      I glanced at the door. “My boyfriend doesn’t know about that night. I was wondering if you could keep it between us.”

      She regarded me with uncertainty in her eyes.

      “It’s just that⁠—”

      “Don’t you worry about a thing,” she said, raising her hand. “There’s no reason for me to get up in your business. Enjoy your lunch and whatever drinks you want. I mean it. Anything you want. On one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You tell me your name.”

      A smile formed out of nowhere. “Cecilia.”

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Cecilia. You’re a sweet gal, and I hope this isn’t the last time we see each other. Let me know when you’re ready to order.”

      I was blown away by her generosity. Mercy was so affable that it felt as if we were old friends. Working with the public must require an effervescent personality to get good tips.

      Minutes ticked by as I stared at the empty chair in front of me. Perhaps sitting by the door wasn’t such a hot idea with everyone filing out after eating. Some noticed me, and I forced a polite smile while trying to look busy staring at the melting ice in my glass.

      Crowds made me nervous, especially while alone. I’d had little practice socializing after living a secluded existence with my father. Aging immortals often struggled with the modern world, so I’d done all the grocery shopping and errands. Occasionally I would read a book in the park or buy flowers at the nursery, but mostly I stayed home to look after him. My father was a bookworm who preferred books to people, and we had that in common.

      I lived a sheltered life until I met Noah. He showed me his world and how Breed lived. My father resided apart from the Breed districts, so my interactions had primarily been with humans. Because they were drawn to Shifter energy, I had to be vigilant around them. My father warned that our energy attracted the wrong sort.

      I often wondered if my traits were genetic or learned behavior. While I desired to be like everyone else, I also wanted people to accept me for who I was. No one was asking the lady bending over the pool table in red pumps to be less outgoing. But people viewed shyness like a flawed characteristic that needed to be fixed.

      I propped my elbow on the table and tucked my fist against my cheek. As my gaze drifted from the bar to the pool tables, it stopped on a man whose eyes were laser focused on me. His unwavering stare sent a shiver down my entire body.

      The male companions at his table briefly looked my way before carrying on their conversation.

      His heavenly face looked the same as I remembered when it was on top of me, behind me, and below me. I’d given him a ride one night while providing a group of strangers an escort to take Mercy to a Relic. What ensued after we were alone was otherworldly, a memory that incinerated every sexual fantasy I’d had before or since.

      He was devastatingly handsome—a strong jawline; a light, sun-kissed complexion; and sensual lips that once kissed me with passion and reverence. His blond hair faded to light brown at the roots, and he styled it forward in textured chunks. It wasn’t disheveled like that night when my fingers had delighted in stroking the bristly hairs of his undercut. The style highlighted his masculine but soft features, and even from across the room, he stood out among other men.

      His impeccably sculpted body remained a familiar memory in my arms. If there was an anatomy book for the perfect male specimen, that man’s picture would be in there.

      I still couldn’t get over how an incredibly sexy man like him could have ever been attracted to someone as quiet and ordinary as me. The way he talked, the way he moved. The way he had looked at me with ravenous eyes.

      Then it hit me—I’m sitting across the room from a man I had a one-night stand with, and Noah will be here any minute!

      After a gulp of air, I considered getting up and fleeing the scene. But as quickly as the thought entered my mind, the Adonis looked away.

      He doesn’t remember me.

      That realization sliced through my heart and gutted me like a fish. All this time, I’d held him in high regard as the greatest sexual experience of my life, and to him, I was forgettable. Just another conquest in what I presumed was a list of many.

      Panic turned to disappointment, and disappointment turned to guilt.

      Noah worked tirelessly to build a better life for me, and how did I show my thanks? By sleeping with some random stranger that I’d picked up on the side of the road.

      One who wouldn’t even look up again.

      I sipped my water and stared over my shoulder toward the door.

      This is a good thing, the voice in my head chanted. If he doesn’t remember you, he can’t expose you. Noah doesn’t have to know you slept around.

      Nope. That wasn’t making me feel better. Sometimes my own thoughts were intrusive and toxic.

      I could never take back my mistakes. All I could do was try hard to be a better person. Noah was my first, and I didn’t know how to behave like other Shifter women. I didn’t realize how complicated relationships were—how I would be constantly tested.

      I stared at the charms on my bracelet, studying each one closely and recalling what it meant. It was the only thing that centered me in uncomfortable situations.

      And this level of awkward had graduated from moderate to nuclear.

      “Hey, baby.” Lips touched my ear, and Noah’s hand curved around my neck. He chuckled softly. “I love it when you jump like that. Miss me?” He slid into the chair across from me and smiled at his beer.

      “They’re having pot roast today. The waitress said it’s really good.”

      Noah stroked his scruff after gulping down half the glass. “That’ll work.” He glanced over his shoulder, scoping out his surroundings. “Why the hell are we sitting by the door? You know I don’t like my back to a crowd.” After a swift examination, he stepped out of his seat and took my hand.

      As long as I was tethered to him, I didn’t feel self-conscious. It was as if his energy channeled through our hands, giving me the confidence to meet eyes with others.

      When we stopped at a booth, he gestured for me to scoot in so he could sit beside me.

      “Well, you went and moved on me,” Mercy said with a hand on her hip. “Can I set you two up with the lunch special? Everything’s on the house. Pot roast, white rice, grilled corn, and French bread.”

      “It smells so delicious,” I said. “We’ll have two.”

      Noah gave me a peevish look before charming Mercy with a winning smile. “Do you have salad?”

      Mercy touched her turquoise earring. “I suppose we have something we could put together. Do you want two of those on the side?”

      “No,” he answered. “Just one salad for the lady. I’ll have the special. What did you mean by ‘on the house’? Are you pulling my chain?”

      Her lips parted as she looked between us. “You’re the lucky one-hundredth customer. We like to keep things fun around here with specials and surprises. You never know what we might do next. Are you sure all you want is a salad?” she asked me.

      Noah put his arm around my shoulders. “I keep trying to get her to eat vegetables instead of junk food. She’ll stick with the salad. Is the beer on the house too?”

      Mercy nodded. “Anything you want and as much as you want.”

      Noah’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? You just said my favorite phrase in the whole world. In that case, bring me another round of beer.”

      “Coming up!” She twirled around and strutted back to the bar. Mercy got into a heated discussion with the bartender, who cast a critical eye in our direction before she returned with Noah’s beer. “Just holler if you need anything else.” With that, Mercy returned to waiting tables.

      “Since when do you order for me?” he asked in a hushed tone.

      I leaned against him. “This reminds me of when we first met. Remember? You took me out and showed me the town in a way I’d never seen.”

      “Yep. Free beer… I guess it’s our lucky day.” He finished his first drink.

      I didn’t want the salad, but maybe he was right. If there were snacks in the house, I devoured them before he did. Noah monitored my eating habits. He held a dim view of how my father had raised me, saying I had a bad habit of putting my needs before others. Never before had I needed permission to snack.

      Old habits were hard to break.

      While we waited for our meal, Noah complained about two Vampires he’d run into that morning and how he couldn’t stand other Breeds. He could barely tolerate other Shifter animal types, but I was the exception.

      Meanwhile, my thoughts lingered on the man in the back. The one who had given me a night of escape, who had kissed me so passionately that I still felt his lips on mine like a permanent tattoo.

      The one whose name I didn’t even know.

      

      Two hours later, I had long finished my salad. After devouring two house specials, Noah was working on his fifth beer while shooting pool with three guys who needed an extra player. Since the table was adjacent to ours, I watched.

      Noah swooped in and kissed me hard, and I drew back in embarrassment. “You havin’ fun, baby?”

      When his hand slid between my legs, I pushed it away. “Who’s winning?”

      He swept his hair back and fished a few coins from his pocket. “Why don’t you pick out some good music and order me another beer?”

      I glanced at the empty glasses littering the table. “It’s getting late. We should probably leave soon.”

      “Huh. I guess that means you don’t wanna go out again.” He gave me an icy stare before rejoining the game.

      I collected the quarters and crossed over to the bar, waiting patiently for the bartender to finish serving a customer.

      “Almost didn’t you see you there,” he said, sliding up to me. “Let me guess, another beer?”

      Looking up at the drink prices, I nodded.

      He shook his head and filled a glass. I felt terrible for taking advantage of Mercy’s generosity. I never expected Noah would order this many glasses of the pricy beer.

      After thanking the surly bartender, I headed to the jukebox in the back and set the glass on a nearby table. Most of the songs in the jukebox I didn’t recognize.

      Someone in here really likes the oldies.

      When I didn’t see the heavy metal bands Noah liked, I opted for something romantic to show my gratitude. The drinking was already putting him in a mood, and I didn’t want this to be our last outing. Going on title alone, I pressed the buttons and then selected a few more songs.

      I tapped my foot to the music.

      How long are we staying here? My songs probably won’t come up for another hour or two, and I’m getting bored. At least we’re out of the house. I wish I had someone to talk to. Maybe I should have brought a book.

      As I turned my wrist back and forth, the charms on my bracelet jangled. When I steered my gaze to the left, my heart skidded to a stop.

      There he is.

      My one-night stand coolly leaned against the corner wall. It was too hot at this hour for a leather jacket, but I guessed he was trying to conceal his missing limb.

      I soaked in the visual like a mosquito stealing blood. His eyes were fixed ahead—probably on the curvy woman at the middle pool table who was earning every man’s attention and shooting down anyone who dared approach. Shifters, especially predators, loved a challenge.

      A different song with a slow, provocative beat fired up on the jukebox. My fingers lightly scratched the base of my throat as I stripped him bare with my gaze. I took notice of his black loafers, his faded jeans that fit him like a dream, and the crown of thorns tattooed around his neck.

      When a memory slipped into my head of his zipper sliding down, my breath quickened as my traitorous thoughts took me on a carnival ride through the land of past mistakes.

      The woman on the jukebox belted out lyrics about feeling red and horny.

      What is this?

      I flushed all over. When I looked at the jukebox, I realized the song playing was the one I’d selected: “Feelin’ Good” by Paula Cole.

      So much for romantic songs. This was more like a sex anthem.

      When the song dropped a verse about being tied to the bed, the man’s gaze steered in my direction. A million butterflies waged a war in my stomach.

      Ashamed of my uninvited scrutiny, I twisted around, stumbled on my shoelace, and caught a chair to break my fall.

      That was a classy maneuver, the voice in my head mocked. Maybe next time, you can show him your dance moves.

      Mortified, I swiped Noah’s beer off the table and fled without a backward glance.

      I’d read plenty of romance books where the woman climaxed at the man’s command, and it always made me roll my eyes. But the way I felt under his heated gaze, I could have leaned against that vibrating jukebox a minute longer and found my release just thinking about that night.

      That night.

      “Here’s your beer.” I offered Noah the drink and watched him guzzle the whole thing. “Can we order dessert now?”

      He walked me to the table, where he set his empty glass down. “Not today.”

      “You promised,” I protested.

      Noah flattened his hands on the table behind me, his mouth to my ear. “That was before you invited strangers into my house and filled it with a thousand boxes,” he chided. “Before you took money and used my phone without permission. I’m rescinding my offer.”

      “But it’s free. We can take it home.”

      He gripped my chin. I noticed his eyes were glazed over, the pupils dilated more than usual. He wasn’t completely intoxicated; I’d seen him a lot worse.

      “Let’s not do this here,” he growled quietly. “I’m making us a little money, so don’t spoil the fun.” He let go and softly kissed my cheek.

      “I want to leave.” I flattened my hand on his chest. “Please?”

      “Mmm, I like it when you’re polite. That’s a good girl. Let me finish this game, and we’ll go.”

      The sooner I could get him out of here, the better. Bottomless beer was a hard temptation.

      I feigned interest as I watched him line up a shot. The white ball struck the sidewall and then knocked a striped one into the corner pocket. He prowled around the table and sank two more. Then he finished with the eight ball. Money changed hands before Noah crooked his finger.

      “Not a bad day.” He squeezed me to his side. “Free food, free booze, and I won three hundred bucks.”

      “Wow. That’s great! If you buy steaks at the store tomorrow, I’ll cook a special dinner.”

      We crossed the hot parking lot, and I squinted at the bright sun. August in Texas was brutal, and everything absorbed the heat like a sponge.

      “I’m proud of you, Cecilia. You did real good today. That was fun for a change.”

      “We should go out more often.”

      He barked out a laugh. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. I’m not made of money, and that little pixie won’t be giving us free beer again.” Noah opened my car door, and once I got settled, he slammed it shut.

      Buckling up, I watched him circle the front of the car, his hand dragging across the hood.

      My heart accelerated faster than a car on a racetrack when the man with the honey-brown eyes jogged toward the car. Watching him approach Noah, I wanted to disappear—slide right down my seat and live on the floorboard for the rest of my natural life.

      He and Noah chatted for what felt like an eternity. I couldn’t hear them with the windows rolled up. Noah suddenly stripped off his sport coat, turned on his heel, and pulled up his shirt.

      Typical Noah. He loved that tattoo.

      I wanted to see the blond man, but Noah obscured my view. The only part of their conversation I heard was Noah saying, “It’s fine.”

      But it’s not fine. Nothing about this is fine.

      After they wrapped up their chat, Noah staggered to my side and opened the door. “Come on, baby. You’re driving.”

      When I stepped out, Noah kissed me, his whiskers scratching my chin with every turn of his head, the bitter taste of beer on his breath. Wiping my mouth, I skirted the vehicle, worried sick about what that man had said.

      Once in the car again, I moved my seat forward and dared to ask, “What was that about?”

      Moving his seat back, Noah growled while stretching his legs. “Wolves. They’re so fucking nosy.”
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      Archer carried their empty plates toward the bar kitchen for Bear to wash. The pack loved hanging out at the Rabbit Lounge these days, especially with Bear and Mercy working there. But another reason Archer hung around was to make sure all the jokers in the bar knew that Mercy belonged to the Arrowhead pack.

      Maybe hitting on women all the time made him hyperaware of how others treated his packmates. Bear only worked there for a few hours, and most of it was in the kitchen. He couldn’t keep an eye on Mercy at all times to make sure no one grabbed her. Shifters were known for coming on strong, but some men were dickheads and ignored the signals women put out.

      Mercy swooped in and collected his dirty dishes. “Sit your tushy down. This is what I get paid for. You can wash the dishes at home.”

      “You should take a break,” he suggested.

      “I’ll rest when I’m dead.” She backed up through the swinging kitchen doors and disappeared.

      Archer returned to their booth in the back, slinging a flirty smile at a bobcat Shifter who spent her weekends at the bar.

      Still full from lunch, Archer kept his eyes on the dartboards, hoping the women would take off so he and Krys could have another game.

      Sliding into the booth, he asked, “Where’s Virgil?”

      “Taking a leak.” Krys sipped on his vodka neat, one of his silver rings clinking against the glass.

      Though Archer was the designated driver, they had work to finish up at the house, so he had to make sure Virgil and Krys didn’t exceed the limit.

      The last big project they’d completed was the garage and attached gym. It took a hell of a lot longer than expected because the foundation guys were out of town for a couple of weeks. The garage fit a multitude of vehicles, and because of its size, Tak planted a bunch of native shrubs in a futile attempt to camouflage it.

      Archer was just glad to have his own private gym. Not only that, but it was sizeable enough to accommodate additional equipment once he could scrape up the cash.

      Two women at the dartboards were giggling and shaking their asses while purposefully missing their shots. One looked over her shoulder at them with an invitation in her eyes. Archer canted his head to admire her skyscraper legs, which disappeared beneath a short black skirt.

      “You are one dirty dog,” Virgil sang while striding up to the table. He claimed the bench across from them and blew on the rim of his beer bottle, creating a melodic sound. “We don’t have to be back for an hour. That’s plenty of time to partake in a few extracurricular activities. Two of them, three of us… Let’s rent a private room in the back and have a little fun.”

      Archer sat back and stared at the beautiful women. “That’s a hard no for me. I’m not into group activities.”

      Virgil touched the bottle to his lips, his eyes on Krys. “And then there were two.”

      “They’re all yours,” Krys offered while turning his glass.

      Tugging at the collar of his Introvert T-shirt, Virgil gave an indignant look and muttered, “I miss the seventies,” before taking a swig.

      Archer patted his hand on the table. “I don’t.”

      With curiosity dancing in his turquoise eyes, Virgil tilted his head. “How old are you? I bet I’ve got you beat.”

      “That’s not something I’d brag about,” Archer replied. “I’m a hundred.”

      “And nine,” Krys tacked on. “A hundred and nine.” He chuckled into his glass.

      Virgil gave an impish grin. “I was born in 1834, so I win. My résumé is filled with years of sexual exploration in earthly delights. You kids are too uptight these days. What about you, lover boy? Want to help me discover a few continents? The clock is ticking.”

      Krys tossed a quarter at his head. “Knock it off before I pin you to the floor.”

      Virgil dodged the coin with a jaunty smile. “Is that a threat?” He howled with laughter. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

      After a lengthy stare down, Krys gave Virgil the middle finger. It was pointless trying to understand the dynamics between men. Archer’s old buddies back home used to fight like brothers, prank each other, and do asinine shit. He missed them even though he also wished them dead for cutting him loose.

      Virgil twisted around in his seat to scan the bar. “Well, let’s find someone that’ll change your minds. What about the blonde at the bar?”

      Archer peered at the big-hipped woman straddling the stool. “Too loud. If I can hear her across the room, that’s too much noise in the world.”

      Virgil gulped his beer and stood. “Not for me. I’m an equal opportunity lover.” He waggled his eyebrows at Krys. “Sure you don’t want to join?”

      “Since when do you need a partner?” Archer gave him a skeptical appraisal. Virgil usually acted like they were all competing for sex.

      On a dramatic sigh, Virgil hitched up his tattered jeans and arranged his package. “My odds will increase exponentially at getting laid if she thinks it’s a group event.” He locked eyes with Krys. “Women love a tag team, Mr. Leatherpants.”

      “Jesus.” Archer shook his head. Taz was a nickname he’d given Virgil because of his wolf, but Virgil the man was just as crazy.

      Virgil pulled breath freshener out of his pocket and sprayed it into his mouth. At least it wasn’t air freshener. He had a bad habit of not reading labels. “Someday I’ll try to understand your inhibitions, but today is not that day.” While strutting toward the back, Virgil gave his dark blond hair a flip.

      Archer’s upbeat mood made a crash landing when he zeroed in on a woman sitting at the front.

      His heart pounded so loud that he thought Krys could hear it over the music.

      Holy shit. Is that her?

      Archer blinked a few times to clear his vision. It was most definitely her—the girl from that night. The one he rode with when a Mage had attacked Mercy.

      The one he fucked so good that he hadn’t been able to think about another woman since.

      She inhabited his thoughts, and the sight of her made him stiffen as a memory zinged through his body like a jolt of electricity. She had told him she was leaving town, so he’d never thought he’d see her again.

      Mercy returned to her table and set down two glasses—a water and a beer. Obviously this girl was sticking around for lunch. His attention lingered on the ankle-length skirt that shielded her legs, and it made his mouth water because he knew what lay beneath: supple skin, creamy thighs, and a delicious heat that melted his senses.

      The woman twisted her feet on the footrest while Mercy spoke to her. Archer recollected how timid she was during the car ride, how easily embarrassed by basic questions or remarks.

      He also remembered her sexual wildness and insatiable hunger for him.

      Mercy hugged the woman and, after a brief discussion, walked off.

      Still in disbelief, Archer leaned toward Krys. “See that girl? I know her. Intimately.”

      Krys craned his head and frowned. “I didn’t know you liked redheads. Is she a real one?”

      Archer shoved Krys’s head away.

      Laughing, Krys said, “Is that a yes?” He playfully locked his arm around Archer’s neck. “Well? Tell me all about Strawberry Shortcake.”

      Archer didn’t have a left arm to knock him away, so he gripped Krys’s wrist and flicked it off.

      Like a blast of northern wind, Virgil blew in and collapsed in the seat. “I couldn’t help noticing you two having a scintillating conversation about something that I can only presume is juicy. What’s going on here, gentlemen?”

      Krys jerked his head toward the sexy woman at the bar who was reading a book. “Archer fucked the redhead.”

      Virgil gave her an appraising inspection. “Details. We need details.”

      “Not her,” Archer said. “The one by the door. Long skirt, ponytail⁠—”

      “The one suffering from melancholia?” Virgil squinted in her direction.

      The young woman tucked her fist against her cheek and stared listlessly at the crowd. She wasn’t voluptuous or extroverted, but Archer was ensnared by her soulful eyes and lovely features, which seemed unmatched by the women in this time.

      “You can’t be serious.” Krys bit back his laughter. “Are you talking about the wallflower?”

      Suddenly the woman’s eyes locked on Archer, and the entire world disappeared. He felt a connection that gripped his soul and shook it awake.

      Even worse, he couldn’t stop staring.

      I thought she left town? Does she remember me? She’s got to recognize me the way she’s staring like a deer in headlights. Maybe I should wave. No, don’t wave like a creepy jackass.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” Krys continued as he sat back. “Casanova over here never goes for the shy girls. Desperate much?”

      Virgil folded his arms on the table. “The quiet ones are the freaks in bed.”

      Archer glared at Virgil, who was having a stare down with Krys. Virgil loved injecting himself into every story with a story of his own.

      Krys shook his head. “I don’t want to hear it.”

      A smile played on Virgil’s lips. “You don’t say much, do you?”

      Still rattled, Archer turned to his cousin. “Should I say something?”

      Krys shrugged. “Depends on how you left it. Sex is sex. It’s all the same.”

      “And sometimes it’s not,” Virgil added with a dash of expertise. “M&M’s are plain until you add a nut.” He zeroed in on Archer. “Was she insatiable? Did she get freaky-deaky? If she’s a wildcat, you always go back for seconds. Double-dip that chip. When you know how good it was the first time, the second is even better. Just don’t go for thirds.”

      Krys absently scratched his dark goatee. “And why’s that?”

      “Sweet summer child, three times is not the charm. When you go for thirds, you enter a dangerous territory filled with relationship land mines. They want a real date. They want you to call them. They want to get serious. Virgil Nightingale doesn’t do serious.”

      Archer adjusted the loose jacket sleeve that hung from his left shoulder. “Afraid they’ll open your skeleton closet and get buried in all the bones?”

      Krys gave a dark chuckle. “Nothing about Taz is a secret. His skeletons are buried in the front yard like a cemetery.”

      The music switched over to a country song, and Virgil reclined in his seat with his arms folded. “Shows what you know.”

      After finishing his drink, Krys asked, “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I don’t drink sensory drinks for nothing. I’m a troubled soul.” Virgil grinned. “And like Elvis used to sing…”

      Virgil did his best Elvis impersonation, singing a song about looking for trouble.

      The girls at the dartboard turned to look, and when Virgil noticed, he stopped and winked at them. “Well? Are you going to talk to her or sit here like a chump?”

      Krys suddenly hooked his arm around Archer. “Tough break.”

      Confused, he directed his attention to the front. A long-haired man was kissing her or whispering in the woman’s ear. Archer’s first instinct was to jump out of his seat and knock him to the ground, but then she smiled at him before the guy made himself cozy in the chair across from her.

      “That’s what happens when you don’t pounce fast enough,” Virgil remarked.

      Krys withdrew his arm. “You’re not missing out. You can do better.”

      All their words faded as Archer stared daggers at the man’s back. Why the hell was he feeling so possessive? They had sex—that’s all. What was he going to do, ask her on a date?

      The couple abruptly stood. Archer assessed the man leading her to a booth. He was tall, well-dressed, and scanned the room like a guard. His features were brutish and his gaze icy.

      Their hands stayed connected as she submissively followed his lead. Then he penned her in the booth by sitting next to her. This wasn’t her brother, a friend, or even a first date.

      Mercy searched the room before she spotted the couple in the booth and went to take their order.

      Deflated, Archer turned away and scratched the side of his nose while processing what he’d just seen.

      “When did you and Conservative Clara hook up?” Virgil inquired while gazing at the stone pendant around his neck.

      “A couple of months ago. It’s old news,” he replied, attempting to convince himself more than his packmates.

      Virgil raked his fingers through his tousled hair while telling a story about a Mage who once paid him to clean her house in the nude.

      Meanwhile, Archer pondered whether he should buy a car. They borrowed Hope’s sedan, and though she didn’t mind, Archer hated depending on others. On the other hand, buying a car would take away from the money he needed for new gym equipment.

      Besides, it was a pain in the ass to drive with only one arm. He could brace his knee on the steering wheel to do things, but turning sharp corners on dirt roads was a bitch. And try that while simultaneously activating the blinker.

      Archer couldn’t even cut a piece of paper without it being an ordeal. Could he buy modified scissors online? Probably. But he wasn’t good at swallowing his pride. It was an oversized lump that lived in his throat. He didn’t even like wearing sneakers in public because some joker would always step on his laces.

      At human bars, all they did was stare. Most assumed he’d lost his arm in war or a car accident, and because of that, they were inclined to feel sorry for him. Immortals were just assholes, and maybe that was easier to deal with.

      People had once admired him for his handsome looks, outgoing personality, and unmatched archery skills. Now the stares made him feel inadequate in the eyes of others.

      Had he been born this way, he would have easily adapted. But he’d spent most of his life with two arms. Now he had to relearn everything, and it wasn’t something he could learn overnight. Everything took longer or he found impossible, like trimming his nails, opening jars, or even washing his hand thoroughly. He couldn’t use string dental floss anymore, and Krys helped him change his sheets. There were also things he missed, like sleeping with his arm tucked beneath his pillow. Hell, he couldn’t even masturbate the way he liked.

      Archer’s life had come to a grinding halt the day he lost his arm.

      

      A couple of hours later, Archer and the guys were still at the bar. Lakota called to let them know the pack had taken the rest of the day off to go swimming, so they didn’t have to rush home. Krys didn’t want to leave, and Virgil was beyond ecstatic that he could hit up Calvin for the Wild Rabbit drink special.

      Throughout their game of darts, chatter, and a few rounds of pool, Archer kept discreetly checking on the couple. He watched Mercy shuttle beer after beer to their table, but only the guy was drinking. When their food arrived, the brunette poked at a salad. Why the hell would she order a salad? She was so lithe, and the pot roast was absolutely fucking delicious.

      Meanwhile, that douchebag had gobbled up two plates while she watched.

      It shouldn’t have bothered Archer, but when her mate got up to join a game of pool, the woman ate his leftovers while looking over her shoulder to make sure he didn’t notice.

      After that, Archer felt a burn in his stomach that wasn’t from the pot roast. He had an irresistible urge to order her lunch, but instead, he kept a sharp eye on her mate, who was busy hustling a few fellows at pool. He didn’t seem like a bad guy, and that’s what put Archer in a foul mood. The guy was friendly, and everyone liked him. He also had the sport coat, T-shirt, and jeans look women loved. Not to mention his long mane.

      And the fact he had two arms to hold her.

      “You good?” Krys eased up to the standing table. “You’ve been in a funk all day. If you’re tired of being the designated driver, we can head home and drink there.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “More of that trauma drama? There’s no crying in immortality.”

      Harsh words, but Krys could pull him out of depression with tough love. He was the only one who understood, because he had been through some rough shit too. Knowing that, Archer felt less alone in the world. He needed a good kick in the pants sometimes, and Krys was the man to deliver.

      Krys twisted around and took a gander at the table Archer had been monitoring. “Why don’t you go talk to her if you’re that bent out of shape?”

      “You know I stay clear of mated chicks. Besides, she’s with Mr. Perfect.”

      Krys shoved his empty glass away. “Not anymore.”

      Archer looked over his shoulder and glimpsed her walking out of view toward the bathrooms. He left the conversation, uncertain of his plan. Approach her in a dark hall like some creep and scare the living daylights out of her? Maybe not the best plan.

      He peered around the wall from the recessed section and spied her at the jukebox to his left.

      A few wisps of hair had pulled loose from her low ponytail. He leaned against his left shoulder, watching how she thoughtfully examined every title in the machine before pumping quarters into the slot. Since the crowd had thinned after lunch, the song Archer picked a few minutes ago was playing.

      She tapped her toe against the floor. A lazy smile crawled up Archer’s face when she twisted her noisy bracelet. He remembered how during their drive, her bracelet jingled from all the charms knocking together whenever she turned the wheel or moved her hand.

      Man, she’s pretty.

      He admired her chestnut hair, the slope of her nose, the curve of her breasts, and her interesting but subtle facial expressions. Was the rosy glow on her cheeks natural or makeup? She didn’t need makeup. Seeing her in the light of day, Archer realized how captivating she was—how regal.

      Other women in the bar flaunted their assets, while she concealed them. He guessed her to be five inches shorter than him, but somehow she appeared tall. Maybe it was the black boots.

      Her slender fingers tapped on the jukebox to the beat of the song. Archer couldn’t get over the juxtaposition of her timid personality and how assertive she’d been during their sexual encounter.

      When she suddenly looked at him, Archer averted his gaze but kept her in his periphery.

      Does she fantasize about that night as much as I do?

      He imagined her lying in bed, slipping her hand beneath the sheet with feverish images of him racing through her head. That was how many nights for him had played out.

      The song changed over, and it was definitely not one he had chosen. In recent weeks, Mercy had been eliminating tracks that weren’t a hit with the crowd and replacing them. This sexy number was one that the ladies liked to play at night when on the hunt.

      How can a woman fully clothed look that good? What’s with those old lace-up boots? Does she always wear her hair up?

      When the song reached his favorite part where the singer mewled about her tits soaking through a wet T-shirt and being tied up to the bed, he dared to look. Their eyes locked, and he held her under his rapturous gaze.

      His heart quickened when her lips parted and she sucked in a breath. Then, like a ballerina, she whirled around but stumbled on her boot laces. After gripping a chair, she grabbed the beer and fled without so much as a backward glance.

      She probably didn’t want her mate bumping into one of her old one-night stands, and that was understandable. Under normal circumstances, Archer would have helped her and used it as an excuse to flirt. But as she hustled up to her man like her ass was on fire, an intrusive thought nestled in his head like poison. Maybe she regretted sleeping with him for different reasons.

      Maybe she was embarrassed.

      He adjusted the left sleeve of his leather jacket, wondering if wearing his prosthesis in public would be better or worse. The reason he didn’t was that it had cost him a fortune. The last thing he needed was a Vampire crushing it.

      Archer had come to this town hoping for a fresh start. What he’d found was a shit show. He’d slept with a few women, but most of them weren’t any different from the ones back in Oregon. Archer bragged about the women he did hit on because he didn’t want his packmates knowing he was having a rough time. Packs and other animal groups rejected amputees. Scars implied a battle won. But a missing limb? People viewed tripods as weak. It was a wonder Tak had accepted him at all, which made Archer work extra hard to solidify his value to the pack.

      He glanced wistfully at two ladies entering the bar. Seducing women had once been effortless—hardly a single instance of rejection. Now they laughed or walked away. Not all but enough that it cut deep. One Shifter was so disgusted when he flirted with her that she slapped him to save face in front of her packmates. Others were morbidly inquisitive about how it happened and what it felt like to lose his arm. They wanted to look at it, as if his pain turned them on. Beauty and the beast were often one and the same.

      It made him feel like a freak show, so Archer quit removing his shirt during sex. Of all the women he’d slept with, a shy girl had been the one to make him feel whole again. Not just like a man but a god. He thought about that night, remembering the sweet taste of sugar on his lips and the desirous way she looked at him. Had it only been an act?

      The couple exiting the bar broke his reverie. “Be right back,” he said to Krys before taking off.

      “Hey, where the hell are you going?”

      Archer weaved around empty tables, panicked that the man was about to get behind the wheel. When he flew out the door, he spotted the guy in black sunglasses slamming the passenger door of a black Camaro. Then he staggered drunkenly around the front.

      Archer jogged toward him. “Hey, man! Hold up.”

      The guy turned, and up close, he was Krys’s height of six-one.

      “Sweet ride,” Archer remarked, realizing the only way to get on this guy’s good side was to bathe him in compliments. “How fast does she go?”

      The man crossed his arms. “Zero to sixty in four seconds.”

      “You tested it?”

      “Hell yeah. When you commute like I do, speed matters.”

      Archer nodded. “Nice. I was debating on this or a Charger.”

      “Camaro all the way. This sleek design will wet panties, if you know what I’m saying. No problems except for the brakes. I also had to fix a dent on the hood that some wild animal made, but I guess that’s the shit you deal with in the country.”

      “My name’s Archer Swift. I’m with the Arrowhead pack.”

      The man jerked his whiskery chin up. “Noah Miller. Tiger. I run alone.” He stripped off his jacket, turned, then lifted the back of his shirt to reveal a massive tattoo that covered the entirety of his back.

      “That’s badass,” Archer said, hating to admit the truth.

      Noah lowered his shirt and faced him. “The liquid fire to seal it was a bitch. You got anything else besides that?” He tapped the base of his throat, referring to Archer’s crown of thorns.

      “Just a small one.”

      “Let’s see it.” Noah tucked his dark shades in the collar of his shirt.

      Archer hated this idea already. He shucked out of his leather coat and gripped it. Then he twisted his body to show off the tattoo on his upper arm.

      Noah glanced at the winged bow firing an arrow, and then his direction changed course. “I didn’t know you were a tripod. It must be a bitch for your wolf to get around, but you’re pretty jacked. Where the hell do you get that fit around here? There isn’t a gym.”

      Archer put his jacket back on. “I’ve got a private gym. You should come check it out,” he said, instantly wishing he could stuff those words back into his mouth, swallow them, and send them to the bowels of regret.

      What the actual fuck am I doing?

      Noah arched his brows and revealed a glimmer of genuine excitement. “Seriously? I’ve been wanting to tighten up my quads and work on my abs.” Noah flexed his arm. “Decent biceps, but the rest could use work. Shit. If a tripod can get that ripped, I’m just being a lazy-ass. Arrowhead pack, you say?”

      “Yeah. You know Hamish? We’re next door.”

      Noah groaned. “Jesus. That guy is a fuckwit.”

      “I’m not trying to hold you guys up, but I had to check out your ride.”

      “It’s fine,” Noah said loudly before clearing his throat. “I can respect a man with good taste.”

      “It must have set you back a bundle. I’m still saving up.”

      Noah scratched his stubbly jaw. “I know someone who can give you a good deal. He owes me a favor.”

      Archer liked that idea a lot. “Any type of car?”

      Noah shrugged. “Pretty much. It depends on your budget. Are you a personal trainer?”

      “Sure,” he said, realizing that his lies had now woven into a ten-foot tapestry. “Come by and check it out. But you should be careful with that Camaro. The roads out here are fucked up with all the potholes, and it looks like you’ve had a few drinks. It’s a pain in the ass to pull your car out of a ditch around here since there isn’t a tow service. Maybe you should see if the little lady can handle something that powerful,” he said with a laugh.

      Noah smiled wide. “That one’s as timid as a mouse. But you’re right. I drank too much free beer today.”

      Archer scoffed. “Free beer? Was I asleep?”

      Noah shifted his stance and kicked the gravel around. “That hot little waitress said we won a door prize, so everything was paid for—unless she was coming on to me.”

      Archer pondered on that for a minute. Mercy was always talking Calvin into things, so maybe they had a contest going on. Or she could have figured out who this woman was. In any case, Archer kept his mouth shut. “I won’t keep you guys. You’ll have to give me your friend’s contact info.”

      “See you around, Archer. I’ll swing by one night. I work most days,” he said, grabbing his sport jacket from the hood. “But I’ll figure something out. Cool?”

      “Cool.”

      When Noah made it to the passenger side and opened the door, Archer retreated to the bar while contemplating whether he had just unlocked a new level of stupidity. The car pulled out, brakes squealing.

      Invite the enemy over. Brilliant idea. Make friends with a guy who’s mated to a girl you slept with. Great job. Why the hell didn’t I get her name? Because that’s what psychos do—they ask randos in a parking lot the name of their girl.

      The instant he walked in the bar, he slammed into Virgil.

      “Time to leave,” Virgil said in a huff. “Let’s go.”

      “Wait a second…”

      Virgil shoved against him. “I need to get out of here. If you’re not outside in two seconds, I’m walking. And you really don’t want me to walk.”

      Archer narrowed his eyes. “Bad trip on the Wild Rabbit?”

      “What’s up?” Krys asked, approaching their cozy gathering. “I thought you bailed.”

      Archer gave him a friendly pat on the chest. “I can’t leave for one second without all hell breaking loose. I know I’m the life of the party, but this is ridiculous.”

      Virgil looked over his shoulder and was breathing faster than usual. He tried pushing past Archer. “I want to leave.”

      Archer pushed back, wondering if Virgil had hit on the wrong woman. “What’s bothering you?”

      Krys inched toward him, his eyes narrowing. “Who’s bothering you?”

      If Krys loved one thing, it was fighting. Deciding they’d overstayed their welcome, Archer stepped aside to defuse the situation. “Come on, Taz. Let’s go home. I think Calvin’s sick of our faces anyhow. Are we paid up?”

      “Money’s already in Calvin’s pocket,” Krys informed them.

      Archer walked outside into the blazing summer heat. The Camaro was long gone, as was the girl he was better off forgetting.
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