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Prologue
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He ran, and beneath him, the earth bled. Mud-slick dirt churned under his paws, warm as if a river of fresh, glutinous blood. Above, trees strained for the ruby-tinged night, their limbs strung with scarlet needles, bark desiccating like flayed flesh, dried to a brittle finish by the icy winds. Even the moon hanging low and swollen above the mountain peaks reflected the fury in its hue. When he ran—pounded until his heart hammered towards explosion, tore across ground until spittle turned to sour foam, sprinted through sweat clogging his thick coat and stinging his eyes—the rage owned him, possessed him even, and in its terrible purity, granted reprieve.  

He flashed through undergrowth, branches and thorns snatching, nature pleading with him to stop. But resolution only came when scalding breaths failed to fill his lungs and screaming muscles seized into in-operability. Then he would crash to the unyielding clod and surrender to exhaustion.

At first, the end used to come within a couple of hours. Now it took longer. The gruelling marathons stretched on, forcing him to pound for hours and hours before relief would settle. Not that he deserved respite; he wasn’t worthy of anything good in his life after what he’d done.

A jagged memory pierced his consciousness: Eddie Stone, a strong and proud wolf—his friend—staggering backwards, eyes wide with fear, blood-greased hands clutching wildly at the gash in his neck, his mouth working to ask why, but only producing a rush of bubbling blood.

It was Michael who had cut his pack-member’s throat; slit it at the exact point which would yield the best harvest before pressing the chalice rim to the gaping wound. ‘Fill it to the brim,’ whispered as he pinned Eddie in place. 

‘You were possessed!’ a desperate cry yelled over the diabolical command. ‘You weren’t in control!’ 

He snarled the voice away, only to hear it replaced by Leanne Stone, Eddie’s mate, wailing for mercy before he visited the same death upon her. ‘No! Michael, no!’

Hearing his name, he cowered from the echo. 

Michael Vincent shouldn’t exist. As a vile, murderous piece of scum, his surviving pack members should have ripped him to shreds before flinging his limbs into the farthest corners of the earth. Instead, they’d allowed him to live. Perhaps this was the better punishment; a lifetime of guilt and torment. 

Propelling himself forward, he welcomed the scalding cramps arresting his body. Breath thinned as lungs failed to suck in oxygen. Vision feathered, pinching out the forest. Oblivion called, urging him home. 

The earth swam in red. Michael Vincent surrendered and crashed into its embrace.
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Chapter one
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“Day three.” 

Michael scored a line through the date on his hand-written calendar. He’d listed only two weeks. It was too soon to plan any further ahead—to cradle hope he might make it a whole month. Alone, he sat at a rickety table, his empty dinner plate shoved aside. Today was always going to have been the hardest, and while another four hours needed to pass before midnight arrived, the primordial urge to phase into his wolf raged weaker than the previous night. Setting down the pencil, he splayed his fingers. A slight tremble remained, but nothing as intense as earlier. The ringing in his ears had passed in the early afternoon, and shortly after, his spine had quit twitching to morph. “Day three,” he repeated. A tiny win, but progress he wouldn’t snub. 

Compared to yesterday, his surroundings had also improved. The thin-walled, two-room hunting shack presented a damn sight worse when he’d first dragged himself over the threshold, but scoured and tidied, the space now took shape. Where he’d shoved the wobbly table against the wall, a single row of kitchen cabinets ran along his left. A cracked window splintering the forest view, sat above the sink, and to its right, the gas stove, which had taken him considerable time to get working. The shack’s owner; Charlie Simmonds dropped off a fridge earlier that morning, and now wedged under the counter below the stove, Michael possessed all he needed to keep himself fed—on human food. Ripping into fresh kill every mealtime for the last few months had nudged him closer to fully surrendering to his animal side. He hadn’t realised how close he’d come to losing his humanity until three days ago. Thankfully, he’d hauled himself back from the precipice, and the young woman he’d tracked through the forest escaped unharmed. Clearing his throat against the disturbing memory, he studied the room with a critical eye.

It almost drained his thin patience, but he’d also gotten the wood-burning stove working. A small fire now danced behind the dirty glass, spreading heat and a bit of cheer. A single armchair sat before the heat source, and beside it, an upturned wooden crate functioning as a table. He’d also dragged the empty gun cabinet across the floor and repositioned it to act as a divider for where he’d placed the army cot bed against the west wall. Beyond those meagre bits of furniture, the shack offered only four shelves hung on the east wall. But Charlie promised he’d drop off more pieces over the next few days; lamps, rugs, bedding, a small coffee table, a locker for beside his bed, and extra pots and crockery for the kitchen. 

If Michael wanted to claw back control, he had to remain in human form for the next two weeks. That meant keeping busy and not wandering; either mentally or physically. But he had plenty to occupy his mind. The cabin needed a lot of work. He intended to stay indefinitely, and while he didn’t demand many comforts, he did like the basics. This far up the Rochfort mountains, he’d also be left in peace. He’d purposely chosen this site for its remoteness. In two weeks, if he deemed himself and his wolf ready, he’d shift, and if it didn’t go to plan, at least he wouldn’t have the worry of being close to civilisation. The forest where he’d almost attacked the young woman was situated on the southerly edge of Rochfort town. Charlie’s shack was a solid fifteen miles north of there, so a safe distance from the locals. 

Would he have pounced on her? 

The abrupt query rattled his fragile nerves. Before the memory could replay in full, Michael swatted it aside by grabbing his empty plate. Lukewarm water waited in the sink. He washed the plate and cutlery, narrowing his thoughts to the tasks needing urgent attention. “The water heater,” he decided first. And then he’d tackle the toilet that wasn’t flushing, the dripping faucet in the bathroom, and a shower that produced a trickle. But those jobs demanded daylight. He’d purposely left one task for this evening; the rust-riddled stove needed scrubbing clean. After finding a wire brush in the lean-to at the side of the cabin earlier, he was now ready to confront the mess.

Happy to be close to the warmth, Michael dropped to his hunkers and brushed the flaky surface. For the first while, his mind held occupied with removing the orange film choking the intricate pattern running in a wide band around the stove’s width. But as he progressed to smoother sections, his thoughts wandered.

He had to admit he was quietly pleased with himself. He hadn’t really believed he would make it this far without phasing back into his wolf form. Yes, he’d only made it three days, but considering he’d been wolfed out for the last four months, he’d done well. Urban legends told tales of werewolves who stayed in their wolf form for so long, all traces of humanity vanished. Rumour had it that once this happened, the wolf would turn feral, and any living thing—human, fellow werewolves, even vampires—wouldn’t stand a chance if attacked. 

All sorts of nightmarish tales sprouted from these dark whisperings; the rabid white wolf of London, the russet-haired howler of Canada, and the vicious Hancock who lost his mate in a pack fight and swore revenge. Hancock turned wolf to track the killer, vowing he would not return to human form until he avenged her death. But he never found the wolf responsible, and legend continues to warn of how Hancock still roams, slaughtering entire packs in one night, no known man or beast able to stop him. As a kid, Michael often teased his friends with the tale, swearing he’d seen the huge wolf prowling near their home, moon highlighting the streak of grey fur which ran from Hancock’s nose to tail. 

Legends always hold a grain of truth, he reminded himself, brushing dust onto the newspaper spread on the floor. He may not have turned as wild as Hancock, but proof his humanity faded had been undeniable when he’d tracked that woman. It was the jolt he’d needed. Her scream had wrenched him right back to Blackwater Ridge and the horrific acts he’d carried out there. Never again did he want to cause fear like that in any person.

Michael shuffled sideways to work on a new section, taking a moment to regard the difference already made. He wouldn’t dwell on the incident in the forest. Instead, he’d look towards the future and strive to leave the past behind. He’d never make peace with what he’d done; the lives he’d destroyed would never be paid for, not even by ending his own, which he’d considered. Guilt owned him now. Its clammy presence resided in his bones and had the right to do so until Mother Nature called time on his life.

How he should live that life was the burning question. He needed to find a neutral state, a place where he was neither happy nor remorse-ridden. Happiness, he didn’t deserve, and remorse, as he’d already learned, allowed him to be swallowed by his animal side, which in time would smother his humanity. If his humanity evaporated, he’d be a danger to others—again. So what should he do? 

Michael scrubbed harder, sending rust powder spilling down. Today had felt right; balanced, despite continuing to struggle with his caged wolf. What was it that made him tolerable to himself? He’d simply risen, eaten, and worked. 

The scouring slowed as realisation came. Waking, eating, working, and sleeping; in those simple activities, he had existed in an indifferent state. There lay his answer. He would do nothing more—or less.

“Exist,” he murmured, and with an accepting nod, returned to his task. 
















  
  

Chapter two
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Genna Clancy set her address book on the bar counter and flipped it open at the ‘x’ section. She didn’t know a single person whose surname began with an ‘x’, ‘y’ or ‘z’—or anyone who actually used an address book these days—but scribbling her many lists inside made perfect, non-wasting-of-money sense. With a determined click of pen, she added the value of her latest pay cheque to the column marked ‘Money In’. In the neighbouring column, ‘Money Out’, she filled in her expenditure from the last couple of days; rent, food and her favourite magazine ‘Catering World’.    

Betty Kirk, the owner of Kirk’s Homestore, took delivery of it for her every month. Whenever Genna arrived to buy it, Betty would make a big deal of handing the publication over, still encased in its plastic wrapper as if too precious to risk contamination by the other less important magazines. The ceremony obliged Genna into offering gushing thanks, followed every time by Betty commenting on how Genna might one day open her very own restaurant in their little town of Rochfort.

Genna added up the tallies and pulled a face. If she didn’t spend any money for the next three days, she’d hit her monthly savings target. “I can go three days without solid meals,” she announced to the empty bar. “A girl can live on peanuts alone. And I can suck on lemon slices for vitamin C. What more could I need?”

The inner door squealed on its hinges and her first customer of the day ambled in. Bob Kincaid had a newspaper tucked under his arm and he whipped it out to give Genna his customary salute as he made a beeline for his favourite table in the far corner.

“Good morning, Bob,” she waved back, closing the address book.

“Genevieve,” he greeted, insisting on using the version of her name she only heard when she annoyed her mother.  

“What’ll it be, Bob?” she called from behind her station, already dropping ice-cubes into a tumbler.

“Let me see. I think I’ll have . . . a beer.”

“One beer coming up.” Genna pressed the tumbler against the scotch bottle optic.

“You know,” he began, and she mouthed his words in tandem as the first measure of amber liquid splashed over the ice. “Make that a scotch instead.”

“A single?” She added a second shot.

“Of course,” he replied, and then, “Well . . . why not make it a double?”

She placed the glass in front of him a moment later. He already had his paper spread open and peered over the rim of his glasses at the headlines. He’d sit there for the next hour and a half, work his way through three shots of scotch—one double followed by a single, because ‘Good God above, two doubles would be sinful at this hour of the day, Genevieve!’—and by the end she’d know exactly what went on in the world. Which was of benefit, she told herself, aiming a swipe with her cloth at a tabletop as she returned to the bar. With Bob reading out the contents of his newspaper to her every day, she didn’t need a TV or a radio. Yet another way in which she saved money.

The recital began, and Genna allowed herself to slip into standby mode. It meant propping her butt on the shelf wedged between the sink and the decrepit glass washer—not the most comfortable perch, but a perfect spot to monitor the outer door while giving her feet a rest. If any customers, or her boss, Tony Black, wandered in, she’d have enough time to straighten up and look busy. Not that supplying Bob Kincaid with scotch would keep her any way near occupied, but she didn’t want Tony wondering if he paid her to wedge her ass on a shelf while she thought about being in places that weren’t his bar in the sleepy town of Rochfort.

Bob read out a headline, adding how no-one needed telling how depressed the economy was; everyone was already acutely aware. Genna agreed with the first of many automatic ‘uh huhs’ and allowed her mind to drift, wondering what she had in her fridge that could provide a decent, cheap meal for dinner that evening. The irony of realising how she lived like a money-strapped student made her snort. It was her friends, Shaun and Tina, who had the right to moan about student life, not she, the one who had two jobs and rented her own place.

“Good lord. The price of oil is going through the roof,” Bob broadcast, taking a sip from his glass.  

“Uh huh.”

Shaun and Tina had escaped Rochfort last August and were now ensconced in Grange End college, enjoying student life far from their sleepy hometown. Genna would have enjoyed it with them, but financial restraints held her firmly in place, and would continue to do so until the balance in her bank account had more zeros. Once it did, she’d enrol for the Culinary & Business Degree course and work towards her dream of being the head chef in her own restaurant. For now, along with serving behind the bar in Black’s, her duties included cooking lunch from the small kitchen out back. Three days a week, she also worked in the local retirement home as a do-a-bit-of-everything chef. The meals she served in Black’s Bar and Willow Lodge weren’t what she envisaged for her dream menu in her dream restaurant, but she enjoyed working in Willow Lodge, so until she ran Chez Genna it would keep her sane—and her bank balance increasing.  

She was lucky. Two well-paid jobs within walking distance of her rented cottage were more than most people could boast. And if she stuck with her plan, she’d be out of dull Rochfort in a few years. Maybe.  

Genna shifted, easing pressure from where the counter edge dug into her hip. Would she still be sane after another few years of Bob’s daily news reports, the same old grind in Black’s bar, cooking food that wouldn’t even make the front cover of ‘Reliable Dinners for the Toothless’, and counting every single coin that passed in and out of her bank account? “Probably not,” she murmured, reaching for a fistful of peanuts from the box under the counter. “I’ll be completely bonkers by then.” But rich and bonkers, so that would make up for it.

A buzzing from below jerked her into sliding off the shelf. Scrambling through her bag, she fished out her phone, smiling as she saw Tina’s name. “Hey, Tina T!”

“Hey, Genna C, how’s you and your things? What’s happening in Sleepyville?”

“Nothing and some more nothing. Tell me about you. What’s going on there?”

“This is a quick hi. I’ve a lecture in five minutes, but I had to call you with some juicy news.”

“Ooh, tell me.”

“Shaun has a hot date tonight.”

“No way!” Her squeal prompted Bob to peer over.  

“Yes way! There’s a guy in our accounting class who’s been flirting with him. He asked him out last night.”

“Does he seem nice? Is he decent?” She turned away, holding in excitement.

“I think so—I hope so.”

“So do I. Aw, Tina, that’s brilliant!”

“Imagine; our little man Shaun is growing up.”

“Tell him to ring me with all the details tomorrow.”

“I will, don’t worry. He’s already having a meltdown over what to wear.”

“I wish I was there,” she huffed out a sigh.

“So do I. Did you think about talking to your mom again, or the bank?”

Tina’s question came with a familiar tone of delicacy. Genna rubbed at a scratch on the aged counter, reluctance to discuss the subject lowering her voice. “Um, not yet. I don’t want to put Mom under any pressure. She needs repairs done around the house, so it’s not the right time.”

“Sure, of course. I understand.”

Genna glanced over her shoulder at Bob. He still had half a glass and had returned to muttering at the state of the world as he shoved his glasses up the bridge of his nose.  

“So, have you been doing anything besides working?” Tina wisely changed the subject.

“Not really. I stayed with Mom on the weekend, which was nice. She says hi.”

“Tell her I said hi back.”

“Oh, actually,” Genna suddenly remembered. “It wasn’t all nice.”

“Why, what happened?”

“On the Saturday morning, I took my usual walk into the forest and was only just past the bridge when a huge wolf appeared.”

“Holy shit, girl. That close to town? Seriously?”

“Yes, very seriously.” Genna angled herself further away from Bob’s direction. “It was standing right behind me, growling. I nearly pee’d my pants. It was enormous, Tina. I’ve never seen one that large before. I swear someone must have fed it steroids.”

“What did you do?”

“Oh, I freaked. I tried to run, but fell flat on my ass and ended up screaming instead.”

“And what did it do?”

“It ran off.”

“Bloody hell, Genna. That is not funny.”

“I know. Mom nearly lost her mind when I got back to the house.” Even thinking about it again had her mouth turning dry. Wolves sometimes wandered into the outskirts of Rochfort, typically when bad weather drove them to hunt for food closer to the town, but to appear on the trail close to her family home was a first. “It scared the life out of me, too.”

“It’s scaring the life out of me,” Tina said earnestly. “Promise me you won’t walk that trail again.”

“You needn’t worry. I have no intention of going anywhere near it.”  

A knocking sounded from Tina’s side. “Hang on.” Muffled conversation followed. “Sorry, Kate’s here. I have to go. I’ll call you later, though. Half eight okay?”

“Yeah, perfect. My shift in Willow Lodge ends at eight.”

“Okay, talk to you then. Mind you and your things.”

“You mind you and your things.” With the customary goodbye over, the line clicked into silence. “Lucky Shaun,” Genna murmured. “I get stalked by a wolf and he gets a date.”












  
  

Chapter three
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Bright green shoots speared lingering patches of snow before Michael surrendered to leaving his sanctuary. One near empty bag of rice was all his kitchen cupboard held. That, and a scraping of mustard. Nothing, no matter how much he wished, would make either of them into a decent meal. Not looking forward to a single thing about the trip, he yanked the tarpaulin off his jeep and was almost disappointed when the engine turned over the first time.    

Rochfort looked exactly the same as it had on his previous visit; one long, wide main street flanked by tidy and bright shop fronts. Splashes of yellow now brightened the scene with the arrival of daffodils growing in large planters on the pavement edges, but he paid their jolly head-bobbing little attention as he pulled into his first stop.  

Michael invited no greetings as he filled the tank. His scowl held while he paid, and intending to remain equally detached, headed for Kirk’s Homestore, wanting to just grab what he needed, pay, and leave again.

It all went to plan until he reached the counter.  

The tattooed guy ringing through his shopping appeared as uninterested in conversation as Michael, but when an older woman materialised from nowhere, he suddenly found himself the centre of unwanted attention.

“Hello, there.” She stepped right into his personal space to get a good look at him. “Aren’t you the young man staying in Charlie Simmonds old cabin?”

“I am,” he frowned at tattoo guy who stalled scanning for his own gawk.

“Michael,” she stated. “You’re Michael Vincent.”

Michael turned to glare at her. “Who wants to know?”

“Why, me,” she laughed. “I’m Betty Kirk, and I have mail for you.”  

“She’s the owner,” tattoo guy announced as Betty bustled through the flyer-layered door behind the till.

“Can you hurry it along, please?” Michael shoved a tin of kidney beans at him. Betty Kirk was mistaken. No-one knew he was here, there was no possible way he could have mail.  

The last of his items beeped across the finish line, but before the total flashed, Betty returned. She held out a large brown envelope. “Here you are, dear.”

Unless another Michael Patrick Vincent lived in Rochfort, the mail was definitely for him. Michael stared at the label declaring his name, hating the official vibe of the neat print. The ‘Strictly Private & Confidential’ stamp yelled a louder warning, but before he could refuse ownership, Betty Kirk shoved it into his hand.  

“It’s been here a while,” she told him, shaking out a bag to place his shopping inside. “Only Charlie said you were still up there, I would have thought you were long gone by now. How are you surviving in those mountains? We’ve had the harshest winter this season, haven’t we, Roy?”

“Uh huh.” Roy scratched the side of his neck before announcing the total of the shopping. “A bitter one. You must be frozen up there.”

“I manage,” Michael muttered, throwing the envelope aside.  

“I can’t imagine there’s much heat in that shack.” Betty pressed on as he slapped notes into Roy’s waiting palm.  

“There’s not.” Michael gathered his bags in one hand and stuck out the other to encourage Roy to scoop his change out of the till drawer with a little more speed.

“And what about the animals? I’ll bet you’ve clapped eyes on a few of them.”

“A few.”

Roy handed over the coins. Without delay, Michael jammed them into his back pocket and moved to push by Betty.  

“Don’t forget this!” She snatched up the envelope. With her help knowing no bounds, she wedged it into one of his bags before he could swing it out of her reach. “Have a good day!” she trilled.  

Michael stepped around her and barrelled out of the store. A rising temper prickled his skin as he flung the bags onto the passenger seat. “Don’t open it.” He marched around to the driver’s side, where a vicious slam of door did nothing to ease his aggravation once he climbed in. For a long moment, he sat rigid, gripping the steering wheel as he fixed a stare ahead. “It can only be bad news,” he said eventually. “People only go to great lengths to get information to you when it’s bad.”

A tin settled in the plastic bag, shifting the contents and shoving the envelope to one side. An inch more of its dog-eared corner offered itself up. “Dammit,” he muttered, and with a surrendering grunt, snatched it free.


      [image: image-placeholder]Despite reading it three times, and understanding its meaning, none of it made sense.  

His old pack land, Blackwater Ridge, belonged to him. The land deeds he grasped had his name printed all over them. Michael Patrick Vincent owned the entire lot, every last inch of the damned poison ground.  

Michael flipped the wad of documents over as if an explanation waited on the rear. He did the same with the envelope, peering at the label for a clue to its origin. He even sniffed it for good measure, catching the eye of Betty squinting through her cluttered store window when he looked up.

“Tony Black left it in here for you.” Betty pretended she’d been busying herself with lining up tins on a shelf as opposed to staring out at his odd behaviour when he hurried back inside. “He never said where it came from, just knew you’d be more likely to come in here than go to his place.”

“Who’s Tony Black?”

“Tony Black,” she replied, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. “Black’s Bar,” she expanded, pointing. Michael only realised then that a bar sat on the opposite side of the street.

Black’s was empty except for an elderly man reading a newspaper at a table in the corner and a young woman behind the bar itself. A television was on, but the sound muted. The only noise was the hum of the fridges, accompanied by a melodious tinkle from the bottles inside.  

“Is Tony Black here?” Michael cut off the server before she could finish drawing breath to greet him.

“No, he’s out. Can I help you with anything?”

Michael held up the envelope. “Someone left this here for me a while back. I need to know who.”

She glanced at where he jabbed his finger at the printed label. “It wasn’t me, so it must’ve been Tony.”  

“And he’s not here.”

“No, not for another hour, anyway.”

“Did you hear of someone asking about me?”

“No, sorry.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

Michael rolled the envelope into a tube. “It was a while back, a couple of weeks, maybe even more.”

Her head swung from side to side.

“I need you to think hard about this.”

The pleasant smile she’d been holding dimmed. “I don’t need to. I’m telling you; no-one came asking about you, and Tony mentioned nothing about the envelope being dropped off.”

“What about a—”

“Sir,” she cut across him with more patience than he deserved. “I’d remember if someone had been looking for you.”

“Why?” he frowned, not liking her suggestive tone.

“Because in a town like this,” the smile returned, “one stranger searching for another would be exciting news for Sleepyville.”

“I see.” Michael tapped the envelope against the side of the bar. Tony Black would have to remember who gave him the envelope. If this town was indeed Sleepyville, surely he’d be able to recall the face of whoever made the delivery.

“Coffee?” Slim fingers rested on the scrolled envelope, halting the incessant rapping. “Or maybe something to eat,” she corrected, an eyebrow rising at where she continued to still his impatience. “Food might be better than caffeine.”

Michael slid the envelope out from under her hand. He drummed it against his leg instead.

“There’s a great omelette on the lunch menu,” she continued. “I guarantee it’s worth a try.”

Not caring for food, or her thoughts on how delicious it might be, Michael turned to where the only other customer poured over his newspaper. The place wasn’t spacious. If he sat at a table away from the bar, he’d be within talking distance of the old-timer. If he stayed close to the counter, he’d have Miss Chatterbox annoying him. Why did everyone in this damned place want to engage in conversation? Michael checked his watch. Another fifty-seven minutes lay ahead of Tony Black’s estimated arrival.

“Forget it.” Michael suddenly didn’t care who had delivered the envelope. What difference would knowing make, anyway? He didn’t want ownership of Blackwater Ridge; nothing would ever entice him to return to where unadulterated evil now haunted his previous home.

With the decision made, he left the bar and returned to his jeep, chucking the envelope onto the floor of the passenger well as he revved the engine. If he’d been thinking straight, he should’ve bought a year’s worth of supplies. Having to come back down into the town within the next twelve months already pissed him off.


      [image: image-placeholder]Michael’s mood hadn’t improved by the time he stuck the key in the cabin door. After dumping the shopping on the kitchen table, he decided to take a run. The only way he could clear his head and figure out what to do about returning the land deeds was by burning off his nasty mood first.

He paid little attention to his path as he ran. Instead, he focused on who might have sent him the deeds. It could only be one of two people: Tanya Stenson, the widow of Alan Stenson, or Nyah Morgan, the daughter of Harper Morgan, the alpha who had preceded Alan for many decades.  

Alan’s tenure as alpha had only just begun when he’d been killed. It was unlikely he’d arranged the formal business of land transfer so soon, meaning the land still belonged to the Morgans. Tanya, Alan’s widow, had the right to claim ownership, but Michael guessed she wouldn’t. She’d fled Blackwater Ridge with their young son and unborn baby, intending to never return. Why would she? What person in their right mind would want the land soaked in their dead husband’s blood? No, without doubt, Nyah Morgan had sent him the deeds. As the only remaining member of her family, the land had automatically transferred to her after Harper’s death. Alan wouldn’t have even entertained the idea of disrespecting her father’s memory by accepting ownership any sooner than the usual six month waiting period, so until Michael’s name replaced hers on the documents, she’d been the owner.

Unless . . .

The unwelcome thought brought Michael to a lurching halt. Simon Northfell had been the final alpha to reign over Blackwater Ridge. Although his crazed plan to create hybrid demon-werewolf pups ended with him being sucked into a hell dimension by a demon, there was a chance that demon could set him free, or he’d somehow find a way back. Northfell blatantly ignored lycan laws in the past, so may have insisted on Nyah transferring the land to him long before the six month wait had ended. What if he had somehow escaped and now tried to lure Michael back? Michael had been an obedient puppet to him before. Northfell could easily trap him again. “No!”

The vehement shout ricocheted off the nearby rock face. With fear building a sudden pressure behind his skull, Michael smashed his eyes shut as Northfell’s pinched expression wavered before him. ‘Michael,’ he taunted, mean lips twisting into a leer.  

Spittle flew as Michael crashed to his knees. Eddie and Leanne Stone’s faces replaced Northfell’s, their choked screams making him retch. Then Nyah appeared, wrenching him back to his kitchen in Blackwater Ridge, where she begged him to believe her instincts about Simon Northfell.  

‘I’m not crazy!’ she pleaded. ‘I’m not! Simon Northfell is up to something, and allowing him to become the alpha of this pack is the worst thing that can happen!’ 

Time hadn’t thinned the memory of how desperation slanted her begging eyes, nor how fear had filled Michael with cowardice. Instead of heeding his own gut warning, along with Nyah’s insistence, he’d sworn servitude to the man who had ultimately destroyed their entire pack.  

The fragile box into which he’d endeavoured to cram the heinous memories splintered. Michael pounded his skull as hateful recollections flickered; his bloodied fingers daubing symbols on the walls of the pack house, Northfell’s damned chalice, full to the brim and warm to the touch with lycan blood. “Get out of my head!” he roared.  

Michael gouged chunks of earth as he fought to stop the onslaught, but every sense relived the nightmare; the rusty tang of werewolf blood stung his nostrils, the choking fumes of the nameless concoctions Northfell had burned during his crazed rituals made him cough and retch, even the cold, clammy sensation of where the mind-controlling talisman once hung around his neck had him tearing at his shirt, scrabbling for where the echo bit his skin.  

When Northfell’s face swam before him again, he reared back, shielding himself with a raised arm. He scrambled away, panic sending him crashing into thorny undergrowth. The chaotic terror became too much. His wolf leapt free with a protective snarl, and, not caring for how it might end, Michael relinquished control.












  
  

Chapter four
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Four days later, Michael returned to human form. Twilight slid into a murky grey night as he picked his way barefoot through the tall grasses at the rear of the cabin. Crisp air whispered over his naked form, the absence of fur making him shiver hard. Earth caked his legs and arms; a second skin, tight, flaky, and itchy as hell. As he hurried across the clearing, shedding a muddy trail, blood spotted his footprints as he climbed the wooden steps to the front door.  

Inside felt only marginally warmer. Michael swept the blanket off his bed, wrapping himself up as he grimaced at where the wood stove sulked in its nook. “In a minute,” he murmured, lowering himself into the armchair. 

His body ached. Cuts, thorns and scratches pocked his skin, and when he held out his hands, remnants of rabbit fur and blood encrusted his nails. 

He wouldn’t dwell on what had happened; emotion had overwhelmed him, and his wolf had taken charge in protection. Yes, his wolf remained in more control than he liked, but on waking that morning with an awareness of being ready to return to human form, the animal had surrendered with no resistance. 

“It’s not the end of the world, Vincent.” Yes, he’d fallen off the wagon, but considering he’d been wolfed out for four months solid not too long ago, it was a tremendous achievement for his wolf to have complied with such calm. “Shower.” He roused himself into action. 



Although his aching muscles would have preferred hot water, when he emerged from under the icy jets, his skin now tight with cold instead of dirt, blood pumped warm.

The stove cradled low flames before he turned his attention to food. A simple meal of rice and vegetables filled his plate when he sat, and with cheer warming the cabin, Michael welcomed the sense of peace infusing his being. Whether or not he deserved it, he didn’t care to debate. Tonight, he wanted to sleep in his rickety bed and wake to a new day tomorrow. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Charlie Simmonds’ aged water pump died three days later. Michael stood over it, spanner in one hand, hammer in the other. Although sorely tempted to send it off with a volley of wallops, he resisted. Temper tantrums needed to be kept in check, and it wasn’t the deceased machinery that had him spitting nails. It was the fact he had to return to Rochfort to find a replacement.

Much to his disgust, Rochfort didn’t have a hardware store. But it did have a pretty impressive salvage yard a short distance out of the town. Michael liked the owner, Ed, within seconds of finding him in the sprawling lanes of salvage. A gruff, stocky man with a worrying lack of teeth, but a straight-up attitude, he told Michael he’d get him whatever he needed, simple as. And better still, there were no questions about who he was, where he lived, why he lived there, and if he’d had any trouble with the wildlife. Ed simply scribbled Michael’s order into a tatty notebook and ordered him to pick through the hoard of salvage, yelling a reminder that all prices were negotiable.

Michael found himself in awe of the massive collection. The salvage ranged from door handles to hubcaps and everything in between—including engine parts. Aware of how being elbow-deep in a stripped engine would pass many days, Michael gathered as much as he could carry and headed for Ed’s office. Ed gave him a fair price, and he left the yard in a much better mood. The prospect of tinkering away on his jeep and the cabin held endless appeal; intricate work would occupy his mind and keep him on an even keel of existing.

Rain pelted Rochfort as he drove down the main street. A typical early spring cloudburst drummed his jeep, the clatter jarring in the confined space. As he neared the outskirts of the town, thoughts preoccupied with the salvage rattling in his boot, a woman stepped out in front of him, waving her arms with exaggerated desperation. He came alongside without needing to query her emergency. White steam billowed from under her car bonnet. As soon as he lowered his window, he also heard the high-pitched cry of a baby.

“Please, can you help me?” she shouted over the pounding rain. “I don’t know what to do! The steam came from nowhere!”

“Get into your car,” Michael told her, noting how rain already drenched her light coat. “I’ll take a look.”

“Thank you, thank you so much!” But she didn’t return to her car. Instead, she stood beside him as he popped the bonnet. “What do you think it is?” she pushed the second steam cleared enough for Michael to see the engine.

“The cooling system. There could be a problem with the hose or the radiator.”

“But I can drive it home, right?”

“I wouldn’t advise it.”

Her whine of desperation prompted her baby to wail louder. “Could I borrow your phone? My battery died while I was trying to call my husband.”

Michael unhooked the bonnet scoop, just about resisting the urge to slam it shut. “I don’t have a phone.” 

“Oh.” Dragging a wet sleeve across her forehead, she gestured towards the town. “That’s okay. I’ll use the phone in Black’s. I’ll just wait until the shower passes; I can’t take the baby out in this rain.”

Michael glanced at where the bar sat in the distance. It was a considerable walk. If he offered to drive, it would mean small talk he didn’t want. “Give me your husband’s number. I’ll call him. You stay here with your baby.”

The woman’s eyebrows shot halfway up her forehead. It wasn’t the offer she had expected. “Y—yes, okay, yes,” she stammered, and hurried to open the passenger door to root in her handbag.

Water snaked down Michael’s neck as he waited. His shirt was now soaked through and a distant rumble of thunder promised more rain to come. This town. Why in the hell had he chosen to settle here? 

The woman handed him a crumpled receipt. She’d written a name and number on the back. “That’s Robert’s number,” she explained the obvious. “My name is Samantha. Be sure and tell him we’re okay, otherwise he’ll panic.”

Tugging up his dripping collar, Michael jogged towards the bar. How was it this damned town always managed to suck him into conversing with people? He just wanted to be left alone. Was it really too much to ask? 

The bar appeared unattended when he shouldered the door open. A handful of customers had their attention turned to a game on the television, but as they all cradled drinks, he guessed someone had to be serving. A clink of glass alerted him to activity behind the bar. When he leaned over, the server from the previous occasion was on her hunkers, stocking a fridge.

“Where’s the payphone?” he asked, not caring if he sounded as cranky as he felt.

A glare met his scowl. “Hello, how are you today?” came her pointed reply before she nodded towards the side of the bar. “It’s through that door and on your left.”

Michael followed her directions. With little grace, he made the call and hung up before names could be swapped or thanks offered. Wet through, already chilled, and his mood growing fouler by the second, he headed for the exit. Rochfort was a supreme pain in his ass. 

“Your mystery messenger was tall, well-built, with curly hair,” a reluctant voice announced.

Already reaching for the outer door, Michael faltered. Only one person could aim that clipped tone at him. The pinched expression he saw when he turned confirmed his suspicion. “Pardon?”

“Tall, well-built, with curly, dark hair,” the server repeated. “The man who left that envelope here for you. Tony said the guy looked like he could be your brother.”

“My brother?”

She muttered a snappy “yes”, then ducked to carry on with her task.

“Wait,” he darted over to the counter. “Has he been here since? Did he say he’d return?”

“No,” her muffled reply came from where she’d dropped out of sight again.

Michael leaned further over. Only the raven-black crown of her head was visible as she fussed with something in a fridge. “Did he leave a name?”

“Nope.” A vexed crack of glass followed. 

“Okay. Thanks,” he forced out.

Despite her tiny murmur, his keen hearing picked up her reply. “Oh, you’re so very welcome. Have a wonderful day.”

Sun had turned the pavements of Rochfort to sparkling streams when Michael returned to the stranded woman. He passed on her husband’s message for her to wait until he got there, and she thanked him a little more graciously than the server in the bar, yet with enough coolness for him to know she didn’t approve of his strange behaviour either. At that moment, he didn’t give a shit what a single person in the town thought of him. His only concern lay with the description of the man who had dropped off the envelope: It had to be Blake Creedon.

Blake and Michael had grown up together in Blackwater Ridge. Because they looked so alike, the pack had dubbed them ‘The Grizzly Brothers’, a nickname Michael secretly loved because he cared for his best friend like a brother. During Northfell’s reign, Blake suffered the same mind control as Michael, but Blake hadn’t taken lives. When the shell-shocked pack gathered on the night the demon sucked Northfell into oblivion, they’d called for Michael to take Northfell’s place as alpha. If he had accepted, Blake would have been his beta. In that reality—the one where he wasn’t a murderer—pride would have overcome him to accept the role of alpha with Blake as his right-hand man. But he lived in a different world now. 

Michael barely registered his journey home as he considered the likely possibility Blake had visited Rochfort. His friend knew him well enough to understand how barging in with a demand for explanations would do no good. He’d simply delivered the envelope and left town, purposely not reaching out, or asking where Michael might have holed himself up. 

But Blake would patiently wait. He was the one person who would doggedly believe in Michael’s return—however long it might take. 

As Michael changed out of his soaking clothes by the stove, craving a cup of hot, strong coffee, his head swung with a sorrowful shake. “You’ll be waiting a long time, Blake.” While it was devastating to know his entire pack had fractured and scattered throughout the country, Michael took comfort in the hope they might all be living happy lives once more. Blake understood Michael’s need to separate himself from everyone, but in turn, Michael knew Blake would patiently wait for his return. Perhaps that was the intention behind the land transfer; Blake may have orchestrated it with Nyah to entice Michael back to civilisation. 

The kettle rattled to a boil. Michael mentally packed away the matter. Outside, the afternoon darkened once again. Wind whipped under the eaves, throwing the first few drops of another incoming deluge. As he stood by the window, sipping on a steaming coffee, Michael savoured the solitude of his peaceful cabin. This was his world now. And those who lived beyond it were better off without him.








  
  

Chapter five

[image: image-placeholder]




Weeks of sustained existing passed. Michael buried himself in upgrading the cabin’s ancient plumbing, a nameless sense stirring when Charlie unexpectedly appeared one afternoon, gushing genuine appreciation as Michael showed him what he’d been working on. If he planned on living in the shack for the foreseeable future, Charlie had told him, he was welcome to make it as comfortable as he wished.  

The prospect of carrying on the work appealed to Michael, but not with his meagre tool supply. As Charlie drove away, he picked over the toolbox, realising he’d have to visit Rochfort again. But not just for tools; his cash supply had to be running low. Money left his account on a monthly basis, but none flowed in. 

Ed’s Salvage supplied Michael with more than he needed, while the Rochfort Savings Trust confirmed what he suspected; funds were tight. Charlie had insisted he take three months rent-free for all the work he’d been doing, but that only delayed the shrinking number in his bank account. He had to make money instead of spending it. 

Parked outside the bank, Michael rooted through his wallet for the dog-eared business card of the man who could help him out. It came as no surprise when he asked a passer-by for the location of the town’s payphone to be told it had been out of order for over a year.

“There’s no payphone in this town?” he had grumbled.

“There is,” the man assured him, and even as he turned to point in its direction, Michael already knew exactly where.

Braced for glares and sighs, Michael was quietly pleased to see a man behind Black’s bar. He headed straight for the payphone, where a mouth-watering smell drifted from the kitchen, taunting him as he made his calls.

“Lasagne,” the man answered when Michael returned to the bar with a comment about the delicious aroma. “Will I plate you up a slice?”

In the absence of Miss Narky Pants, Michael decided to treat himself. “Sure.” He settled on a stool at the counter to wait, taking the opportunity to take a proper look. 

The owners of Black’s bar cared for their premises, but it aged around the edges. Round tables occupied the main floor—a beautiful, wide-planked oak in need of stripping and varnishing. Circling the tables, stumpy stools topped with red and navy velvet, some threadbare in places. On a raised level, through a wide archway off to the left, a smaller room held a pool table and dart board. The usual paraphernalia lined shelves and hung on the walls; vintage metal signs, framed photographs, sports memorabilia and a collection of battered tin beer mugs and jugs. 

A generous portion of lasagne drew Michael away from his critique. It came with garlic bread and salad, and was easily the tastiest meal he’d had in a long while. As it turned out, the owner had served him. Tony Black took Michael’s praise with a nod. “The lasagne is always a winner here. Some folk travel from Branston for it.”

Michael could appreciate why as Tony cleared away his empty plate. He returned a moment later with a serving of hot pie.

“Oh, no, I didn’t order this,” Michael told him.

“I know,” Tony grinned. “It’s a bribe.”

“A bribe?”

“I hear you know your way around plumbing.”

Michael fought back the impulse to shove the plate away and leave.

“The cooling system isn’t running properly,” Tony explained. “As it’s not busted completely, I’ve a two-week wait for the technicians to come out. This serving of delicious apple pie is my way of asking if you’d consider looking at Bad Bertha for me.”

Michael eyed the steaming pie. The scent of cinnamon tempted his nostrils, while his mouth watered at the golden crumbling pastry.

“It’s as popular as the lasagne,” Tony whispered. “And the full meal is on the house if you do me this favour.”

“Sure,” he quietly laughed in surrender. Who was he to turn down a free meal? 


      [image: image-placeholder]While the cooling system appeared far more complicated than the shack’s plumbing, after some poking around, Michael figured out Bad Bertha’s workings. The problem became obvious soon enough, but it wasn’t anything he reckoned he could fix. “I think it needs that part replaced,” Michael explained as Tony peered in at the cluster of wires and pipes. “Will you be able to get it?”

“Absolutely.” Tony squinted at the model number. “There’s a band playing here Friday night. If this old lady is still sulking by then, there’ll be no beer on tap.”

“Can’t imagine that would be good for business.”

“Definitely not,” he scribbled the part number on his palm. “I really appreciate this, Michael. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Best give me your number so I can let you know when it’s here.”

“Oh. I . . .”

“Can’t remember your number?”

“No, it’s—I don’t actually have a . . .” Michael coughed against a frustrated growl. “Anywhere in this town I can buy a phone?”

“How in the heck are you living up in Simmonds’ shack with no phone?”

“Very peacefully, actually.”

A warm laugh rolled from Tony. “I’ll bet you’re glad you came into town today, then, huh?”

“Want me to answer that truthfully?”

“At least tell me the apple pie was worth it.”

Michael succumbed to Tony’s grin with a quiet laugh. “Fine. It was worth it.”

“Go see Betty Kirk,” Tony told him, tucking his pen behind his ear. “She’ll be delighted to help you.”

I bet she will, Michael thought to himself.

Tony rubbed his hands together with satisfaction. “Okey dokey. I’ll get on with it. Talk to you during the week.”

“Yup.”

Tony left the keg room, and Michael turned to the open unit again. “How do I get sucked into these things?” he groused, aiming his screwdriver between the jumble of wires. “This damn town is a pain in my ass.” 

As he tightened the panel in place, cursing the town for having only one working payphone, he realised having a mobile phone offered an advantage; no more relying on Tony’s payphone. His financial advisor, Neil, would be happy, too. He’d spluttered disbelief when Michael told him he had no cell phone, and called from a poky corridor in a small-town bar. 

‘How can you be so smart with some things and so dumb about others?’ Neil had wailed. ‘Get yourself a damn mobile, Vincent! Stop living like an animal.’

Michael snorted at the irony of Neil’s innocent statement as Bad Bertha rattled into life again. All she needed was the grill screwed back in place. Tony had propped the wide rectangular cover against a keg. Dust clung to the grate, and with the old lady already under pressure to perform, Michael opted to give it a quick clean. He’d spotted a sink in the stockroom on their way in, and as he repositioned the awkward width in his hold, the nameless sensation Charlie Simmonds had stirred crept in once more.

Michael opened the door, wedging his foot against the bottom as he manoeuvred the grid out in front of him. What was it he felt? A pleasant emotion, definitely, but one he couldn’t label. The grid jammed. He gave it a slight push, its breadth obstructing his view as he attempted to prevent the sprung door from bashing his shoulder. Atonement, he realised, forcing a harder nudge. The selfless act of helping people somehow brought a sense of restitution. Michael moved sideways, urged the grid loose with a harder kick and squeezed it and himself through the shrinking space.

“Be careful! Watch out!”

Michael’s foot connected with a solid object. Before he could steady himself, his body tipped forwards. Lurching, he fought the pull of gravity, but with his hold on the awkward load hindering any chance of recovery, he reached tipping point. 

A hand slammed against his upper arm. The force shoved him back. Michael dropped one side of his load, grabbed the doorframe, and centred himself. Before he could fling the grate aside to see what the hell had tripped him up, and who it was that continued to clutch him, a familiar sigh trailed out.

“Oh, it’s you.” Miss Narky Pants was clearly disappointed to have saved him from falling onto his face. She quickly withdrew her support. “How come you’re the one fixing Bertha?”

Michael kept a hold of the doorjamb as the grate clattered to his feet with a loud crash.

“Tony should have waited for the real techie. The last guy who fiddled with Bertha left us without beer for a week.”

More comments followed. With one hand gesticulating at the fallen grate and the other pointing at where Bertha made a happy gurgling sound, Michael found himself unable to reply.

Where Miss Narky Pants had touched him, a spicy tingle now spread over his arm. The sensation expanded, rushing through the limb to flush over his shoulder, sweep across his back and swoop down his spine. Warm silkiness blanketed his entire body. He shuddered with pleasure.

Oh, hell no! This is not happening! Tightening his clutch, wood crumbled under the pressure. Another tremble of bliss rattled his legs. No—this is not happening!

Oblivious to his condition, Miss Narky Pants ranted on, now gesturing at whatever he’d tripped over, her tirade completely lost to him as he stared wordlessly.

Because she was human, her body wasn’t reacting like his—not yet, anyway. It would take more than just a few seconds of contact for her to register their bond. And judging by the way she rolled her eyes and flung her hands about in exasperation, she had absolutely no idea that the man standing in front of her—the man who had clearly pissed her off—was her mate.

Michael’s stupefied silence finally prompted her to shut up. Standing in front of him, hips clamped, her glare narrowed. “Fine. If you can’t accept my apology, that’s your problem, not mine.” She bent to lift the crate of vodka that had nearly broken his neck, and hefting it into her arms, straightened up. Her scowl was spectacular. “Would it kill you to be nice for one second of your life?”

Before he could make any kind of replying grunt, she spun and stalked off, allowing the door to slam behind her for good measure.

Michael sagged and found his breath. How the hell had this happened? And how could it be her? With his body still reacting to the awakening of their bond, he stared at where she’d flounced away, carefully rolling out his shoulders. All it did was increase the tingling vibrations further. “Shit.” Nothing about his physical reaction felt unpleasant. In fact, he’d call it blissful. The problem was that he experienced it in the first place. 

Too dazzled to unpack the enormity of his situation, Michael shut his eyes and thumped his forehead. “A human mate,” he whispered in disbelief, even though it wasn’t a complete surprise; his mother had been human, and those traits tended to pass down through the generations. “Okay, you need to get it together.” If she or Tony reappeared, he’d look like a prize fool. 

The grid still lay at his feet when he semi-restored his focus. He picked it up, quickly deciding it would last another while without a clean. If he hung around here much longer, Miss— “You don’t even know her name,” he realised, suddenly reluctant to continue referring to her as Miss Narky Pants. Shit. He should apologise to her. He’d been unnecessarily rude. And would it be so bad to see her again? 

“Nope.” Michael pivoted to return to the keg room. “And you can shut up, too,” he warned his wolf. “This isn’t happening.”

After quickly screwing the grid into place, Michael folded up the ladder and propped it against the wall. He then chucked the tools away, shoving Tony’s toolbox into the corner with a kick. His wolf was already restless, wondering where its mate had disappeared to. Forget it. But the snarl fell on deaf, furry ears. The last thing he needed was a battle of wills against an excited animal. Before trouble kicked off, he had to enforce a safe, wide distance. 

Tony met him before he could scuttle out of the bar and escape to the cabin.

“The part will be here Thursday morning. How does that suit you?”

“That’s fine,” Michael jabbed a thumb over his shoulder. “Left your tools in there.”

“Great, thanks.”

“Yep. See you Thursday.”

If his mate glared after him as he passed, Michael didn’t know. He simply put his head down, strode away and out the door.


      [image: image-placeholder]Michael chose not to phase that night. His wolf had spent the entire evening keening for its mate, and if he so much as caught a whiff of her, he was afraid he wouldn’t have the strength to prevent the inevitable reaction. Knowing the energy coursing through his blood needed burning off, he ran in human form for three hours, but arrived back at the cabin in an undecided mess.

They had forged their mate connection. Although tentative and only apparent to him at this stage, with every contact they now made—physical or not, it would further develop. 

For him, it meant growing attraction, the need to protect, the urge to care. For her, the evolution would be slower. She would certainly be drawn to him, but ignoring the pull would be easier, especially as she had an obvious dislike towards him. The trouble was, if he ignored what had already been established, it would disturb his wolf, and the more he pushed against it, the more his wolf would retaliate. He wasn’t in enough control yet to fight a love-driven animal; the consequences could be disastrous. On the flip side, if he embraced the connection, he would invite something into his life he didn’t deserve. And if he turned against it, he would take happiness away from her. Who was he to dictate she couldn’t have love?

The debate raged on and on, crowding his thoughts as the days slid by. The only agreement reached when Thursday morning rolled around was that he’d work on the cooler as promised. What he couldn’t decide was what to do about his mate. Should he reject or embrace the bond?

The question hammered incessantly as he pulled into Rochfort, and aware it was nothing more than a stalling tactic, he drove straight by Black’s to the bank instead. The funds from the first sales of his shares had come through, and he felt more at ease once he saw the healthier balance in his account. With cash withdrawn, he left the bank, delaying the inevitable even further by leaving his jeep at the far end of the town to walk to Kirk’s. 

Betty Kirk wasn’t bustling up and down the aisles when he arrived, and he almost wished she was when Roy sped through the process of rattling off contract options and waving at their limited selection of phone models. Michael made his choice. Roy handed it over, took his cash, and Michael found himself outside on the street again, clutching a new phone as Black’s loomed in the distance. “Reject,” he decided in a rush of panic. “You can do it.” Shoving the phone in his pocket, he cleared his throat and firmed his decision with a nod. But just as he took the first step, he looked up to see his mate walking towards him. 

She’d seen him, too. And while he wasn’t too sure what his expression did, hers had already slid into a dirty frown. 

“Hello,” he called out, involuntarily quickening his pace. She wasn’t wearing a coat. It had been spitting rain all morning. He hoped she hadn’t got wet. Not your damn business, Vincent!

“Hi,” she muttered, immediately moving to cross the street. 

Michael darted into her path. “Hi.”

“Do you mind?” She stepped aside. 

“I’m sorry about the other day,” he blurted out. “It was my fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going. I didn’t mean to be rude by not saying anything.” Way to be cool, Michael. Nicely done. 

“Wow.” She threw him an up and down look. “It speaks. I didn’t think you could string so many words together.”

He shrugged in reply, acutely aware of his wolf’s sudden excitement. “Sorry, it was rude of me. I should have said something there and then. I don’t want you to think badly of me.” No, no, no. You don’t want her thinking about you at all! “I mean—shouldn’t you be wearing a coat? It’s been raining all morning.”

The ghost of a smile crinkled her green eyes. “Apology accepted. And I’m warm, thanks. See you around, I suppose.” 

Michael forced himself not to watch as she walked away. “You can do this.” 

As promised, the cooler part had arrived. Tony stood at the foot of the ladder, handing him tools while he worked in the cramped space. He was trying not to think about meeting his mate on the street, but the curse of the bond meant his brain had already regressed to that of a seventeen-year-old boy. He wondered where she’d been going. And if it was safe to be walking there alone. And if it was to meet a boyfriend. Typical obsessive wolf behaviour, he snorted, and then warned himself to shut up.

“Not a man of many words, are you?” Tony interrupted the silent tirade.

“No.”

“Look, I don’t want to push things here, but as you’re a straight-talking guy, I’ll be straight with you. I’ve some work I need done around the place, nothing too big, but if you’re interested, I’ll pay you fairly for it. If not, I won’t mention it again.”

Michael twisted around to where Tony stood. “Are there no mechanics or plumbers in this town?”

“There are, but Ed mentioned how you’re buying stuff off him that suggests you’re a little more advanced than the local handymen.”

“I’ll think about it,” he said, zoning in on the tangled mess in the cooler again.

“That’s fair. And I won’t even try bribing you with more lasagne and pie.”

Michael smiled. “I’ll pay for the lasagne and pie myself.”

“It’s chicken curry today.”

“Even better.”


      [image: image-placeholder]The chicken curry was even better. Michael started to feel like a regular as he sat at the bar for a second time, devouring the meal with appreciation.

“Good, yeah?” Tony watched him wipe the last bit of sauce up with a chunk of naan bread.

“Very good,” Michael replied. “You make a mean curry.”

“Me?” Tony laughed. “You must be joking. I’d burn water if you cut me loose in a kitchen. It’s Genna who does all the cooking around here.”

“Well, she’s a great cook.”

“I’ll let her know. You just missed her, but I’ll pass your compliments on. It’ll give her a boost.”

Michael’s head whipped up from his plate. “Genna?” he repeated, tipping his chin to where Tony stood, the same spot where he’d first been a total ass to his mate.

“Yes, Genna. You’ve met her—haven’t you?”

“With the, um.” Michael made a lame gesture at the side of his head. “Black hair?”

“Yep, that’s her.”

To stop himself from asking any further questions, Michael crammed the final piece of bread into his mouth. Genna. It was a nice name. He wondered if it was short for something. 

“Her friends took off to college last year, but she stayed behind,” Tony told him. “She’s a talented girl, I tell you. She deserves to succeed.”

Tony’s tone held enough pride to prompt Michael to discreetly studying his features. He and Genna shared nothing in common; no raven-black hair or hazel-green eyes. “Is she your daughter?”

“My niece. Her dad was my brother-in-law. He passed away a couple of years ago.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Tony nodded a tight thanks as he gathered up the plates. “Coffee? Or dessert?”

“Neither.” He hopped up from the stool. Tempting as it was to enjoy a slice of pie, he knew if he stayed any longer, he’d end up asking more questions about Genna. And the more he learned, the harder it would be to ignore her.

“Genna won’t be happy about that,” Tony warned. 

Startled, Michael looked up from his open wallet. Had he muttered his concerns aloud? “She won’t?”

“No. She’ll think you don’t like her baking.”

“Next time,” Michael said, feeling entirely stupid as he fumbled with uncooperative notes.

“No, sir. Your money is no good here.” Tony waved off the out-held payment. “This is on the house.” 

“There’s no need, really. I can pay.”

“There’s every need,” he flapped. “I appreciate you coming down here to fix the cooler; I’d have been stuck if you hadn’t.”

“Tony—.”

“No, I’m not taking your money,” he insisted, and to prove it, moved out of reach.

“Thanks. But I hope I haven’t done more damage than good.”

“So do I,” Tony laughed. “There’ll be a big demand for beer in here tomorrow night. Proudfoot are playing and they always draw a huge crowd.”

Michael shrugged his jacket on. “No pressure, then.”

“You should swing by if you’re not doing anything.”

“Just in case my handiwork implodes Bertha?” he joked, pulling open the door.

Tony laughed off his comment with more confidence than Michael felt he deserved. “And hey!” he called after him. “Don’t forget to think about my offer!”
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