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      The sweet human is pregnant with my pup. 

      We had one night together, and then she ghosted. Apparently, I'm not part of her ‘life plan’.

      Whatever, angel. Plans change. 

      She thinks I'm a player. That I won't stick around. She thinks I don't have what it takes to be a dad. 

      That I won't drop everything and dedicate my life to our baby. To our family. To her. 

      She's wrong. She thinks I'll walk away? 

      She has no idea what she's in for. A wolf never walks away from his mate, and he always protects his pups. 

      I may not have marked her yet, but I will.

      And if she tries to run, I'll follow. 

      I'll hunt my beautiful female to the ends of the Earth.
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      Charlie

      

      The best thing about hiking down to the hot springs at six-thirty in the morning is that no one else will be there. Manby Hot Springs—the three rock pools near the ruins of an old stagecoach bathhouse—can get crowded with naked hippies, both local and visiting, but not on a weekday. Not at this time of day. And definitely not when it’s snowing.

      The sun is just starting to rise behind Taos Mountain, painting the sky in shades of pink, purple and orange. That, and the gentle snowflakes, feel like a perfect birthday gift from nature.

      This hike is my own present to myself. I have to work in a couple hours, but I don’t want my birthday to consist of nothing but delivering mail. I want to do something to set it apart. I’m getting together with my friends for drinks in the plaza later, but soaking in the hot springs at sunrise seems like a great way to make the day special.

      And get my mind off Chad.

      My baby brother is serving over in Afghanistan, and hasn’t been heard from for months. Not even our parents—both retired Air Force officers—have been able to get a message to or from him.

      Official word from the Air Force is that no news is good news, but I’ve had this low-level fear for him ever since he enlisted and it’s starting to get noisier. It’s probably unfounded. I’m a worrier in general, and I’m probably just fixating on this, but I sure would feel better if he would just let us know he’s alive.

      I reach the end of the one-mile hike into the canyon that dead ends at the edge of the Rio Grande, and strip out of my clothes. I tuck them behind a rock because the neat freak in me doesn’t want to look at them while I’m basking in nature. It’s also why I prefer to come here alone. Other people don’t help me commune with nature, and they just mess with the landscape.

      The softly falling snow means it’s actually warmer than usual, and there’s no cold wind. The hot water is going to feel heavenly. I take my time, stepping in slowly, savoring the contrast of the hot water surrounding my legs and the cold prickling my skin everywhere else.

      I sink into the steam, settling my bare ass on the soft black sand so I can get my shoulders completely under water.

      Across the river, on the slope of the opposite canyon wall, a movement catches my eye and I draw in a pleasured gasp.

      A giant bighorn sheep turns his head to stare at me.

      “Hey there, big guy.” I lift my hand in a wave, smiling. “Thanks for dropping in.”

      He lowers his head to graze.

      Satisfaction flows through me as I drink in the stillness. I sink even lower until the water covers my ears and chin and I close my eyes, enjoying the way the heat seems to soak into my bones.

      And then I nearly jump out of my skin when a body plunges into the shallow pool from the rocks above. I stare at the chaos of water and body parts, trying to make sense of it. Somehow, impossibly, it takes the shape of a man—an extremely fit, naked man—who stands and stares back, seemingly as shocked as I am to not find himself alone.

      For a moment, my brain short circuits. He’s insanely ripped—as if God invented some extra muscles for him. Either that, or he has more than his quota. Maybe there are people running around this Earth with muscles missing because this guy took them all. If so, then one of those people is me.

      I sink a little lower in the water.

      “Hi.”

      That’s the only thing I can think to say to the magnificent, dripping specimen of manhood. I grew up as a military brat. I’ve seen enough shirtless man-chests to inoculate me against the appeal. But this guy’s tattooed pectoral glory might be the exception.

      “Hey.” He attempts to cover his manhood with both hands, and backs up. I recognize him—he’s one of the ex-military guys Sadie’s boyfriend works with. The mercenaries. Huge guys. Muscled. Dangerous.

      Super hot.

      I grin at his attempts to be a gentleman. I think my presence startled him even more than he startled me. “You can come in. And you don’t have to cover up. Nudity is expected down here.”

      His eyes crinkle and he smirks, turning slightly to shield me from the sight of his peen. Of course, that gives me a delicious view of his epic, muscled backside. “Yeah, sorry, but this gun is fully loaded for you.”

      Oh. “Um, thanks?”

      He laughs softly and walks toward me, dropping to his knees to hide said gun under the steam. I’m now oddly disappointed I didn’t get to see it.

      “My bad. I never would’ve jumped in if I’d known someone was in here. I’m Lance.” He holds out his hand.

      “Charlotte. My friends call me Charlie.” When I reach to take his palm, my shoulders come out of the water. His gaze dips to the place where my breasts emerge from the steaming surface. He inhales sharply, his nostrils flaring. His ocean blue eyes lock onto my face. The lazy heat in his eyes warms me all over.

      Damn, but he’s beautiful. And the way he’s looking at me… his obvious appreciation revs my sex drive. The one that stalled after experiencing Taos’ very limited range of dating possibilities… after realizing The Big Plan I had for my life might never come together.

      “No worries,” I say. “You just surprised me.”

      His grin has a hint of a dimple. Yowza. Face of a model, charm of a movie star, the sleekly muscled shoulders of an Olympic swimmer. Triple threat. “What are you doing here all by yourself at sunrise, Charlie?” he purrs. The question shouldn’t sound like he just offered me sex, but for some reason, it does. He floats closer, hovering right at the edge of my personal bubble.

      And I tilt my head up at him with a smile, ready to flirt with him even though I shouldn’t. This guy has player scrawled across his muscled chest. I’ve met a million guys like him on base, where I grew up. Military playboys who fuck anything with a pulse, and don’t ever look back.

      Not to be judgmental, but I know his type. Fun to date, but here one day, ghosting the next. The opposite of the type I need for The Big Plan.

      And yet here I am, savoring his charm like it’s my favorite mocha shake, complete with chocolate sauce, whipped cream, and shavings of dark chocolate on top.

      “It’s my birthday,” I find myself saying, even though I didn’t plan on telling anyone who didn’t already know.

      Lance flashes a lady-killer grin. “Happy birthday, Charlie.” He murmurs my name like he’s savoring it.

      If he were any other guy, I’d roll my eyes and put up my usual defenses. I could still shrug Lance’s charm off. If I told him to stay away, he would. But he’s floating naked in the water, so close, so gorgeous, his attention all on me. It feels like fate.

      “If we were at a bar, I’d buy you a drink. But since we’re naked in a hot spring, would you accept a back rub?” His dimple makes an appearance. This Charm Boy’s got a license to kill—with those long lashes, sculpted cheekbones, and baby blues. “A birthday massage?”

      Ha. There it is. He’s playing his role as player so perfectly, it could be scripted. But fuck it, I want to let it happen.

      “How about a foot rub?” I challenge, and let one foot drift up in the water between us.

      He doesn’t falter. He claims my foot, keeping it under water and stroking his thumbs along my arch. He’s good. Infinitely skilled. He uses just the right amount of pressure between the long metatarsal bones, rolls and pulls each toe like he’s uncorking a bottle of fine wine. And then he starts working between my toes.

      My plan has backfired. Every point he presses on my foot sends pleasure shooting up between my legs. This is foreplay.

      Aw, damn. This guy is so hot, he’s going to make the water in this pool boil. If I didn’t know fifty things about screwing military guys, I’d do him. Not to incorporate him into The Big Plan. God, no. Just for fun. Just for me.

      I know he’d be good in bed.

      “You’re friends with Sadie,” he observes.

      I blink. I shouldn’t be surprised he remembers that—we’ve met once before, briefly, in a restaurant. He just seems like the kind of guy who doesn’t notice anyone but the girl who’s naked and right in front of him.

      “You’re friends with Deke,” I counter.

      His amusement seems to grow. He studies me with those dimples flexing. “You wear cute t-shirts.”

      I should not be so pleased he noticed. He does know me. And he likes my shirts. Or thinks they’re cute—is that the same thing?

      “You ride a Harley.”

      He shakes his head. “Ducati.” Then he shrugs, like he realizes I probably don’t care to hear the difference. “Yeah.”

      Okay, I like this guy. I don’t want to, but he’s really hard not to like. Especially when he’s working between my toes like he knows it’s somehow the secret path north, straight between my legs.

      For one insane moment, I consider jumping him right here in the hot spring pool. But I don’t do spontaneous. Ever. Nothing happens in my life without a thorough think-through. Without a plan.

      “I heard you’re Special Forces.”

      A hint of wariness creeps into his gaze. His face becomes little guarded. That makes sense. Special Forces is serious. He probably did and saw things that changed him forever. That’s what I’m afraid of for Chad.

      But I guess that’s what he wanted—Chad, that is, not Lance. He knew what he was getting into when he enlisted.

      “Was,” Lance says, and the serious tone in his deep voice does things to my insides that rivals the pleasure from his touch. “We’re in private security now.”

      Right. I knew that, too, and I’m not sure how I feel about it. Special forces have skills that translate to mercenary work in the private sector. Tough, dangerous work that pays real well. I’ve seen their fancy cars and bikes. They’re rolling in cheddah. Private contracts are lucrative, but dangerous as hell. And I have a feeling that what Lance and his buddies do may not be entirely legal.

      Either way, Lance is a grade-A adrenaline junkie. He left the military, but couldn’t leave the life. Nothing wrong with that, but not a guy I could see myself with.

      I point at my chest. His eyes track the movement like a tiger watches his prey. “Military brat. Both parents were active duty and deployed a lot.”

      His expression softens. “Sorry?”

      I laugh. “Yes. Thank you. I’m definitely scarred from it.”

      He works my heel, pinching all around the circumference, then stroking up my Achilles. My nipples stiffen despite the hot water. I make a mental note not to lift my shoulders above the waterline to let him see his effect on me.

      “The moving around, or the deployments? Which branch?”

      He succeeds in disarming me a little more every minute I remain here with him. His question shows he gets it, and the way he watches me for my answer makes it seem like he’s really interested.

      He’s interested in getting laid, my snarky side reminds me.

      “Both. Both my parents were Air Force. We moved a lot, and if my parents were deployed at the same time, we stayed with my grandparents. Different school almost every year.”

      Lance’s gaze is sympathetic.

      “But no, I don’t have a problem with the military culture, per se.”

      He quirks a brow and his hand strokes sensuously up the calf of my other leg until it catches the heel and he changes which foot he’s massaging. My pussy clenches. This guy has all the moves. He starts to stroke my other foot, and I stifle a groan of pleasure.

      “You live in Taos. Isn’t the culture here the polar opposite?”

      I laugh. “Good point. Why did you guys choose here?”

      “I asked you first.”

      I swear to God, my nipples hum with pleasure. This man has every nerve ending in my body tingling for him. “Okay, you’re right. I picked Taos because I wanted the opposite of what I had growing up. I wanted a place to put down roots and stay forever. And I love Taos. It’s beautiful, and I like the liberal vibe here. But I’m not a hippie. I’m not a fly-by-night just passing through until Spirit sends me somewhere else.”

      “No.” His gaze is warm. “You seem pretty grounded.”

      Compliments. Another technique in the playboy manual. Lance is smoother than most guys, I’ll give him that. I need to make my escape before I have no defenses left. Actually, I need to leave, anyway, if I’m going to get to work on time. I already stayed much longer than I planned.

      “Yes, well, as much as I’m loving this, I need to get out. I have to be at work by eight.”

      Lance drops my foot and launches himself to his feet, dripping water. He turns to angle his hips away from me. Does he still have a hard-on?

      “Right.” He’s already climbing out of the pool, giving me that epic view of his smooth ass. Water streams in rivulets between the powerful muscles of his quads, shoulders, and back.

      I can’t speak for a moment. It’s like viewing fine art, a marble sculpture of a Greek god. There are no words.

      “Give me a head start, and I’ll leave you in private to get out and dressed.”

      Such a gentleman. Anyone less suave would hang around and try to sneak a few peeks. Offer to walk with me up the canyon.

      His cheek curves as he tosses over his shoulder, “Happy birthday, Charlie. I hope to see you again soon.”

      He disappears around behind the ruins of the old bathhouse, away from the trail that leads out of the canyon. And then, I could swear it sounds like he’s running.

      I climb out of the pool, curiosity winning out over any fears I have of flashing him, but he’s disappeared. I scan the trail up the side of the canyon.

      No sign of him.

      What… the heck?

      Where did he go? And why was he in such a hurry? It doesn’t make sense, but I don’t have time to worry about it. If I don’t throw on my clothes and hoof it out of here, I’ll be late for work.
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      Lance

      

      Rafe would kill me if he knew about my cock-up.

      And I don’t mean the boner I sprouted for the stunning human.

      Charlie.

      The girl whose face I’ll be jerking off to every night this week.

      I race along the river in wolf form, trying to put some distance between me and the hot spring pool before Charlie climbs out to discover that I don’t have any clothes to put on—oh, and I happened to swim there from the John Dunn bridge. In wolf form.

      The cold snow-water river dunk followed by a dip in the hot spring has been my latest indulgence. Today was the third morning I’d ridden my Ducati down to the low bridge, stripped out of my clothes, and swum with four legs downstream in the icy water to then shock my system with the pleasure of the hot spring. It is a totally unsanctioned activity, since showing our wolves anywhere near humans is forbidden.

      But damn, it feels so good. The contrast of freezing cold and then steaming hot. The early morning exhilaration of exercise and pleasure.

      But I can’t risk it again. I don’t know how my wolf didn’t pick up on Charlie’s presence before I launched into that pool.

      Fuck!

      I was in wolf form when I jumped. I literally had to shift mid-air when I realized she was in there.

      I’m so fucking lucky her eyes were closed and she didn’t see my wolf.

      I was flustered by my mistake, and then by her scent, which was alluring, but hard to catch in the water. It drove me wild trying to get the full notes of it. Like pine and peaches rolled into one.

      I’ve seen Charlie in town before. She’s in that group of females that hangs out with Deke’s mate, Sadie. But today was the first time I got close enough to smell her, and now I crave more. A lot more.

      Maybe it’s just the fact that she was naked and I’d just shifted, but I sprouted a chub that refused to go down the entire time I was in that pool with her. I mean, I’m the kind of guy who appreciates a naked female, regardless of her scent. Any naked female.

      Maybe it’s been too long since I’ve managed to get a female in bed, because while I didn’t see that much of Charlie, the thoughts about what she was hiding under all that steam and water nearly drove me wild.

      I definitely want to see more of her.

      All of her. Preferably writhing underneath me, screaming my name as I make her come.

      Maybe tonight. It is her birthday, after all. It would be a shame to leave a woman unsatisfied on her birthday. But Rafe would cut my dick off if I did hunt her down to make her scream. We’re not supposed to fraternize with civilians—a.k.a humans. Charlie’s friends with Sadie, which means things could get messy. Living in a small town makes it nearly impossible to screw around.

      I arrive at the low bridge where I left my Ducati. After lifting my nose to scent the air for humans, I shift back to my two-legged form, emerge from the brush, and change into my clothes by my bike.

      What Rafe doesn’t know won’t hurt him.
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      Charlie

      

      “Happy birthday!” Adele throws her arms around me. I was so absorbed in my thoughts and my martini, I didn’t even hear her approach.

      “Shhh, keep it down,” I say, even as I hug her back. “I don't want the whole restaurant to know. The staff might come out and sing.”

      “Don’t worry, they don’t do that here. I even called the manager to make sure.”

      “Oh good. Thank you. I still have nightmares about last year.” We went to a Mexican restaurant, and Tabitha got the whole Mariachi band to play birthday songs for fifteen straight minutes.

      “So do I.” Adele lifts a giant bag filled with white and gold chocolate boxes onto the table beside me. My mouth waters at the sight. The only thing better than a best friend who owns a chocolate shop is being a guinea pig for all her new chocolatey concoctions. “The whole restaurant is under strict instructions to not make a big deal. But I can’t promise Tabitha won’t circumvent me and hire a stripper.”

      “Oh, God.” I try to imagine a male stripper and immediately think of Lance. Shirtless, that wolf tattoo swaying to music, a cocky smile on his face. I choke on my drink, and sputter.

      Adele thumps my back. “You okay?”

      “Fine. Wrong tube.” I have got to get a hold of myself. “What’s new with you? How’s The Chocolatier?”

      A distressed look flashes over Adele’s face before she smoothes it out. “Let’s not talk about work,” she says. “What about you? Did you do anything special today?”

      “Just work.” And hot tubbing with a hottie. Nekkid. My cheeks flush. I turn my head and rest my chin in my hand, trying to hide it, but Adele knows me too well.

      “Nu-uh, that’s not the whole story. What happened?”

      “There may have been a hot guy involved.”

      “Oooh,” she gasps. “Not a stripper?” she teases.

      “Nope.” I duck my head close to her. “And don’t tell anyone else.” I love all my friends, but I don’t want everyone knowing I think Lance is hot. Then Sadie would get excited and try to hook us up on double dates or something, and I’m not about to go out with the guy. Lance is not part of The Big Plan.

      “Secret’s safe with me. What’s he like?”

      I roll my eyes. “He’s a player. I can tell. Like every fly-boy on base growing up.” I push my martini away. “But he wants in my pants, and I definitely considered it for a minute.”

      The waitress comes by, and Adele orders a bottle of wine for the table before turning back to me. “So? Why not jump him?”

      I gape at her. I’d expect Tabitha, our hippie friend with no real job and a strict laissez faire code, to advocate free love and one-night stands, but not Adele. We all look up to Adele, not because she’s a year older, but because she’s so responsible and put together. She runs her own business and spends every waking minute in full make up and tasteful high heels, looking ready for a photo shoot in Paris. She’s the only person I know who regularly accessorizes with scarves.

      “It’s not part of The Big Plan,” I say.

      “Right.” Adele loosens her pretty cream-colored neck scarf and smooths back a perfect brown curl. “What’s the plan again?”

      I take a deep breath. “Marry by thirty, have two point five kids. Raise them in Taos, but travel and hike a different national park each summer. Retire at fifty.”

      “Hmmm.” Adele narrows her green eyes at me.

      “Once I’m retired, I might do something crazy,” I add, so I don’t seem too boring. “Like start a cactus farm. Or crossbreed different varietials of ficus.”

      The waitress delivers the wine. Adele pours a glass and takes a healthy sip. “All right, you want my advice?” She sets the glass down with a thump. “Forget the plan. You spend your whole life working for something, only to have it fail. You might as well set it on fire and toast marshmallows.”

      My jaw drops to my lap. “Okay, what is going on with you? Did something happen? Is it the shop?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” There are grooves around her mouth I’ve never noticed before. “Not on your birthday. Today is about you. And I think you should do it. Sleep with him, whoever he is. Not as part of the plan; just to enjoy a hot man. Get it out of your system.”

      The rest of our friends arrive, and Adele sits back with a placid smile, no sign of her earlier stress. I let her deflect attention onto me, but make a mental note to check on her later.

      As for her advice, well… maybe I can add a one-night-stand addendum to The Big Plan. One night doing the horizontal tango to get Lance out of my system. Wham, bam, thank you, military man. Then he’ll move on, and I’ll get back to searching for someone with long term potential. Someone who’s husband material. Maybe I can find someone with an accounting background, so every year he can do our taxes.

      My plan is perfect. What could go wrong?
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      Lance

      Working in intelligence has its perks. Without resorting to asking Deke—which would show my hand—I find out everything I can about Miss Charlie. Where she works—the U.S. Post Office; where she lives—her own little adobe house in town; and, most importantly for tonight’s plan—the make, model of her car. How else will I be able to casually bump into her on her birthday?

      She has to be going out with her friends.

      It doesn’t take me long to do a drive-by of the restaurants in the Taos area, and I finally spot her Subaru Forester beside Sadie’s white Hyundai in front of the nicest restaurant in Arroyo Seco.

      I don’t go in. She’s with her friends. It would be awkward. Instead I go full recon, parking my bike across the street under a tree, slouching down in my seat and watching through tinted windows. A full blown stakeout. Something I’ve done many times, but never, ever for a woman.

      But Charlie’s different. My wolf assures me she’s special. And I’m going to find out why.

      When the pack of females emerge, I get out, stealthily cross the street, and then seem to appear from the side street, casually passing near Charlie’s car. “Hey, birthday girl.”

      She draws in her breath and swivels her hip to lean against her car. “Lance.”

      Oh fuck. I like the way my name sounds on her lips. I catch her peach-pine scent—her full scent this time without the water to wash it away—and it hits me square in the nuts. My jeans get way too tight.

      Damn. I haven’t had this strong a reaction to any female before—human or shifter. I move my hips, trying to lessen the pressure, but otherwise ignore the bulge down below, hoping she won’t look down and notice.

      “I’m here to buy you that drink.” It’s a line. I’ve used them on women before, but I’m not usually so attached to the outcome. For some reason, it matters that she’ll say yes to me.

      She hesitates, her gaze flicking to her friends, getting in their cars. They don’t notice that I’m here. They’re already back in their own little bubbles.

      “Just one drink.” I switch on the charm, practicing that effect I mastered of making my interest seem casual, friendly, and non-threatening. It comes in handy on missions. I’m the guy they send in as distraction. I have a face people think they can trust, a face that hides the power and ferocity of the animal that lurks beneath the surface. It’s the opposite of the intimidating vibe my brother—our alpha—Rafe goes for. Or the giant, leather-clad Deke, our biggest pack member.

      Of course, I’m not a threat. Not to Charlie.

      Just to her panties.

      Charlie considers me, wisps of her blonde bob falling across her face. She knows I want in said panties. I get the feeling she knows exactly what I am, minus the wolf part. I doubt I’m her type, but I’m familiar. She grew up on bases with guys like me all around her. So she’s thinking about it. It’s her birthday, after all. And after that foot rub, she probably knows that I can make her feel good.

      She drags her plump lower lip through her teeth, debating. “One drink,” she agrees.

      My wolf fist pumps the starry night sky. I touch her back lightly and lead her back into the restaurant, where we sit at the bar. She takes her turquoise puffy winter coat off. She’s in one of her graphic t-shirts under a cropped jacket. This one is of a rainbow unicorn dabbing. The shirt fits tight and small, accentuating her narrow waist and perky tits. She dressed the outfit up with a pair of high-heeled boots under her dark blue jeans.

      I have to stop the wolf-like growl of approval that rises up in my throat.

      The bartender is a pretty twenty-something with long red hair up in a ponytail. I make a mental note that she’s hot, and add her to my possibility list, but as soon as I have the thought, my wolf shuts it down.

      Charlie, he growls.

      Yeah, I know. I’m working on Charlie. The redhead would be for later.

      My wolf still isn’t having it. Charlie’s peachy-pine scent is wreaking havoc on both of us. I want to skip the drinks and throw her up against the closest wall. Bury my cock so deep in her, she never looks at another man again.

      Which is… inappropriate. I thought I was supposed to be the suave one. I’m feeling as feral as Deke was before he found Sadie.

      “I’ll have a dirty martini,” Charlie tells the pretty bartender. I resist making an innuendo about the dirty part, especially when I see her gaze slide over to me like she’s waiting for it. Instead, I just wink. “Gray Goose and tonic for me.” I put my back to the bar, settling my full attention on Charlie. “Did you get a birthday treat tonight?” Okay, there might have been innuendo in that question.

      Charlie’s gaze drops to my lips for a moment, like she’s considering where her treat might come from.

      That’s right, beautiful. This mouth can make you scream.

      “I, um, did, yes.” Her hands slow in the act of taking off her cropped jacket. I’ve flustered her. Or her own thoughts have. A light flush spreads up her neck. “The flourless chocolate torte. Adele, Tabitha, and Sadie helped me eat it.”

      “Good,” I rumble. “Birthday girls should get all the treats.”

      “Yes.” Her nipples are protruding through her t-shirt and bra. She’s picking up what I’m laying down. Our drinks come and Charlie takes a healthy sip from hers, like she’s trying to steady herself. Or maybe she’s dulling her resistance to me. I can scent her arousal. She knows what I’m offering and she wants it. She just isn’t sure yet if she’s going to let herself have it.

      I don’t touch my drink. My mission is not even close to complete.

      “Has it been a good one so far?”

      “My birthday?” Charlie considers. “I had a nice morning, even though some guy came and belly flopped into the hot spring right next to me.”  She’s teasing. Oh Fates, she’s teasing. That’s a good sign.

      

      “Oops,” I deadpan. “What an asshole.”

      “It’s okay, he made up for it,” she murmurs almost too low for me to hear.

      I grin bigger. “Good. I’m sure he’ll never do it again. Of course, he might have noticed you were in there if you hadn’t hidden your clothes under a rock.”

      She laughs. “You found them, huh?”

      I lean closer and dip my head to her ear. “I didn’t think you hiked there nude.” Her breath hitches when I say the word nude and I lean back to continue, “I was looking when I climbed out, to figure out where I went so wrong. I usually have far better recon skills than that.”

      A shadow passes over her face. If Charlie were any other woman, I’d ignore it or distract her until I can get her in bed. But I can’t with Charlie. She matters to me—even though we’ve just properly met.

      I review my words to figure out what triggered her. I know from my research that her parents are both still alive and together, retired from active duty and living in Green Valley, Arizona.

      “What are you thinking about?” I ask softly.

      “Oh. Um, recon.” She fingers her drink, falling silent like she expects me to move on. But I keep silent, waiting, so she gives a little nod and continues, “I was thinking about my brother. He’s currently deployed and I haven’t heard from him for six months. It’s driving me nuts.”

      Chad Holland, age twenty-four, active duty Air Force. I haven’t dug into his information beyond that. “You’re worried about him.”

      She nods. “I’m sure he’s fine. My mom keeps saying she’s sure he’s fine.” She rubs her temples. “I grew up always worrying one or both of my parents weren’t going to make it home every time they were on tour. You’d think by now I would’ve learned how to stop it.”

      I brush a lock of blonde hair that strayed across her face. “How to stop worrying?”

      “Yeah.”

      “My brother’s the one who worries in our family.” I flash her a rueful smile. “I think he figures if he does it all, I won’t have to.”

      She looks under her lashes at me. There’s no mascara on them. Like this morning, her face is natural and fresh. Beautiful. “You seem pretty relaxed.”

      I shrug. “Like I said, Rafe takes all the responsibilities on his shoulders.”

      “So you’re the playboy.”

      Ouch. I shouldn’t be offended. She’s right, I am the playboy. At least where women are concerned. The label fits, but tonight I don’t like it. I want Charlie to think better of me.

      I take her drink from her hand and set it down. “I’m the playboy who knows how to make you forget your worries for one night, birthday girl. Will you let me?”

      Her eyes darken and she draws in a shaky breath. “Um…”

      “I’ll let you ride my Duck.”

      “Your Duck?” She wrinkles her nose. “Is that some sort of euphemism?”

      I deepen my voice and deliver the line with a cheesy seductive flair. “Only if you want it to be.”

      She shakes her head, rolling her eyes.

      “My Ducati,” I clarify. “Duck, or Duke, if you prefer.”

      “Mmm. I’ve never ridden a Duck before.” Her tone is sultry, and she overdoes it by fluttering her eyelashes at me. “Or a Duke.”

      Wowza. Even when she’s fake-flirting, she’s over-the-top sexy. “I’ll even let you drive.”

      She laughs. “What makes you think I want to?”

      “I know you want to.” I toss a few bills on the bar to cover our drinks.

      Her smile is miraculous. It makes my wolf preen at having coaxed it out of her. “Wow.”

      “Let’s go.” I stand and grab her jacket from the back of the chair.

      She rises and I hold her jacket out for her, then rest my hand on the small of her back. It fits perfectly, like it was made to ride there. I lead her outside and pull the keys to the Ducati from my pocket. “Have you driven a motorcycle before?”

      She draws in a long breath and exhales. “Not since high school.”

      “It’s easy. Like riding a bike. If you’ve done it once, you won’t forget.” We arrive at my bike. “Don’t be nervous.”

      She darts a glance at me, then back at the bike. “Are you going to ride with me?”

      “Of course, angel. I’ll be with you the whole way.” I pause. “Unless you want me to follow you in your car?”

      “No, I want you on the bike. Definitely. I don’t want to do this alone.”

      I zip her puffy jacket up to her chin and put my helmet on her head, tightening the chin strap. She pulls a slim pair of brown leather gloves from her pockets, and puts them on. Reaching past her, I put the keys in the ignition. “Go ahead. Climb on.” I quirk a smile.

      “Oh boy. This is crazy,” she says, but throws her leg over like a pro and grasps the handlebars. “This one is the clutch. This one is the brake. Right?”

      “Exactly.” I take every opportunity to touch her, closing my fingers over hers to make sure her grip is good, running a hand down her back over her coat to soothe her.

      “This is nuts,” she repeats, finding the button to turn on the headlight. “I must be crazy.”

      “You’re fine. I’ll be right here.” I mount the bike behind her. Her small body is wedged between my legs, her bottom brushing my cock. Her peachy-pine scent surrounds me, and I savor the moment. Just being close to her, I could die happy.

      “Okay, I’m remembering how this goes.”

      I reach around to rest my hands over hers on the handlebars. “You’ve got this.”

      “The gears are down here?” She finds the pedal on the left.

      “Yep.”

      “Okay.” She blows out her breath. “Here goes nothing.” She kickstarts the motorcycle and it roars to life. “Maybe I do remember how to do this,” she mutters, as if to herself.

      She squeezes the clutch closed and shifts to first, then gives it a little gas and lets out the clutch. We move forward smoothly.

      “Perfect.” I let go of the handlebars to rest my hands lightly on her thighs. Enough contact to prime her for what’s coming. Not enough to distract her from driving.

      She takes it slow at first, following the curving road back toward town. When it opens up into a long, straight stretch, she lets her speed climb. I hear her exhilarated laugh filter back on the wind, along with that delectable scent.

      I want to bury my face in her hair and bite her neck. It’s a strange thought—not one I usually have with females, especially not the human variety. I’ve never had the urge to mark a female before, but the desire seems present tonight.

      Maybe because I’m approaching thirty. My wolf wants me to mate.

      Sorry, not gonna happen, buddy.

      Relationships are forbidden in our little pack. At least, they were until Deke met Sadie, his mate.

      Charlie slows down when we get into town, stopping at the first light. I put one leg down to lean on so she doesn’t have to.

      “Having fun?” I call out over the wind.

      “Yes.” She sounds excited, like she almost can’t believe she decided to do this. The music of it seems to fall all around me, tiny shards of pleasure piercing my skin.

      The light turns to green, and she puts the bike in gear and slowly takes off, finding her way into town and stopping in front of a small house on a quiet back street.

      “This is my place.”

      I reach around her to turn the bike off.

      “I guess you think you’re coming in.” There’s laughter in her voice.

      “I’m coming in,” I tell her. “I have a job to do.”

      “Oh yeah?” She’s flirting now, something I would guess is out of character for her. “What's that?”

      “My job is to make you scream until you’re hoarse, sweetheart.” I unfasten the helmet from her chin and take it off. “And I plan to take my time, so we’d better get started if you want to sleep at all tonight.” I wink.

      She hesitates, even though we both know she’s already made her decision. “Does this work on every woman?”

      “I don’t try it on every woman. You are the only woman I’ve ever let drive my motorcycle,” I tell her. It’s the truth. Honestly, she’s the only woman I’ve met who seemed competent enough. Charlie exudes competence.

      She seems to like that. She smiles, watching my face. “Your eyes almost look silver in the moonlight.”

      My wolf is showing? That gives me pause. I don’t think that’s happened before with a woman. Damn, I must really need to get laid tonight. I reach around and grasp the back of her neck, pulling her into me.

      She gasps, her hands coming to my chest, her breath fogging the air between us. My mouth descends on hers in a rough kiss. A promise of what’s to come.

      She parts her lips, accepts my plunder. I let my tongue flick between them, a suggestion of what I’ll be doing between her legs.

      And then she’s all in. Her arms circle around my neck and she kisses me back, abandoning whatever small resistance she still had to this. I scoop her ass up with my forearm, so she’s straddling me, and carry her to her door, as our lips and tongues tangle and twist over one another.

      “Here.” She’s breathless. She holds up her keys. I take them from her, refusing to break the kiss, and fumble with the lock without looking. It gives me the chance to press her back against the door and grind the bulge of my cock in the notch between her legs. Then the door opens and we tumble forward, laughing. I recover my balance, and my hold on her. Her scent is driving me wild now. It’s up in my nostrils, creating all kinds of chaos with my wolf.

      If my eyes weren’t ice-blue before, they sure are now. Hopefully Charlie won’t remember their color from before.

      I want to carry her straight to the bedroom, but I promised her an all-nighter, and I intend to make sure she feels like breaking her own rules are worth it.

      Because I’m sure this night with me is a breaking of rules. Charlie doesn’t strike me as the type who picks up men at a bar. I doubt she’s spontaneous or wild. Her home is clean and neat as a pin. Small, basic, but well-cared for and organized. I carry her to the dining room table—a thick, sturdy-looking slab of walnut with legs—and lay her down. She tries to remain sitting, but I push her to her back and tug off her boots.

      “Um, I don’t think this table will hold both of us.”

      I chuckle. “I’m not getting on it with you. Tables are for eating, right?”

      “Oh my God,” she groan-giggles, covering her face, even though she can’t know that I see her blush.

      I work the button on her jeans and pull them and her panties down and off her legs while she shucks her puffy coat and jacket. “I just wanted a place to spread you out and admire you,” I tell her. “Hmm.” I tweak her peaked nipple through her tight t-shirt. “You are so damn cute in this t-shirt,” I muse. “But no, it needs to go, too.”

      I strip off my leather jacket and drop it on her floor.

      She helps me pull off her shirt, and I unclasp her bra and slide it down her arms as well. I grip her thighs, holding her knees up, and just stare for a moment, drinking her in. She’s propped on her elbows, naked. Her breasts are a perfect handful, her frame athletic. The hair on her mons has been neatly trimmed. “Now that’s a sight,” I murmur.

      “How can you even see me?” she asks. “The lights are off.”

      I nibble her inner thigh, starting at the knee and working my way up. “Did you want me to turn on the lights?” I ask between licks and nips.

      “N-no.” I love how breathless she sounds. “This is better.”

      I reach up and cup one breast, squeezing gently. I thumb over her nipple, then I reward her with my tongue, licking into her at the same time as I squeeze the peaked bud firmly.

      She cries out, hips jumping, knees smacking against my shoulders. I pin her pelvis down to hold her in place as I trace inside her labia, finding the place at the apex where her tiny pleasure organ resides. I flick my tongue over it until it stiffens, and then I swirl my tongue in a circle around it. I suck one of her nether lips, releasing it with a pop.

      Tremors run through Charlie. “Oh my God. Happy birthday to me.”

      “Yes,” I rumble. “Happy birthday to you, beautiful.”
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