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Part One
Red Rock, 42 Years Ago
Gavin
Gavin brushed sawdust from his flannel shirt and waved a hand at Keith. “I need the wire cutters, if you please.”
The boy studied the toolbox in front of him for several seconds before hefting the correct tool. “These ones?”
“That’s right.” He carefully cut and stripped the ends of the necessary wires, then twisted them together. “Do you know why we needed the red bulb?”
“No.” Keith watched Gavin’s fingers in rapt fascination. “Something with the pictures, I guess?”
“Mm-hmm. So Sammie can develop pictures from the film in her camera.” He wrinkled his nose and made a face at Keith. “Mostly pictures of you, I think.”
Keith’s serious expression melted into a pleased smile. “There’s some of Olivia, too. And I bet there’s a lot of you.” He picked up one of the hammers and turned it over in his hands. “Are you gonna marry Sam?”
Gavin choked back a laugh and tried to keep his expression as serious as the boy’s. “Well, I don’t know yet. What do you think I should do?”
“I think you should take care of her,” Keith replied without hesitation. “You’re happier when you do.”
“I see.” Leave it to the solemn little boy to pinpoint the heart of the matter. “I suppose you’re right. That’s what I’m doing now, if you think about it. Sam will be glad to have the darkroom, and fixing it up is making me happy.”
“But you wouldn’t be building it in your house if you didn’t want her to live here, right? You want her to live here?”
“She already stays here. Where else would I build it?”
Keith put down the hammer and picked up the box of nails instead. “I asked my mother why Sam lives here if you’re not mates, and she said it’s complicated.”
“Sam hasn’t been a wolf for long.” If Keith was ever to go out amongst humans, he’d have to understand their ways. “She’s used to a human life, and most humans don’t take mates. They get married, like Jim and Rona, or they live together. It takes time to make a decision like that, but Sam still needs a place to live.”
The boy seemed to digest that for a moment. Then he smiled. “Dad said that Sam is your mate and you’d get around to taking care of everything else when she figured that out. But I don’t think I was supposed to hear that part.”
This time, Gavin didn’t hold back his laugh. “Probably not.” He secured and insulated the wires and leaned against the doorframe. “Sam would make a good alpha.”
“I guess.” Keith’s attention span for talk of romance had obviously waned. He studied the wires and tilted his head. “Why’s the light got to be red?”
“Don’t know.” Gavin reached for his staple gun and secured the wires beside the door. “You’ll have to ask Sam.”
“When it’s not a secret anymore,” he agreed. “Can I build something to go in there? So part of it can be from me?”
“Sam has become terribly fond of you, Keith.” He considered the boy’s words. “She’ll need some shelves. Perhaps you could help me with those.”
Keith nodded and discarded the nails next to the forgotten hammer. “Maybe I could paint them too? Sam and Olivia let me paint some of the chairs for the new bar.”
Sam had already told Gavin the story of how the boy had taken it upon himself to paint the chairs first and ask second. “Oh, they did, did they?” He pinned Keith with an unwavering stare. “You sure that’s how it happened, young man?”
“Well...” Keith fidgeted slightly as his gaze flicked around the room, landing anywhere but on Gavin. “They didn’t so much ask me to, but Olivia’s joints have been hurting and Sam was worried, so I didn’t want to bother them.”
“I see.” Gavin sighed and knelt in front of Keith. “It’s very admirable that you wanted to help, but I think you know you should’ve asked first.”
Keith held his ground with a determination that already drove both his parents to distraction on a regular basis. “You’re not asking Sam if she needs a darkroom first.”
“Ah, but I’m putting it in my own house. If she doesn’t want to use it, she needn’t think of it again. Not the same thing.”
“Oh.” Another few moments passed, and Keith made an exasperated noise. “Fine. I’ll tell Olivia I’m sorry I painted the chairs without asking.”
“That’s a very good idea.” Gavin ruffled Keith’s hair and rose again to survey the small, now-converted room under the stairs. Except for the final touches, it was complete. “We did a fine job, I think.”
“Sam will like it. And then you can get married, and this will be her house too, and you’ll have to ask before you do anything else to it.” Keith frowned. “Or do you not have to ask, because you’re the alpha?”
“A smart man knows who’s boss.” Gavin laughed in spite of his nervousness. Maybe he should have asked. “I may be alpha, but so is Sammie.”
Keith gave him another of those exasperated looks. “So how are you supposed to know what you can do without getting in trouble?”
“You’re not. That’s part of the fascination of—” Gavin cleared his throat. Darcy would undoubtedly not appreciate his efforts to educate her young son about romantic relationships. “On second thought, I don’t think your mother would want you to hear this yet.”
“Gavin. I’m almost eight.”
“Exactly. Talk to me in ten years.”
Keith made a face at him. “I’m not a little kid. I know about girls.”
The shelves could wait. “Oh, do tell.”
“Well...” The boy suddenly became very interested in the hammer and nails again. “See, Hope learned how to change last month too, right? And we’re the only two who can, so she said that meant she’d be my mate, but I don’t really think I need one so I asked my dad if I had to have a mate and he asked why so I told him, then he got kind of nervous-looking and went and talked to Hope’s dad and then they both talked to me. A lot. For, like, hours.”
Gavin fought to keep a straight face, but the corner of his mouth ticked up anyway. “Hope is a very nice girl, but you’re a little young yet to be worried about mating. Plenty of time for that. I mean, look at me. I’m ten times your age. Do you know what that means?”
“You’re...” Keith squinted a little. “Seventy, I think? Mom said I have to stop doing math and work on writing and spelling.”
“Diversification is a sound strategy,” he observed solemnly. “Anyway, my point is that I went more than ten times longer than you without taking a mate. So don’t let Hope rush you up.”
Keith shrugged one shoulder. “Doesn’t matter anyway. Hope’s dad made it so she can’t open her bedroom window anymore, so now she’s mad at me for telling. I have a different question. What’s a courting gift?”
Gavin rubbed his hands over his face. “Let’s sit over here.” He led the boy to the bench in the hallway and sat. “A courting gift is something you give someone you want to spend more time with, or maybe marry. Like the darkroom for Sam.”
“So the darkroom is a courting gift? Mom said it was and Dad said no one gives people courting gifts anymore and Mom said they did back when men were worth marrying.”
It was, undoubtedly, a conversation he hadn’t been invited to listen in on. “Not many people do anymore, your da’s right about that. And I would have set up the darkroom for her, even if I didn’t want to marry her. But I do, and so I suppose you could consider it a gift like that.”
Keith worried at his lower lip with his teeth for a moment before heaving a sigh. “Well, I hope she says yes, because this is a lot of work.”
Surely Sam would forgive him for sharing. “She’s already said yes, in a way. Does that make you feel better?”
“Well why would you give someone a courting gift after they say yes? Or can a courting gift be a way of taking care of someone like you take care of Sam?”
“Oh, I happen to think that’s the very best kind of courting gift, Keith. Any idiot can dazzle a woman with pretty words or stuff. Being yourself... That’s the hard part, but it’s the part that sticks.”
“Oh.” Keith bounced to his feet with obvious renewed enthusiasm. “Well, I want to build the shelves. And paint. You’ll tell Sam I helped, right? And that I think it’d be nice if she married you?”
He couldn’t be sure, but it was entirely possible Sam wouldn’t marry him, after all, if little Keith didn’t approve. “As soon as I can, sir.”
Samantha
Even growing up in Minnesota wasn’t enough to prepare Sam for the harshest bite of winter in the mountains. It never seemed as cold in Minneapolis, maybe because people did their best to dart from cars to garages and through tunnels. In Red Rock, it was just the mountains and the trees, and there was nothing to stop a twenty-below-zero wind from freezing a person to the bone.
She hunched lower in her coat as she tried to close her glove-clumsy fingers around the doorknob. An accident involving Keith, a sled and a case of beer he was supposed to be transporting to the new bar had left her usual gloves wet, and the pair of Gavin’s she’d borrowed were huge and unwieldy.
Because he has nice, strong hands. She pushed open the door and was grateful she’d be able to attribute the color in her cheeks to the biting wind. Thoughts of Gavin’s nice, strong hands invariably led to thoughts of other things, things she was starting to wonder about with increasing frequency.
But not enough to push the issue. Not when Gavin was old-fashioned and seemed to be enjoying taking his time getting to know her. And not when you still aren’t sure if sex is only something you’d enjoy in theory.
Sam shook away bad thoughts as she stomped the snow from her boots on the large doormat. “Gavin? I’m home.”
He stuck his head through the kitchen doorway and into the hallway, his smile warm and broad. “Are you hungry? I made chili.”
“I’m starving.” She kicked off her boots and peeled the oversized gloves from her hands. It wasn’t until she struggled her way out of her coat that she realized something was missing. “Hey, where’s the coat rack?”
His voice drifted out of the kitchen. “I put it in the closet. The big one under the stairs.”
Sam frowned and moved down the hallway toward the large great room and the staircase. “That seems like an odd place for a coat rack, Gavin.”
He met her in the hall, wiping his hands on a dish towel. “I wanted to get it out of the way for now.”
“Yeah?” Over the months they’d lived together, she’d fallen into the habit of casual hugs and even chaste kisses, but it had been harder to do since her body had begun taking an interest in sex again. Everything seemed to mean more. So she slipped past without touching him and reached for the closet door. “I guess that’s—”
Words died as she pulled open the door. The coat rack was in the closet, all right. Except it wasn’t a closet anymore. It had been converted with meticulous care into a darkroom stocked with everything she might need, from tubs to shelves filled with chemicals and even a brand new enlarger that must have cost Gavin more money than everything else inside.
Gavin picked up her coat from the floor with a nervous laugh. “Do you like it?” He cleared his throat. “Keith would like you to know he helped, and that he sincerely hopes you’ll marry me.”
“Gavin, it’s...” It was unbelievable. It was perfect. It was so amazing that she’d taken two steps into the room before the rest of his words registered. Marry me.
She swallowed hard and turned to face him. “Keith wants me to marry you, does he?”
“Well, he agrees that it would be a fantastic idea.”
They hadn’t spoken of marriage, hadn’t spoken of the future in even the most general terms. Not since the night in Minneapolis when she’d made it clear she wanted him for her own...someday. He’d offered her all the time in the world, and at the time she’d been sure she’d need it.
But she didn’t need it to know she loved him. “I’d marry you tomorrow, Gavin. I’d marry you tomorrow and be happy about it, but if you took me to bed tomorrow night there’s a good chance I wouldn’t be ready. Do you still want to marry me if I can’t tell you when that will change?”
Gavin slung the towel over his shoulder and framed her face with his hands. “I still want to marry you, and I’ll wait as long as you need. You just say the word.”
It would have been easier to handle her insecurities if the wolf weren’t desperate to have him. Even the gentle touch of his hands on her face stirred that primal other, filling her with thoughts of all the ways she could have him, all the ways she could claim him.
She closed her eyes and covered his hands with her own. Her fingers slid down over his wrists and along his arms, feeling the strength there. “On one condition.”
His lips brushed her cheek. “What’s that?”
“If you’re going to be my husband, you smoke outside or not at all.”
“Aw, Sammie—”
She cut him off with a kiss, and not a chaste one. She traced his lower lip with her tongue before catching it between her teeth with a soft growl.
He kissed her back, his tongue slipping past her lips to tangle with hers. His hand slid to the back of her head and tightened in her hair. “Is that a yes?”
Something hot and dangerous flooded her, and it turned her laugh low and husky. “Are you going to quit smoking inside?”
An answering awareness warmed his eyes. “Whatever you say, darling.”
“Then yes. I’ll marry you.”
“Hot damn!” He snatched her up with a whoop and swung her in a circle. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard in years.”
Sam laughed, and a little of the lingering pain slipped away as the room spun madly around her. “Good. And since you’ve already secured Keith’s approval, I suppose that makes it official. Someday you’ll have to tell me why you were discussing the subject with him, though.”
“Because he helped me with my gift, that’s why.” He set her back on her feet and spoke low near her ear. “Do you really like it?”
“I love it, Gavin.” She slid her arms around his waist and let herself bask in the steady power in a man who could be her equal without having to make her less than she was. A man who had worked with her day by day for months to give her back her life. And there was only one thing left to say. “I love it almost as much as I love you.”
“Well, it’s not that great,” he teased, then bit her earlobe. “Not nearly as great as me.”
She shivered as the scrape of his teeth shot heat straight down to her toes. “Not even close.”
He bit her harder and released her with a sigh. “I have something else for you.” He ducked into the converted closet and emerged with a box wrapped in plain paper. “I should have gotten a bow.”
“No, you shouldn’t have.” Her hands shook a little, though she didn’t know if it was from excitement or lingering desire. It took her two tries to rip the paper free, and she dropped to the small bench in the hallway and set the box on her legs before opening it up.
Inside she found an old box camera, probably from the twenties or thirties. The outside had been scrubbed and polished until the case looked almost new, but when she opened it up it was clear that the person doing the cleaning hadn’t had much clue what to do with the inside.
Which meant Gavin had probably done it himself.
She swallowed and ran her fingers lightly along the latch before carefully closing the camera. “This is beautiful, Gavin.”
He knelt in front of her and rubbed his hand over the top of the case. “I was going to clean the works too, but I was afraid I’d break it.”
“I can do it. I’ll enjoy it.” She lifted her hand to cup his cheek, overwhelmed by how much time and energy he’d spent just to make her happy. “Thank you, sweetheart. For everything.”
“You’re welcome, darling.” His grin faded into a warm, affectionate smile. “Don’t be surprised if Keith begs to help you refurbish the camera. He damn near died, wanting to get his hands on it.”
She set the camera carefully aside and lifted her other hand to his face. “He seems to have a knack. Maybe we should invite Darcy and Steven over to dinner. You can even tell Keith I’m going to marry you.”
“Not tonight.” He kissed her palms and held her hands between his. “Tonight is just us.”
“Is it?” She brushed her thumb over his mouth and fought a shiver. “How would my future husband feel about a few stolen kisses?”
Gavin laughed, low and sensual, and smiled under her thumb. “Can’t steal what’s rightfully yours, Sammie. And every bit of me belongs to you.”
The hallway bench wasn’t the most intimate place, but somehow it made it easier. There was no implied promise like there would have been in a bed, just her and him and whatever she had the courage to take. And kissing, at least, she could handle.
So she tilted his head back and leaned down until her lips hovered over his. “I’m a little out of practice, but I used to be pretty good at this.”
He teased her by sneaking his tongue out to touch her lips. “Indeed. Right back on the horse, darling.”
She caught his lower lip between her teeth and growled at him again.
His humor faded, and a rush of energy hit her. Gavin closed his hands around her shoulders and shuddered. “I tease because I have to. You’re a pretty damn huge temptation, Sammie.”
“I trust you. Mostly because you spend so much time making sure you never, ever push me.” She slid her arms around his neck and closed her eyes. The power curling around her brought the warmth of desire with it. “But I won’t know what I’m ready for until you stop holding back.”
“If I wasn’t holding back,” he argued, “I’d scare the daylights out of you.”
She couldn’t discount the possibility, but she’d never know for sure until she tried. “One kiss. Show me everything for one kiss.”
He didn’t answer, but one hand crept slowly up to tangle in her hair. Finally, he growled and bit her chin, a mere second before his mouth landed on hers, hot and demanding. He kissed her with all the blazing passion she’d sensed but had never seen. His tongue swept between her lips and her body reacted with a pleasure and yearning she’d feared was lost to her.
She was in his lap before she realized it, and it was the fact that she couldn’t remember moving that made her drag her lips from his and bury her face in his neck. Inside, the wolf howled in protest, furious that she’d been denied the chance to claim her mate. Soon, Sam promised as she panted for breath, her body still singing with giddy need. “Soon.”
“Yes,” he rasped, his chest rising and falling rapidly. “Soon.”
“I love you, Gavin.”
“I love you too, Samantha.”
Laughter bubbled up inside her as she nuzzled his neck. “You need to stop corrupting Keith with your grand romantic gestures. All the little girls in town are already crazy about him. If you give him too many advantages, he’ll be unlivable and I’ll have to beat his ego back into place every other week.”
“He’ll be insufferable anyway. May as well teach him right.”
“I guess so.” She kissed his throat. “Now my surprise will be anti-climactic. Olivia taught me how to make brisket.”
“Oh hell.” Gavin groaned in her ear. “I love you all over again, you fantastic woman.”
It was amazing how much peace those simple words brought with them. Samantha smiled and tightened her arms around him. “Anything for you, honey.”
He kissed her cheek. “Words to live by, darling.”
Part Two
Red Rock, Present Day
One week after the events in Cry Sanctuary.
Keith
“Hey! The grenade launcher for my AK.” Joe straightened and swiped his arm across his face, leaving a streak of dirt behind. “I’ve been looking for this thing.”
Keith looked up from the tangled mess of wires in front of him and fought the urge to laugh at Joe’s pleased expression. “Would have been nice to have that last week in Helena.”
“No argument here.” Joe set the metal cylinder aside. “Do you even know what you’re doing?”
“In a general sense or specifically?” Keith turned his attention to the wires in front of him again and picked up the wire cutters. “Because in a general sense, yeah. As for the specifics... No, this is the first time I’ve tried to trick a satellite internet company into providing Red Rock with service.”
His friend flashed him a dubious grimace. “Yeah, good luck with that. Where do you me to put those boxes that were stacked up in the corner?”
“The other side of the basement, I guess.” Keith snipped a wire and twisted it together with a second. “We can hang up some curtains or something to hide the ugly side of the basement until I have time to finish it all. But don’t take too long, because you’re going up on the roof to fix the receiver in place while I test to see if it works.”
Joe sighed and wiped his hands on his jeans. “Awful lot of trouble for a chick. Usually pretty pillows on the bed or remembering to put the seat down makes ‘em happy.”
“She’s not a chick, she’s my mate.” He couldn’t quite keep the warning from his voice, not when his instincts were only starting to settle after the events of the previous week. Even now, it was hard to have her out of his sight, in spite of the fact that she and her sister were plenty safe in Gavin’s house. “And as I recall, you blew up part of a town last week for a chick.”
“Because you asked.” Joe’s own voice held a hint of caution. “How are Abby and Brynn?”
“Abby’s fine. Brynn’s...bouncing back. A lot quicker than I’d expected, honestly.” Not that he should have been surprised. Abby had all but raised her younger sister, and the girl had all of Abby’s stubbornness. He tucked the last few wires into place and flipped the back into place on the receiver. “If you’re thinking about buying pretty pillows for Brynn, I’d think again. Doesn’t strike me as something she’d appreciate.”
“Not thinking anything of the sort.” A box hit the concrete floor with a thud and a rising cloud of dust.
The worst thing was not knowing if Joe was serious or not. And if he does take an interest, it’s all your fault for dragging him along to rescue her. “Good. Keep on not thinking.”
“You got it.”
Two screws secured the back panel, and Keith flipped the receiver over. “I already ran the cable for this up the side of the house. Go stick it on the roof, would you?”
Joe took it with another dubious look. “How are we going to know if we’re pointing the damn thing in the right direction?”
Keith just grinned. “If I need something blown up, I call you. But this is my area of expertise, so stick the damn thing on the roof where the cable ends and leave the rest to me.”
“Why do I have to do all the climbing?” Joe grumbled, but he stomped up the basement stairs anyway.
When he was gone, Keith rose to his feet and surveyed the afternoon’s work. It wasn’t much, certainly nothing permanent, but one corner of the basement now served as a passable office. He’d salvaged an old wooden table and polished it within an inch of its life to make it a suitable home for Abby’s new computer.
New to her, at least. Most of the parts had been stacked in the corner, bits and pieces he’d collected over the past few months with the intention of building himself a new system. But his laptop had been more than he’d needed once he’d readjusted to the simple, low-tech life of Red Rock.
Abby had enough to adjust to already. He knew her well enough to understand she’d need something of her own once things settled down, something she could do to be productive. Something that made her feel like a tiny bit of her life was under control again.
Even if he had to break a few laws to get her high speed internet.
Despite his complaints, Joe came tromping back down the stairs just as Keith got the new computer booted up. “Done. What’s next?”
“Keep moving boxes, I guess.” The monitor came to life, and he grinned. “Let’s introduce this little corner of Red Rock to the twenty-first century.”
Abby
“I’m back!” Abby tried to catch the door with her foot, but it slammed against the wall with a thud. She winced and shifted the box under her arm. “Keith?”
She heard quick footsteps taking the stairs from the basement two at a time. A moment later, the door popped open and Keith grinned at her. “Hey, baby. Cindy send you back here with more food? Would you tell the woman I’m capable of feeding us both?”
“No, she sent more clothes.” She dropped the box in the foyer and slanted a suspicious look at him. “Are you bribing her to keep giving me shirts that are two sizes too small?”
His lips twitched, and she could tell he was fighting a smile. “I’m sure she’s just trying to be helpful. To one or the other of us.”
“Uh-huh.” Abby embraced him, folding her arms around his neck. “I missed you.”
Pleasure sung in the air between them, a warmth and affection that was as clear in his eyes as in the magic that joined them. “Missed you too, darling. Did your sister stay with Sam and Gavin?”
“Sure did.” Even being held against his chest made her heart skip a beat, and she kissed his jaw. “You’re excited. Why are you so excited?”
“Mmm, maybe I’m just excited to have you to myself for a little bit.”
“Oh yeah?” Abby trailed her lips to the other side of his jaw and wiggled her hips against him. “All alone... Think of the possibilities.”
Keith laughed, his breath tickling her ear. “You keep wiggling your hips like that and they’ll be inevitabilities.”
“Mission accomplished.” She shivered again and scratched her fingernails lightly through the short hair at the back of his neck. “Take me to the bedroom?”
“Not yet.” His teeth scraped along her jaw in soft, teasing promise before he pulled back and grasped her shoulders. He turned her around until she was facing the door to the basement. “I have something for you.”
“In the basement?” Curiosity overtook desire. “What is it?”
He gave her a tiny push toward the stairs. “Why don’t you go look?”
Her suspicion spiked again, and she shook her head as she pulled open the basement door. “What did you...?” Her words trailed off as she descended the stairs and heard an insistent buzzing noise. “Did you put a computer down here?”
“Not exactly a top-end model, but it’s hard to find really nice motherboards for sale in this town.”
Abby laughed. “I guess you want your laptop back.” She reached for his hand and stroked her thumb over his skin. “Thank you, baby.”
His tiny little smile was smug. “That’s not the surprise. Why don’t you go take a look at it?”
The computer was old but neat, and meticulously arranged on a small table. A small black box sat next to the tower, a row of blinking lights along the front. “Keith, why is there a router attached to it?”
“Seems a bit odd, doesn’t it?” He leaned against the wall beside the desk, practically radiating false innocence. “What with the lack of anything but slow-ass dial-up in this town.”
Abby leaned over the desk and opened a browser. It connected with a search page quickly, and she stared at the monitor in shock. “Is it satellite?”
“Might be.” Keith grinned. “Wouldn’t start any rumors about it, though, if I were you. It might not be strictly above board. But I figured if you wanted to start working again sometime, you wouldn’t be able to do it without a decent connection.”
Setting up the equipment and arranging access had to have been complicated, however he’d done it, and Abby straightened slowly. She gaped at Keith, unable to help herself. “You did this for me?”
“Mmm.” He reached out and tugged at a lock of her hair before curling it around his finger. “Wasn’t so bad. I made Joe do all the climbing. He’s good for grunt labor.”
Her eyes burned. It didn’t matter if he’d lounged on the front porch with a mai tai while Joe set everything up. Joe certainly hadn’t thought of her and known she’d go crazy without some way to be of use. “You did this for me.”
“Yeah.” He caught her hand and tugged her toward him. “It’s not much now, but when things settle down I’ll turn it into a real office.”
“I love it.” The words weren’t nearly enough. Abby slid her arms around his neck and pressed a trembling kiss to Keith’s cheek. “Thank you, baby.”
His lips found her ear, and he brushed a soft kiss there before laughing softly. “How long you think Sam and Gavin are going to keep your sister distracted?”
“Did they know you planned to surprise me with high-speed internet?”
“Gavin did. I figured after all the gray hair I’ve given him, it would be nice to ask before I broke any more laws.”
Abby closed her teeth on Keith’s earlobe and shivered at the pleasure that billowed between them. “Then God help them if they let Brynn come back here anytime soon, because I’m going to ravish you.”
“Oh?” His fingers inched under the hem of her too-tight shirt and ghosted across the skin of her back. “You been practicing your control, have you?”
“I have.” His fingertips were rough but his touch was gentle, and she arched against him. “You’ll have to tell me if I’m making progress.”
“We have that nice new bed.” His hand slid down again and hefted her up as he urged her legs around his hips. “Maybe we should go test it out. A proper evaluation would take some time.”
“Hours,” she agreed. “And, just to be thorough, we should try lots of different things.”
He moved toward the stairs with his lips still hovering over her ear. “Let’s hope Sam decides to keep your sister there for dinner.”
“Or the rest of the night.” Abby let go of his neck, pulled back and dragged her shirt over her head.
Keith groaned. “Baby, stop stripping while I’m trying to climb stairs. It’s fucking distracting as hell.”
“Not half as distracting as this.” With anticipation shivering through her, she left the shirt tangled around her arms and twisted it until the cotton kinked and bound her wrists.
A pulse of need echoed between them, drawing a sharp gasp and a moan from her. Keith’s low growl rumbled against her neck as he made it three-quarters of the way up the stairs before dumping her onto her back on the hardwood floor of the hallway.
His eyes were dark and needy as he stood between her legs and stripped off her shoes. They thumped against the stairs behind him, probably all the way back down to the basement.
Abby didn’t care. She stretched her arms over her head and arched as he reached for the button of her jeans. “On the stairs, baby?” She didn’t bother to hide her excitement; he could feel it anyway, the same way she could feel his.
“You’re in the hallway.” He got her jeans open and grinned as he coaxed them down her legs along with her underwear. “I’m still on the stairs because I think I can work with the height difference.”
“Semantics,” she declared with a wicked smile of her own. “What happened to breaking in the bed?”
Her jeans hit the stairs and Keith lowered himself until his mouth brushed the inside of her right leg. “Bed, stairs... It all needs breaking in eventually.” His tongue swiped along her skin, and he bit the inside of her knee softly.
Pleasure bloomed inside her, as much from sheer happiness as a reaction to his touch. “What did I do before I met you?”
“Beats me.” One large hand smoothed up her other leg, and his thumb teased over her. “If you had a hand free I’d ask you to show me, but I might be able to figure it out on my own.”
She hissed in a breath and thrust her hips against his hand, heat blazing through her. “You know full well how good you are, baby.”
“I must be.” He brushed her clit in a teasing caress that wasn’t nearly enough before slipping away again. “You’re pretty damn turned on.”
“So are you.” She closed her eyes and savored the excitement that thrummed in his veins. “I like the way it makes you feel, you know. When you watch me come.”
He kissed the inside of her thigh as he eased one finger inside her. “How do I feel? Like I’ve never seen anything so fucking gorgeous?”
Abby cried out and clenched her fingers around the cotton T-shirt around her hands. “Like—like you want to make it happen again and again, because it’s so damn good.”
He’d learned how to touch her already, and he used that knowledge relentlessly as he stroked his fingers in and out of her. “Sounds about right.” His voice was a low rasp, filled with the same desire she could feel spinning through the magic that joined them.
She writhed on the floor, unsure whether she was trying to get closer or get away. Pleasure gathered like a summer storm, pounding through her hard and fast, and she chanted Keith’s name. Finally, trembling, she forced her eyes open and focused on his face.
A smile curved his lips a moment before he bit the inside of her thigh. Then he rose to his knees and reached for his belt. “Turn over, baby.”
Abby obeyed, her arms and legs still shaking. “I need you.”
“You have me.” He settled behind her and grasped her hips to hold her still. “You comfortable enough? I could still get us upstairs to the bed, you know...” The words were teasing, casual, but she could feel his patience dwindling as he rubbed his cock against her.
The growl escaped before she could stop it. She tried to move, but he held her fast. “Damn it, Keith, please—”
One thrust, and he was inside her. His hands hit the hallway floor on either side of her own as he covered her body, the sensation sharpened by the angle of the stairs. His breath fell hot against her ear as he ground against her and groaned. “God, you feel good.”
Abby’s hands slid on the slick floor as she tried to push back, get closer. “One of these days, baby, you’ll be the one begging.” She squeezed tight around his cock and moaned.
“You’re the one who tied your fucking hands together.” His teeth scraped along her jaw as he pulled back inch by teasing inch. “Which you can do whenever you want, darling. I’m a fan...” He growled and thrust into her again.
She choked on another cry. “I know you’re—” The breath left her lungs as heat flared again, stoked higher with every thrust, every heartbeat. “Don’t stop.”
“Not planning on it.” He spoke the words against her cheek before urging her head back enough to claim her lips with his next rocking advance. He kissed her hard, deep and desperate, as if even the motion of their bodies was incidental when compared to the pleasure of kissing her.
It was madness, the way they fell into each other every time they touched, and Abby relished every moment. Her tongue slicked over his, and she bit him. “Always so good,” she whispered. “Always.”
“Always,” he agreed in a hoarse voice. His next thrust was sharper, just a little bit harder and oh-so-careful to hit all the right places. He groaned and bit her lip as he did it again. “Come for me, baby.”
She wanted to deny him, to drag out the tension and anticipation until they were both precariously balanced on the sharp, sweet edge of release. But he drove into her again, and the low, desperate noise that escaped him made the pleasure reverberating between them impossible to quell.
Abby dropped her face to her arm and sank her teeth into her own skin, shaking with the force of the orgasm that tore through her.
“Fuck...” Just one word, but it ripped free of him riding on a harsh growl. His teeth found the back of her shoulder a moment before his orgasm joined the frenzy of feelings threatening to overwhelm her.
There was nothing to do but shiver under him as pleasure echoed through them both. “Jesus Christ.”
His hands slipped a little, and he caught himself on his elbows and swore. “Hell, I’m going to end up crushing you into the floor. You could have let us make it to the bed.”
“No.” She stretched a little, sated and yet still acutely aware of him inside her. “No, I really couldn’t. You’re irresistible.”
“Mmm, I bet I am.” His lips tickled the back of her neck through her hair as he kissed her softly. Then he gently pulled away and lifted her. “But I stole you some fucking high speed internet. I earned sex in a bed.”
“Maybe.” Abby held on to his neck and laughed. “But that’s not why I’m going to give you sex in a bed.”
“Oh yeah? So why are you?”
She’d never said it, and she should have been terrified. Instead, she curled against his chest, full of trust and contentment. “Because I love you.”
Keith pressed his lips to the top of her head. “I love you too, darling.”
The happy warmth intensified, and she smiled against his skin. “Even if you have to break the law for me?”
“Something tells me it won’t be the last time. At least Gavin can’t make faces at me. It’s his fault I got the idea.”
Abby pulled back and squinted at him. “How’s that?”
“Courting gifts.” The corner of his mouth quirked up. “Something my mother said once, when I was a kid. That Gavin came from a time when men were worth marrying because they knew how to show their appreciation. I don’t think either of us can count high enough to list the number of laws that man would break if it meant keeping Sam happy and safe.”
“Hell, no.” Her own lips curved into a smile, and she freed one hand from her twisted T-shirt to caress his cheek. “You learned that lesson well, though, because I feel very appreciated.”
“Good.” He hefted her higher and headed for the stairs to the second floor. “Let’s go to bed so I can appreciate you some more.”
“Only if I get to appreciate you back.”
“Maybe a little.”
The soft banter already felt as familiar, as vital, as breathing. “I’m happy, I’m safe, and I love you. Those are three very big reasons to appreciate you all night long.”
“Well, then.” She felt his lips on her temple as he headed for their bedroom. “In that case, maybe we can appreciate each other.”
She’d had her life ripped apart, and then she’d found Keith. She could never go back to a simple human life, but she had a new one slowly filling with the things she’d lost, plus some she’d never had—love and a sense of purpose, of belonging to something larger than herself.
Abby closed her eyes and rested her head on his shoulder. “Take me to our bed. Later, I’ll show you my favorite place to buy lingerie online.”
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Hope, already a fleeting, faltering thing, gasped its last breaths as Brynn watched two of Alan’s men drag her sister from the room. Two days of emotional torment were coming to an end now, two days spent listening to her captors describe in loving detail the fate that would befall her as soon as they’d captured her sister.
And Abby had walked into their midst.
Brynn pulled her legs closer to her chest and fought a shiver as Pierce closed the door and turned to smile at her. “Just you and me now, sweetie pie.”
No, no, no… It was the only word left in her mind, a broken litany she couldn’t stop. Her fingers clenched around the torn fabric of her khaki pants, and she jerked her gaze away from him to fix on a broken desk across the room. Pierce loved it when she flinched, and refusing to do so was the only silent defiance she had left.
“The alpha’s going to have fun with your sister,” he murmured as he walked around Brynn in a wide circle. “He likes them like that. Strong. Sure.”
Guilt flooded her, almost strong enough to drown out her terror, but it didn’t last. Blaming herself for this was pointless. Abby had chosen to walk into a trap. It might have made her angry, if only she’d had enough emotion left to feel such things. Now instead of suffering alone, she had to watch her sister break along with her.
Or be used to break her. They’d left her with no illusions as to her relative importance in the grand scheme of things, after all. Brynn was a tool. She was a pawn.
From the way Pierce was looking at her, she was about to be sacrificed.
He knelt in front of her, his smile blossoming into a grin. “She thinks he’s going to let you go, doesn’t she?”
The last time she’d refused to answer him at all, she’d earned a blow that left half her face bruised and aching. “No. She’s not stupid.”
He slapped her anyway, snapping her head to one side, though it hardly seemed to cost him any effort at all. “If she knows he’s keeping you both, why did she come?”
Brynn choked on a pained whimper and fought back tears. “I don’t know.”
He leaned in, his breath hot against her stinging cheek. “She’s not planning some grand escape, is she? That would sincerely fuck up my plans for you, sweetie pie.”
Brynn would have preferred being hit again to listening to the low, pleased cadence of his voice. It was impossible not to flinch now, but she’d already backed against the wall and there was nowhere to go. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything.”
Pierce mocked her as he rose, his fingers freeing the buttons of his shirt as he moved. “I don’t know if I believe you. Then again, I suppose it doesn’t really matter.” His shirt fell open, and he shrugged out of it. “Not much does anymore. It’ll be too late.”
Her first thought was that he meant to rape her. It had been a popular threat over the past two days, delivered by an assortment of men who seemed to be engaged in a competition to see who could get the most terrified reaction out of her. Once she’d stopped reacting at all, most of them had gotten bored.
Not Pierce. The more she refused to respond, the more obsessed he became. But the sick fantasy he whispered in her ear when he had her cornered and sick with dread had nothing to do with sex.
Terror gripped her again, the sort of fear she’d thought beyond her reach. She whimpered and scrambled back until she hit the corner, forgetting that her fear only aroused him. “N-no, you can’t. No one’s supposed to—to do that—”
“Right,” he whispered, kicking off his shoes. “Until he had your sister. And now…he does.” Pierce lowered his hands to his pants.
“No. No.” The frantic, hysterical words sounded far away, and she wondered if they’d finally succeeded in breaking her. I’m scared he’s going to turn me into a werewolf. I am so far past broken…
The door exploded in a shower of splintered wood. A man stepped inside and quickly surveyed the room, a pistol in his lowered hand.
Her attacker spun with a confused noise. Before he could say anything, the man raised his arm and shot him twice in the chest, hesitated for a moment, and fired another round at his head.
Brynn watched as time slowed to a crawl. Pierce hit his knees and toppled over. There was blood everywhere, blood and things that were a lot more disturbing than blood, things she couldn’t think about too closely. Her civilized brain recoiled in horror, but what was left was intense satisfaction. Glee, and a tiny bit of regret that Pierce hadn’t suffered more, hadn’t faced death and been forced to stew in it until it made him ill.
The man at the door stepped forward, and the world snapped back into painful, blinding clarity. He held a finger over his lips and knelt to search through Pierce’s pockets. “My name is Joe. Your sister brought me.”
She tried to think back to what Abby had said. Had there been something about friends? Everything was distorted by that numb detachment she’d cultivated, her only defense against the taunts and threats.
“Joe.” Her lips formed the name, and it felt oddly familiar. She studied his face, the firm, handsome features, the short, messy dark hair and the hazel eyes that were somehow fierce and gentle at the same time. “Joe, you’re here…”
He lifted a hand to her cheek. “I told you I’d be here if you needed me.”
He had. He’d promised, after he’d saved her from Alan Matthews, that he’d never let anyone hurt her again. Except he couldn’t have promised her that, because he was rescuing her now—
Her brain stumbled over the logical inconsistencies and came to the proper conclusion: this was a dream. Hard on the heels of that realization came a second one—that Joe’s hand was warm against her skin and his fingers felt so, so perfect as he stroked her tangled hair back from her face.
Lucidity slipped through her fingers again as she launched herself into his arms with a relieved noise. He caught her with a soft growl and nuzzled her ear as his arm slid around her waist, drawing her closer. His nose grazed her cheek and his mouth landed on hers, demanding and coaxing at the same time. It had to be the first time he’d kissed her, because she never would have forgotten the way her body melted as his tongue urged her lips apart.
But if it was the first time, how could he know everything to do, everything that would make her body come to life? He kissed her within an inch of her sanity, hands roaming her back and hips, finally drifting down to cup her ass and lift her closer.
Warm hands skated over skin as clothing disappeared, but it was the incongruity of being lowered to a soft mattress that tripped her brain this time. Some part of her whimpered in protest as the dream unraveled, dissolving even as she clung desperately to it.
She woke up in Joe’s bedroom—in Joe’s bed, flushed and confused and breathing too fast. A floorboard creaked and she bolted upright, her gaze landing on Joe. He hovered just inside the room, his fingers still wrapped around the doorknob. Oh dear God, please don’t let me talk in my sleep…
He stared at her in silence for a moment and tilted his head. “Nightmare?”
“Sort of.” She dropped back to the pillow and covered her face with her hands. “Started out that way. But hey, it went away on its own, so that’s a sign of progress, right?” She couldn’t stop the words from tumbling over her tongue, though she knew her nervous babbling was anything but subtle.
“Want me to sit with you for a while?”
She almost told him no, but it would have been a lie. A stupid, pointless lie. Her subconscious, at least, had already decided who made her feel safe, and there was no use fighting it. “That’d be nice, if you don’t mind.”
He walked in. She could hear the television playing softly in the living room as Joe sat on the edge of the bed. “That guy again? Pierce?”
“Yeah.” Joe had saved her, that much of the dream had held truth. But there had been no romance, no joy, just gut-wrenching shock as blood spattered her clothing and Pierce slumped to the floor with half his face missing.
That was the last thing she remembered. On the rare occasion she tried to think back, all she could come up with was the vague impression of Joe’s arms around her and the sound of explosions. The next clear memory she had was of being in a motel in Red Rock, cradled against Joe’s chest as a doctor tended to Abby’s wounds.
Brynn dropped her hands to the bed and met Joe’s eyes. “I don’t really remember it. What happened, I mean, after you shot him. Some of the stuff up to that point’s a little blurry, but after that… It’s like a big blank nothing.”
“Good.” He scooted closer. “Sometimes, your brain figures that’s for the best.”
“Yeah?” She closed her eyes and rubbed lightly at the side of her head. “Well, tell my brain it’s creepy and to stop trying to make up things that happened next.”
His hand brushed her leg. “What does it make up?”
“Usually some fairly awful stuff.” She managed a half smile and moved her hand to rest over his. “You were very heroic tonight, though. Even more so than usual.”
Joe grinned wickedly as he turned his hand and wrapped his fingers around hers. “I must have been. You sounded like you were having fun.”
Of course he could tell. There was no privacy in a town full of werewolves. Maybe she should have blushed, but she was too busy being relieved by the fact that he didn’t seem to mind. Yes, because what you need right now, in the middle of everything, is a crush.
Or maybe it was exactly what she needed, if only to keep her from drowning in futile misery. She tightened her fingers and tugged slightly. “It’s rude to use your werewolf superpowers against me, you know. Or rude to admit it.”
“Rude, maybe.” He reached up with his free hand and brushed her hair back. “But I just wanted to see you smile.”
“It’s nice to smile.” Weird, maybe, but her lips curved up. “It’s been a couple weeks since there was much to smile about.”
“Still not much,” he admitted. “But sometimes it’s all you can do.”
She let her thumb play over his fingers as she watched his face. “So if I go through with this, and if I ask Cindy to be my Guide…” She hesitated, then ignored her nervousness and pushed on. “Are there rules about me not getting involved with other people?”
He stared at her for a long moment before answering. “Usually, if a Guide and an Initiate don’t plan on getting intimate or there’s someone else in the picture, they forego the bonding. It’s easier that way, if they can get away with it. So no, nothing to keep you from seeing someone else.”
“Okay. Good.” Sitting brought her so close that she had to tilt back her head to look at him. She didn’t release his hand, just kept her fingers around his as she went for broke. “Because I was thinking…getting involved with someone is a crappy idea right now, but I’m sort of miserable, and you’re sort of hot. I wouldn’t say no to a little bit of irresponsible sex in between lessons in defending myself, if you were willing.”
He didn’t react as though her words surprised him. Instead, his hand tensed under hers. “Brynn, you’ve been through a ton of shit here recently. I’m not going to say that you don’t make a very good point, but I don’t know if I’m the guy for this. I really don’t.”
It was supposed to be casual, so the fact that it hurt to be rejected, even gently and obliquely, surprised her. The question escaped before she realized she’d spoken. “Why?”
“Because.” He kissed her fingers, his breath blowing hot over her skin. “I’m already past irresponsible sex here.”
“Oh.” She swallowed and fought the urge to shift closer. Careful, Brynn. Careful. She liked Joe. She liked Joe a lot, in ways that weren’t casual at all. But she couldn’t tell for sure, not when her life was tumbling end over end. Brynn had spent the last seven years carefully planning everything, researching all possible outcomes and taking action only when she was confident she’d made the right decision.
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done something just because it felt right. Because it would be fun. Probably the last time I did something stupid and had to watch Abby clean up after it. Would Abby be cleaning up after this mess?
And do I care?
He leaned closer and feathered his lips over her cheek. “Good night, Brynn.” There was no time left. He’d get up and walk out if she didn’t stop him.
So she blurted out, “I already like you way too much.” The words sounded so much stupider out loud than they had in her mind, so she turned her head and caught his lips in an off-center, awkward kiss.
His lips were warm and soft against the corner of her mouth. He slid them over hers, quick and gentle, in a kiss that cajoled rather than dominated. It was nothing like the hip-grinding, tongue-tangling kiss of her dream, but it set her heart to racing just the same.
His hand crept up her arm and slipped around the back of her neck, drawing her closer. He held himself rigidly, almost trembling, as he eased past her lips and touched her tongue with his.
A moan rose in Brynn’s throat, and her patience broke. She lifted her hands to the back of his head and whimpered as she curled her tongue around his. Joe growled in answer and kissed her harder, his teeth scoring her lip.
A moment later, he broke the kiss, groaning against her cheek. “Bad. Bad, bad idea.”
“Really?” She inhaled his scent, an odd mix of the woods and plain soap and something sharp and metallic that reminded her of the long-ago afternoon she’d spent at the firing range. “It feels good. Great, even.”
“Doesn’t make it a good idea.” His eyes opened slowly as he leaned back to stare at her. “You’re going through some stuff right now, Brynn.”
“I know.” Her hands shook as she dropped them to her lap. “You’ve got responsibilities that have nothing to do with me. The summit, and the visitors…”
“Just for starters.” He started to reach for her hand, but clenched his fingers around the blanket instead. “If we have sex, it wouldn’t be simple and uncomplicated. You know that, right?”
She opened her mouth to agree, then shut it again and tilted her head to the side. If it had been a man in front of her—a normal man, and not a werewolf—the question would have been easy to answer. But this… She cleared her throat. “Is this something that has to do with you being a werewolf? Because if there are special rules for that…” Oh Jesus.
One eyebrow shot up. “Not really. Sometimes there are conflicting instincts, but that wasn’t what I meant.”
Thank God. “Then yeah. I get it. And I get if you want to wait, or find someone less likely to have an emotional breakdown on you, because I’m still not strictly ruling that out.”
Joe frowned. “I’m not explaining myself very well.”
Of course he wasn’t. She wasn’t giving him a chance to explain himself, because she didn’t want to hear the answer. She didn’t want him to leave. Guilt made her choke down another reply. “I’m not helping much.”
He answered her weak smile with one of his own and nodded to the bed. “Want me to stick around for a while? In case you start dreaming again?”
Brynn laughed. She couldn’t help it. “You really want to be in here if I start dreaming about making out with you again? Because I don’t know if that’ll make things less complicated.”
His cheeks darkened. “I meant if you had another nightmare, but I see your point.” He stood, but stopped by the door. “Call if you need me.”
She wanted to stop him, to ask him what in hell was going on between them, but he was obviously in full retreat. Whatever intricacies he’d failed to explain would have to remain a mystery. It’s not as if I don’t have enough to worry about.
It didn’t make her smile any less wistful as she sank back into the pillows and closed her eyes. “Thanks, Joe.”
“You’re welcome, Brynn.”
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