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Samantha hadn’t been warm in months.
She stared into the blazing fire and fought off a shiver as thunder rumbled loudly overhead. The quiet little boy kneeling on the floor glanced over his shoulder at her with eyes that seemed too mature for a seven year-old before silently adding another log to the fireplace.
The quiet murmur of voices drifted from the kitchen, but the pounding rain made it difficult for her to make out distinct words. Her hearing might be impressively sharp now, but the people in the other room were werewolves as well. They knew how to pitch their voices to keep from being overheard by traumatized refugees...or little boys.
The boy—Keith, she reminded herself—tilted his head as if trying to overhear his parents, but seemed to be as unsuccessful as Sam had been. After a few seconds, he rose to his feet and smiled at her.
“Want another blanket, miss?” he asked.
The two already wrapped around her should have been enough, but she still felt cold. “That would be nice, Keith.”
He smiled again, and she got the oddest feeling he was trying to put her at ease. It should have been foolish. She was twenty-six years-old and could easily be his mother, after all, but she supposed a seven year old werewolf was still a predator. Predators could sense weakness. And fear.
Keith disappeared through a door on the side of the room just as footsteps approached from the kitchen.
“Keith?” The dark-haired woman who came through the door stopped and put her hands on her hips. Darcy was Keith’s mother, who was married to Steven, the man who—
The man who rescued me.
Darcy wasn’t much older than Sam, but her gentle smile seemed almost maternal. “Are you all right, Samantha?”
“Yes.” She cleared her throat, but it didn’t help the hoarseness. “Keith went to get another blanket.”
“Mmm.” She took a step toward the kitchen. “How about some hot tea?”
“Is—” Nervousness made Sam’s voice crack. She swallowed and tried again. “Steven said your alpha was coming here. Do I...have to do anything?”
“Gavin just wants to meet you,” Darcy assured her. She filled the kettle at the sink, the stream of water echoing against the stainless steel. “He wants to make sure you’re all right.”
The words set Sam’s heart to racing. He just wants to make sure you’re all right. That’s what they’d told her before they’d dragged her before Alan Matthews the first time after her change. The alpha’s inspection had taken three days and left her a lot less all right.
Darcy shut off the water and frowned. “What’s wrong, Samantha?”
Before she could answer, heavy boots sounded on the front steps. Darcy dropped the kettle on the stove and wiped her hands on her slacks. “That’d be Gavin now.”
Samantha tightened her fingers around the blankets until they hurt, but Keith’s reappearance forestalled her descent into absolute panic. The boy bolted across the room, dropping the requested blanket somewhere in the vicinity of Samantha’s chair, and shot toward the front of the house. “I’ll get the door!”
The fact that she’d never seen a child—or anyone else, for that matter—run toward Alan gave her the courage to breathe as she heard Keith open the door and greet the alpha. “Hi, Gavin!”
“Hello there, young Master Keith.” The alpha’s voice was deep, with a bit of a brogue that lent his words a rhythmic quality. “I heard we have a visitor. Have you tried to make her feel welcome?”
“I built up the fire good and got her lots of blankets. I don’t know why she’s so cold, though. But she’s pretty scared, Gavin. I don’t think you should get too close or move too fast or anything.”
Sam’s cheeks heated as she sank lower in her chair. And now I’m being coddled by a seven year-old. She wasn’t sure if the thought made her want to cry or dissolve into hysterical laughter. Both seemed attractive.
“I’ll certainly bear that in mind.”
Darcy held out her hand. “Keith. Gavin has things to do right now, sweetie. Maybe you can talk more later.”
Sam mustered up the courage to turn and peek through the open doorway. The alpha had knelt, presumably to put himself on eye level with Keith, but rose to his feet as the boy returned obediently to his mother’s side. Sam caught a glimpse of dark hair and kind eyes before she jerked her gaze away, unsettled by the press of his magic as he stepped into the room.
He came in and went immediately to the chair opposite her. “Hello. I’m Gavin. You must be Samantha.”
It was hard to judge how old he was, but there was no mistaking his aura of confidence and power. It was different than Alan’s, which made it possible for her to nod. “I’m Samantha.”
He motioned toward to the blanket on her chair, and Darcy draped it around Sam’s shoulders. “Come on, Keith,” she said. “ Let’s go see what Daddy’s gotten up to.”
Sam watched Darcy usher the young boy from the room, leaving her alone with the alpha. Just like last time. It was a bad sign that she couldn’t even work up any real fear.
Gavin pulled a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. “Keith wouldn’t leave without his mother,” he murmured, “and there are some things about the world he doesn’t need to learn yet.” He lit a cigarette and rubbed his thumb across his forehead. “Like the kinds of things that bastard Matthews does.” He laid the pack and lighter on the table between them. “You smoke?”
She shook her head and pulled the blanket more snugly around her shoulders. “No, thank you.”
Gavin stared down at his hands. “You’re safe here. I know those are just words right now, and it’ll take time for you to believe them.” He took a deep pull from the cigarette and looked up at her. “Darcy and Steven would like for you to stay here with them.”
It seemed too good to be true. A few years ago she might have even believed it. “And what do I have to do in return for this safety?”
He didn’t pretend to be shocked or offended by her question. “You make an effort. We all have to work together here, so you’ll help out where you can.” A small smile tilted up one corner of his mouth. “I know Darcy could use some help with Keith right now. He’s a handful.”
She ignored his smile and the way its gentle kindness warmed her. Kindness could be feigned, and he hadn’t yet answered the question that mattered most after the past year.
“I’m not going to fuck any of your men,” she whispered, using the harsh words like a weapon. “I want your promise that no one will touch me.”
“Sex isn’t currency here.” He didn’t flinch, and he didn’t look away. “You fuck someone, that’s your business. Someone tries to force you... Well, then it becomes my business. I don’t stand for that.” He finished his cigarette and leaned forward to extinguish it in an ashtray on the table. “You have my word. No one will touch you.”
Sam studied his face as silence stretched between them, interrupted only by the rumbling thunder outside. The wolf inside her approved of Gavin’s quiet strength. He exuded safety, and for one crazy second all she wanted to do was curl up against him and cry until the pain was gone.
The urge was so strong, she swayed forward. When she realized what she was doing, she jerked her gaze from his face and sat back, her fingers tightening around the blankets. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” His tone turned the words into more than a rote acceptance of thanks. “We afford everyone here the same courtesies. The pack—the community—is what’s important.”
Her gaze drifted back to his face, and she gathered her courage. “Do you know why Alan Matthews wanted me?”
“I don’t. Don’t really want to, either.”
If only it were that simple. “I get a monthly allowance of six thousand dollars from my father. When he dies, I’ll inherit millions.” She closed her eyes and fought off a wave of nausea. “Alan Matthews had me turned into a werewolf and spent the next month convincing me to sign a marriage license. He’ll get my inheritance if my father dies.”
“We can warn him.” Gavin tightened his grip on the arm of his chair and exhaled a long, slow breath. He attempted another smile, but it didn’t hide the tension in his eyes. “Would you like to go see him? Your father?”
The idea of facing her father in her current state was enough to make her heart race. “I don’t—” She shook her head and forced herself to breathe. “Not right now. But...I would really like to not be married to Alan anymore.”
“We can do that, too.” Gavin rose and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Try to get some rest. We can talk more tomorrow.”
Relief rose up in her with tears hard on its heels. She tried to thank Gavin, but the sudden release of tension was too much. Her first word broke on a sob, and she buried her face in her hands and stopped fighting.
Moments later, she heard his boots crossing the floor. Even when he reached her, the limit of his contact was a hand on the heavy blankets covering her shoulder. “You’re all right, Sammie. You don’t have to cry. I swear, you’re going to be all right.”
“I know, I—” I know. And for the first time in over a year, she let herself believe it as her gasping sobs gave way to quiet tears. She curled her fingers around his hand, the touch the most intimate she’d experienced in months. “I’m sorry. I’m just...very, very tired.”
The to the den opened, and Darcy’s soft steps echoed though the room. “Gavin?”
“It’s fine, Darcy.” He stroked Sam’s hair with his free hand and looked down at her. “If you need anything, tell Darcy or Steven. I’ll see you in the morning.”
His hand slipped away, and Darcy’s palm replaced it, warm and comforting. “Thank you, Gavin.”
“My pleasure, Sammie.”
*
Steve pounced on him the second the door clicked shut behind him. “Tell me I can go back there and wring Matthews’ neck, or I swear to God—”
Gavin held up his hand. His first instinct was to send Steven and a handful of men to bring Matthews back in pieces. But... “It would mean war, Steve, and we can’t risk it. Not right now.”
His friend bit off a furious snarl and stalked a few paces away before turning and jabbing a finger in the direction of his house. “They had her leashed like a fucking dog. With a collar. Tied up in a locked room, because none of them are man enough to handle an alpha female without breaking her first.”
He choked back a growl. “She’s safe now,” he finally murmured, mostly to remind himself. She’d trembled with fear and hopelessness when he’d walked into the room, and he’d known what she expected to happen. “Matthews is a threat, one we’ll have to deal with. But Samantha is safe.”
“She’s safe,” Steve snapped. “That doesn’t mean he won’t be out shopping for a replacement before the day’s out.”
“You want that replacement to be one of our women?” Gavin asked with quiet savagery. “Like Darcy?”
Steve curled his fingers around the porch railing, and the wood creaked in protest. “Fuck. Fuck.”
“Of course you don’t.” Gavin tamped down his rage at the thought. It took several seconds, but he managed to portray a calm facade as he turned to Steve. “We have to keep alphas like Matthews away from Red Rock. It’s the only way.”
“What are we supposed to do with her?” The railing cracked under Steve’s hands, and he swore and jerked away. “I’ve seen refugees from packs, before, but none this strong who were this...hurt. She may be numb now, but if she starts getting scared...” Steve didn’t need to finish.
Gavin pulled a cigarette from his pocket. “She gets that scared, scared enough to worry you, then you bring her to my house.”
“Shit.” Steve shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know if that’d be better or worse.”
“Me, either. But you don’t need to worry about her flipping her shit but good, not with your kid around.”
“Okay. If she loses it, I’ll get her over to your place, or if it’s really bad send Darcy and Keith over and you can try to calm her down.” Steve shoved a hand through his hair and sighed. “You’re going to have to step down hard on the men in town. I don’t think she’s going to recognize good-natured interest.”
“She’s off limits.” Gavin fingers tightened on his cigarette, breaking it in half. “If anyone has any questions or complaints about that, send ‘em to me. I’ll kick their asses.”
His friend eyed him for several long minutes before nodding. “Spending time with Keith and Darcy might be good for her. Get her used to wolves who aren’t a threat. Gonna be hard to keep Keith from driving her up the wall, though.” In spite of his words, there was real pride in Steve’s voice. “Darcy said the kid’s already learning to be an overprotective nag.”
Gavin grinned. “He’ll have my job before long. Just watch.”
“Wouldn’t doubt it. He already drives poor Darce to distraction some days.” Steve’s smile widened. “Now that he can change on his own, she never gets any peace.”
“Maybe Samantha can help her. Keith seemed to take a liking to her.” He’s not the only one, a tiny voice inside him teased, and he shoved it away.
“Yeah, well...I’ll have a talk with him about boundaries.” Thunder cracked above them, closer this time, and Steve glanced at the sky. “You better get on. Sounds like this storm’s about to split wide open. You coming back tomorrow?”
“Right after lunch,” he promised, stepping off the porch. He’d come back earlier, but he didn’t want to frighten Samantha into thinking he planned to claim her as his prize.
Steve seemed to understand. “Thanks, Gavin. We’ll see you in the afternoon.”
Gavin started the short walk to his house. He kept up a quick pace to make it home before the rain, but the picture of Samantha’s wide, scared eyes was still vivid in his mind. She’d been pushed past resistance and into resignation, and the thought made him want to shed his human form and howl. To seek vengeance.
But it wasn’t worth compromising Red Rock, not when safe places were dwindling to nothing and men like Alan Matthews were taking over.
So you make it up to her, the small voice inside him reasoned. Show her there are places where safety is given, not bought. Where she doesn’t have to trade her body or her sanity for protection.
It would work. It had to.
Chapter Two
The porch swing creaked softly as Sam pushed against the deck, setting the contraption to rocking again. Next to her, Keith continued to talk, his words soothing background noise since he required little encouragement to continue beyond an occasional nod or noise of agreement.
She could faintly hear Darcy moving around inside the house, cleaning up after lunch and doing the hundreds of chores that, apparently, were impossible to accomplish with a seven year-old werewolf underfoot. Letting him prattle on at her didn’t seem terribly useful, but Darcy had assured her she was helping.
Keith said Gavin’s name, and her attention snapped back to him. “...Gavin says I can go away to college if I want, but mom makes me do math every day already and that’s all right, but she makes me do spelling, too, and I hate that. I bet you have to spell pretty good to go to college.”
He paused just long enough that she guessed she was supposed to respond. “Actually, I went to college, and I don’t spell so well myself.”
“You went to college? Where? What’d you study? Was it hard?”
“You sure ask a lot of questions, Keith,” a low, lilting voice observed. “Give the poor woman time to breathe.”
Gavin had moved so quietly Sam hadn’t noticed his arrival. She found him leaning against the porch post, his lips curled in a warm smile. The wind teased at his dark hair, tugging pieces of it over his forehead. His features were strong, more distinguished than classically handsome, but the gentle warmth in his eyes called out to her—or rather, to the wolf inside her.
As if that weren’t confusing enough, Keith apparently noticed. “Hey, Samantha’s not afraid of you anymore, Gavin. You can come up here, if you want.”
“Thank you,” Gavin murmured. He started up the steps. “’Afternoon, Sammie. Hope you had a good night.”
“I did.” She found it easier to smile this morning. “Keith has taken very good care of me.”
He ruffled the boy’s hair. “Excellent job, young man.”
Keith beamed, then turned to regard Sam, his tiny little face deadly serious. “Will you be okay if I go next door, Samantha? Gavin can look after you ‘til I come back.”
She bit the inside of her lip to keep from smiling and nodded every bit as seriously. “I think I’ll be okay, Keith. You should let your mother know, though.”
“Okay, Sam.” His expression melted into one more befitting a seven year-old as he slid off the swing. “Bye, Gavin!”
Instead of sitting beside her, Gavin rested one shoulder against the wall. “Your little caretaker is very serious about his job.”
“I’ve never met a seven year-old quite like him,” Sam admitted, shifting on the swing.
“He was born into a world where his father brings home refugees, and his mother has to hold them while they cry.” Gavin’s jaw was tight. “He’s old before his time.”
Keith’s sweet concern over her didn’t seem nearly as amusing now. She fought back a wave of guilt and looked away. “Then perhaps I should stay somewhere else.”
“That isn’t what I meant.” He glanced after Keith. “You’re a victim, same as a dozen people Keith has seen already this year, but you’re different.” He hesitated. “You’re an alpha, Sam.”
The words made her shudder. “I know. Alan made it clear to me that being an alpha was what made me so...entertaining.”
“Only to someone who can’t handle you without breaking you down,” he said softly. “An alpha’s power isn’t a prize, Sam, a reward for fear or pain. It’s a gift. I know.”
“I don’t understand.”
He looked away. “They tried to break you because you’re stronger.”
She choked on a hysterical sounding laugh. “They didn’t try to do anything. He had me in his hands for a month and I signed a marriage license.”
“No, Sam.” He met her eyes again. “They tried. You’re still here.”
She tried to look away, but the power in his eyes was impossible to deny. Maybe this was what he’d meant when he mentioned an alpha’s power. She didn’t feel trapped or compelled. If anything, his strength was...comforting. “I don’t really know who I am,” she admitted quietly. “All I know is that Samantha Bradford is gone.”
“Then make a new life.” He offered her a tiny smile. “Become someone else, if you have to.”
Sam took a deep breath and nodded. “I think the first thing I need is a divorce.”
“I’ve already spoken to someone on the phone about it this morning. Trying to figure out the best way to go about it.”
The best way would almost certainly involve some sort of interaction with Alan. The world went blurry around the edges, and she tightened her grip on the arm of the swing. “I can’t see him.”
“Sam. Samantha.” His hands framed her face, and magic washed through her. Her panic subsided. “Relax. You don’t have to get anywhere near him.”
She tried to focus on his eyes as a strange, tickling power filled the space between them. “What... What is that?”
“Your gift,” he murmured as the energy faded. “Your power.”
The frantic feeling inside her faded, but didn’t disappear, not completely. The presence of that wildness just under the surface reminded her of all of the times she’d been goaded past the point of endurance and had come back to herself covered in the stench of blood and death. “I’m dangerous,” she whispered.
“You could be,” he admitted. “If you get that upset and there’s no one around strong enough to calm you down.”
She thought of Keith again, of his big brown eyes and eager smile and the way he followed her around like an enthusiastic puppy. A shudder rolled through her, and she squeezed her eyes shut. “You have to find somewhere else for me to stay. Please.”
“Steven can help you if you start to lose it, Sam. The only other option... Well, it isn’t an option. Not right now.”
“Why not?” She opened her eyes and stared up at him. “Is it you?”
Gavin’s smile was guarded. “It’s me, Sammie.”
Sam hesitated. He was a virtual stranger. Of course, everyone here was a stranger to her, even Darcy and Steven and adorable little Keith. The fact that Gavin was an alpha was cause to be wary, but honesty compelled her to acknowledge that he’d already had plenty of opportunity to hurt her if that was his plan.
And he’d promised no one would make demands on her.
“I know it’s a lot to ask...” She sought his gaze and tried to smile. “But I’m asking anyway. Please let me stay with you until I know I won’t hurt anyone.” Until I know I won’t hurt Keith.
At first, she thought he wouldn’t answer. Then he dipped his head in an odd, formal looking nod. “If that’s what you want. I’ll make sure the guest room’s tidied up, and you can come after dinner this evening.”
She returned his nod. “Thank you. I’ll try not to be in the way.”
“You won’t be.” He turned toward the door but stopped. “What did you study?”
“Art.” No one had asked that in so long it felt odd to talk about it. “I have a Master’s degree in photography. I wanted to teach.”
He smiled. “Then we’ll have to look into getting you a camera.”
His grin really was contagious. She found herself smiling back without thought. “That would be very thoughtful. I’d like it.”
“I bet Darcy would love to have some pictures of Keith that weren’t taken with a crappy Polaroid.”
“I’d love to take some pictures of him. And the woods...” She hesitated before nodding toward the forest that started behind the Winstons’ house. “Is it safe to walk in the woods?”
“Safe enough.” Gavin ducked his head and grinned again. “I walk them every day, if you’re interested in joining me.”
She wanted to agree, but saying yes felt too much like agreeing to a date. She settled for a nod and a vague affirmative. “When I’m feeling better, I’d like that.”
“We can talk about it later, Sammie.”
“Later,” she agreed, hiding her relief until he stepped inside to talk to Darcy. Once the door clicked shut behind him, she let her smile fade and closed her eyes as nervousness rose inside her.
She could easily give in to Gavin’s quiet strength. Just being around him eased her wolf’s wild panic. That wolf would happily curl up next to him and take comfort in his presence. The woman, though...
She shivered as a cool breeze tugged at her hair and rustled the branches in the trees around her. The last thing she needed—or wanted—was a man. Especially not an alpha wolf, whose needs and desires were far beyond anything she was willing to accommodate.
So…don’t. He’d given no indication he was interested in any such thing anyway. And if he changed his mind... Then I’ll be no worse off than I was before. And I can leave.
In the meantime, she’d follow her wolf’s instincts and trust him. After all, the wolf had hated Alan Matthews. So maybe she knows something after all.
*
Gavin swung open the bedroom door and set the red hard shell suitcase Darcy had packed onto the floor with a thump. “This is it.”
He stepped aside to let Sam inside the room and barely suppressed a grimace as she looked around. He hadn’t done much decorating since moving in, mostly because the people who stayed with him weren’t interested in aesthetics so much as safety. But now...
Now I want it to look decent for the off-limits woman with the huge eyes. Dumbass.
“It’s nice,” she said, and the words didn’t sound like a lie. “Thank you for letting me stay here.”
“You’re welcome,” he said automatically. Then he gestured toward a chest of drawers by the wall. “There are some clothes in there, but usually only men stay here, so I’m not sure what you’ll find.”
“I’ll make do. Better if they’re too big than too small.” She offered him a weary smile, one of those tired, brittle ones that looked like they took everything in her. “Darcy’s shorter than me.”
Sam was, indeed, close to his own height. “At any rate, we’ll get you some more clothes as soon as things settle down.” He realized he was staring at her and jerked his gaze away. He needed something to do with his hands, so he lifted the suitcase onto the bed. “What time do you like to eat breakfast?”
“Doesn’t matter. I’d offer to help cook, but...” This time her smile was smaller, but it looked real. “Darcy says she’ll help me learn. I got the impression I was only slightly less destructive in the kitchen than Keith.”
“It’s all right. I do okay.” He edged away from the bed and rested his hand on the door frame. “I’ve managed to feed myself for almost eighty years, anyway.”
“You—” She snapped her mouth shut and darted her gaze over his face. “Wow. You... don’t look eighty.”
He was used to her response. “Neither will you, when you’re my age.”
“Oh. I hadn’t thought about it.” Her hand crept up to her shoulder, an almost absent-minded gesture. “What about the scars? Will they go away?”
Gavin froze, his chest tightening painfully. “The scars?”
Her heartbeat sounded too loud in the room as she turned her back and gathered up edges of the thick sweatshirt he recognized as Steven’s. She pulled it over her head without saying a word.
Scars crisscrossed the pale skin of her back, ranging from pale, thin lines that looked mostly healed to one angry red mark just below her shoulder blade that couldn’t have been more than a week old.
It had to have been magic, he realized. No ordinary weapon could have hurt her so badly, or left so many marks. “How?” Rage bubbled up inside him, and the solid walnut of the door jamb creaked under his grasp. “What did they use?”
“I don’t know.” She fumbled a little as she tugged the sweatshirt back over her head, and the nervous energy inside the room took on a desperate edge. “One of the wolves had some sort of knife... Looked like a prop from a movie.”
“Something enchanted,” Gavin whispered uselessly. “I’m so sorry, Sammie.”
She still had her back to him, but he smelled the salty tang of tears. “So I guess...they’re not going away?”
“Probably not.” He took a step forward before he even realized he’d moved. But that single step and her tears broke his reserve, and he laid a hand lightly on her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s done now. It’s...in the past.” She didn’t move closer to him, but she didn’t pull away from this touch, either. She just lifted her hands and brushed at her cheeks. “Is there anything I can do about the one under my shoulder? It hurts.”
“Wait here.”
He carefully measured the steps down the hall to the bathroom in an effort to quiet his anger. That Matthews would want to hurt her like that was bad enough, but to actively want to mark her... Gavin stood in front of the medicine cabinet for a long moment, his fists clenched, not recognizing the angry mask that stared back at him from the mirror.
Focus.
He pulled a small jar of salve from the cabinet and headed back to the bedroom. “Can you reach it? The spot under your shoulder, I mean.”
It took forever for her to shake her head. “Not very well. Is it—could you...?”
“Of course.” Gavin unscrewed the cap from the glass jar and approached her slowly. “This is just a salve. It won’t heal anything, but it should take away the sting.” The thick mixture clung to his fingertips, and he cleared his throat. “Ready?”
She answered by pulling off the sweatshirt again. Her hands shook as she clutched it to her chest with one hand and reached up with the other to pull her thick, messy braid over her shoulder. “Darcy said there’s someone here who can cut my hair so it doesn’t look so...messy.”
“Peggy does a good job.” He spoke in a low voice as he smoothed the salve across her back. “Darcy can introduce you to her tomorrow, if you want.”
“Okay.” Sam’s body was tense, but the power inside her welcomed him, filling the space between them with quiet yearning. Her wolf recognized the safety he could offer, and she wanted it, whether Sam was ready or not.
He finished up, careful not to leave his hands on her any longer than necessary. “All done. Is seven o’clock all right for breakfast?”
“Yes,” she whispered, not turning to look at him. “Thank you.”
“If you need anything, I’m at the other end of the hall.” Shit, that made it sound like he wanted her to come to his room. “You can yell. I’ll hear you.”
“I’ll be fine. I think I just need some sleep.”
“Okay.” He capped the salve, oddly reluctant to leave. “You’ll be okay?”
“There is one thing.” She finally glanced over her shoulder at him. “I have nightmares. And during the bad ones, I guess I change. I never remember doing it, but I’ve ripped up furniture and people who got in my way. I don’t want to hurt anyone here.”
Something inside Gavin, something too primitive for words and promises, acknowledged Sam’s concerns and filed them away. He nodded. “I’ll be right down the hall. If I hear anything that sounds like that, I’ll come in. But only then.”
She relaxed and moved to shift the suitcase off of the bed, one arm still pressing the sweatshirt to her chest. “Darcy said I can learn. How to control it, I mean. She seemed angry that I didn’t already know how.”
She should have been taught. She should have been— “It’ll be easy for you, once you learn.”
“Is it hard to learn?” The suitcase hit the floor with a soft thump, and she perched on the edge of the bed. Her eyes didn’t quite meet his, but that soft yearning was back.
“You know, I don’t really remember.” He measured his words slowly. Whether she realized it or not, she was stalling his departure. “I almost feel like I’ve always been a wolf.”
“How long have you been one?”
“Since I was fifteen.”
“Wow. That’s...” He could almost see her doing the math. “So I guess you know pretty much everything about the things that are driving me crazy?”
“Pretty much.” He knew her wolf wanted him to stay, even though it was the last thing her human side wanted—or needed. “I can help you with it, once you settle in. But it’s the kind of thing you should take nice and slow.”
She nodded and lifted her gaze to his. “I’m sorry. I’m keeping you.”
“Yes.” He wondered if she knew that’s exactly what she was doing.
“I think I might be doing it on purpose.” Her words echoed his thought eerily. “My wolf doesn’t want to be alone.”
“I know,” he said. “I don’t mind, really. I understand.”
She glanced around the room, her eyes coming to rest on a plain wooden chair in the corner. “You could stay for a little bit,” she offered, her words a soft whisper. “You could tell me about the town.”
Even if he wanted to leave, part of his job as her alpha was to make sure she felt safe. So Gavin smiled and walked over to the chair. “Red Rock is small. Smaller now than it used to be...”
As he spoke, Sam slowly stretched out on the bed and pulled the covers over herself. Her eyes drifted shut, and he kept talking. His voice dropped to a murmur and finally faded completely as he watched the gentle rise and fall of her chest beneath the mound of quilts and blankets.
He sat there for a long time, just watching her. He told himself it was in case she woke up frightened. But he found himself relaxing for the first time since he’d dispatched Steven to make sure the rumors weren’t true, and that Alan Matthews wasn’t holding a woman against her will.
Chapter Three
Sam studied the thick stack of papers in front of her, struggling to focus on the clean black type when all she could feel was the quiet song of the moon, wrapping more tightly around her with every heartbeat. Gavin had told her the pack rarely met before sunset on the night of a full moon, but it wasn’t even noon yet and her skin felt too tight.
She shivered and forced her attention back to the papers. How Gavin had managed to secure the necessary paperwork for a divorce in only eight days was something of a mystery, especially considering that he hadn’t left Red Rock. But he’d done it, somehow, and now her only challenge was ignoring the call of the moon long enough to read it.
“Want a soda water?” Gavin called from the kitchen.
“No, thank you.” The words on the page blurred again, and she sucked in a sharp breath. “Maybe I do need something to drink.”
He brought in a bottle of soda, along with a glass and a small flask. “Getting antsy already?”
“Yeah.” The scratch of fabric against her skin felt wrong, but she wasn’t quite far gone enough to pull off her clothing. Yet. “I’m trying to read this, but I can’t make my brain focus on the words. Everything just feels...wrong.”
“Look them over tomorrow,” he advised, sitting at the other end of the table. “How long has it been since you ran?”
“You mean as a wolf?” The thought made her want to laugh. “Well, this will be my thirteenth full moon...so one year ago. They let me run on the first moon, but apparently I killed two of Alan’s men. After that, I spent the full moon locked in a cage.”
The nearly empty glass bottle in Gavin’s hand shattered.
“Shit!” Her chair tumbled over backwards as she stumbled to her feet, reeling from shock and the wave of anger that swept the room. The sharp smell of blood filled the air, and she forgot about being afraid as she hurried around the table and reached for Gavin’s hand. “You’ve got glass in your palm...”
“Don’t come over here,” he said, seeming unconcerned. “I’ll wash it. It’ll be healed before tonight.”
With her wolf so close to the surface, she gave voice to her annoyance. “If you don’t want me stepping in the glass, then come over here. But I’m looking at your damn hand.”
He snorted and rose. “Guess I should be glad I haven’t carpeted the room yet, I suppose.”
She righted her chair and waited for him to settle into the one next to it before reaching for his hand. Taking care of the shards of glass gave her something on which to focus, something oddly soothing. With a wince, she eased the largest piece of glass from the heel of his hand and dropped it onto the table. “I shouldn’t have told you. I didn’t realize you’d get so upset.”
“It’s not your fault.” His hand trembled, but she got the feeling it wasn’t from the pain. “I should know better than to assume I’ve already heard the worst of what happened to you, Sammie.”
The fond nickname was starting to grow on her. She rubbed her thumb against his wrist in a soothing gesture before she pulled a small sliver from his palm. “A lot of terrible shit happened to me. I suppose I should have stopped fighting. I tried to stop sometimes, but I just... I couldn’t.”
“You’re alpha.” He murmured the words with finality, as if they were explanation enough.
“So you keep telling me.” She smoothed a bit of blood away from his thumb and found the skin underneath already mostly healed. “Will it help? Changing and running?”
He raised one shoulder in a gentle shrug. “You won’t feel like you’re going to spring out of your skin anymore.”
“Do I have to wait until tonight?”
“I can take you out into the forest now. But it’s safer to wait until dark.”
“Okay.” The thought of waiting brought a stab of frustration that bordered on pain. She squeezed her eyes shut and struggled to concentrate on her breathing, on pushing back that wild need to shed her clothes and shed her form—
This time the pain was physical, and she clenched his hand. “Okay, except I don’t know if I can control it.”
“Then let’s run.” He flexed his hand in hers. “I can protect you.”
She pushed the chair back and fought to ignore another stab of pain as she struggled to her feet. “I don’t know how to change on purpose, but I don’t think I’ll have to wait long for it to happen.”
“I’ll help you.”
“Where?”
“Out the back door.” He touched her face, and the same calming wave of power he’d conjured up before rolled through her. “We can run from there.”
With his power wrapped around her, she made it to the door and onto the small back porch. She turned her back on Gavin as she eased her borrowed blouse over her head. It was hard for her to undress with him so close to her, but it had nothing to do with fear or even modesty. She didn’t want him to find out that the scars didn’t end with her back.
His heavy boots thumped against the porch as he dropped them, and his clothing rustled as he undressed. When she glanced over her shoulder, he’d turned his back to her. “All right?” he asked as he unbuckled his belt and unbuttoned his jeans.
She jerked her gaze away and eased the skirt Darcy had lent her over her hips. “So far.”
“Good.” His pants hit the porch. “I don’t want to change first, because I might need to help you. Can I turn around?”
Her wolf trusted him completely, and right now Sam felt more wolf than human. “Yes.”
He turned to face her. She half expected him to grow angry at the sight of the angry white scars that twisted across her stomach and hip, but he kept his eyes on her face. Her own were drawn lower, to the broad expanse of his chest.
He was scarred, too.
Sam forced her eyes back to his, unprepared for the surge of protectiveness that washed over her. It was absurd for her to feel that she should protect him when she could barely take care of herself, but it wasn’t the human who screamed for her to curl herself around him, to hold him, and take care of him.
He stepped closer and held up his hand, not quite touching her cheek. “Try,” he murmured, and it took her a moment to realize what he meant.
“I don’t even know where to start.” She closed her eyes and fought back a wave of self-consciousness. “I should know how.”
“Reach inside yourself. You feel her, or you wouldn’t be so twitchy.” He brushed his fingertips over her face. “Just let her go.”
She didn’t have to let go. The wolf rose at his touch, playful and curious. She turned her head without thinking, brushing her nose along the inside of his palm and inhaling his scent. Strong. Masculine. The woods and nature, and the human smells of sweat and soap. A slight hint of blood from the still healing wounds.
Her knees hit the porch before she realized they’d given out. She looked up and found Gavin tense and aroused, his eyes hooded as he stared down at her, unmoving. She struggled to keep her eyes open, but the change swelled up inside her in a glorious wave. Power sang through her blood, heated her flesh, and the exhilaration of it, the sheer magic, overwhelmed the pain of the transformation. For the first time, she understood the rush; understood what the wolves talked about when they called changing the greatest high.
Gavin closed his eyes. It took only moments for him to join her, a large gray wolf with an almost black mask and muzzle. He bumped his head against her shoulder and bounded off the porch. She rose slowly to her feet, waiting for the rush of pain or exhaustion that always followed a forced change.
Except the change hadn’t claimed her this time. It hadn’t been the moon or rage or pain that forced her wolf to claw her way free. She’d opened herself to it and become part of it, and when she leapt off the porch and landed lightly on the ground, she was filled with joy and freedom.
At first, she doubted she’d be able to keep up with Gavin. He ran ahead of her, finally pausing with his front legs propped on a fallen tree. His tongue lolled out as he watched her.
She skittered to a stop just short of the log, her paws slipping over the pine needles. When she caught her balance, she bumped her nose against Gavin’s shoulder, a playful gesture that felt as natural as breathing to the wolf.
He nipped at her ear and took off again, his short howl echoing through the trees.
Running was joy. It was perfection. She followed Gavin through the trees, tumbling down hills and splashing through creeks with no care for where they might go. Her wolf trusted the alpha, and nothing else mattered.
Her body grew tired too soon, her underused muscles burning as she slowed from a run to a trot, and then to a walk. She stopped on a soft spot of grass and panted for breath as Gavin circled around her, checking the tiny clearing for signs of interlopers.
When he returned, he sat down a few feet away and stared at her for several moments. Then he lowered his head to his paws and relaxed.
As a wolf, she could do what she’d been too afraid to do as a human. She crossed the space between them in three shaky steps and dropped to the ground close enough to curl up with her side brushing his. He rubbed his nose against her muzzle and licked her gently, and she curled closer to him and let her body relax.
With the soft breeze singing in the trees and the moon singing in her blood, Sam closed her eyes and let herself imagine a future where becoming a werewolf wasn’t the worst thing that had ever happened to her.
Chapter Four
Sam pressed her forehead against the window and watched the twinkling lights of Minneapolis through the breath-fogged glass. The plush robe wrapped around her body seemed decadent after a year of living in whatever cast-offs Alan had tossed her way.
Gavin had tried to talk her into a new wardrobe over the past month, but she’d felt uncomfortable accepting anything else from a man who had already given her so much. The clothing Darcy had rounded up had been comfortable and serviceable, and there’d been no need for anything more. Not when she spent her days in either the Winstons’ or Gavin’s house, learning the hundreds of things no one had ever taught her about being a werewolf.
The shower in the bathroom cut off, a reminder that she should already be dressed. Gavin had taken his clothing in with him to give her privacy, but she’d found herself stalling, finding any excuse not to get ready for the night ahead.
With a sigh, Sam turned away from the window and stared at her new clothing, laid out neatly on the bed with the purchase tags in a small stack on the bedside table. The dress was expensive, probably costing more money than most people in Red Rock spent on clothing in a year. But it was necessary. A pair of borrowed jeans and a sweatshirt might be serviceable enough in the mountains of Montana, but not here. Not tonight.
Not when they were going to visit her father.
Just a few more hours. Tomorrow, you can go home, she told herself as she dropped the robe onto the back of the chair. Strange to think that Red Rock felt more like home than Minneapolis or Helena ever had, but it was the truth. She’d found a peace there she needed desperately, a peace she owed mostly to the man in the other room.
By the time he cracked open the door to peer out, she’d already dressed and seated herself in front of the hotel room’s small vanity mirror to pin up her hair. She found it rather endearing that he’d stalled for so long. Even after a month living under the same roof, Gavin was still so carefully solicitous of her modesty and comfort that it was hard to remember he had the same sort of terrifying power inside him that filled Alan Matthews.
When he caught her gaze in the mirror, she smiled. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”
He cocked his head and straightened his tie. “Don’t I look all right?” The navy suit emphasized the width of his shoulders and the bright, warm color of his eyes. “You can tell me if I look like shit.” His grin told her he knew very well he didn’t.
“You look perfect.” Sam shoved the last pin into her hair and rose to survey her own reflection. The dress worked well with her tall, sturdy frame and curvy hips, but finding something that would cover all of her scars had been difficult, considering her father’s idea of appropriate evening wear. The shawl thrown over the back of the chair was a little old-fashioned, but it would serve to keep awkward dinner conversation to a minimum.
Besides, her father was likely to be far more curious about Gavin.
As if he’d read her thoughts, Gavin muttered, “I’m older than he is. That’s disconcerting.”
Ignoring the shawl for the time being, Sam brushed a barely visible speck of lint from Gavin’s shoulder, more as an excuse to touch him than anything else. Innocent touches kept her grounded when nerves brought her wolf to the surface, and she was certainly nervous now. “I wish I could tell you he won’t leap to conclusions, but I’m sure he already knows we only have one room. This is his hotel, after all.”
“Sammie, the last thing I’m worried about is him leaping to anything.” Gavin smiled and rubbed his thumb lightly over her jaw. “You look beautiful.”
It was hard to tell what warmed her more, the compliment or his soft caress. She turned her face into his hand and inhaled his scent. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” Gavin stepped back, took a deep breath, and offered her his arm. “Let’s go meet the man, shall we?”
She scooped up the shawl and wrapped it around her shoulders before peeking in the mirror one last time to make sure every incriminating mark was covered. Only then did she tuck her fingers into the crook of his arm. “I suppose we must.”
The hotel was the fanciest place in which Gavin had been in a long while, maybe since leaving New York for the wilds of Montana. He wasn’t used to any of it, from the hustle and bustle of the city, to feeling out of place when meeting people. He was an alpha. He was strong.
He was scared to death.
Sam tightened her fingers around his arm as the shiny doors of the private elevator slid open, revealing a lavish entry way. She took a deep breath and glanced up at him, her shaky smile unable to make up for the nervousness in her eyes. “We can still run,” she whispered.
“This is nothing. Just a penthouse.” In a hotel her father owned. The words came out before he could stop them. “Might not be long until you get back to this sort of life yourself.” Her body stiffened, and her fear made itself clear in a rush of nervous energy that flooded the entry way.
The man who stepped through a side door to meet them seemed oblivious to the undercurrents in the room. He stopped a few feet away, his eyes flashing to Sam’s hand still clutching at Gavin’s arm. When the man smiled, it was polite, cool, and a bit disapproving. “Samantha.”
“Hello, Dad.” Sam went rigid. “This is Gavin Hamilton. Gavin, this is my father, Spencer Bradford.”
He knew what her father must see—a man who looked his own age, with a too-young woman on his arm. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Bradford.”
“Likewise, Mr. Hamilton.” Spencer’s gaze returned to his daughter for a brief moment. “I just got off the phone with my lawyer. He told me the paperwork on your divorce has somehow already been processed in spite of the existence of a veritable mountain of red-tape.” When Spencer’s gaze returned to Gavin, the look in his eyes was faintly suspicious. “Shall I presume your new...friend has some sway in the legal community?”
“Just a lot of telephone calls and legwork,” Gavin demurred. “Sam wanted to be free of Alan Matthews as soon as possible. I’m sure you can understand.”
“Yes, I certainly can.” The suspicion in Spencer’s eyes didn’t ease. If anything, it grew worse. “Have you two set a date, then?”
“Dad!”
The horrified look on Sam’s face was the only thing that kept Gavin from laughing. “I’m sorry?”
The frozen expression in the man’s eyes thawed a little. “There’s no wedding in the offing?”
“On the contrary. I believe Sam’s enjoying her independence.”
Sam dug her fingers into his arm hard enough to leave bruises, and Gavin could actually hear her grinding her teeth. “Gavin’s a friend who brought me to Minneapolis and helped me settle things with Alan. If you’re going to be rude, Dad, we’re leaving.”
“Forgive me, Samantha, but the last time I saw you was almost a year ago, when you showed up on my doorstep looking like a drug addict in withdrawal and told me you’d just married to a man I’d never heard of. Your behavior of late has been somewhat erratic.”
Gavin bit his tongue. Nothing he could say would help. Nothing Sam could say would help. He could feel her struggle as she fought for calm next to him, and it was a sign of just how far she’d come that her wolf didn’t take control.
Instead, she nodded. “Your concerns are valid, and I’ve...learned my lesson. But Gavin helped me get away from Alan, and he deserves a little bit of courtesy.”
“You’re right.” Spencer offered Gavin a smile. “My apologies. I don’t suppose I can interest you in a pre-dinner drink, Gavin? Mrs. Raine is using every bit of her formidable self-control not to swoop in here and whisk Samantha away, but I’m not sure she can hold out much longer.”
Sam’s demeanor went from nervous anger to exhilarated joy in a heartbeat. “Olivia’s here? Where is she?”
“In the kitchen.“ Spencer blinked as Sam shot past him and disappeared through a door on the far side of the room. “Well, I suppose that puts us in our place.”
“Mmm.” It was worth being left alone with Sam’s father to see that radiance on her face. But now he had to figure out how to play nice with a man who suspected him of being greedy and opportunistic. “I’m not much of a drinker, but I’ll take a beer.”
“Let’s see what we can do.” Spencer gestured for Gavin to precede him through another open door to his left. “Mrs. Raine rules the contents of my personal bar with an iron fist, though, so it’s possible we’ll both be drinking mineral water. She’s a woman with strong opinions on my health.”
“That’s fine with me.” Gavin surveyed the room, which appeared to be a cozy, well-appointed study of sorts. The kind of place where men like Sam’s father gathered to smoke expensive cigars and plan business strategy.
Spencer crossed the room to the dark wooden bar and stepped around to survey the small fridge tucked in the back corner. He pulled out two glass bottles and smiled. “It’s our lucky day. Of course, Olivia’s been beside herself ever since Samantha called last week.”
“I can imagine it was hard not hearing from her for so long.”
Spencer dropped the beer bottles onto the bar with a hollow thump, and his expression turned dark as he reached for a bottle opener. “Samantha has always been independent. My concern was not with her silence as much as the company she kept. I presume you’ve met her sorry excuse for a husband?”
“I’ve met him,” Gavin allowed. “He’s unpleasant.” Which was the understatement of the century, and he could say that with some authority. “He’s selfish and mean-spirited. Completely unconcerned with anyone’s welfare but his own.”
“Exactly the sort of man who finds a young woman with a fortune to be irresistible.” Spencer held out one of the beers, his voice artificially casual. “Which is why I instructed my lawyer to make sure no man will ever profit from marriage to Samantha again. Any man who marries her in the future is going to have to make her happy and keep her happy, or he’ll never see a penny.”
The warning was as blatant as any Gavin had ever heard, and he couldn’t help but grin as he accepted the beer. “Sounds like an excellent plan, Mr. Bradford.”
“Call me Spencer.” He held up his beer. “Thank you for taking care of my daughter.”
“You don’t have to thank me for that.” Gavin raised his own bottle. “And I won’t insult you by insisting I’m not interested in Sammie, but it has nothing to do with her money. Besides which, I don’t think she’s really in any shape to get involved with anyone right now.”
Spencer’s reply sounded casual enough, but Gavin could hear the too-fast beating of the man’s heart. “Did he hurt her?”
“No. ” The lie grated, but Gavin forced it out for Spencer’s sake. “Not like you’re thinking. It was about the money, all of it.”
The door to the office creaked open, and Gavin caught the scent of another wolf—but not Sam. Spencer’s expression cleared and he greeted the newcomer with a fondness in his voice that was impossible to miss. “Olivia.”
Olivia turned out to be a short, sturdy woman who looked to be somewhere in her mid-forties. Her gaze caught Gavin’s for only a heartbeat before she dropped her eyes in a subtle show of submission. “Mr. Hamilton, Samantha needs you in the kitchen. It’s just out the door and to the left.”
Gavin acknowledged her submission with a nod. “Thank you, Olivia. Excuse me.” As he left, Spencer asked the woman about Sam’s welfare. She deflected his question, and Gavin didn’t hesitate as he made his way toward the kitchen.
He found Sam leaning against the counter, her fingers curled around its stainless steel edge with a desperate anger that had formed dents in the curved metal. Her power filled the room with choking strength, so overwhelming it was easy to understand why Olivia had run for help.
Gavin laid his hand on her shoulder. “Sammie? What’s wrong?”
“Olivia’s a werewolf. Olivia was—” Her voice vanished in a low snarl, and the counter bent under the force of her grip. “Are you the only alpha who doesn’t rape and torture the people in his care? Is the world this wrong?”
“Shh.” He pried her fingers from the counter and tried to calm her. “Who hurt her? I’ll take care of it.”
“Her alpha.” Sam’s voice sounded hysterical. “Because she killed her husband. She poisoned him a month and a half ago, and the alpha found out—”
“Slow down, Sam. Why’d she kill her husband?”
Her power flared wildly again, riding on a burst of fear so strong he reeled from it. “Because he sold me out to Alan, and she found out.”
Gavin swallowed the bile that rose in his throat. “What did her alpha do?”
“She says he’s sending her to Helena.” Sam curled her fingers in his jacket, her fear and anger twice as hard to ignore when she was so close to him. “She’s the one who got word to Steven about what was happening to me. And if Alan finds out—”
“She won’t go to Helena.” Gavin struggled to hold in his rage. “She can come to Red Rock with us.”
“Okay. Okay...” He could tell she was fighting to take a normal breath. “We can keep her safe.”
We. “Yeah, Sammie. We can.” He drew her closer and tucked her head against his shoulder. “I’m guessing your father doesn’t know.”
“I don’t think so.” She shifted enough to press her forehead against his neck. Her fingers loosened until her hands rested quietly on his chest. “Thank you, Gavin.”
“She’s important to you,” he pointed out. “That puts her under your care. Don’t thank me for helping you do what you’re supposed to do.”
“It felt so strange. She’s been bossing me around my whole life. She’s been the closest thing I had to a mother for twenty years. But when I walked in here, I felt...different. And she acted differently.”
“Because you’re different, and she knows it.”
She sighed and rubbed her cheek against his shoulder. “Was my father terrible to you?”
“No.” The idea was laughable. “He’s worried I’m after your money, but that’s understandable.”
“I suppose so, under the circumstances.” When she finally pulled away from him, it was with an obvious reluctance that made him want to gather her back to his chest. She smoothed the wrinkles from his suit and managed a smile. “Let’s go get this over with. Then I’ll talk to my father for a little bit after dinner, and you can talk to Olivia.”
“What will you tell your father?” He arched an eyebrow. “About why Olivia’s leaving with us, I mean.”
“Drugs.” Her gaze dropped to her hands as she continued to smooth them over his jacket. “Olivia said that’s what he thinks. That Alan got me hooked on something bad. Dad would believe it if Olivia wanted to come with me and help me get back on my feet. It’ll at least give us time to think of something else.”
It would certainly be an easy explanation for a lot of things. “It’s a good idea to let him keep his assumptions. He’ll be less likely to go after Matthews.”
She laughed, and it sounded a little hysterical. “I hope he doesn’t ask too many questions. I’ve never even smoked a cigarette.”
“Sammie, darling... In my experience, loved ones don’t ever want to know the gory details.”
“Thank God.” She took a deep breath and readjusted her shawl. “Okay. We can do this.”
He hadn’t been so sure of that, but now there were two women who needed his guidance and protection. Instinct left no room for self-doubt. “Yes, we can. Come on.”
Chapter Five
Sam was tired, drained, and the tiniest bit tipsy by the time Gavin opened the door to their room downstairs. Returning to it had been a fight in and of itself, with her father insisting they stay in the penthouse. She had assured him that the suite they’d been given was adequate and promised to come up for lunch before they left.
Then she’d fled.
Gavin held the door open for her, and she murmured her thanks as she stepped through. Her shoes went next to the door, and her shawl ended up tossed over the back of the chair. She fell back on the bed and closed her eyes. “That was the longest meal of my life.”
He shrugged out of his jacket. “It wasn’t the most fun I’ve ever had, I’ll admit.”
“Did you talk to Olivia?” Sam opened her eyes and watched him remove his cufflinks as he crossed the room. “Is she okay? Will she come with us?”
“She will.” His eyes gleamed dangerously. “You two are going to pack up her things while I take care of some business tomorrow.”
“Oh.” A shiver claimed her. “Do I want to know what that means?”
“I think you already do.”
Her wolf howled silent approval from where it paced close to the surface, anxious for an outlet for the rage and pain that had come with Olivia’s admission. Sam sat up, concentrating on the tiny shift of muscles to keep from coming off the bed. She wanted to close the distance between them, to rub against him and revel in his strength.
He met her gaze steadily. “Do I need to head downstairs for a while?”
The thought of him leaving enraged the wolf and brought a snarl to her lips. Sam closed her eyes to block out the sight of his face, but that only made it worse. His scent curled around her, and the steady beat of his heart seemed quicker than usual.
It had been so long that at first she didn’t recognize the feeling unfurling inside her. Weak and tentative, but undeniable.
Desire.
After three tries, she was finally able to speak. “I don’t want you to go downstairs, but it might be easier for you.”
“Don’t worry about me, Sammie. Worrying’s my job.”
“Gavin?” It didn’t seem fair to him, but she asked him anyway because she needed it. “Will you hold me?”
“Of course I will.” He walked over to bed and kicked off his shoes before climbing up next to her. “Want to watch something on TV?”
“Not really.” Her dress would be horribly wrinkled, but taking it off seemed like a bad idea. She shifted until her head rested more comfortably on the pillow, then inched back until the solid wall of Gavin’s chest pressed against her back, warm even through two layers of clothing.
He curled one strong arm around her and sighed. “Tomorrow morning, we’ll have everything on
the room service menu.”
His words made her smile. “Olivia will be horrified we ate food from the kitchens instead of letting her cook it.”
Gavin chuckled. “Olivia will be busy packing her things, hopefully.”
“That won’t matter to her.” Sam shifted her hand until her fingers brushed the back of Gavin’s wrist. The soft touch of his skin, as innocent as it was, sent gentle heat creeping through her. “Darcy said that old bar across from the motel’s been closed for a while. Has anyone ever thought of re-opening it?”
“Someone’s always talking about doing it,” he told her, his thumb skimming the palm of her hand. “No one’s gotten around to it yet, though.”
She shivered, amazed that such a tiny touch could feel so intimate. “Do you...do you think anyone would mind if I did it? With some of my money? It would give Olivia something to do and would be a way for me to help out. I haven’t done anything but hide in your house for the last month.”
“Who would mind?”
Coming from any other man, the implied arrogance in the his casual statement would have annoyed her. But her wolf viewed his strength with approval. She still paced close to the surface, close enough that Sam would only have to let go a little, and the wolf would take charge.
Sam could easily imagine what would happen next. The woman might be tentatively interested in Gavin’s patient, passive courtship, but her wolf was impatient. And hungry. It was far past time to claim this male as hers. Let loose from the woman’s inhibitions, she would roll over and touch him. Tear the clothes from his body and fuck him until they were both limp and exhausted.
Her wolf would be satisfied with nothing short of absolute possession. Sam didn’t know if she was ready for anything more involved than holding hands. Hiding in the simplistic needs of her other half might be convenient in the moment, but in the aftermath...
She slid her hand down to his and twined their fingers together. “I’ll talk to Olivia. She always said she would have started a restaurant if she hadn’t been so busy keeping me out of trouble. I suppose a bar isn’t quite the same thing, but she can cook whatever she wants there.”
“That she can.” Their hands rested on her hip. Gavin inhaled softly, his face close to her hair. “It would be good for people to have a place just to socialize.”
“And I don’t have to worry about making money. I have more than I know what to do with.” Her heart was beating too fast, and it wasn’t just from arousal. It was excitement...the thought of having something to do again. Having a goal, and a way to help people. “Refugees could eat there for free. And I can fix up some of the motel rooms to be a little more comfortable. Darcy said some are barely livable right now.”
“They could use some work,” he agreed. “But there are a lot of things you can do in town that don’t have anything to do with money, Sammie.”
She tried not to tense. “Like what?”
“Things that make you happy. You can get a camera and take all those pictures you were talking about.”
The thought made her smile, but it didn’t ease the clawing need inside her, the one that clamored for her to support the town. To support Gavin. “Helping people makes me happy. And I like what you’re doing with the town.” I want to be part of it.
“You can do whatever you want, Sam, but I don’t know if you should be tossing your money into it like that. You might need it.”
When you leave. He didn’t speak the words, but he didn’t have to. She’d expected to feel hurt—she could have dealt with that. But the fierce, uncontrollable anger rose up within her so suddenly she had twisted around before she realized she was going to move.
One of his hands ended up pinned to the bed under hers. She planted the other next to his head and leaned over him, her face only inches from his. “The fact that I’m not ready to fuck you yet doesn’t make you any less mine. You tell me you want nothing to do with me right now, or you never talk about sending me away again.”
He stared at her for almost a minute before craning his head up to quickly brush his lips over hers. “You don’t get to make a decision like that while your life is all fucked up.”
It was the right thing to say, but it didn’t quiet her wolf’s angry demand to claim him as hers. She leaned down and bit his lower lip with a soft growl, then lifted her head. “If I were prone to premature decisions, I’d be tearing your clothes off already. I know I’m not ready to take that step, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know what the decision’s going to be.”
His slow grin surprised her. “You’re talking in circles, Sammie, and all you’re saying is that you’ve already made up your mind.”
And just like that, her anger was gone. Sam dropped back onto the bed next to him and stifled a laugh. “Maybe. I just...” She lifted her hand to his face and rubbed her thumb along his chin. “You’re the alpha. My wolf is ready to be your mate, but I’m not strong enough to be your partner--at least, not yet. But if you can wait a little while...”
“All the time in the world,” he soothed. “Don’t worry so much.”
His reassurance quieted her wolf, leaving the woman alone to ponder what she’d just done. Heat rose in her cheeks. “I just pinned you to the bed and told you that you have to spend the rest of your life with me. That’s...not my usual method of expressing interest.”
He curled his fingers into her hair. “Doesn’t seem so odd to me.”
“Really?” She shifted her thumb a tiny bit, until it rubbed along his lower lip. “Strikes me as a bit aggressive. And maybe a little rude.”
“Aggressive, yeah.” Gavin bit her thumb. “You’re alpha.”
“So are you, and you’re not acting like that. Does that mean you’re not interested? Because if you’re not, you should get around to telling me pretty soon.” Her words came easily, because her instincts were sure they couldn’t possibly be true.
He looked amused. “I’m old and sedate. I’m used to this.”
It wasn’t quite an answer, and that made her nervous. “You’d tell me if you didn’t want this, wouldn’t you?”
His amusement faded. “You’d know, Samantha.”
“Okay.” He was close enough that she only had to lean in a few inches to kiss him softly, unsure if she meant for the kiss to be a question or a promise.
It became both as Gavin cupped her face between his hands and kissed her back, his tongue sliding between her lips. She got a taste of his desire, carefully leashed but strong, and hiding just beneath the surface. However reserved he may seem, he had passion waiting for her, when she was ready to embrace it.
Even knowing it was a bad idea, she couldn’t help but push herself a little, testing the boundaries of comfort as she tilted her head and curled her tongue around his. She hadn’t kissed anyone or been kissed in forever, and she’d forgotten how such a simple act could make her heart pound and her body shake when it was done right. And he did it right, God did he do it right, with slow, lazy touches that promised a world of pleasure she’d almost forgotten was possible. She thought that maybe she could spend the next fifty years kissing him and not grow tired of how he felt, how he tasted...
Too soon, Gavin pulled his mouth away and rested his forehead against hers. “Plenty of time.” His voice shook a little.
“Plenty of time,” she agreed faintly. She closed her eyes and snuggled into his arms, comfortable in another’s embrace for the first time in over a year. Even with his body warm against hers, it wasn’t thoughts of passion or desire that filled her head. She thought of the tiny town in the mountains, a place where people could go to be safe. To heal.
She thought of how hard the man curled around her had struggled to make his sanctuary a reality. And she thought of all the ways she could help, all of the ways she could make Gavin’s dreams for Red Rock come true. Money meant nothing, and she had plenty. Gavin could frown at her if it made him feel better, but she knew wanted to do with the fortune her father had given her. Gavin would just have to share his dream.
Our dream. She tried the words out in her head and found she rather liked the sound of them. Ours.
Yes, that word would do just fine.
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Chapter One
Keith’s alpha rocked back in his chair and watched the harried-looking man and his young daughter walk out the back door of the bar. Then he cast a weary glance at Keith. “It’s different now. Since you left, I mean. Shit like this happens all the time.”
He’d gathered as much, but hearing Gavin say it somehow made the situation more real, more desperate. “Maybe we shouldn’t have gone out into the world. Humans are a lot more cruel than we are.”
Gavin snorted and let his chair legs hit the floor with a thump. “I wish I could blame it on that. If the alphas were doing their jobs, it wouldn’t matter.” He reached out for his beer and drew a hand through his graying hair. “But they’re not just letting too much slide. They’re abusing the power.”
Keith turned a chair around and sank into it, folding his arms across the back. “Maybe the alphas have been corrupted by the human way. Take what you want and terrify anyone who tries to stop you.”
His alpha just shrugged. “What’s done is done. It’s up to the Lorekeepers now, unless we want to go out, guns blazing, and take over the world.” A tiny smile curled the edge of his mouth. “Sammie tells me I’m too old for that shit. And she’s right. War is for young men.”
War isn’t for anyone. Keith lifted a hand to rub at his chin, the rough stubble under his fingers reminding him he needed to shave. “Then I guess I’m not young anymore, because five years of it made me pretty damn tired.”
Gavin finished his beer and flashed him a knowing look. “Does that mean you’re going to stick around for a while? Maybe settle down?”
Maybe find a woman? Gavin didn’t say it, but he didn’t have to. Not when Keith had heard some variation on the refrain a hundred times. The past is past, or Kelly wouldn’t want you to be alone, or the more damning, You have a duty as a dominant.
That last one was what had finally driven him overseas, driven him to spend five years as a soldier in the battle between werewolves and wizards, where his only duty was fighting. He did have a duty as a dominant werewolf, one to guide and shelter and teach. A duty to protect. A duty that comes with too many damn strings.
“Hey, forget I said anything.” Gavin didn’t look the least bit sorry as he returned Keith’s steady gaze. “I don’t make people do things they don’t want to do, remember?”
“Yeah. I know.” Keith changed the subject. “That guy and his kid going to stay in the motel?”
He nodded. “I’ve granted them sanctuary until they can find a safe place to relocate. They can’t go back to Coeur d’Alene, not while that bastard alpha’s still in charge over there.” Gavin tapped his chin. “Who do we know up in British Columbia?”
“Manuel. We should send them to Manuel.” The voice came from the doorway to the back office, and it brought Keith to his feet in an instinctive gesture of respect. Though tall and extremely fit, the woman who stood there might not have seemed intimidating to the mundane eye, but her power swept through the room like a warm breeze and raised the hair on the back of his neck.
Samantha Hamilton walked in, her eyes focused on her husband alone. There were times when even being in the same room as the alpha pair made Keith feel vaguely voyeuristic, and this was one of them. Sam crossed the floor, a walkie-talkie in one hand, and the power that flowed with her found a focus, an answering echo in Gavin. For a brief moment, he could almost feel their emotions, taste the depth of their love in the energy that sparked between them.
Gavin frowned. “Is something wrong?”
Distracted by the magic, Keith hadn’t noticed the expression on Sam’s face. She looked worried, tense. A bad sign for a woman as hard as nails and afraid of next to nothing. She thumped the walkie down on the table and hooked a chair with her foot. “Yeah. Just got a call. Two kids left Helena on their way here, and Alan Matthews is apparently pissed enough at losing his newest girl that he’s sent men after them. Into our territory.”
Her husband bristled as he rose. “He wouldn’t.” It was a blatant challenge, one Keith knew Gavin couldn’t let slide. “Of course he would. Impertinent idiot.” He turned sharp blue eyes toward Keith. “Feel up to it?”
Of all the duties expected of him, this was the only one he felt capable of handling anymore. Keith checked both of his pistols before snapping them into their holsters. He nodded shortly as he shrugged into his shoulder rig. “Always. How far out do you think the kids are?”
Sam slid the walkie-talkie across the table to him. “They should have been here by now. They had a head start, and Justine said Alan didn’t realize they’d slipped out. The girl’s newly changed, one of Alan’s special picks.” Her lips twisted into a disgusted snarl, one Keith had to fight not to echo. “The boy’s one of Alan’s little whipping boys. No one thought he’d have the guts to try to get her out, I guess, even though she’s his friend. But he’s not strong enough to protect himself or her.”
“Get them here, Keith.” Gavin’s words were soft, but an unmistakable order. “Do what you have to do.”
For the seventh time in as many minutes, Abigail Adler checked her cell phone’s display. “Still no service.”
“I told you.” Dylan grunted as he tried to wrestle the blown tire off his car. “I don’t think you can use cell phones up here. Even if you got reception, the magic they use to keep humans out would screw it all up.” He spoke calmly, but the tension in his voice provoked a reaction she didn’t understand.
Abby took a deep breath and distracted herself by counting the lug nuts lying in the upturned hubcap. Finally, when she had her frustration under control, she spoke again. “Does anyone know where we are?” Do you know, Dylan? Please say yes.
The tension grew worse, prickling tangibly against her skin. “I told someone we were coming, but I didn’t exactly have time to call ahead and make hotel reservations, Abby.”
“I know.” She closed her eyes and leaned against the side of the car. “I know this wasn’t easy for you.” He’d put his life on the line to get her out of Helena, defying his alpha. It was something she could still barely wrap her brain around. “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me,” he responded, his voice almost harsh. “It’s my damn fault you’re in this situation. My fault you’re—” He wrenched the tire free and sent it skittering back down the road in a show of temper and inhuman strength that would have shocked her a few weeks ago. “Damn it, I should have protected you before it happened.”
She closed her eyes again and tried to calm her pounding heart. “It’s not your fault.” He couldn’t have helped what happened. He couldn’t have stopped it.
Only a month earlier, Abby had lived a quiet life. She’d had work and family and friends, and she’d known nothing of Dylan’s secret. In the years they’d been friends, she’d known him as a funny, sensitive, compassionate man.
She hadn’t known Dylan Gennaro was a werewolf.
She’d met Alan Matthews one night at a restaurant. Dylan had gone out with Abby and a group of friends, and Alan had come over to the table. He was tall, blond and gorgeous, and she’d been mildly flattered by the attention he’d shown her that evening. Only Dylan’s obvious discomfort had kept her from accepting the date he offered.
Then, two nights later, something attacked her in the parking lot outside her apartment building, and her world exploded.
She wanted to scream at the injustice of it. Instead, she helped Dylan roll the spare tire into place and lift it onto the axle. “It’s not your fault,” she repeated. She touched his shoulder lightly.
He stiffened under her touch, and she knew he was fighting not to shrug her hand away. He’d been drowning in guilt for weeks now, choking himself with it as he struggled to help her adapt to the life that had been thrust upon her.
The hardest part had been watching his reactions change, as if some instinct that had lain dormant while she was nothing but human had shoved its way to the surface. He acted antsy whenever she got too close, and withdrew when she touched him. Their easy, open friendship was gone.
Dylan focused on the spare tire and said nothing until he had it fixed into place. The line of his jaw tightened as he took a breath. “Hand me the lug nuts?”
She wiped her palms on her jeans and gathered them with both hands. “Have you ever been to Red Rock before?”
“No.” The word came out short and rough. “Alan would have killed me. Even talking about Gavin Hamilton is treason, as far as he’s concerned.”
She handed him the first lug nut. “Because Hamilton takes people in?”
“Yeah. Because he’s fighting for the old ways.”
He’d tried to explain it to her before, but it hadn’t made much sense. She opened her mouth to question him, but a faint noise tickled her ears. A car or a truck was somewhere down the road and coming closer. “Dylan—”
He was already on his feet. “Do you know how to use a gun?”
“No.” The thought that Dylan did shocked her. “I-I can try.”
Dylan strode around the side of the car and reached through the passenger window to open his glove compartment. He pulled out a small, compact gun, and the ease with which he handled it alarmed her even more. “This is the safety.” He showed her how to switch it off. “If someone gets close to you, point and squeeze the trigger. I’m going to deal with whoever’s in that car, and you’re going to run. If anyone comes after you, do your best to shoot them.”
Something inside her balked at running, wanted to stand and fight, though she didn’t know how. “What about you?” she demanded, her teeth nearly chattering despite the warm evening air.
He didn’t say anything, but the bleak look in his eyes made words unnecessary. Dylan didn’t expect to survive the confrontation. He recognized her sudden understanding and turned away, his gaze going to the road behind them. “I mean it, Abby. You run. The longer you can stay away from them, the better the chances someone’ll come from town and find you.”
“No.” She couldn’t just leave him. “Dylan, that’s crazy. We can—”
He whipped back around, and she saw the wolf in his eyes as he curled his fingers around her shoulders. He stood only an inch or two taller than she, but the frantic energy vibrating off of him made him seem more intimidating. “Do you want to join Alan’s little harem? He shares his women, you know. Gives them out as rewards. He probably gave one to Chuck for turning you. And I’m dead either way.”
Abby sucked in a ragged breath and nodded, already backing away. “Be careful.” Before she could change her mind, she took off down the shallow embankment by the road.
She ran as fast as she dared. The sun had barely dropped beneath the horizon and the moon hung large overhead, nearly full, but the dense trees blocked the light. She could see, but she wasn’t used to her newly keen senses. The forest looked odd, eerie, and her heart pounded with fear.
No. Another emotion rose up to overwhelm her terror.
Rage.
She skidded to a stop, her shoes slipping and crunching on dry pine needles. She couldn’t leave Dylan to die, no matter what he’d said. The gun lay heavy in her hand, and she stared down at it. Even if she couldn’t save herself or Dylan, she wouldn’t have to go with them.
She had a way out.
She tried to be quiet as she headed back to the car, letting her nose guide her when her sense of direction failed. She smelled car exhaust, sweat…
And blood.
The men who had caught up to them weren’t bothering to be quiet. They filled the night with their laughter, with Dylan’s muffled grunts of pain. She heard the sick sound of fists against flesh, and Dylan roared. Someone laughed, and she drew close enough for their words to carry to her through the trees.
“If you wanted a bitch so bad, you should have asked your alpha. Might have been hard to find one pathetic enough to bend over for you, but he would have at least looked.”
Their laughter masked her approach. It was clear that, no matter their plans for her, they’d been given carte blanche to hurt Dylan. No, stupid, she berated herself silently. Not hurt.
Kill.
Abby walked toward them, the gun in her outstretched hand. “Let him go.”
Dylan groaned in protest and forced himself to his knees. “Run, Abby—” A booted foot crashed into his chin, knocking him back to the ground.
The owner of the foot turned to grin at Abby. Tall and blond, his blue eyes held nothing but amused condescension as his gaze swept over her, barely pausing at the gun. “Oh, you’re feisty.” He turned his head and spit on the ground next to Dylan’s head. “Too good for the likes of you, Gennaro.”
She squeezed the trigger and fired.
The gun jerked in her hand and she flinched back. One of the other men swore and jumped to the side, but the ringleader just laughed. “Come on. Put the gun down before you hurt yourself, sweetheart. We’ll take good care of you.”
She ignored him and tried to aim again. Her second shot went just as wide, and this time all three of them laughed.
The laughter cut short when another shot rang out and the blond man’s head snapped back. Abby registered nothing more than the fact she hadn’t pulled the trigger before the man hit the ground, a bullet hole between his eyes.
Pandemonium erupted and was silenced just as quickly as the mysterious shooter took down the two remaining men, one with a bullet to the chest, and the other with one to the gut.
Abby didn’t question it, didn’t think. She rushed forward and grabbed Dylan by the shirt. “Stand up,” she demanded. “Dammit, Dylan—” She managed to drag him halfway behind the car’s bumper, instinctively cutting them off from the general direction of the shots.
The man with the stomach wound curled a hand around her ankle, his grip hard enough to be painful. He yanked at her leg in spine-jarring jerks, trying to drag her back out into the open. She kicked at him and recoiled with a shriek when a fourth shot sounded and blood exploded from his head.
Dylan had gotten to his knees somehow, and he pulled the gun from her hand and tried to drag her back behind him, as if to shield her from whoever had shot their attackers. A crunch of gravel from the other side of the road snapped his head around, and he raised the gun in a hand that shook so badly Abby doubted he’d be able to fire, much less hit anything.
The man who walked toward them looked dangerous even before his power hit them in a scalding wave, the strength of it like nothing she’d ever experienced. She’d learned to recognize the feeling of another werewolf from extended contact with Dylan, but her friend’s energy was like soft sunlight against her skin, warm and a little tingly, but easily ignored.
The large man who stopped a few paces away was something else entirely. Putting aside the energy that singed the air around him, he was physically imposing. His tight T-shirt emphasized his wide shoulders and strong muscles, and the dark leather shoulder rig that cut across the white fabric had holsters for two guns. One was empty, the weapon held easily at his side as he surveyed the two dead attackers and one survivor. Everything about him was dark—his hair, eyes, even the fierce expression he wore.
That expression didn’t change when he looked at Dylan and found him pointing the gun at him. “You’re okay now. Put the gun down.”
Dylan’s shoulders sagged in what might have been relief, and he lowered the weapon obediently.
The man’s gaze moved to Abby, and his face softened a little. “You okay?”
The human part of her—the part that had just watched him shoot three men—wanted to run, hide. The rest of her wanted to cling to the power that poured off him. “I’m all right.” She held his gaze for a moment, then lowered her eyes. When she looked back, he was still watching her. “Who are you?”
Dylan answered. “He’s one of Hamilton’s enforcers.” Her friend’s voice shook, though she wasn’t sure if it was with pain or relief. “He’s safe. We’re safe.”
“Keith.” It was so short and abrupt she didn’t realize at first that it was meant to be an introduction. Keith holstered his gun and moved to the third man, the one still whimpering in pain. He nudged the man’s body over with his foot and studied him appraisingly.
The man tried to speak, but managed only incoherent moans. Abby took a deep breath. “Will he make it?”
“Probably.” Keith leaned down and searched the man with an ease that looked practiced. He pulled a cell phone from one pocket and a gun from an ankle holster. He absently checked the gun, set it on top of the car, and crushed the cell phone under one booted heel. “If he does, he can drag himself home and tell them what happens when you cross our borders to hurt someone looking for sanctuary.”
Dylan dragged in a pained breath and braced a hand against the back bumper of the car as he tried to stand. “Alan Matthews had someone attack her. He wants her, and he’s not going to just let her go.”
“Dylan.” The word came out more sharply than she intended, and she looped his arm around her shoulders to help him. “We can talk about it later.”
Keith’s dark gaze flicked back and forth between them before settling on Dylan. “Can you walk back to my Jeep, or do you need to wait here?”
“I can walk,” Dylan said, his voice stubborn. “I want to get Abby somewhere safe.”
“She is somewhere safe,” came the calm reply, and Keith smiled a little as he reached for the gun he’d set on top of the car. He checked it again and tucked it into the waistband of his jeans. “She’s with me.”
Abby fought a shiver as she glanced at Keith. Judging from the way he’d dealt with Matthews’ men, he’d have no problem with whatever else they might face. “Let’s go.”
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