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  Enforcer’s Redemption Blurb


  


  Adam Jamenson has suffered through the worst loss known to man. The only reason he lives day-to-day is to ensure the safety of his Pack. As the Enforcer of the Redwood Pack, it is his job to protect all in his path, though he was unable to protect the ones he held dear. The war with the Centrals is heating up and Adam must try and grit through it in order to survive. Though the broken man inside of him may not want to…


  Bay Milton is a werewolf with a past. And a secret. She’s met the Redwood’s Enforcer only once, but it left a lasting effect. Now she needs to find him or everything he had thought he lost, may be lost again.


  Together, they must struggle and find a way to fight their pasts and present in order to protect their future. But the Centrals have a plan that might make their path one of loss and destruction.
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  Prologue



  


  “Damn, it wasn’t supposed to be this difficult.” Caym cursed as he paced, his fists itched to punch something. He picked up the piece of paper he’d dropped on the floor earlier and saw red as rage coursed through him.



  Still no results. Target not acquired.


  Caym screamed and flexed his powers, the pulse of energy causing the paper to go up in flames. The heat burned, leaving trails of ash on his skin. Good. He needed the pain. He brushed a lock of hair out of his face and cursed again. Nothing was going as planned. Nothing.


  A whimper sounded in the corner of the room, and Caym snarled. The wolf had failed him. Well, not exactly this wolf, but it was one of the hairy beasts. He always had such trouble figuring out which wolf was which. Not because it was hard, but because he really didn’t give a damn. It was just unfortunate that this wolf had delivered the message. The man he’d sent out on his mission must have known Caym would be displeased and sent another wolf instead. That pissed Caym off even more.


  It would be a shame to kill the messenger, but Caym loved to go against the grain, especially when blood and mayhem were involved.


  They’d failed him. Again.


  He’d known another of his kind resided on this plane the moment he’d set foot on that grassy circle the night the Centrals had called him and sacrificed two of their own. Still, he’d held the fact a fellow brethren lived on this plane closely to his chest in case he needed it. With the Centrals fucking up at every turn, first with the Willow girl, then with the trinity bond, he needed to step up his timeline and take control sooner rather than later.


  Now, since that abomination, Josh, had killed Hector, there was only one wolf in his way—Corbin. Caym almost felt something for the sadistic bastard, but not enough to waylay his plans. No one was good enough for that.


  But, back to the point—he couldn’t find his brethren. All demons could find each other if needed; it was in their genetic code. Why was he having so much trouble finding this one?


  Though he wouldn’t dare to mention it aloud, he desperately needed this other demon to make his plans work. The trinity bond had severed his connection to the hell that he came from. Without that, he wouldn’t be able to call forth his brothers to take over this world, but there was another here that could help him.


  If only he could find the bastard.


  He didn’t know how the other could elude him, but he was beyond pissed. Caym didn’t want to use the wolves any more than he needed to for his plan to work, but he might have to. This, after all, was the second time he’d been on this plane. He couldn’t allow for failure. Not this time.


  Caym turned to the whimpering wolf in the corner who clutched his arm. He looked closer and saw a bit of bone sticking out at an odd angle. Ah, oops, he supposed he’d gotten a bit rough earlier.


  No worries. He’d make sure the wolf wouldn’t feel any pain…after he felt just a bit more. Okay, a lot more.


  Caym smiled, and tears fell down the other wolf’s cheeks. “You’ve failed me. I asked for results, and all I get are six words that mean nothing to me.”


  “But…but I only gave you the note. I don’t even know what it says.” The wolf curled up into himself, sobbing harder.


  Pity. He’d thought wolves were supposed to be strong. Though, he did like it when they begged.


  “I don’t care. I take it as a personal offense that you dared showed your presence here without results.”


  “Please…don’t…”


  Caym couldn’t hear what the other wolf said under his pleas and moaning.


  Whatever.


  Suddenly, not in the mood to deal with the piece of garbage in front of him, he flicked his wrist, and demon fire erupted around the wolf. The other man screamed in pain, and Caym let himself smile a bit.


  It was a good sound after all.


  When the wolf was nothing but ashes, Caym stopped the fire. Nothing surrounding the scorch marks was burned due to the powers of his fire. A perk, if he did say so himself. Updating the upholstery of any home he was in was ever so bothersome.


  Caym straightened his cuffs and tie then went back to his leather desk chair, sinking into the cushions. He’d have to take matters into his own hands, apparently. He needed to find this other demon, and the wolves weren’t getting the job done.


  And if the demon was shielding from him and didn’t go along with Caym’s plans, there would be hell to pay. After all, he was a demon; giving hell was his expertise.


  


  


  Chapter 1



  


  Adam Jamenson watched as Jasper swept Willow around the dance floor, which the family had built outside their den, delight on both of their faces. A sharp and familiar pang pierced his heart, rattled around his ribs, and then settled in his stomach like a rotting, dead weight. He took a swig of his Jack on the rocks, the burn not quite dulling the ache that had haunted him for two decades.


  God, he missed Anna.


  He rubbed a hand through his shorn, dark brown hair, trying to release some of the tension he’d felt over the past eight months. Well, if he was honest, it’d been much longer than that, but the intensity had increased dramatically since… No, he couldn’t and wouldn’t think about that.


  Not again. Not ever.


  He drained the last of his glass and wondered if he should get up and pour himself another. What he needed right now was to get blinding drunk, but his family was watching him. They were always watching him, and with this being Willow’s birthday party, the Pack was celebrating and trying to be happy.


  Adam didn’t want to be happy.


  He wanted to be fucking drunk, that way the feel of the spindly fingers wrapped around his heart in a death grip would dissipate to a dull clench. His body felt on alert at all times, as if, at any moment, something would come in and attack, taking away anything else he thought he had.


  It wasn’t much, just a jumble of memories that wouldn’t fade away.


  He was the Enforcer of the Redwood Pack. As such, he felt the threats to the Pack deep in his soul and held the duty to protect his family. Sometimes, though, he felt as if he were failing at every turn.


  Willow’s laugh brought him out of his gloomy thoughts. She smiled, her face brightening as North took her from Jasper’s arms, and they two-stepped to the change in music. He loved Willow like a sister and would do anything for her. He’d almost taken her into his home when she’d had a falling out with Jasper. She wouldn’t have taken Anna’s place, but maybe her laughter would have warmed up his tomb slightly.


  Did he even want warmth?


  “You don’t want that other drink, man,” Maddox grumbled as he took the seat next to Adam without invitation.


  “Damn it. Stay out of my head.”


  “You know I don’t read minds.”


  Adam held back a wince. Of all his brothers, Maddox was the one he did his best to avoid. As the Omega of the Pack, he could feel every emotion from its members, and Adam didn’t want Maddox to be privy to some of his emotions. Or, rather, any of his emotions. He didn’t even want to deal with them himself. But, Maddox knew everything. He’d seen the way Maddox looked after Anna’s…death. He knew too much, and Adam didn’t want to look his brother in his all-too-knowing gaze and see pity…or worse, understanding.


  No one could understand.


  He had been the first of his brothers to be mated. He’d met and fallen in love with Anna forty years before. He’d had twenty years with the love of his life and then had lost her and their unborn child. He gripped his glass tighter as the gaping wound bled just a bit more. Now, one by one, his brothers were finding their mates, in Reed’s case two mates.


  Adam was left to sit back and watch. Alone.


  He didn’t want to be around to watch the smiles on their faces, see the love radiating from their pores, watch the women grow full and ripe with their children.


  Children.


  He closed his eyes, the stinging increasing.


  He didn’t want to see Finn, Mel and Kade’s son, and Brie, Jasper and Willow’s daughter, toddle and grow up. That was the worst part. The part he couldn’t ignore. They were the physical representations and proof of a mating bond so strong that the Redwoods had a chance of a future.


  Adam had almost had that once…then the Centrals had taken it away from him.


  “Tone it down, man. You’re projecting enough emotion right now that everyone else can feel it as well.” Maddox put his hand on Adam’s shoulder, and Adam flinched.


  “Don’t touch me,” he snapped. God, he sounded like an ass. “Please.”


  Maddox pulled his hand back, but he didn’t move his gaze. Adam’s gaze traced the jagged scar on the right side of his brother’s face. He didn’t know where he’d received it, but he knew it held more meaning than Adam knew.


  “Adam, what’s going on?”


  “Like you don’t know?” Adam growled. “Just leave me the fuck alone.”


  “Stop lashing out at him, he’s just trying to help,” his wolf pleaded.


  Adam ignored him. His wolf had failed him when he needed him most. He didn’t want to talk to the constant reminder of why he hadn’t been there for Anna.


  “No, I won’t leave you the fuck alone. I don’t know what happened, but something’s changed. You were healing, Adam.”


  Adam snarled and stormed away from the party, ignoring the cautious and concerned looks boring holes into his back. Yeah, let them look at the deranged Enforcer. He was used to that.


  “Adam, don’t run from it. You’re going to fuck up if you don’t stop this.” Maddox walked behind him, his voice low.


  Adam stopped and turned, glaring at his younger brother. “What the fuck are you talking about?”


  Maddox raised his chin, undaunted. “If you don’t reign in those chaotic emotions of yours, you’re going to fuck up, and the Pack will be the ones who pay the price”


  Adam planted his feet on the ground and put his shoulders back, chest forward, shock radiating through him. “You don’t think I can handle my Enforcer duties?”


  Maddox shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t think you’d purposely put anyone in harm’s way, but you’re not yourself. What happened when you were away, Adam? You were finally healing, smiling more. Laughing and hanging out with Willow. What changed?”


  “Nothing.”


  Maddox frowned, disappointment on his face. “You need to trust someone, Adam.”


  “I trust my family.” Just not with everything. No, not this.


  “I just wish it were enough.” Maddox sighed. “I’m here if you need me.”


  Adam nodded, unable to speak. He loved his family with everything he had…because they were everything he had.


  “Adam? Maddox? Is everything okay?” Ellie Reyes, the Centrals’ princess and newest Redwood Pack member, came up to them, Maddox’s twin brother, North, on her heels.


  Maddox stiffened at the duo’s approach, and Adam raised a brow. It looked as though he wasn’t the only one with secrets.


  “We’re fine,” Maddox grumbled. “Just having a brotherly chat.”


  North tilted his head. “Anything I should know about?”


  Adam shook his head. “Nothing. Just dumb shit.”


  Ellie looked at Maddox, her gaze unwavering. “If you’re sure,” she whispered, the scent of pain radiating off her like a thick blanket.


  She still hadn’t healed from her lifetime of torture at the hands of her brother, Corbin. Frankly, Adam didn’t think she ever would. Though the female wolf was one of the strongest wolves he’d ever met. People just couldn’t get over some things.


  Case in point: him.


  “Let’s get back to the party then,” North said after a few moments of awkward silence. “The folks already are getting antsy over the fact that you guys walked out. I don’t want to make them think something was up.” He said the last part as an unspoken question, but neither Maddox nor Adam bothered to answer him.


  North sighed, sadness on his face for a moment before he schooled his features into the pleasant expression he always carried. “Shall we?” He held out an arm for Ellie, and she took it with one last look toward him and Maddox.


  “We should go back, as well. I don’t want to disappoint Mom and Dad,” Maddox said, his body tense.


  “Fine. Plus, we haven’t seen Willow open her presents yet. God forbid we miss that,” Adam said, a small smile threatening to form.


  Maddox grinned full out. “I swear those women and their presents, but I think Finn and Brie will be the ones to open them. You know how much they like getting into things.”


  Adam smiled and walked back to the party with his brother, ignoring the pangs again. He’d never see his child grow up to break into presents. Never watch Anna celebrate another birthday with a smile on her face.


  He’d lost his chance at happiness. He didn’t want another.


  


  ****


  


  Bay Milton rubbed her eyes and looked at her GPS again. This was right, wasn’t it? She pulled over to the side of the road, not wanting to veer off and get into a wreck because she wasn’t paying attention. She pressed the top bottom on the screen to look at the next set of turns and frowned. Yep, she was going the right way, but it looked like she was out in the middle of nowhere.


  On the other hand, it seemed like a perfect place to hide a werewolf den. It wasn’t as if she could just input “Redwood Pack den” into the search function and hit go. No, she’d had to quietly ask around to find the coordinates.


  Then, of course, she could feel the other wolves.


  But, that was something she didn’t want to think about quite yet.


  Bay sighed, her body aching and radiating with tension. She looked out her window, hoping to see something confirming what she was about to do was a good idea. The tall trees seemed to reach up to the sky, touching the heavens but casting a shadow on the road in front of her.


  Poetic justice at its best.


  “What am I doing here?” she whispered to herself. She’d been doing fine on her own for so long she didn’t need or want to rely on others, but this time it was different. This time she could taste the danger on her tongue, like a heavy metallic film she couldn’t swallow.


  As much as she wanted to turn back, she couldn’t. They would find her. Though she didn’t know who they were, she had a feeling. Dread threatened to choke her, and she took a deep breath, trying to calm her shaking body. It wouldn’t do her any good to have a heart attack on the side of the road. No, she was a werewolf, dammit; she’d be fine. She just had to get through the next few hours, and she’d be fine.


  Well, as fine as she could be in her situation.


  Bay took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders, and pulled onto the road again. She could do this. She could. She’d been on the road for five days, taking the long way from Southern California to Northern Washington. She’d backtracked a couple of times and gone in circles to lose any tails she might have. She wasn’t sure if whoever wanted to cause her harm was actually following her, but they’d come eventually. She didn’t want any harm to come to the people she was about to ask—no, beg—for help, nor did she want to get hurt herself.


  That final thought might have long since proven futile. The Redwoods might shut their doors to her and leave her on her own. Or they’d take her in, and she’d have to be in the one place she didn’t want to be.


  With him.


  She choked back a sob and made another turn. She needed to get a handle on her emotions before she got there. As it was, the Alpha might be able to tell she was coming soon. Only her special abilities had kept her escape from being discovered for this long.


  She had to find him. He’d help her. He had to. If not…well, she didn’t want to think about that. Damn it. She didn’t want to see him, rely on him. She didn’t want to look into those green eyes again and remember. The place at her neck thrummed, her body aching, but not only because of her long car ride anymore.


  Damn. As much as she wanted to deny it, she couldn’t. Well, that wasn’t the only evidence…but that was another story altogether.


  She took another turn and bit her lip as she felt the sentries posted at the gates to the den. Humans couldn’t see the den, nor could they feel its presence. In fact, the warding caused humans to want to veer away from the den altogether. But she wasn’t a human; she was Pack. The Redwoods just didn’t know it yet.


  The sentries, who had been visually hidden by their stealth, crept from the shadows, their eyes glowing gold with aggression, but confusion marred their faces. She couldn’t blame them. Her wolf felt like Pack to them, but they’d never laid eyes on her. She pulled the car to a stop, rolled down her window, and held her hand out in a sign of peace.


  “How can we help you, miss?” A tall man with gray eyes and brown hair came to her window, his posture on alert, ready to deal with her at any moment.


  “I need to see the Jamensons.” She couldn’t state her true purpose, just like she couldn’t name the real person she needed to see. The name wouldn’t form on her tongue.


  “Your name?”


  “Bay Milton.” As soon as she said it, she held back a wince. There was no hiding her identity now. She should have given a false name, but she hadn’t thought ahead that far. Damn. The sentry would relay the information, and they might not let her in. But there was no turning back. She needed them. She might have grown up a lone wolf, but she’d become Pack in truth if it meant protection when she needed it most.


  “Why do you need to see them?” He gave her a pointed look, and she met his gaze. She might be a lone wolf, but she was more powerful than either of them.


  Her wolf growled, but she held it back. No need to antagonize the poor wolf. The sentry ducked his gaze and cleared his throat. He looked over the hood of her car at the other sentry, who gave a slight nod.


  “The Alpha has let you through, but be warned, you harm our Pack, we’ll take you out, even if you do smell like Pack.”


  She nodded, grateful that her scent had at least raised curiosity in the Alpha so she could be let through. One hurdle down, just a few more to go to find her fate.


  Bay drove along the winding roads, knowing she wasn’t alone. No, other sentries would follow her path and watch her. She was okay with that. She didn’t want to cause harm to anyone here; she just needed help. She held back the bile that threatened to rise. She didn’t like asking for help, practically never did it. But just this once, she’d let her pride die and beg if she had to.


  She pulled up to what she assumed was the center of the den and parked. In the distance, it looked as if a party was going on. People were dancing and laughing. Children were playing, giggling when the adults tickled them or tossed them in the air. She clenched her jaw, forcing any tears that threatened to come to hold the pain back. She had to be tough, cool, collected for this. If she broke down and acted as if she were a helpless weakling, she wouldn’t earn their respect and maybe their protection. She might not have grown up with wolves, but she at least knew that much about them.


  She sat in the car and watched as three men prowled toward her, their power radiating off them in waves. They had to be part of the Jamenson family, though she knew there were probably others hidden in the shadows, their eyes on her.


  The center one must be Edward, the Alpha. She’d done her research. He looked the same age as his sons but looked every bit the Alpha with his power and grace. His hair was cut short, and neat. His green eyes pierced her as she sat in her car, waiting for them to give permission to get out. He wasn’t as big as the two sons who flanked him, but he was still a force to be reckoned with. To Edward’s left was a man who looked just like him, but the man had longer hair. Bay let her wolf come to the surface so she could taste his power, the energy of leadership and protection washing over her. This must be Kade, the Heir and next in line to be Alpha.


  Bay forced her gaze to Edwards’s right and held back a gasp.


  Adam.


  It had been so long since she’d seen him; eight months to be exact. He was taller than the other two, at least six-five, and built. She swallowed, hard. She’d seen every inch of him. Licked it, too. His hands were fisted at his sides as he strode to her. She looked into his eyes and suppressed a shudder.


  Such hatred.


  Oh, yes, he remembered. He just didn’t want to.


  Well, too damn bad; he’d have to get over it for just a little while. This was about more than the two of them and a night they’d shared.


  “Well, get out of the car, Bay Milton,” Edward ordered. “You can tell us just how you came to have the scent of the Pack when I’ve never felt you before.”


  Steeling herself, she opened the door, grabbed onto the sides, and then hoisted herself to a standing position. She closed the door, put a hand on her aching back, then the other on the very noticeable bump protruding from her stomach.


  Kade and Edward gasped, but she had eyes for only Adam. He paled but didn’t say anything.


  Bay forced herself not to shake or, worse, throw up, and opened her mouth. “Hello, Adam, I’m glad I found you. We have to talk.”


  


  


  Chapter 2



  


  Was he dying? Maybe he was already dead. It was the only reason Adam could think of for this to happen. Maybe it was a dream. Yeah, that sounded better, though it was more like a nightmare. His body felt heavy, as though someone had added weights to each of his nerve endings then punched him.


  Bay stood there, red hair curling around her face and the mass tumbling down her back and over her shoulders. Her green eyes were bright with the fear she probably thought she’d hidden so well.


  She looked so small standing there, though knew she was average height. He remembered her coming up to right below his shoulders when he’d held her…


  No. Stop it. He couldn’t think of that.


  She’d been curvy before, her hips flaring out, making it easy to hold her when he’d pounded into her. Her breasts had been full and heavy in his hands.


  But he wasn’t staring at any of that. No, his gaze rested solely on her stomach and the evidence of her late pregnancy.


  Holy. Shit.


  This couldn’t be happening. It had to be a mistake. She couldn’t be pregnant. She couldn’t be here, smelling of his Pack. No, she was supposed to be a faded dream…a nightmare. She wasn’t supposed to come into his normal world. She was supposed to have been a fling. A nothing.


  Maybe she was just here because she needed a shoulder to cry on and the baby was another wolf’s. Because in order for that baby to be his, he’d have had to mated her.


  Flashes of teeth on skin… sweat sliding across bodies… his cock deep inside… fuck.


  Once again he told himself Bay Milton could not be here and pregnant because that could only mean one thing.


  “Mate?” his wolf growled, his claws scraping along the inside of Adam’s body.


  He ignored the traitor. No, he’d had a mate. Anna. Oh, God, Anna. Fuck. What was he going to do? This stranger couldn’t be his mate. He’d had his chance, and he didn’t want this…this thing in front of him.


  He couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move, didn’t want to. He wanted Bay gone. Whatever problems she had couldn’t be his. If he could have, he’d have willed her away. He was the Enforcer. He should be able to kick someone off his land if he desired it.


  Why was his father letting this stranger into their den?


  His father let out a breath beside him. “Well, this is unexpected. You smell of Pack, yet I do not know you, nor did I feel you come into our Pack with your bond.” He leveled his gaze toward Bay, and she bared her throat for him.


  At least she had the submissive thing going for her, considering she was apparently Pack. Fuck. He didn’t want to think about her. Her simple presence felt like a betrayal to his Anna.


  A chasm opened up inside him and threatened to swallow him whole. He fisted his hands again, his lungs seizing. He closed his eyes, Anna’s long brown locks waving in his vision. He calmed a bit, soaking in her presence, if only in his mind. A flash of red surfaced, and bile rose in his throat.


  No. Not her.


  Edward cleared his throat. “Do you have an explanation for this?”


  Adam risked a glance at his father. His Alpha wasn’t talking to him, but to Bay. His emotions warred. On one hand, he wanted to thank the man for being on his side, yet on the other more frustrating hand, he wanted to stand up for Bay.


  Something that wouldn’t happen in a million years.


  She was supposed to have been a one-night stand, a way to scratch an itch and fill a need. That was it. He didn’t want her here in his space. In what had been, and still was Anna’s space. The lone wolf in front of him didn’t deserve it.


  Because even though she smelled like Pack, she wasn’t his. Not now, not ever.


  Bay didn’t meet Adam’s gaze. “I need to talk to Adam, alone.”


  Still standing on the other side of their father, Kade finally spoke up. “I really don’t care what you want. I don’t know what’s going on, but you’re not taking Adam alone anywhere. Whatever you have to say to him, you can say to all of us.”


  Bay finally looked at Adam, her gaze pleading.


  Ice filled his veins, and his heart echoed in an empty tomb. “I can handle it.” His voice was deep, hoarse.


  Why’d he say he could handle it? He didn’t want to fucking handle it. He wanted this imposter off his land. She shouldn’t be anywhere Anna could have been.


  Kade looked over his shoulder and sighed. “Well, the rest of the family is coming over here. So if that’s what you want, little brother, then get her out of here so she doesn’t disturb the rest of the family.”


  Kade stomped over to the pregnant woman, anger radiating off him in waves. “If you touch so much as a hair on his head, I’ll make sure you’ll regret it.”


  Bay raised her chin, but being a lesser wolf than the Heir, she didn’t meet his gaze. “I won’t hurt him.”


  Too late.


  Adam stormed toward her, rage filling him, suppressing the dread of talking to her, looking at her, being near her. How dare she come here? This wasn’t her place. She didn’t belong. He grabbed her arm and hauled her back to the car. She let out a wince, but he didn’t stop. He opened the passenger door, stuffed her in, and slammed the door.


  His wolf howled and threatened to break through his skin.


  “Adam, stop it,” Edward warned. “You touch that girl like you just did again, and you’ll have to answer to me.”


  Adam glared.


  “She’s pregnant, and it looks like it may be your problem. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but you need to fix it. But, I swear to God, if you hurt that woman, you’ll have to answer to me.”


  Adam lowered his head, shamed. He hadn’t meant to hurt her, but he couldn’t stop himself from wanting her gone. He just needed her out of reach of his family and out of his sight. If she wasn’t here, then it wasn’t real.


  “Handle this as best you can, but I’m coming to you later, son. I don’t want to ruin Willow’s day.”


  Adam nodded then got in her car. He drove off without looking at her, though she sat right next to him. He didn’t apologize for manhandling her. He didn’t know how to put it into words. Plus, if he spoke to her, she might speak back, and he couldn’t deal with that right now.


  The smell of Bay’s fear filled the car, an iced-berry, sweet scent that enraged his wolf. Adam tightened his grip on the steering wheel, his knuckles going white. His wolf stopped growling and whimpered, bumping his head against Adam’s body, as if reaching out toward Bay and her wolf.


  Adam held back a curse. He’d been lying to himself for so long he was surprised he could even tell what his wolf wanted.


  But Adam knew.


  His wolf wanted Bay’s wolf.


  They’d both been feeling her and her wolf since that night, but Adam had ignored it, something he was good at. Or at least he had tried. His wolf had fought back, causing Adam to almost lose control a few times, but the man had overcome the wolf.


  And now, just the scent of her fear, overpowering her sweet berry-mingled-with-ice scent…fuck.


  He didn’t want to think about her scent and the way it had seeped into his pores that night as her skin lay flush against his, or the way her fiery curls had caressed his body as she lay on top of him…


  He pulled to a stop, thankfully, in front of his house, and closed his eyes. In the past twenty years since Anna had been ripped from him, he’d been with only a handful of women—three to be exact—before Bay.


  And now he was in a car with a woman who could ruin that fragile hold he possessed on his sanity.


  Adam looked up at the house and swallowed the bile that crept up his throat. This was Anna’s house, which she’d decorated over and over again as their years together progressed. This is where she’d decorated their nursery…


  He bit his tongue, tasting blood, the sharp sting forcing his tears back and causing his emotions to tighten.


  He didn’t want to take Bay inside so she could taint it with her foreignness. But he was the Enforcer, God damn it. He couldn’t stick his head in the sand and ignore it anymore. Though he’d try if he could.


  He got out of the car, his movements stiff, and glared down at her. Bay lowered her head, her body shaking, but he could sense the power within her, the power that told him she was stronger than she looked. His wolf liked that.


  Damn it.


  “Get out of the car, and follow me,” he growled, and slammed the door. He stomped toward his house, ripped opened the front door, and paced his living room.


  The house had long since lost Anna’s scent, but on some days, he swore he could feel her presence. But not today. No, today he could only feel the presence of a little wolf who could destroy him.


  He clenched his fists and paced around the room that he’d slowly started to make his own, at least as much as he could without deleting Anna from it entirely. The walls were a chocolate brown with a cream trim that kept the room from being too dark. He had thick cream drapes to block out the sun when he wanted to sit in darkness, which happened more often than not recently. Simple, clean cream-and-brown furniture filled the room, so it didn’t look so empty. He had frames filled with random photos of landscapes that Cailin, his sister, had made him put on the walls. He didn’t want any pictures of his family up there because, if he did, he’d have to remember that Anna’s photo wouldn’t be up there.


  Couldn’t be up there.


  His house was a small, one-story three-bedroom home. He’d always planned to build on with the help of his contracting brothers, Jasper and Kade, but when Anna had been taken, he’d given up on his plans and his dreams. What had been the point to make more room when her laughter and their babies would be absent? His chest ached, and he rubbed the wound that wouldn’t heal.


  Bay’s scent filled the room, and he bit back a growl. As much as he wanted her to leave, his wolf didn’t want to scare her.


  They stood in his living room—Anna’s living room—and stared at each other. He clenched his jaw, thinking about what to say, how to start.


  What were they supposed to talk about?


  Bay rubbed a hand over her swollen belly, and Adam swallowed.


  Oh, yeah, that.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” he whispered, his voice raspy.


  She met his gaze head-on and didn’t flinch. “How could I?”


  Adam snorted. “I don’t know, maybe pick up a God damn phone?”


  Bay took a deep breath, but he could see the telltale signs of her temper, temper he’d thought he’d imagined that night. Yep, she had been a fiery redhead before, and by the way, she narrowed her eyes at him, she hadn’t lost it.


  “Excuse me? Where was I supposed to call? You lit out of there so fast I thought something had stung you in the ass.”


  “Nice language for a pregnant lady.”


  “Fuck you.”


  He raised a brow but didn’t speak. He didn’t want her here but had no idea how to get her to leave.


  “Adam…” She closed her eyes and shook her head as he tried not to think about his name on her lips.


  “What, Bay? What is it you want to tell me, huh? Why are you even here?” His voice rose with every question, and he fought the urge to throw something. Not at her, particularly, but at something, just to release some of the tension.


  “What is your problem?” Her voice was just as loud as his, and he could feel the anger rolling off her in waves.


  God, he was acting like an ass and it wasn’t her fault. The only thing she did was exist and show up, filling his life like she shouldn’t. She wasn’t Anna. If he liked her at all, it would be a disgrace to Anna’s memory. But now, because he’d made a mistake, she was in his life and in his Pack, because as soon as he’d mate claimed her, she’d been enveloped in the Pack. Because he had mate claimed her, he was able to get her pregnant. It was the only way for wolves to have children—with their mates. He didn’t know why his father hadn’t felt her come into the Pack, but that was a discussion for another time.


  “My problem?” He growled and stalked toward her, his hands clenched so hard he was afraid they’d pop a vein. “My problem is that you’re not supposed to be here in my Pack. You were just a quick fuck when I was too drunk to know any better, and now you’re standing here looking like you deserve something from me. Well, let me tell you, I didn’t make any promises that night, and I’m sure as hell not making any now.”


  She flinched as if he’d slapped her, and his wolf howled. His body raged as he fought for control. If he changed right now, his wolf would be the one doing the comforting, not the man, which was opposite for most wolves. He didn’t want to be nice.


  No, the man wanted to bare his teeth and growl in anger.


  He watched her throat as she swallowed. She lowered her voice and spoke slowly. “I’m here because I need your help. I don’t want to be here. I know how much you precious Redwoods love your Pack. I may smell like you, but that doesn’t make me want to be yours. I’m only here because this isn’t just about me anymore.”


  She placed her palm on the swell of her belly, and Adam flinched at the not-so-subtle reminder of where this conversation was heading.


  “Is it mine?”


  She nodded, a sad expression on her face. “Yes, Adam. It’s yours. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t.”


  Adam swallowed and closed his eyes, pain ricocheting through him, followed by a terrible numbness. He’d known the baby was his the second he saw her get out of the car…but hearing her say it? His temple ached, his pulse skipping in a staccato beat that made him want to vomit.


  He growled and walked away from her, unable to even be in her presence. She was the epitome of everything he didn’t want, everything he’d once had and lost. He didn’t want her here.


  “Adam, you can’t just walk away from this,” she said from behind him, her voice stronger than he’d have given her credit for.


  “Watch me, Bay.”


  “This isn’t about you or me and the fact that we got too drunk and mated. Fate’s a bitch. I know that. Don’t get me started.”


  He turned around, his body shaking with his anger. “You’re fucking kidding me, right? The poor-me routine? You’re a little old to do that. I know how much Fate likes to fuck with us, so just drop that subject.”


  “Fine, but we need to talk.”


  “No, we don’t. We’re going to sit here and wait for my father to deal with you. I don’t know why I said I could handle this, but I don’t know what you want, but I can’t do it. My father will have to deal with everything. I can’t.” God, he hated himself, but he was shaking. He needed Anna, not her.


  “I have things to say before he gets here.”


  “You’re not keeping anything from him. Whether you like it or not, he’s your Alpha. You must obey him.”


  “You don’t get to have it both ways, Adam.” She walked toward him and stood so close her belly brushed him. He jumped back as if he’d been burned, and she winced. “You can’t say you don’t want me here and that I’m nothing and then, in the next breath, say that I have to listen to my Alpha. Either I’m Pack, or I’m not.”


  “Like I said, you may be Pack, but you won’t have anything to do with me. We had a decent fuck, and now I’m done. I left without a look back, and I don’t want to look at you again.”


  She threw up her hands and let out a breath. “I know you’re an ass and think you’re hurting me by saying that, but get over yourself. I’m here because someone is after me.”


  That brought him up short. “What do you mean?”


  “Oh, now you’re interested in what I have to say.”


  “Get on with it Bay, or I’ll leave.”


  “Fine. Someone has been following me, and I can’t protect myself and the baby. I’m just one wolf. I need help.” Her expression told him that last part about needing help had been ripped from her, but Adam didn’t really care if it hurt her to ask for help.


  “So, you’re telling me you may have led people who want to hurt you here, to my den? What the fuck were you thinking? You’ve endangered us all!”


  “I was thinking that our Pack is supposed to be the strongest of them all, and I needed help.” She stared at him, and he looked into her green eyes. “Please.”


  He couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. He needed to get out of there, now.


  He growled and lifted his lip. “My father will be here soon to talk to you about this and the fact that you’ve hidden yourself from him. I don’t know how the hell you did that, but you’ve got some explaining to do.”


  She lifted her chin but didn’t meet his gaze. “I understand that, and I’ll answer any question that can help me protect my baby.”


  He didn’t comment on the fact that she’d said her baby. He couldn’t even stomach the thought of it being…theirs.


  “I’m leaving you here while I go deal with something.” He walked toward the door then paused. “Don’t even think of leaving. I can smell the enforcers, the men who work below me, surrounding us. They’ll know if you try anything.”


  “So, now I’m a prisoner.”


  He turned toward her and glared. “Deal with it, Bay. You’re not welcome here, and you’re sure as hell not welcome in my home. Once we figure out what the hell is going on, you’re gone.”


  With that, he stormed out of the house, slamming the door behind him. He staggered to a nearby bush and heaved, his stomach revolting at what he’d said, done, and what he’d have to do.


  He’d left the Pack before to get some breathing room and had come back darker, shakier. And now his past was back to bite him in the ass.


  What the hell was he going to do?


  


  


  Chapter 3



  


  Bay walked on wobbly legs to the couch and awkwardly sank into the cushions, her body drenched in a cold sweat. She held her stomach and closed her eyes. The baby kicked softly, as if reassuring her she was doing the right thing.


  She choked back a sob as the tears fell from her eyes. The baby turned and kicked again into her palm.


  She rubbed softly and blinked away the tears. “I know, baby. I’m trying to stay strong for you. You’re such a good baby already. You didn’t let me get too sick, and you let me sleep. See? You’re amazing.” She spoke in soothing tones to her stomach and tried to calm down. She knew the stress wasn’t good for the baby, and she had a feeling it would only get worse as time progressed.


  Bay knew she’d shocked them when she got out of the car and they noticed her pregnancy. And if she were honest, the petty part of herself had wanted just that. She’d wanted to see the shocked look on the face of the man who’d claimed her as his mate and walked away without a backward glance.


  But, as she sat here in his living room, she didn’t feel any better. In fact, she felt worse. The things he’d said to her…


  She shook her head then blinked away the tears. She couldn’t show weakness by crying at the drop of a hat. Most people might have been able to blame it on the hormones—and yes, those contributed—but she didn’t want them to know how much being rejected hurt. She had to be strong for both herself and her baby; even if she had to look like a cold bitch to do it.


  She’d do anything for the life that grew inside of her, even face the man who hated her and wasn’t afraid to let her know it. Why did he hate her so much? She hadn’t done anything to him other than sleep with him when he’d come onto her. It didn’t make any sense. What had she done?


  Damn, she hated self-pity and wallowing. She’d been alone for so long that she was used to standing on her own. And no, she didn’t want anyone to think that was a request for pity; it was just a fact. Her mother had been banned from the Talon Pack when Bay had been born, and since then, she’d lived without a Pack.


  They’d forced her mother to choose—the Pack or her child. She’d chosen her child and lost everything for that.


  Bay would never forgive the Talons and barely resisted the urge to blame the Redwoods, too, just for being a Pack. Yet, now she had to rely on them and their strength to protect her. Didn’t that just grate?


  She lifted herself off the couch with great effort and rubbed her back. She was a big as a blimp, or maybe a whale. Though most of her weight resided in her midsection, her ankles were swollen, her breasts had gained two cup sizes and ached from a mere touch, and her rings wouldn’t fit on her fingers anymore. She’d cursed some days when she wished for a partner in this experience; someone to hold her hand, rub her feet, and tell her that everything would be okay.


  But, no, like she’d wanted, she had no one. No friends, no family, and no mate. She may carry his mark beneath her skin on the juicy part of her shoulder where it met her neck, but that didn’t make him her mate.


  He’d left her.


  Fate really sucked ass since it had decided to leave her with a man who could look at her the way he did and give them a baby on the first try. Her baby kicked her ribs, and she cradled her stomach and groaned.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean I didn’t want you. I love you so much. It’s just that I didn’t think I’d be in this situation.” The kicking stopped, and she sighed.


  “He’ll protect us, Bay. Stay strong,” her wolf whispered.


  “If only it were that easy.” She walked around the room to inspect her prison. The room looked like it had been warm once but had long since grown cold and emotionless. No pictures of friends or family or actual paintings dotted the walls. They just held images of landscapes and random things. It wasn’t unlike her own apartment. After all, she didn’t have anyone in her life to take a picture of, and putting up pictures of herself on the walls seemed a bit narcissistic.


  She traced her fingers along the dark mantel above the fireplace without thinking and gasped. Images of a brown-haired woman flashed through her mind. Bay fought to breathe, her body shaking, as she watched the woman tip her head back and laugh melodically while hanging two large stockings on the mantel then a smaller one right between them. Love poured through the woman and into Bay, and she wanted to scream. Bay focused on the image as a man stepped into the vision and knelt to kiss the woman’s flat belly. The man turned to the side. Bay froze then pulled herself forcefully from the memory.


  Adam.


  Oh, God.


  She’d known he had a life before meeting her; she hadn’t been that ignorant. But he’d been mated…


  She stumbled to the couch and plopped down as the baby kicked. Adam had a mate and a baby. Or rather, had a mate. Since Adam had mated Bay that meant the laughing woman must have died.


  No wonder Adam looked at her like he wanted her to shrivel up and die.


  He’d lost the love of his life. No wolf wanted to move on after that and mate again. It was a nasty trick of Fate that a wolf could be mated again after such a loss. In their world, there were several potential mates that a wolf could find and identify by scent. The couple could choose to mate or part ways, depending on the need of the mating scent. But to have found another mate after losing the first one no matter how recently was cruel in every sense of the word.


  Why would Adam want to be in her presence when she reminded him of all he’d lost?


  And what about the baby that the woman had been pregnant with?


  Was Adam already a father?


  There was a stark absence of children’s pictures, and her heart ached as she knew the truth. Whatever had happened to the laughing woman had also taken her baby.


  Poor Adam.


  That little spark of connection to Adam flared through their dull mating bond, and she snapped it close. No, he couldn’t know she felt anything for him. That would only make it worse.


  She looked down at her hands, spread her fingers, and cursed. She hated her so-called gift of psychometry. She could touch something and see the memories ingrained within it. Her powers though were sporadic, and though she’d been practicing for all of her forty years on earth, she still didn’t have a handle on them. Visions would come out of nowhere, ripping her consciousness from her current time and throwing it into hazy images of the past.


  She hated every bit of it.


  What good was seeing someone else’s past when she couldn’t change it? No, she was instead stuck reliving what other people had felt, seen, and heard during key points in their lives—their happy moments and their sad ones.


  She’d relived both life and death.


  And now she was imprisoned in a home surrounded by painful memories of her mate’s lost mate.


  She cradled her belly and forced herself not to cry. It wouldn’t do anyone any good, and she didn’t want to appear weak, even if only for herself.


  What the hell was she going to do?


  


  ****



  


  “How the hell do you mate someone and not know it?” North asked as he paced his living room while Maddox snorted beside him.


  When Adam had regained his energy after leaving his house, he’d walked to his nearest brothers’ home to see North. He’d needed space to think and decide what the hell he was going to do. The enforcers, the men who answered to him, were guarding her to make sure she didn’t do anything that could harm the Pack. He hated, though, that he’d left her alone in his house, in Anna’s house.


  North’s house was a smaller version of Adam’s, having one less room, though attached to it was the Pack’s clinic. So no matter how much privacy his brother might have wanted, he was never alone. As the Pack’s doctor, he had to be on call for all the major and minor injuries the Pack might encounter. Now that Reed’s mate, Hannah, had been brought in as the new Healer, North’s duties had been downgraded a bit, though Adam couldn’t tell how North was taking that. As the Pack’s Healer, Hannah was magically connected to the den and could feel if someone was in pain. She could also Heal small wounds, and if she used her trinity bond with her two mates, Reed and Josh, she could Heal quite a bit more. She was also an accomplished witch and potion maker who made some of the drugs and medicines the Pack used. As werewolves, they couldn’t use pain medication and other drugs, but the potions she made helped, though that was a bone of contention with his sister, Cailin, who had done the job previously. Now his sister felt a bit lost and had become the nanny to Kade and Melanie’s son, Finn.


  Maddox groaned, bringing Adam out of his thoughts, and held his head in his hands. Adam knew his own emotions were wailing in twists and turns, so his brother, the Omega, must be in as much pain as he was. Thank God, despite Mad’s title, he wasn’t touchy-feely with his feelings when it came to his brothers. Adam didn’t want to talk about what was going on in his head with anyone, let alone someone who could share it.


  “Well? Are you going to answer me?” North asked again, his normally smooth demeanor breaking to show his strain.


  Adam glanced away, ashamed to tell North the truth.


  “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” North yelled. “You knew all this time, didn’t you? Ever since you left, oh, eight months ago? And I bet that’s how far along Bay is, right? You knew you were mated before you left her, and you did nothing. You left your mate, Adam. Why?” North sank to his couch, a look of pure disbelief on his face


  “That woman is not my mate,” Adam growled, the taste of the lie bitter on his tongue. He could deny it all he wanted—oh, and he wanted to—but it didn’t make it a truth.


  Maddox growled and took a deep breath, the jagged scar that ran down his face darkening to a deep pink.


  “Stop lying to yourself,” the Omega said, anger and regret lacing his tone.


  “I’m not lying to myself,” Adam answered. “Just because she’s here doesn’t make her my mate.”


  “You marked her, didn’t you?” North asked then shook his head. “No, wait. You don’t have to answer that; of course you did. That’s the only way she could smell of Pack, be pregnant, and have you up in arms like this.”


  Adam looked away, not wanting to speak. He closed his eyes and saw the flash of teeth, remembering the feel of her body beneath his as he sank his fangs into her shoulder when his cock drove into her pussy. He held back a shudder. Whether it was the result of revulsion or need, he didn’t want to know.


  There were two parts to a werewolf—the wolf and the man. That being so, the wolf and man had to each perform a task in order to create a mating bond. For the wolf to mate, the man had to mate-mark the juicy part of the potential mate’s shoulder with his fangs while in human form. This released an enzyme not unlike that which turned humans into wolves, but the results were not as gruesome. No, this enzyme was pleasurable. Adam held back another groan. Both parties had to mark the other, and then their wolves would be mated. If one of the mated pair was not a wolf, then only the werewolf had to mark. For the man part of the werewolf pair, it was easier. There had to be only a sharing of fluids—the man releasing his seed within the woman. Or man, in his brother Reed’s case, as he had done with one of his mates, Josh.


  Together, the two parts of the whole would create an everlasting mate bond that would connect their souls. Some mates could sense one another and share their magic. When one of the wolves held a position of power, their mate would share it. So, whomever Adam mated—he swallowed hard—would hold the title of Enforcer’s mate and would help protect the Pack if they desired; or they could stand by their mate and help them lead behind the scenes if they didn’t like to fight—like Anna had done.


  The icy shard drove deeper into the place where his heart had been at the thought of her name. Anna had been his mate—no, was, his mate. Not Bay. Never Bay.


  “Adam, you have to talk to me. Sitting on your hands and brooding in silence won’t work for you. Not this time.” North bent so his forearms rested on his thighs and sighed. “We can’t help you if you don’t tell us what happened.” Pity underlined his tone, and Adam wanted to vomit. He hated pity, though he should have been used to it by now. He’d lived with the pitying stares and undertones for twenty years.


  And each time, it was as if they were reminding him of all he’d lost, chipping away just that much more at the place he’d once called his heart. He hated it, but he’d lived with it because they were his family and Pack. He did much for that reason.


  Maddox stood and walked to a corner of the room, his body radiating his tension. North looked at his twin and sighed, but Maddox merely glared.


  What was going on between the two of them?


  Adam shook his head. He had too much to deal with right now, and he couldn’t be looking into the workings of their twin issues. He sighed; he needed to get this over with.


  “I left the den when Josh and Hannah came to stay,” Adam began.


  North and Maddox nodded since they had been there at the time to watch him walk away, something he desperately wanted to do right now.


  Adam coughed and fisted his hands, his body shaking. “I just got in my truck and drove, not caring where I went. I just needed to get out, you know?”


  The twins nodded in unison but didn’t say anything.


  “I finally ended up in a small town in southern California.” He’d driven and tried not to think about anything, especially about the fact that his brothers were one-by-one finding their happiness and highlighting the fact that he had none. “I stayed in a grungy motel off the beaten path for a few days, running in the woods nearby as a wolf.” He’d needed that. As a wolf, no one would look at him as if he’d lost something. Some days he’d almost hoped he’d change to a wolf and stay there, but he didn’t want to give his wolf the satisfaction. After all, he still blamed the wolf for letting him down all those years before.


  “Then one night I couldn’t take it anymore and ended up in a bar, trying to drink away my troubles.”


  North gave a low whistle, and Adam nodded. They all knew it took over ten times the normal human alcohol intake for a wolf to get drunk. He’d bought and drunk a few bottles of tequila from the witch who ran the bar. He’d been lucky in finding one run by a paranormal, but he’d given it up to Fate. His mistake.


  “Bay was the waitress,” he grumbled. “She got off her shift, and I let her join me.” He didn’t remember why he’d asked her to join him. Maybe his wolf had had more control of him at the time than he thought. “One thing led to another, we got drunk, ended up in bed.” His face burned as he told his brothers, but he needed to get it off his chest.


  “And then you left?” North asked, and Adam was thankful he wouldn’t have to go into any more detail of what had happened during the “in between”.


  “Then I left.” Because he couldn’t deal with the fact that he’d betrayed Anna, his love.


  North shook his head, disgust warring with that pity on his face. “I can’t believe your wolf let you do that? Doesn’t it hurt?”


  It hurt like a fiery hell, but Adam wouldn’t tell him that. “I’m stronger than my wolf.” His wolf whimpered, upset that they’d left Bay, then and now. Screw him. “I made a mistake.”


  Maddox coughed. “Well, that mistake is now pregnant with your child. What are you going to do about it?”


  Adam grew cold. He’d had his chance at fatherhood and lost it. He didn’t want another. “As far as I’m concerned, Bay and her baby are on their own.”


  North stood up and snorted. “I can’t even look at you. Do you even hear the words coming out of your mouth?”


  He did, but he needed to keep saying them to stay sane. “I lost everything I had, North. Bay is not what I want or what I need. She’s here because she thinks she’s being followed.” Finally, he said what he’d come to say.


  “Followed?” Maddox asked. “By who?”


  “She didn’t know.”


  “You think it was the Centrals?” North asked.


  “I have no idea, but it’s not my problem.”


  “Really, son?” his father asked as he walked in the room.


  “Dad? What are you doing here?” Adam asked.


  His Alpha raised a brow. “I could say the same to you. I felt you here instead of at your home where you should be, so I stopped by here.”


  “Dad—”


  “Save it. I don’t want to hear your excuses. That woman in your house is carrying your child and is your mate. I don’t care if you don’t agree, but that is the truth. I may not trust her because I don’t know her, but I’m not turning my back on a woman who is in need. And the fact that you say she was followed? Yes, there is something we can do.”


  “That’s why I want North and Maddox to help her.”


  His Alpha growled, releasing his strength. Magic shot through the room, sending tingles down his arms and filling his wolf with awe. He and his brothers staggered to their knees under the weight of their bond.


  “You disappoint me, son. She is your responsibility, not the responsibility of others. I know you are hurting, but that is no excuse to do what you did or do what you were planning to do. She is your charge and yours alone. You are the Enforcer of this Pack, and you will deal with the consequences of your actions.”


  Adam felt like a scolded schoolboy but nodded then bared his throat.


  “Good.” His father released the magic, the room feeling like it was filled with oxygen again, and Adam stood. “Now that we have that settled, I want North to go over and check on Bay with Hannah. Bay looked like she needed someone to see how the pregnancy is progressing. While North is doing that, I want you to see if you can find anything about her, son. I still don’t trust her, and that is a sad state of our times, but I don’t want you leaving her side once you finish that, Adam.”


  Adam didn’t say anything, rejecting the words his father spoke. He wanted nothing to do with this woman, yet it looked as if he had no choice. If Fate wanted something, it looked as if it would do anything to get it.


  Damn it.


  


  ****


  


  Caym paced in his study. He still had no word from Samuel. Damn it. He’d shared his blood with the wolf so he could find the other demon. Samuel had gotten close. Close enough that Caym now new the other demon was a female.


  But not just a normal demon female. No, this female was a half demon, one sired from a demon and human, witch or wolf.


  Caym grinned, pleasure at his circumstances running through him. Oh, he had an idea of who this half-demon was. This could be good for him. Oh, so good for him. He needed to celebrate.


  Caym strolled through the office and walked to Corbin’s playroom. Screams echoed along the walls, followed by masculine laughter.


  He opened the door and sighed with contentment. His lover was using a razor-edged whip against a female wolf that resembled Ellie, Corbin’s sister. She’d do in a pinch, but nothing could replace the toy he’d lost.


  Corbin turned as if he’d sensed Caym’s presence. Corbin smiled, his almond skin carrying a layer of sweat from his exertions.


  “What is it, my love?” Corbin asked as he walked toward him, forgetting about the woman bleeding behind him.


  Caym held back a wince at the use of “my love.” He hated emotions such as those but would endure them for the greater purpose.


  “I think we’re getting closer to our goal,” he crooned, though he didn’t mention the woman. No, only Samuel knew that. And when Caym was done with the wolf, he’d kill him, leaving no loose ends.


  Corbin traced a finger along his jaw. “Good, the Redwoods deserve to burn.”


  “Oh, they will, they will. All in good time.”


  Because Caym had an ace up his sleeve. He just needed to find her.


  


  


  Chapter 4


  


  Bay rotated her wrists so they would crack, an annoying habit, but one she couldn’t stop. Her whole body felt under intense pressure and tension, and anything to help relieve it was welcome. She thought of Adam’s face and cursed.


  Okay, not anything.


  He’d been gone for over two hours. For some reason she’d thought that things would move quicker. She’d never lived with a Pack, but she’d figured they’d want to get things done and not just sit around. Apparently, she’d been wrong. Or maybe they thought she was the enemy and making a pregnant woman wait around was a form of torture.


  Though she was thirsty, she didn’t help herself to anything. No, she sat in the living room and waited. Curiosity had almost gotten the better of her, and she’d thought about searching through the house, just to see how the man who’d mated her lived, but she hadn’t been able to find the courage to do so. Not only would he have been able to scent her presence in his domain, she’d also have felt like she was snooping, and as a person who valued their privacy above almost everything, she couldn’t do it.


  She heard the footsteps outside before they reached the door. She inhaled their scents— not Adam—and she turned, ready to defend herself and her child if needed. The Alpha, Edward, walked through the door, a brow raised.


  “I like the spunk,” he quipped as he walked into the living room. He was followed by a man who looked so much like him he had to be his son.


  She lowered her gaze, not wanting to offend the Alpha. Though she’d never grown up in a Pack, she’d heard horror stories of Alphas who’d beaten and even killed if they weren’t shown proper respect and protocol at all times.


  She didn’t know the protocol though, one of her mother’s failings. But Bay couldn’t be too hard on her since her mother had been thrown out of the Talons brutally by their overpowering Alpha.


  Bay took a deep breath, trying not to show her fear. Maybe wolves liked fear. God, why was she doing this again? She hated wolves, even though she was one. Her baby kicked, and she instinctively put her hand on her stomach.


  Oh, that’s why.


  For her child.


  “You don’t need to fear me, little one,” the Alpha said, and took a seat on the couch, looking quite comfortable in his son’s home.


  She nodded and stayed where she was, not sure what she was supposed to do. Damn, she hated being weak.


  “Hello, Bay,” the other man said, and gave a small smile filled with compassion. Damn. She hated compassion that bordered on pity just as much as being weak. “I’m North, Adam’s brother, and also the Pack doctor.”


  She inhaled sharply, her body clenching. “You can’t hurt my baby.”


  North’s eyes darkened, and he growled. “What kind of wolf do you think I am that I would hurt an innocent child?”


  She raised her chin, not bowing to the wolf’s power. She was the same strength as Adam in terms of hierarchy now, even if he wouldn’t acknowledge it. This North would have to bow to her if she wanted it, though she wouldn’t, not unless she needed to.


  “I don’t know what kind of wolf you are,” she finally said. All I know is that you’ve come into Adam’s home where he’s left me prisoner and claim you are a doctor. What am I supposed to think?”


  North growled and opened his medical bag, grumbling under his breath about pregnant females and their lack of sense. Yeah, like that was helping his situation.


  “I have to apologize for my son,” Edward said, amusement on his face. “He usually has a better bedside manner than that.”


  Bay nodded, not knowing what the Alpha wanted her to stay.


  “Why is she standing up as though preparing for you to attack her?” a woman said as she came into the room. Her brown curls danced around her face, and her dove gray eyes were warm and intelligent. She walked up to Bay and held out her hand. Bay clasped it, unsure. “I’m Hannah, the pack Healer, and you’re Bay.”


  Warmth radiated from the woman as well as another energy…a witch. Bay smiled; she loved witches. They were warm, loving, and easy to get along with. At least the witches she’d known had been.


  “Hello, Hannah.”


  “So, the boys are acting all big and bad and trying to scare you?”


  Edward barked a laugh, and North scowled.


  “Pretty much.”


  “Did they even tell you why they were here?” Bay shook her head, and Hannah turned to the men. “You didn’t mention the fact that she’s Pack and you were worried about the baby as well as her welfare?”


  Edward blinked, unperturbed that a little curvy woman had scolded him while North gave a small smile.


  “You’re lucky Josh and Reed love you, or I’d take you off their hands. I like it when you’re feisty,” North teased.


  Hannah laughed. “I love my two mates way too much, babe. But thanks for trying to flatter me.”


  “Two mates?” Bay blurted out then felt her cheeks heat.


  Hannah turned and smiled. “Yep, I’m mated to Edward’s son, Reed, and another man named Josh.” She put her hand on her hip and cocked a brow. “Have a problem with that?”


  Bay smiled, liking this woman already. “Not a one.”


  “Good, then we can be friends. That is, after I check you out to make sure you’re okay.”


  Bay nodded, unease creeping up her spine. “I haven’t been to a doctor,” she whispered, shame joining all the others emotions she felt.


  Hannah brushed a lock of hair from Bay’s face and then forced her to sit on the armchair. “I understand. You didn’t have a Pack or anyone to trust, right?” Bay nodded. “How were you supposed to help your baby if you didn’t have someone to take care of you?” Hannah growled that last part, and Bay fell a little in love with the woman. “It’s no worries; we’ll take care of you. I use my hands to Heal, so I’m going to put them on your belly, okay? It can be done through your clothes.”


  North cleared his throat. “I apologize for not making you feel comfortable when I first came in. I don’t know who you are, and the situation is a bit explosive at the moment with Adam, but I shouldn’t have taken that out on you. You’re my patient, and I should act like it.”


  Bay gave a small smile. “Apology accepted. It’s a little difficult for all of us.”


  North came up to her, his black medical bag in his hands. “If it’s all right with you, as Hannah looks at the baby, I’ll check on your stats. Is that okay?”


  Bay nodded, not knowing how she felt about all of this. She didn’t know these people, yet they were caring for her like she was family…or Pack. Her heart warmed. Was this what it meant to be Pack?


  Hannah put her hands on Bay’s belly, and warmth and magic infused into her. She hissed out a breath at the unfamiliar contact, and Hannah started to pull back. Bay put her hands around the other woman’s wrists and shook her head.


  “No, it’s fine; I just wasn’t expecting it.”


  Hannah nodded, then continued her Healing, her eyes closed and her body swaying as she did it. North took Bay’s pulse, checked her lungs, and did other random tests.


  Hannah pulled back, a smile on her face, but she had an odd look in her eyes that disappeared as quickly as it appeared. Oh, God, did she know?


  “Your baby is fine. Do you want to know the sex?”


  Bay shook her head. “No, not now.”


  “Okay, you’re in your third trimester, so you’re almost done baking.”


  “You’re making me sound like a turkey.”


  “Well, you will pop,” the witch teased.


  “I declare you fit, Bay Milton,” North said once he was done.


  “How did you know my last name?” Bay asked, fear rising again.


  “We know a lot of things, Bay. Plus, you told the guard at the front.” Edward said.


  Though she’d known that, Bay’s pulse kicked up, and she looked for the nearest exit.


  Hannah and North backed away and stood near their Alpha. Oh, so this was how it was going to go. Make her feel comfortable then interrogate her. She’d do it because she needed help to protect her baby, not because she felt like they had the right.


  “What do you think you know?”


  “Your name, the fact that you’re Packless. Your mother was kicked out of the Talon Pack, and your father is unknown,” Edward stated. “Am I missing anything else?”


  “That’s about it,” she lied.


  “Really? Then how is it I couldn’t feel you come into the Pack when you mated my son?” His voice may have been low, but the power in his voice and the gold of his eyes told her she had to tread lightly.


  “I don’t know,” she lied again.


  “Don’t lie, Bay Milton. You won’t like the outcome.”


  She could die right here and make things easier for herself, but then her baby would die with her. And even if they took her baby, who would raise it? The man she’d mated with a cold heart who’d lived through an unbearable loss?


  No, she couldn’t do that. So, she would tell him part of it, and hope that was enough. It had to be enough.


  “It could be because of my powers.”


  Edward shifted, alert. “You’re not a witch.”


  “No, I’m not.” She would never reveal what she was. For if she did, it was a death sentence. “But I do have psychometric powers.”


  “Really?” North asked, awe in his tone.


  Bay nodded. “I can touch things and see memories. But they aren’t consistent, and I can’t make my powers do what they want. So in essence, they’re quite useless.”


  Edward stared at her a long moment, then nodded. Relief filled her, and she sank back into the cushions.


  “That could be it,” he said smoothly. “Adam told us your problem, and we will decide tomorrow how to deal with it. For now, you will stay here.”


  She tried not to cling to the hope that sprang within her. “Am I a prisoner?”


  “No. But you don’t know the area, and the Pack doesn’t know you. It would be…best if you stayed here.” Edward raised a brow, and she understood. She didn’t have to stay, but they couldn’t protect her if she left. That was fine with her. She needed any help she could get.


  “Since it is getting late, I’ll show you to your room. I don’t know when he’ll be back,” North said as he picked up the small suitcase she hadn’t seen him bring in. Her suitcase. “I didn’t see anything else in your car. Am I missing something?”


  “No, but thanks for going through my things,” she muttered.


  “I need to make sure my family is safe, Bay,” North whispered, and walked toward the back.


  “Goodnight, Bay, we’ll see you tomorrow,” Hannah said as she hugged her. Bay didn’t know what to do with so much touch…so much good, but she gave an awkward hug back.


  Edward nodded, giving her a questioning gaze, and then walked Hannah out of the house. North cleared his throat, and Bay followed him to a room in the back of the house that had to be the master room. Dark greens and browns covered the walls and bedspread. A king-sized, four-poster bed dominated the room with a matching set of furniture off to the right. There were two doors on the other side that she assumed would be the bathroom and closet, but Bay couldn’t keep her eyes off the bed.


  “This is the where you’ll be sleeping. For your own good, I wouldn’t be looking around at anything else. Got it?”


  “Why am I staying in Adam’s room?”


  “Because he doesn’t have another bed.” He turned to her and tilted his head. “He’ll be sleeping on the couch.”


  She shook her head. “No, I can do that. I can’t put him out.”


  North gave a dry laugh. “I think where you’re sleeping is the least of your worries right now, Bay. Just sleep here; you’re pregnant. Even Adam isn’t heartless enough to make you sleep on the couch. I’ll lock the door behind me. I don’t know when Adam will be home. You’re welcome to the kitchen, bed, and bathroom, nothing else.” With that, he walked away, leaving Bay feeling more alone that she had before.


  She walked to the bed and ran a hand over the smooth comforter.


  “What am I doing here?” she whispered.


  The baby rolled, and Bay closed her eyes. She’d do anything for the child growing within her, even be near the man who hated her. But how was she going to keep strong and remain who she was through it? Or did it even matter?


  


  ****



  


  The sweet burn of rum scorched down his throat as Adam took another shot directly from the bottle. It landed in his stomach, doing a dance that threatened to force him to fall over, and then settled. He stared into the amber liquid and groaned.


  Why had he thought drinking until he couldn’t breathe was a good idea? Look how well it had turned out the last time he’d done it.


  “Are you going to sit there and stare at it or pass it over?” Maddox drawled, his eyes a bit glossy from the amount he’d drunk.


  After doing some digging in Bay’s life and finding almost nothing, he’d come to Mad’s home to ignore his current houseguest. North had called and told him he’d put her in Adam’s bedroom and told him to deal with it. After all, Bay was pregnant, swollen, and in need of comfort, while Adam was just the ass who’d got her in the situation in the first place.


  Now, his problem was sleeping in his bed. Thankfully, it wasn’t the same bed he’d shared with Anna. He’d gotten rid of that in a moment of desperation to get rid of the thoughts, memories, and scents that came with looking at something she’d touched and where they’d made love countless times.


  “Adam? Get your head out of your ass and hand me the bottle.”


  Adam slid it across the table, watching the contents slosh against the sides. Maddox gripped it, staring at it, but not drinking.


  “I thought you wanted a drink,” Adam slurred.


  “Not really, I just wanted to cut you off.”


  A slow burn of rage crept over him, but the drunken haze made it too hard to care. “You’re an ass.”


  “Pretty much.” Mad stood and walked to the kitchen.


  “Hey, why aren’t you wobbling around? Didn’t you have as much to drink as I did?”


  Mad came back empty-handed and frowned. “No, I had about half what you did. I’m buzzed, not shit-faced drunk like you.”


  “Hey, that’s not nice.” His tongue felt heavy, and he could swear the room tilted to the left when he tried to blink.


  Okay, maybe he had drunk a little too much.


  “You think?” his wolf growled.


  “Shut up.”


  “Uh, who are you talking to?” Mad asked.


  “My wolf, he’s an ass.”


  Mad shook his head then winced. Ha! His little brother didn’t feel too good now, did he? “You’re crazy. But we already knew this.”


  “No more crazy than you.”


  “True.”


  “Will you two shut up and let me sleep?” North asked from the couch where he’d passed out after two shots. His brother hadn’t slept in a few nights and had been apparently exhausted.


  “Why aren’t you at home?” Maddox growled, a weird tension radiation from him that was too much for Adam to discern at his current intoxication level.


  Hey, I’m thinking in pretty big words. Maybe he wasn’t too drunk. He tried to stand and promptly fell on his ass, but he didn’t feel much pain. He was numb from the booze.


  Maddox didn’t even laugh, just sighed. “What am I going to do with you?”


  “Just let me die.”


  His brother growled, picked him up by his upper arms, and slammed him against the wall. That he felt, the pain shocking him slightly coherent.


  “What the fuck, Mad?”


  “I never want to hear that again. Do you hear me? I didn’t let you die twenty years ago, and I won’t let you die now. You may feel like a complete shit and want to hide from your problems, but you will not die. Do you understand? I won’t let you do that. You have a second chance, Adam. Don’t ruin it.”


  Adam growled. “I didn’t want a second chance.”


  “Well, it’s too late for that. You’re going to have to man up and deal with it.”


  “What did she feel, Maddox?” He whispered the question he’d asked a hundred times, knowing Maddox wouldn’t answer.


  Because his brother was the Omega, he could feel all of the emotions of the Pack, meaning that when Anna had been kidnapped, beaten, and raped…Maddox had felt it all. Adam could only sense her presence, not her pain in truth.


  Maddox dropped him to the floor, his eyes growing dark, his skin going pale. “You know I won’t tell you that. Stop asking.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry; I didn’t realize everyone would be here,” Ellie said as she walked in, her dark hair in her face so she could hide. She’d been beaten and abused all her life at the hands of her brother, Corbin, the new Alpha of the Central Pack, and now she was here, part of the Redwoods. Adam still wasn’t sure what he thought about that.


  Maddox turned abruptly, his fists clenching. “What are you doing here?”


  Ellie raised her chin. “North texted. He wanted me to come take him home.”


  North stood and shook his head. “Thanks, Ellie, I’m a little too tired to drive or walk right now, and I knew you’d be up.”


  Shadows passed over her eyes, and she nodded. “No problem, come on.” She gave Maddox one last look then walked out of the house without another word.


  North nodded toward both of them then staggered behind her, closing the door behind them.


  Maddox stood and watched the closed door for a few moments before he shook his body, looking as though he were steeling himself. He turned and picked up Adam, bringing him to his feet.


  “What was that about?” Adam asked, utterly confused about what was going on between the three of them.


  “Nothing,” Maddox bit out. “Come on, let’s get you home.”


  “No, she’s there.”


  “And I really don’t give a fuck right now. You’re going to have to deal with her sooner rather than later, and I don’t want to deal with you.”


  Adam growled, but it came out weak.


  “Whatever.”


  “It’ll get better, Adam,” his little brother whispered as he pulled him outside the house.


  “It has to, right? I mean it couldn’t get any worse.” At least, he didn’t think so, but he didn’t want to find out.


  


  


  Chapter 5


  


  A crash from the living room brought Bay out of a fitful sleep. She pulled herself to a sitting position, her belly getting in the way. Someone mumbled a curse, and she inhaled their scent.


  Adam and Maddox.


  A very drunk Adam and a slightly inebriated Maddox.


  Oh, goody, just what she needed; a drunken wolf who probably didn’t know she was in his bed and wanted her nowhere near him. Oh, what fun.


  She pulled down the extra-large shirt she wore so it hit her mid-thigh even over her belly and waddled out to the living room, her ankles aching with each step. When she got out to the living room, she shook her head. Maddox had Adam draped over his shoulders and a sheepish expression on his face.


  “Sorry, Bay. Didn’t mean to wake you,” Maddox said as he carried a very drunk Enforcer past her and into the bedroom.


  “What happened?” It was like déjà vu. The first time she’d seen Adam he’d been drunk, and here he was again. Was this something he did often?


  Maddox dropped Adam on the bed and shook his head. “Drank too much.”


  “I guessed that, but why?”


  Maddox turned to her with so much emotion in his eyes that she almost staggered from the weight of it. All of that couldn’t be just him. How on earth did he live like that as the Omega?


  “He’s had a long day,” he said simply, and Bay under her breath.


  He’d drank because he didn’t want to deal with her. On one hand, she felt horrible and wanted to make him feel better. On the other, she wanted to kick his ass. How could drinking possibly help this situation? She was pregnant, on the run from…something, and he wanted to drown in a bottle.


  The perfect soon-to-be father.


  “I’m sorry, Bay,” Maddox whispered, bringing her out of her thoughts.


  “What? Why?”


  “I wasn’t thinking when I brought him to his bed. I should have just left him on the couch.”


  She looked into his eyes, unsure if she could believe him. She didn’t know this man and had a feeling he didn’t make mistakes like that. This wolf was up to something. What, she didn’t know.


  “I can move him.”


  She shook her head. “No, I’m the intruder. Let him have his bed.”


  Maddox tilted his head, gave her a look she couldn’t decipher, and then nodded. “Okay, I’ll leave him here then. Good night, Bay.”


  She murmured a good night, and he walked out, leaving her with her passed-out mate and the sudden urge to take care of him.


  “He needs us,” her wolf whimpered.


  “Shush, you,” she whispered back. “He’s a grown man who doesn’t need us staring at him like a freaking stalker while he’s sleeping.”


  Adam groaned from the bed and tried to take his shirt off, struggling in his current state. She caught a glimpse of tanned flesh and wanted to groan right with him. Damn, she was pregnant and ready to pop. She shouldn’t be thinking dirty thoughts.


  Especially not with the man currently trying to strip out of his clothes.


  With a sigh, she waddled over to him and placed a hand on his arm, the heat radiating from him shocking her. She’d forgotten how hot his skin was.


  “Adam, stop trying to take off your clothes. You’re going to hurt yourself.” Need filled her and she cursed. Her libido was picking a strange time to wake back up.


  “Bay,” he grumbled, and she froze.


  She loved the sound of her name on his lips. Or rather, her wolf did. The woman desperately wanted not to like it. Damn mating bond.


  She shook it off and chose to ignore it. This was not the time to be thinking such things. She helped him pull the rest of the shirt off his body then stopped and stared at the ridges on his abs and an urge came over her that begged her to touch him. The swirled tattoo on his arm looked as sexy as it had that night and she bit her tongue so she wouldn’t lick it. With a sigh, she went to the foot of the bed and took off his work boots, placing them on the floor out of the way. Adam groaned and twisted on the bed so he looked even sexier and she fisted her hands. She wouldn't touch him. Because she couldn't touch him, for when she did, she’d want to touch him all over. And he didn't want that; nobody wanted that.


  She would go to sleep on the couch. That's what she should do. In fact, that's what she would do. Adam wouldn't want her staring at him like a freaky stalker. He moaned again, and she brushed the hair from his forehead because she couldn't help herself. The tattoo on his right arm was just the way she remembered it. It covered from the shoulder to mid forearm. The tribal tattoos he said told of the time when wolves ran as wolves and man ran as man. Is that what he wanted? To be a man or a wolf and not the blend of both. Without thinking, she traced her fingertips along the tattoo, remembering how it tasted against her tongue.


  She started to pull away so she could go sleep on the couch and try to forget the mate that didn't want her, but Adam pulled her to him, and she gasped. He nuzzled his face in her hair, and her stomach brushed against him, the baby kicking. He moved in this sleep until she was lying right beside him, stiff and frozen, not knowing what to do. He traced his fingers along her back, tendrils of sensation moving through her like a wave. When he brushed his lips against her forehead, she sighed and relaxed. Without thinking, she closed her eyes and let him hold her.


  Bay knew he was thinking of his other mate and not her. He would never be thinking of her that way. And why would he? He'd had his mate and lost her, their baby too. Bay was just another example of what he’d lost, but she didn't want to think about that right now. She just wanted Adam. Damn the stupid hormones for making her want this and making it okay. She fell into his hold, loving the way his arms tightened around her. He held her head with one hand and her lower back with the other, her belly and their child lay nestled between them.


  She really should get up and leave. She tried to get up, but then he pulled her closer, and she sighed. Maybe just for a few moments. The baby kicked again, and Adam groaned as if he’d felt it. Relieved at the movement, she turned to get out of bed and leave him there, but he pulled her back, letting her body spoon against his, his hand resting on her belly, shielding her. A tear slipped down her cheek without her permission.


  Damn, she didn't want this. Yeah, she did want it, but she didn't want it like this. This wasn't real. This wasn’t him. He was asleep and would regret it in the morning, just as much if not more, than she would. Oh, God, what was she getting into? He wanted his mate and not her. The baby rolled, and she closed her eyes, remembering the real reason she was there. They needed protection from those that followed her, and she couldn't do it on her own. The Redwoods would help her because of her bond with Adam. She needed to remain cold; detached because, if she warmed up and remembered the feeling she’d had that night with him she'd lose herself. And if she did that, she'd lose everything.


  


  ****


  


  The scent of ice and berries filled Adams nose. He loved the way it made him feel at home, like he belonged. A warm body lay flush against him, and he smiled. His Anna. She'd come home. He rested his hands on the swell of her belly, feeling their child. He inhaled that ice and berries scent again as the fog lifted, and he froze.


  His Anna did not smell of those things. No, his Anna smelled of oranges and cinnamon. He cracked open his eyes, ignoring the dull throb in his temples and behind his eyelids, and bit back a curse. Bay lay snuggled in his side, and his erection strained his jeans, rubbing against her. He stopped the movement of his hips and bit back another curse. Flashes of the night before came back to him. Images of Maddox dragging him back to his home and throwing him on the bed mixed with images of the red-haired stranger taking care of him.


  She whimpered in her sleep, and instinctively he cradled her face with his hand to quiet her. She rubbed her cheek against his palm and quieted, her body sinking into his like it had a right to be there.


  With a groan, he pulled away from her and got off the bed, careful not to jostle her or the baby. He regretted hurting her the day before when he’d pushed her into the car. Though she was a wolf and did not bruise easily, it was still no way to treat a woman, especially a pregnant one. Yeah, his father had threatened him, but that wasn't the only reason he felt like shit. He had fucking hurt a woman because he had been in a bad mood. There had been no call for that. Even if he didn't want Bay near him, he had no right to hurt her. No matter what happened in the coming months or years, he could do his best not to hurt the woman in his bed. He might not like her, want her, or want anything to do with her, but he wouldn't hurt her.


  Or the child she carried.


  His head ached from drinking too much the night before, and he slowly made his way to the kitchen for some coffee. He took out some gourmet beans that Willow had left a couple weeks before and ground them. Adam cursed and shut off the grinder, remembering that there was a woman in his bed sleeping, and the noise would wake her up. Thankfully, he didn't hear her stir, and the coffee was ground enough to be used. He started the pot and made his way to the living room. He sank onto the couch and held his head in his hands.


  How the hell had it come to this? Just the day before he’d been a typical wolf, okay, not so typical, doing his job and living day to day. Now everything had changed, and he had no idea what to do about it.


  He heard the other wolf coming to his door before they rang the bell. Seeing how he didn't want to wake Bay, he went to the door and let his brother’s mate in. Willow smiled at him, her long brown hair framing her face making her seem more radiant than before. He'd never love her the way a mate would, but he loved her more than a sister. She was the reminder of everything good in their Pack because, even though she'd been through the worst pain imaginable in the worst circumstances imaginable, she was still the bright light of their Pack. She’d been kidnapped, tortured, and changed into a wolf at her near death. The Centrals had taken her from them and almost killed her, but Jasper and the rest of the Redwoods had saved her. She was stronger than the most alpha of Alphas.


  “Hello, Adam,” Willow whispered then she grinned, her brown eyes radiating the love and happiness she held for her mate, Jasper. “I heard you had a guest, and I wanted to make sure you two had eaten.”


  Adam grunted and held back a smile. Oh, she'd known the day before that Bay had come into their lives, but she'd done the polite thing and waited to meet the newest member of their Pack. Yeah, she'd waited all of twelve hours.


  “Hello to you, too, Willow. Bay’s still sleeping, so we have to be quiet.” He winced when she gave him a knowing glance that held a mixture of happiness and sadness at this situation. Damn, how was he supposed to deal with reactions like this? He hated the pitying looks, but these new ones were sure to be the death of him. “And, no, we haven't had breakfast yet, but I did start some coffee.”


  Willow smiled and shuffled past him, her little body bouncing on the way. Before she'd met Jasper and joined their Pack, she had her own bakery and had been a very skinny little thing. A little too skinny in his opinion, but now that Jasper and the rest of the Jamensons were taking care of her, she’d put on a few pounds and gained some curves; something that all of them were happy about.


  “I'm going to make you and your guest an omelet if that's okay.” He noticed she didn't say mate or anything else about Bay, as if she were being very careful about not mentioning the fact that his drunken one-night stand had turned out to be a whole lot more.


  He clenched his fists and ignored the headache coming on harder. His body ached, not just from too much rum, but from the fact that he was in turmoil. He was a grown-ass wolf, and yet he wanted to hide and run away from his problems. Preferably at the bottom of a bottle. However, on second thought, that hadn’t worked out the way he'd wanted to last time. Maybe it was time to find a different way to hide from his problems.


  “Willow, you didn't have to come over here,” he grumbled as he walked into the kitchen and watched his brother’s mate take over the room as if it were her own. “I'm a hundred years old. I think I know how to make my own breakfast.”


  “I know that, Adam, but I wanted to come and help.” She smiled, and he shook his head. Willow had become one of his closest friends since she’d joined the Pack. In fact, when Jasper had almost fucked everything up, Adam had been the one to show his brother how not to be an ass and had offered to take Willow. Not to be his mate, but to care for her. The irony of his current situation and how he didn’t want to take care of Bay wasn’t lost on him.


  “Sure, and to see Bay.” She blushed and went back to flipping the omelet, and he smiled. “Don't think I don't know what's going on in that head of yours, Willow.”


  “You can't really blame me, Adam. And come on, I never did get to see what you got me for my birthday. Let this be it.”


  Adam let out a laugh, and the tension eased from him. He might be going into a shit storm, but he could always rely on his family to be by his side and give him what he needed. At least most of the time.


  “Don't try to use that trick on me, dear Willow. But in any case, thank you for making breakfast.”


  Willow shrugged and plated two plates. “You already had the food over here from when I brought you some earlier this week. So it isn't like I needed to lug any heavy bags.”


  Adam smiled. “Yeah, like Jasper would've let you lift anything.”


  She blushed and poured herself a cup of coffee. “Well, that's true.”


  He took the coffee from her hands right before she placed it to her lips, and he tsked. “Are you still breast-feeding? I don't think you should be drinking coffee if you’re doing that.”


  She growled at him, her eyes glowing gold in irritation. “Brie is with her father, and she's doing just fine thank you. I'm allowed to have at least some caffeine, you know. Since I'm a wolf, my metabolism burns it off quicker. So it won't hurt her.”


  Adam shook his head and took a sip of the coffee, watching her upper lip curl. “I don't think so. How am I to know how much caffeine you had before you even walked over here?”


  “You are not the coffee king.”


  “True, but I don't want to have to deal with Jasper when he finds out.”


  “And to think I came over here to make you and your guest breakfast.” She smiled when she said it, and he knew she was just teasing.


  The scent of berries and ice filled the air, and Adam froze.


  Willow turned and smiled, warmth radiating from her. “Hi, you must be Bay.” She walked over to the other woman and pulled her into a hug. Bay looked startled but wrapped arms around the other woman and gave Willow an awkward pat on the back.


  “Yes, I am. I mean, hi. Nice to meet you.” Bay blushed and looked out of sorts. Adam had the sudden urge to help her but didn't know what to say. If he helped her, she might get the wrong idea and think it was okay to stay, and that was not the right thing to do. At least not from his perspective.


  “I’m Willow, Jasper's mate,” Willow said with a soothing tone. She'd once been the newbie in the Pack, and Adam guessed she knew what to do with a new member and all the awkwardness it entailed. “Jasper is the Beta, meaning he helps with the day-to-day things in the Pack and stands by Edward’s and Kade’s side.”


  Bay nodded, looking as though she was taking in all the information, yet not knowing what to do with it. Adam felt for her but didn't help. He couldn't help.


  “That's nice. What do you do?” Bay asked as if she hadn't known what to say.


  Willow smiled and gestured to the other woman to sit at the table. “I own the bakery in the den. I made you and Adam some breakfast because I know he's not that good with a spatula. Why don't I sit with you while you eat so we can talk?”


  Bay shook her head. “Aren’t you hungry?”


  “I ate before I came. I have a six-month-old baby at home. Her name is Brie.” Willow smiled like all was right with the world, and something sharp pierced Adam’s chest. He rubbed his fist against it, trying to take out the ache, but it wouldn't go away. Damn.


  Bay smiled for the first time, and Adam saw something warm melt that cold exterior. She blinked, and the warmth he thought he’d seen faded away. He didn't know what to think about this woman, but he really didn't want to think about her at all.


  “Brie is a lovely name,” Bay said, and sat down at the table. Willow sat next to her leaving Adam to sit on Bay’s other side since the table was against the wall. He grumbled and sat next to her, ignoring the way she smiled and the way she made his cock harden.


  It was just a natural reaction to sitting next to a woman that held a certain scent made for his wolf. That didn't mean he would do anything about it. He’d already done enough.


  “Thank you,” Willow said, her smile threatening to make the room seem a little too happy for him.


  God, he sounded like a melodramatic ass. When had that happened?


  “So what is it you do, Bay?” Willow asked, and then she nodded toward Adam with a glimpse of something in her eyes. God, she wanted him to get to know Bay and like it. Damn, he didn’t want to. He couldn’t, not with the fact he’d lose Anna all over again if he did. He grunted and started eating his food, not caring how it tasted. Even though the woman could make anything gourmet, he was afraid if he tried the taste what he was eating, all he would taste would be sawdust.


  “Well, I was a waitress.” He noticed they pointedly did not look toward him, and he was grateful.


  “Really? I own the only restaurant and bakery in the den and could use the help.”


  Bay blinked, and Adam groaned. Damn, he didn't want Willow to show her that she could be useful here. Yeah, he sounded like an ass, but he didn't really fucking care right now.


  “I don't think that will be necessary,” Adams said, his voice low. As soon as the words came out, he wanted to take them back. Both women stared at him as if he'd hit them. Fuck, now he was officially an ass.


  Bay raised her chin and gave a cool smile. “Adam is right. I don't think that will be necessary either. After all, I'm approaching my due date, and I shouldn't be on my feet that much. Plus the whole reason I'm here is not to settle in but to make sure my baby is safe.”


  Tension crept through Adam's shoulders again, and he wanted to reach out and brush the stray red curl behind Bay’s ear. The mating urge rode him hard, harder than he’d expected. Yes, he’d already had her and marked her, but his wolf still wanted her. Wanted to show her that everything would be all right, and that they would work it out.


  Willow’s smile died, and she looked between the two of them with sorrow on her face. He hated that. Willow had been one of the only ones who hadn't shown pity toward him daily. She'd known he hated it without him saying anything about it. But now. Here she was, unable to hide her emotions. This redheaded stranger was ruining everything.


  Bay gave a quick nod and started to eat her breakfast, mindlessly.


  “It tastes delicious, Willow,” Bay said, no emotion in her tone.


  “Thank you, Bay,” Willow said, sorrow in hers. “Well, I don't want to bother you guys any longer. I'm going to head out and go back to see Brie and Jasper. I left him alone with her, and I'm a little afraid to see what will happen to the house.”


  Adam gave a reluctant smile at the image of the big bad Beta and the little bitty baby. Oh, he knew who would win in the fight; he just felt bad for Jasper. Again, that ache entered his heart and threatened to rob him of his breath. He didn't want to think about babies, daddies, and all that came with that, but, apparently, he didn’t want to think about a lot of things.


  He stood up and walked Willow to the door. She placed her palm on his cheek, and he froze, not letting himself lean into it. He couldn't rely on her. She wasn't his, nor did he want her to be.


  “Be careful, Adam,” she whispered.


  Adam gave a wry smile, knowing that no matter how low she whispered, the wolf in the room behind them would hear them. “You know me; I always am.”


  Willow lifted her brow and looked behind him. “Oh, I don't think that's the case, is it?”


  He didn't say anything and kept control of the range of emotions plaguing him for he was afraid he might say something he’d regret.


  Willow let out a sigh and shook her head, lowering her hand. “You can’t just be careful with yourself anymore, Adam. It isn't just about you anymore.”


  He glared, not wanting to have this conversation. “Thank you for breakfast.”


  Willow bit her lip but didn't say anything. “Let us know if you need anything, Adam. You know we're here for you.” A statement, not a question.


  He nodded, afraid of what he might say.


  With that, she walked past him to her car and drove off. He heard the sound of dishes clattering in the background, knowing Bay must be cleaning up after them, tossing away the uneaten food. Neither of them had been that hungry.


  He closed his eyes and rested his head against the doorjamb. How the fuck had he gotten himself in this situation? Oh yeah, he’d given in and been an idiot. What the hell was he going to do about it?


  


  


  Chapter 6


  


  Bay dried her hands on the towel and took a deep breath. She hadn't been expecting a conversation with Adam and his sister-in-law and a whole meal where she could sit awkwardly and not feel like she belonged when she’d woken up. In fact, she hadn't expected to sleep as long as she had. She’d wanted to wake up before Adam that way she wouldn't disturb him and start a fight she wasn't ready to have. But, apparently, she’d been more tired than she thought and had slept like the dead. She hadn't even woken when Adam had gotten up. She had no idea what he could be thinking at that very moment or what he had thought when he saw her sleeping next to him.


  She closed her eyes and sighed. This was not at all like she’d planned. All she had wanted was to make sure she and her baby were protected. And here she was, feeling like she was out of place and unwanted, though as she thought about it, that's what she’d thought would happen. She didn't know these people, and they didn't know her. In fact, she was used to people not knowing her and, in return, not trusting them.


  Damn, she hated this. She was thinking in circles, not getting anywhere. She squared her shoulders and waddled out to the living room. Oh, yeah, that’s the way to work it. Try to look fierce and know what you're doing and end up waddling. In times like these, she hated being pregnant. The baby rolled, and she put her hands on her stomach, closing her eyes.


  “Sorry, little one,” she whispered. Damn, she was already a horrible mother. Thinking she didn't want to be pregnant. What would her baby think of her?


  Bay sank into the cushions and inhaled the lingering cinnamon scent. She gave a small smile as she thought about the woman she'd met. Willow seemed like such a warm soul and had a strong spirit. She bit back a laugh at what she had thought when she’d first heard the woman’s voice this morning. She'd been deep asleep when she heard Adam’s rumbly voice and the softer one answering. Nervous, and only a little jealous, she had quickly gotten out of bed, got dressed, and ventured outside of the room to see who it had been. She had the lingering feeling it was someone close to Adam. And she’d been right. Willow was not only Adam’s sister-in-law but a true friend to Adam, and frankly, that scared Bay a little too much. She didn't know the intricacies of their family, nor did she know everyone's past histories, but she knew she was missing something between Willow and Adam. Though she had been relieved to find out the woman was already mated, Bay had been worried the woman had been a past lover or, worse, the current one. Bay knew that had not been the case, thankfully.


  But when Willow had spoken to her, Bay hadn’t felt any jealousy on the woman's part. No, all she'd felt with happiness and a bit of sorrow wafting off her and maybe something else… acceptance?


  Adam still stood at the front door, his head resting against the frame. He hadn’t moved for ten minutes, not since Willow had left. Suddenly, he growled and stalked toward her. Bay tensed, her hand instinctively covering her belly.


  Adam stopped short, a frown on his face. He tilted his head, just like a wolf would, his gaze studying her.


  “I'm going to have to deal with you,” he growled.


  Annoyed, she lifted her lip, showing her canine, or what would have been a canine had she been in wolf form. Some instincts she couldn't ignore.


  “I get it, okay?” she spit out, exasperated. “You don't like me, and I don't really like you.” Liar. “But that doesn't really matter, does it? We’re going to have to learn to deal with each other.” She held up her hand when he wanted to speak. She needed to get these things out before they ended up internalizing everything and then combusting. “I'm not here for you to fall in love with me.” He growled again, this time more menacing with a layer of hurt. They were already too connected if she could feel the intricacies of his feelings. She ignored it, like she ignored everything else. “I'm here because my baby needs help. I'm in trouble; I know this. Something’s following me, but I don't know what. I can't stop it, and I can't protect myself and my baby without help. That's where you come in. I don't need you to hold my hand or say nice things. What I need is for you to be there to protect me. I know that's not something you want to do, but it's something I need you to do.”


  Adam glared at her and sat down on the coffee table, their knees brushing. “I'm sorry, Bay.”


  She blinked, not knowing what to do. Of all things he could've said, that had been the last thing on her mind. “For what?”


  He shook his head and rubbed a hand on his face. “I'm sorry I'm being such an ass. I know you didn't ask for this, and I know this isn't your fault. But I can't help it. I'm just in a pissed-off mood, and there's nothing I can do about it.”


  Well, there sure was something he could do about it, but she didn't think he would do it.


  “But, Bay, we’re going to have to figure out what is stalking you. I don't think you're making that up. You wouldn't come here if you didn't have to be. I know that much.”


  She nodded, the words heavy on her tongue so she couldn’t speak. Hope bled into her heart, but she tamped it down. No, she couldn't think like that. He was just saying he was sorry. He may have trusted that she wouldn't have come to town for any other reason, but that didn't mean he trusted her for anything else. And frankly, he shouldn't.


  “I'm glad you believe me.”


  Adam nodded. “Good, then we got that out of the way. What I want to know is why someone would be following you.”


  She did her best not show any reaction to that remark. Yes, she had an idea why they would be following her, but she didn't want to tell Adam. No, she couldn't tell Adam.


  “I don't know why, Adam.”


  Adam narrowed his gaze, and she raised her chin, not letting the Enforcer get beneath her skin. “Why is it I don't fully believe you, Bay?”


  “Maybe because you're the Enforcer and you don't believe anybody who’s not your own flesh and blood?” She gave a wry grin and tried not to let her hands shake.


  Adam gave out a surprising dry chuckle and shook his head. “I don't even tend to trust them when it comes to protecting my Pack.”


  “That's a really sad thing to say, Adam.”


  “Yeah, well, I'm the Enforcer. I don't get to choose family ties over their own well-being. I'll do what I have to protect them.”


  It sounded like a warning, and Bay sat straighter.


  “Understood.”


  “Do you know how to protect yourself?” Adam asked.


  “I’m a wolf. I can fight,” she said, her chin raised.


  “But what about if you can’t shift? Can you use a gun?”


  She shook her head, feeling inadequate.


  “Fine, let me show you.” He stalked off, rummaged through something in the back, then came back with a gun she didn’t know the name of and a clip.


  He showed her how to load it and how to turn off the safety.


  “You aim and shoot for now. You’re a wolf, you’ll be okay. But I will show you how to actually shoot and not blast your foot off later.”


  She nodded, thinking she hoped she would never have to use a gun.


  “Tell me about your life before you came here,” Adam ordered.


  “You saw what my life was like that night.” She didn't want to go into it and have him look down on the fact that she had nothing. He had everything—a Pack, a family, a home. She had nothing.


  He shook his head, and then put his head in his hands, clearly not wanting to remember that night. Too damn bad. She had to live with the consequences daily. In fact, the consequences were currently trying to play a nice song and dance number on her bladder. If they didn't finish this conversation soon, it might prove embarrassing.


  “I remember you in the bar that night. I don't remember much else. And frankly I'd rather hear it from your lips.”


  She let out a sigh and shifted on the couch to try to get more comfortable. Well, at least as comfortable as she could get looking like a freaking beach ball. “I'm a lone wolf, Adam. I've always been that way. I don't have a Pack, and I don't have any responsibilities. No, wait, I mean had. I’ve never had responsibilities. I never used to have any of that, and I didn’t want it. And now it looks like I have just a little bit more, don't I?”


  Adam's eyes darkened, but he didn't say anything.


  “The Talon Pack threw my mother out when she was pregnant with me. I don't know why.” Lie. “But ever since then, we've been on our own. When she died, I became completely on my own.” She ignored the pain that settled in her stomach and continued. “I don't know how to function in a Pack, and I’m quite fine being by myself. Usually. I never got a degree, and I never really did anything. I'm forty years old, and I have nothing. Is that what you wanted to hear?” Anger rose with each sentence, and she bit her tongue. She sounded like a loser who’d never had any ambition. But she'd been in hiding her whole life. She just couldn't tell Adam that.


  Adam raised a brow but didn't say anything. She couldn't tell if he was judging her, but she didn't really want to think about that.


  “I don't know how you lasted, Bay.”


  “What do you mean?” Did he know? Did he suspect?


  “I've been in the Pack all my life. I've always felt them. I'm the Enforcer. Therefore, I have a closer connection to them than most. I don't know what I would have done with myself if I didn't have them. I've always known that, if I failed, I would have them to rely on and they would catch me if I fell. I've never been truly alone, even though sometimes I feel like I'm more alone than ever.” He closed his mouth abruptly and widened his eyes, as if knowing he’d said too much.


  She didn't say anything but lapped up the small details he let slip and relished them. Even though he didn't want to keep her, she was his mate. As long as they both lived, she'd always be his mate. She'd have to take what she could get.


  “You can stay here in this house because that is what the Alpha requests.” He growled that last bit, and she felt like crap. Of course, it hadn't been his decision. He would never have chosen her to begin with. But, it didn't matter now; it was all about the baby. “I will protect you because it's my duty. Nothing more.”


  She curled her lip and let out a small growl, even as pain radiated from her fingers down to her toes. The rejection ate at her, clawing its way through her body like her own wolf.


  “Fine, your duty.” She bit out the last word and inwardly cursed. Damn, she didn't want him to know what she felt. He had no right.


  “It's nothing more. It can be nothing more.”


  She nodded and stood unsteadily, her ankles aching and swollen. She paced in the living room, resting her hands in the small of her back. Oh, what she wouldn’t do to have someone rub her back for her. Oh, God, even a bath would do. But she didn't have time for the luxury. She hadn't had a bath big enough back to her old apartment, and she hadn't felt comfortable using Adam’s the night before.


  “I don't know what it is you want me to say, Bay,” Adam whispered, his voice low and filled with something she couldn't discern. “The night we spent together was supposed to end there. We’d had too much to drink and hadn't been thinking properly. Because if I had, I wouldn't have slept with a wolf and risked something like that.”


  She turned on him and growled, her wolf clawing to the surface. “Really, Adam? Because you think only wolves can mate to each other? You're an idiot if you think that. You know wolves can mate with anyone, that there are potentials out there for everyone, and if you look, you can often find one.”


  She took a deep breath.


  “After that, the decision whether to mate with them is up to you. Sometimes the mating urges are harder than others, but it's your choice, Adam. You're the one who bit me first. You're the one who decided we didn't need to use a condom. You're the one who mated me. Don't put it all on alcohol. You're a fucking wolf. Your metabolism is high enough that, halfway through the night, your alcohol level would've been down and you would have known what you were doing. But, no, you decided to continue on. And, yes, it's just as much my fault as yours. But, I'm owning up to it. I know I’m about to be a mom, and I know that you want nothing to do with this. Fine. But, know this; I will not let you talk down to me just because you think you're all high and mighty.


  “You're the one who couldn't keep his dick in his pants, and I'm the one who succumbed to it. Get over yourself and realize that this isn't going away. At least not for right now. As soon as everything is safe, I'll take the baby and go away. That way you won't have to deal with it. For right now, though, it's in your face, and I understand that hurts. You’re going to have to get over it, just for the moment. Please.”


  She fisted her hands and turned away from them. She hadn’t meant to say all that. She knew he was hurting from losing his mate and child. She knew that, and yet she pushed. Crap, this wasn't what she wanted. She didn't know what she wanted, frankly, but this wasn't it.


  She heard Adam come up and stood behind her, and she braced for what he would say.


  “You have spine. I like that.”


  She closed her eyes, letting the feel of his nearness envelope her.


  “I don't know what we’re going to do, Bay. But things will work themselves out. They have to.” His voice sounded broken at the end, like he was giving up on something precious. She took a deep breath and tried not to let her emotions get to her. It was her fault he was feeling everything again. She didn't know how long his mate had been dead, but regardless, she knew she was bringing back the memories. And now that she was mated to him, she couldn't see him in pain. Her wolf whimpered for his wolf, and she lit a spark that sent a powerful flare, her wolf rolling over her and becoming more dominant. She didn't understand how she could do this while all the wolves had to change forms in order to be able to let their wolves become dominant, but she had been born different. She could let her wolf see through her eyes and act through her body, though she trusted her wolf enough not to do anything she wouldn't do.


  Her wolf moaned inwardly, loving the feel of their mate close to them. Her wolf was allowed to feel the emotions that she couldn’t. The longing, the need, everything.


  “What the hell was that?” Adam shouted, and gripped her shoulders, turning her toward him. He looked as if he’d been shaken to the core.


  She let her wolf fade back so Bay had control. “Nothing. It was just my wolf.”


  “I don't believe you. That was different. I've never felt that before. What the hell are you?”


  “I'm a werewolf, just like you.” Sort of.


  “No, you're more. Tell me, now.” He growled that last bit and let his power seep over her. He was the Enforcer, meaning he could sense threats and deal with them, as he needed. Damn, he thought she was a threat. She had to tell him something. Just not everything.


  “I don't know why, but I have extra powers.”


  “Tell me.”


  “I've already told your father.”


  “I don't care, tell me now.”


  “Then let go of me please.” She did her best to sound strong, to show that she wasn’t scared. Her whole life she'd hidden, and yet now, the one person that could hurt her the most needed to know something she couldn't tell him.


  He released her quickly then rubbed his hands up and down her arms, as if making sure he hadn't bruised her. She almost leaned into his touch then stopped, knowing that would be bad for both of them. He seemed to realize what he had been doing and pulled his hands back.


  “Tell me, please.”


  “I have psychometry, meaning I can touch some things and see the past.”


  Adam's eyes widened, but that was his only reaction to what she’d said. Although she could still feel his wolf trying to lean into her wolf.


  “It doesn't happen often, and I can't control it. But, with certain things I touch, I can see what others saw and feel what others feel.”


  “And is that what you did right there?” he asked, his voice strained.


  “Something like that, but instead of someone else's feelings, I feel my wolf's. Meaning I can let her come to the surface more easily than a normal werewolf.”


  “What the hell, Bay? It felt as though you’d thrown power in the room and you looked like an Alpha for a moment.”


  She shook her head and fisted her hands, not knowing what else to do with them. “I don't know, Adam, I just don't know. I've always been able to do these things. Or, at least since I've been able to shift.”


  Werewolves were able to shift at the age of two or three, usually. She had been five by the time she been able to shift, scaring her mother to death. But she wouldn't tell him that.


  “I've never heard of anything like that, Bay.”


  “I haven't either.”


  “What about your mother? Is that why they kicked her out?”


  She could've lied and said it was the truth, but a wolf would've been able to smell that lie. She had to tread lightly. As it was, her lies were only leaving parts of the truth out, not lying head-on. “No, she was a normal wolf. I'm the freak.” An understatement if there ever was one.


  “I don't know what to do with you, Bay.”


  She gave a wry smile. “I don't know what to do with me either.”


  “Even though I've never heard of it, it doesn't mean it's not real. I mean, you’re proof of that. There are many different powers in the Pack. Maybe yours is just special.” He raised a brow as if asking her to contradict him.


  “I'm just a wolf, Adam. Nothing more.”


  He looked at her like he didn't quite believe her, but she stood strong. She had to keep her secrets safe, not only for herself, but for her unborn child. Adam would help her find whoever was following her and take them out. That was his job and, as he said, his duty. He would protect them when she was unable to, and then she could leave, though it might kill her to do so. It wasn't just for herself; it was for the unborn child currently rolling in her womb, showing her how much it loved her. She bit back a sob, closed her eyes, and walked away from the man who was her mate. It was all too much. But this is what she'd asked for—a chance to live again, or maybe live for the first time.


  


  


  Chapter 7



  


  The leaves crunched under Adam’s feet as he crouched down to the forest floor, the sickly sweet scent of the Centrals permeating and stinging his nose. He held back a curse and looked around, making sure he was alone. He'd been on patrol, searching around the outermost points of the wards to determine whether there’d been any intruders.


  The wards possessed a natural ability to fend off humans. Meaning, that if a human came up to the Redwood den, they would have the sudden urge to leave or pass by without going any farther. Also, if for any reason they still continued on, which was highly unlikely, they couldn't pass through the wards, and they would turn around on their own. However, those with any supernatural ability could see the wards, feel the wards, and try to get through the wards.


  Witches, other werewolves, and even demons could see their wards, but only those of the Redwood could pass through them easily. Others would need an invitation and have to be by the side of a Redwood Pack member.


  However, what Adam smelled now was not the scent of a Pack member, but of their enemy, the Centrals. Rage simmered through him, boiling under his skin, threatening to burst. His wolf was still on alert, ready to attack. The fucking, piece-of-shit weasels of wolves thought it was okay to come to his land? He held back a growl and stood, his claws threatening to burst from his skin. Ever since that one fateful night eight months before, he'd had control issues. This time it wasn't about the redhead. No, it was about the fact that those bastards thought it was okay to encroach on their territory. They were at war, and this wasn’t the time to pussyfoot around. He was the fucking Enforcer, and he needed to make a stand. Though the dark magic out there infecting the Centrals seemed to be overpowering, the Redwoods would not stand aside.


  He inhaled their scents, the sweet sickness coating his tongue, and followed their trail. The two that had been sent to spy on the Redwoods were young, and inexperienced, they’d left markers and a clear trail. He would've laughed at the irony, but it wasn't the fact that they were wolves that made them bad. No, because they chose to summon a demon and let him into their hearts, their souls were black, and Adam had no use for them. He had no use for demons at all.


  He came upon them, and they didn't notice him coming. He crept behind them, his wolf rising to the surface, loving the hunt. He was about two feet from them when they froze, fear and that sickly taint wafting from them. Adam gave a harsh smile and growled. They tried to run, but he was faster. He grabbed them by their collars and smashed their heads together, but not with too much force because he needed to hear them talk.


  They groaned, whimpered, and cried out, and Adam shook his head. Really? This was the reason that the Redwoods were losing people? Weak wolves with a craving for power?


  Adam growled again, letting his power flow out through him. The wolves paled and bared their throats. He would've bared his teeth and shown who was the more dominant wolf, but he wanted nothing to do with them, unsure of what would happen if he had a taste their blood. The scent of their disease slid into the air from their pores, and Adam almost felt sorry for the sick bastards.


  “So, tell me, why are you here?” he growled.


  “We were told to watch, nothing more,” the smaller one whimpered.


  Adam bared his teeth, and the other wolf, the one who hadn't spoken, growled and nipped at him. Adam growled and punched the bastard in the nose, almost enjoying the feel of its break beneath his fist. He was a wolf, not just a man. He didn't crave violence, but he didn't shy away from it. He did what he had to do to protect his Pack, and these infected wolves didn't deserve to live. Maybe if it had looked as if they had any remorse, or if their eyes had been completely black, tainted by the demon, he would've let them live. But he couldn't let them go back to Corbin and his pet demon and tell them anything they'd seen. It was too much of a risk.


  This war was killing him death-by-death, blow-by-blow. But at least with this, he didn't have to feel what he had before and miss what wasn't there to miss.


  “I could make you talk,” Adam threatened.


  “We promise; we don't know anything,” the smaller one spoke again.


  “They are telling the truth, Adam,” his wolf assured.


  Because he was the Enforcer, he could immediately feel when there was a danger to the Pack or when something might cause a threat later. Though these two posed no threat to him other than being in the wrong place. If they left and went back to Corbin with what they’d seen, the danger to his Pack would increase, meaning he would have to take care of them. Permanently.


  What would Anna have thought of who he had become?


  In that moment of hesitation, the larger wolf reached out and clawed Adam in the face, its long nails piercing his skin, the pain radiating out like fire.


  Adam roared and broke the bastard’s neck in quick one movement. He didn't deserve a quick death, but Adam didn't want to deal with him anymore. The other wolf grew frightened and wriggled beneath his hold. With a remorseful sigh, he broke the other's neck.


  He leaned back on his haunches and looked down at his hands. Though some might call it justice, others might call a murder. These days he didn't know what to call it. He hated who he was becoming but he didn't know how to stop it. Because if he didn't do things like this, his family wouldn’t be protected, and he could lose everything, even if he didn't think he had much to lose.


  He put a hand up to his face and winced. Damn, that wasn't going to heal quickly. He was pretty sure he could feel his cheekbone and cursed. He wouldn't be able to heal on his own. Even though wolves were fast at healing, they weren't as fast as portrayed in the movies. He would probably need North or Hannah to heal him. Frankly, he didn't want to see either of them right now. He'd rather sit up in his house and hide away. Oh yeah, look at the mighty Enforcer go.


  He left the bodies where they lay, knowing they were too close to the Redwood wards to be noticed by humans. He'd leave the bodies there and let Corbin’s next minions come and see the bodies. Though some part of him wanted to give the men proper burial, they’d wanted to harm his Pack, and he needed to make a statement.


  He walked back through the wards, the magic feeling like honey sliding over his skin, and he made his way back to his home. He could've shifted to a wolf and made it to his home faster, but he didn't want to leave his clothes, and frankly, he didn’t like shifting anymore. Even though, since Bay had come two days ago, his wolf had been happier, he still didn't trust it. He didn't know when he would be able to.


  Yep, he had a pretty dysfunctional relationship with his wolf.


  He made his way through the door and paused as Bay’s scent hit him in the face. Fuck. He adjusted himself and groaned. Every second he spent in the house with her was sheer agony. Her body radiated health, wellness, and her pregnancy. He knew her breasts were bigger since the last time he'd seen her, and he hated himself for noticing. Even the sight of her swollen belly made him feel more like a man. No wonder Jasper and Kade walked around like cocks on the walk while their mates were pregnant.


  That stopped in his tracks. Holy hell, he needed to stop thinking about her like she was his mate. Yes, they'd gone through the rituals of mating, but he didn't want her. He bit his tongue as his eyes burned. He couldn't want her. It was a betrayal of everything he had ever known.


  Bay came from the back of the house, alarm on her face. “Oh my God, Adam. I knew I smelled blood. What happened?” She came up to him and lifted her hands as if she were going to touch him. He pulled back as if she'd burned him, and she winced.


  “It's nothing, just part of the job.”


  “Shouldn't you see North or Hannah?”


  “Probably, but I'm not in the mood right now.”


  She shook her head then let out a snort. “I swear all men are the same. Whether they are man or wolf, they don't like doctors.”


  He gave a big smile, showing teeth. “Are you calling all men babies?”


  “If the rattle fits.”


  Adam threw his head back and laughed, surprising himself in the process.


  “If you don't want to see North or Hannah, I can at least clean it for you. It looks pretty bad, but maybe if I just put some butterfly bandages on it, it'll be okay until you see them.” She raised her brow, and Adam nodded his head.


  “Fine, my first aid kit is in the bathroom.”


  He watched her go, and he sank down into the chair. What the hell was he doing? He was acting like this was the day-to-day thing and that it was okay she was taking care of him. No, it would only happen this once. He couldn't let her too close. His wolf begged and growled to claim her in more ways than one.


  He hated this predestined mate shit. It was as if it were forcing him to have her. Because even as she kept saying that she'd leave and he’d never see her again, a little part of him didn't want her to go. That same little part wanted to know the baby inside her.


  That little part needed to shut up.


  She came out of the bathroom, her stomach leading her. She smiled at him, though her body radiated tension. It had to be a bit uncomfortable for her to live in a house knowing she wasn't welcome. But no one else in the den would take her. It was as if there was a large conspiracy against them. The den didn't want to interfere, and they thought that Adam, being the Enforcer, could best protect her.


  For some reason, he couldn't quite believe them.


  “Okay, I'm going to do my best to clean it and then put on some bandages.” Bay slowly sat on the table and cringed as it made a groan beneath her.


  “It's an old table,” he said as he tried to bite back a smile. Damn, this woman made him laugh more than he wanted to.


  “Thanks for that. I really think North or Hannah should be looking at this though, Adam. It doesn't look good; I mean I think I see bone.”


  Adam ignored the dull throbbing in his cheek and shrugged. “I'll be fine; I've had worse.”


  “That doesn't make me feel any better.”


  “Just do your best.”


  She leaned forward and used a wet washcloth to wipe up the blood. As she worked, he watched the way her red curls framed her face and how her green eyes darkened when she concentrated. No matter how hard he tried, this little wolf was getting under his skin. He didn't know her, and he didn't know who had brought her here. He didn’t know what the future would bring, and right now, the only thing he could think was if he could remember the taste of her lips.


  Like sweet berries, the plumpest strawberries…


  And that was enough of that.


  “Okay, all patched up.”


  He blinked them focused on her. “Didn't hurt a bit, thanks." He focused on her lips and cursed inwardly at himself.


  This was so not a good idea. Thoughts of Anna, his pack, and every other little reason on earth why he shouldn't bend down and kiss this woman flew through his head, but he ignored them.


  “Adam?” she asked, breathless.


  “I'm going to kiss you, Bay,” he growled.


  “Why?


  “Because I have to.”


  “Because of the mating, right? Because you have no choice?”


  He nodded, not knowing what else to say.


  “Once we figure out what's going on and I leave, you’ll just let me go?” she asked, her voice cold and no emotions showing on her face.


  “Yes. That's all I have left to give.”


  “So you want to ride out the mating urge with me and not deal with the other crap?” Before he could apologize for his asinine comment, she nodded. “Okay. I can accept those rules. Because, frankly, you're not the only one dealing with a wolf that wants more.”


  His wolf growled, wanting to pounce on her, but the man held it back. He leaned forward and framed her face with his hands. He could feel the fluttering of her pulse, speeding up like a hummingbird. The scent of her arousal hit his nose, and he groaned.


  “Shit, can we do this, you know, with the…” He gestured to her belly, not able to say the word.


  Her eyes filled then she blinked the tears away, stronger than any wolf he'd seen. “Yes, we can do pretty much anything.”


  “You know this doesn't mean anything.”


  “I know,” she whispered, her voice finally carrying a hint of emotion—fear.


  “I will hurt you, Bay. I told you that.”


  “That’s not the kind of hurt I'm afraid of.”


  He steeled himself and took a deep breath. “There's nothing I can do about that. I've nothing of that to give. I don't do love; I already did that. I don't want it again.”


  “Fine.”


  With that, he leaned down again and brushed his lips against hers. Shock rippled through him as he tasted her. She tasted of cool berries, feminine wolf, and Bay. She tasted just the same as she had that night, minus the tequila. But for some reason, that made her taste even more intoxicating.


  He pulled back and rested his forehead against hers, his breath labored. “We’re going to do this; it doesn't mean anything.”


  “Fine. I understand, stop saying it. Please.” She ran a hand through his hair, and he growled, his cock straining against his zipper.


  With that, he picked her up and cradled her to his body, ignoring the way she felt against him. Her soft curves were even more pronounced now than they had been before, and all he wanted to do was get inside her and relieve the aching tension. He placed her on the edge of the bed and knelt between her legs. Her belly was in his line of sight, but he ignored it. He stripped off her leggings and maternity dress and growled. Damn, she was fucking beautiful.


  He stripped off her panties and took off her bra, leaving her bare before him, curvy and delicious. Her breasts were full and round, larger than they had been before. He cupped them in his hands, the heavy weight overfilling them.


  “These are magnificent,” he murmured, his voice low.


  She laughed, low and husky. “They're getting freaking huge. I'm pretty sure they are their own shelf right now.”


  “What can I say? Apparently I'm a breast man.” He rolled both nipples between his thumbs and forefingers, and she gasped, throwing her head back.


  “I think I can deal with that.”


  “I'm going to be careful with you. I don't want to hurt you.” As his mate, he couldn't hurt her physically without wanting to hurt himself. But that wasn't the only reason, though he didn't want to think about that.


  She nodded, and he wasn't sure if she actually heard him. He let his hands roam over her shoulders, breasts, and lower. He made sure he stayed away from her belly, not ready to feel what was beneath the already stretched-out skin. Her thighs were creamy and smooth beneath his palms, and he rubbed circles onto them, loving the way Bay felt against his skin. He spread her thighs wider and used his thumb to trace her seam. She gasped again, and he grinned, liking the control.


  He slipped a thumb inside and groaned. “Holy hell, you're already wet.”


  Bay’s body blushed, and she looked down at him, caution in her gaze. “I can't help it. You do that to me. It's just a reaction.”


  Adam nodded, liking and needing the way she reassured their agreement. “If you could feel my cock right now, you'd understand it’s the same way for me.”


  Her mouth formed the temptress’s grin. “I'm sure that could be arranged.”


  He didn't say anything, ignoring the warm pulse that seeped into his icy chest. He crushed that, remembering why they were there. They needed to cool down the mating urge so they could move on and get her the hell out of here.


  Adam dipped his middle finger to the knuckle inside her, and she clamped down, warm and needy. He used his thumb to brush her clit, and she shuddered. He scraped the swollen nub with his fingernail, and she bucked off the bed. He gripped her hip to hold her steady and inserted two more fingers, curling them to reach that sensitive spot. Bay moaned his name, and he let it wash over him in a wave. Using a sensuous rhythm, he watched her body flush and her panting increased until, finally, she came against his fingers, her pussy tightening and a scream ripping from her throat.


  He stood and removed his clothing quickly. She lay down on the bed and watched him with pleasure-darkened eyes. His cock slapped his belly as he walked toward her, intent seeping through every pore. Her breath hitched, and he groaned at the magnificent sight before him. His gaze traveled over her body and froze at her swollen belly. With great determination, he flipped her over on her knees, and she gasped.


  “Can I take you from here?”


  “I…I think so,” she mumbled, a slight trace of fear edging her words.


  Without thinking, he rubbed her back, trying to soothe her. His wolf growled in pleasure, and he pulled his hand back.


  He swallowed hard. “Tell me if I hurt you; we'll stop if we have to.”


  “Of course, please, Adam, please.”


  He gripped his cock and centered the head at her entrance. He didn't put on a condom because it was way too late to be thinking about that. They’d already made that mistake. He gripped her hips and slid in inch by agonizing inch. When he was fully inside her, he stopped and tried to catch his breath. She fit him like a glove, a perfect fucking glove. She was hot, wet, and ready for him. They both moaned when he moved back slowly. He pulled out then thrust back in, loving the way her body arched with him, even with the awkwardness of her midsection. He set a rhythm, feeling her body close around him as she slowly climbed to her climax.


  He increased the rhythm, their heartbeats syncing, their breaths doing the same. His balls tightened as she came around him, and he followed her, his seed filling her, warm and needy.


  Before he caught his breath, he pulled out and set her on her side, careful not to jostle her. He watched as she closed her eyes and rubbed a hand over her belly. He swallowed hard and staggered away to the bathroom, locking the door behind him. Blindly, he turned the water on as hot as it could go and stepped under the steamy spray. The water scalded him, giving him a heavy dose of what he needed, pain, agony.


  He crouched down, his legs giving out, his knees slamming into the floor. He didn't even notice the sharp pain as his body wracked in convulsions. Tears streamed from his eyes as he finally broke down, something he hadn't done in a very long while.


  Yes, he'd slept with women after Anna. But that had only been to fill a need. But with Bay, this time, it had been different. He knew he could lie to himself all he wanted and say it meant nothing. But it did. And that was the worst betrayal all. He’d promised to love his Anna for the rest of his life, knowing at the time that, as a wolf, his life would be long. And yet, as he’d held Bay's hips in his palms, he’d broken his vow to his long-lost mate.


  How was he ever going to forgive himself? And why should he?


  


  


  Chapter 8


  


  Bay stepped out of the shower and placed her feet on the soft forest green bathmat. She wrapped herself in a fluffy green towel and sighed. She sat on the edge of the tub and rubbed lotion all over her. Even though she kind of enjoyed the fact that she was pregnant, in a scary sort of way, the stretch marks were going to kill her. She was pretty sure all women had to deal with them, but thankfully, she was a wolf and could most likely heal them later.


  And yes, she was thinking about stretch marks and stupid trivial things. That way she didn't have to think about the fact that she’d slept with Adam, again. She closed her eyes and bit her tongue. Crap, she hadn’t meant to do that. Yes, the mating urge had ridden her just as hard, if not harder, than Adam because of the hormones, but that didn't give her an excuse to make poor decisions. He kept promising he wouldn't hurt her, but she knew it was too late. Her heart was going to break it was going to hurt like hell.


  And it was all her fault.


  She pulled on a loose-fitting shirt and yoga pants, wincing as she stretched muscles that were a little too achy from earlier. She blushed as she remembered the way Adam had played her body like a fine-tuned instrument. She made her come twice before allowing himself to do the same. Her emotions ran her ragged, and she wanted to sob. But she was too strong for that. They had just had sex, not made love. That had not been love. That is been a joining of two bodies, and then he’d left her. Again.


  She bit back another sob. She'd heard him break down in the shower, and it had taken every ounce of her energy and inner strength to not go in there and comfort him. He was not crying over her, but over the fact that he’d failed himself. What had she become? This was her. She was stronger than this. Yet, she cried at the drop of a hat over a man who’d used her. But really, they had both made the agreement that they would use each other. It was her own damn fault. Damn hormones.


  The baby kicked, and she placed her palm over the little foot.


  “I know it's not your fault,” she whispered. Warmth spread over her at the thought of her unborn child. She already loved this little baby more than she loved anything else in her life. And although that wasn't saying much, considering her past, it didn't diminish the fact that this little guy or girl would be the center of her life.


  The scent of pine and wolf entered her nose, and she froze. Adam stood at the door, a frown on his face. “Are you ready?”


  She looked down at her dressed form then nodded. “I'm ready to go. Where exactly are we going?”


  “We’ll be inside the wards and in the part of the forest we usually use for hunts like this,” Adam answered. “We haven't done a hunt outside the wards and in our outer territories since the initial attacks.”


  She nodded, sadness filling her. Though she was not part of the Pack yet, and hadn't even known these people, she still felt the pain of losing so many of their members at once. Corbin, the Alpha of the Centrals, along with his now deceased father, Hector, had come onto their land, burned as many buildings to the ground as they could, and killed as many people as they could. The demon, Caym, had even threatened to kill Willow and had kidnapped Reed. Thankfully, Reed had escaped, along with his two mates, Hannah and Josh.


  “I'm ready to go; I need to shift.”


  “It's the full moon; I'm not surprised. When was the last time you shifted anyway?”


  She shrugged. “I'm not sure, at least two weeks ago.”


  He shook his head then fisted his hands. “That's not smart when you're pregnant, Bay. You need to take care of yourself and your wolf so your body can take care of your baby.”


  She lifted her chin, anger filling her. She hadn’t missed the fact that he always said ‘you’ or ‘your’ in reference to her child, as if taking own of their unborn even with words were too much for him. “I'm sorry I was a little busy trying not to die or whatever the hell was going to happen when that person found me. I tried to shift as often as possible, but I didn't have the den or safe place like this to hide.”


  “And whose fault is that?”


  She let out a snort then stood up, her body sore and achy from their excursion. Her skin felt tight, like it was too small for her body. She needed to shift and let her wolf run free. She could feel the setting of the sun and the moon coming toward her, pulling her.


  She walked past him, careful not to let any part of her touch him. She didn't know if she could deal with that. She stood stone still and rested her gaze on him.


  “I've never been in a full hunt like this before, Adam,” she said in a small voice. “I don't know what to do.”


  Adam blinked at her, and she could almost feel him judging her from where she stood. Damn, she hated being a lone wolf sometimes, but it wasn't like she’d had any other choice.


  “Shift when I shift, then follow me. We don't always hunt like a Pack; sometimes we go in smaller groups. Since we don't have as much space to roam because of the wards, everyone who will shift tonight is going to be one big group, at least to start. So stay by my side and you'll know what to do. You're a wolf, Bay. You'll know what to do instinctively.”


  She nodded, grateful he would show her what to do but also careful not to show him that. She couldn't let him have any more power over her than he already did.


  “You have nothing to fear. I won't let anything happen to you. Whoever was following you and made you feel unsafe cannot get through our wards.”


  She nodded again, letting him think that that was why she was nervous. Better to think she was afraid of an outside force harming her rather than the man in front of her.


  They walked out the back door and through the woods into the small clearing. The final rays of the sun sank below the horizon, and the moon brightened as night set in. A small wind blew through her hair, the red curls falling into disarray around her face. She hadn't had a chance to put any product in her hair or deal with the mass of curls that had been the bane of her existence after her shower. Plus, since she was going to be turning into a wolf, she didn't really feel the need. But as they came up upon the rest the pack, she felt wholly inadequate. Every single person looked beautiful, like freaking models. The most striking of all had the Jamenson green eyes set in the most model-like face she'd ever seen. This woman must be Cailin, Adam’s baby sister, with her long black hair and green eyes. Bay wanted to hide her fat self and never look back. Why was it that whatever a woman saw another woman who was so beautiful she felt like the ugly spinster? Oh, she could hate a woman like that, except for the fact that she was the Redwood princess, and Bay couldn't really fault the woman for being beautiful.


  Adam ignored her as he stopped, and Bay held her breath. She’d done her best to wash his scent off her just like she'd known he done the same with hers. She tried not to take it personally, but it still stung. She covered her belly with her hands and closed her eyes. Her skin rippled under the moonlight, and her wolf howled to be released.


  She looked out over the crowd and saw Willow, who waved at her. Bay returned it with a small smile, grateful for a friendly face. Her mate, Jasper, wrapped an arm around her and gave Bay a slight nod. Relief filled her at the acceptance in his gaze. She looked out over the rest of the family, and they each, in turn, gave her a nod or wave of some kind. She didn't know what exactly all that meant, but at least she didn't feel so alone.


  North came up to her side and gave her a hug. Surprised, Bay froze. Adam turned and growled, and North lifted his arm.


  “It's good to see you again, Bay,” North whispered. “How's the baby?”


  She rested her hand on the swell of her stomach and looked up at the twin with no scar. “We're doing just fine. Thank you.”


  North nodded and looked her over with the cool gaze of the doctor, not that of a male. “Once you shift, yip or something if it hurts. Okay?”


  Her eyes widened, and alarm spread through her. “What do you mean? I thought shifting was okay when I was pregnant. That's what I heard, and I've been shifting this whole time. Only, God, have I been doing it wrong? Have I been hurting my baby?”


  Adam put a strong hand on her shoulder and gripped it. Though she was thankful for the comfort, she didn't want to read too much into it. North's eyes widened at the touch, but he didn't say anything.


  “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to worry you. I just want to make sure you're okay. Shifting is natural. Therefore, your body will adjust while you're pregnant to shift that certain way. Your wolf needs it and wouldn't want to hurt your baby. I just want to make sure everything is okay. It's just the doctor in me.”


  She let out a breath, relieved. “Okay, I'll let you know. But you need to do better on that whole not-freaking-out-the-patient thing, okay?”


  North gave a rueful smile and stepped back. That's when she noticed the other two wolves standing behind North. Maddox, North's twin, stood the farthest away, no expression on his face. The long scar that traced the right side of his face looked stark in contrast to his tan skin. The other person—a woman—had dark eyes, dark hair, and caramel-colored skin. She also looked like someone had broken her and she hadn't quite figured out how to put herself back together.


  North looked over his shoulder and turned. “Bay, this is Ellie, our friend and member of the Pack.” The other woman inclined her head, and they did the same. Tension radiated through the three newcomers, and Bay didn't really know what to think of that. She was missing a piece of the puzzle, but she didn't think it was really any of her business.


  “It's time, Pack,” Edward called out, his voice echoing throughout the trees surrounding them.


  Bay lowered her head, showing proper respect to her Alpha. Though she had not grown up in a Pack, her body and wolf knew instinctively what to do.


  Adam blocked her view of the others as they started to strip out of their clothes and shift. She felt grateful toward the man and quickly took off her oversized shirt and knelt on the ground. She wasn't quite sure what to think of Adam’s gesture. Right now, all she could think about was changing. Her wolf howled, and warmth spread over her belly, cocooning it in a safe haven. Her limbs stretched, the bones breaking, the muscles tearing. Fur sprouted over her skin, and her back arched as her limbs reformed and reattached in new positions. She threw back her head and howled to the moon as she stood as a rusty-red wolf.


  When she was finished, she looked over at Adam’s wolf, awed at the beauty of it. He was large, bigger than her by at least twenty pounds, and was a beautiful chestnut brown. Half of his face was black, and he had black ears. He was magnificent.


  North, Maddox, and Ellie surrounded them. The twins both had a mixture of gray and tan fur, while Ellie was a caramel brown. They bounded off together, Maddox taking the rear. Adam looked over his shoulder and took off after them. Not wanting to be left behind, she followed them, the ground soft below her paws. Through the link to the Pack and Adam, she could feel the others around her hunting in a unit for their prey. Even though they did not need to hunt for animals in this form, they enjoyed the rush of being able to let go and let their wolves take control. She let her wolf rise to the surface and followed that sweet pine scent she was falling for.


  The feel of the Pack surrounded her, and she felt like she had come home. So this is what she had been missing being by herself for so long. She almost cried at the thought of what she had lost, but now she had gained so much, if only for the moment.


  She heard the sudden sound of the pitter-pat of little feet on the ground and recognized it as the footsteps of a rabbit. The others moved on as she stopped. Her ears pointed forward, and she bent her nose to the ground. Her wolf kicked in, and she followed the trail and scent to the delicious rabbit. She crept behind it as it froze, aware that a predator had it in sight. It took one hop, and she pounced, taking its life out in a single movement so it would not suffer.


  Though her belly was big in this form, as in her other form, she laid down on her side, eager to begin her meal. The sweet pine scent invaded her nose as Adam came to her side, another rabbit in his mouth. He laid it next to her and lay down beside it, not looking at her. They each ate their meal in silence, a peacefulness that came from being on four legs when the sound of more wolves came toward them. North, Maddox, and Ellie stopped about two feet away and stared. It was hard to communicate as wolves, but she had a feeling the men wanted to go off alone. Call it a wolf's intuition. She looked at Adam, who lowered his head and bounced off, North and Maddox following him.


  Ellie came to her side, nudged the dead carcass away, and gave a wolfy grin. Bay barked a laugh then darted off, letting the other wolf know to follow her. They both ran through the woods, feeling safe under their wards and knowing that the other wolves were around them if there was any trouble. Finally, after another hour of playing, they made their way back to the center of the field where their clothes lay. They each shifted back, Bay wincing at the pain of shifting that never went away even as many times as she’d done it.


  Ellie smiled at her, naked as a jaybird, and quickly got dressed. Bay did the same and tried not to notice the scars on the other woman's back. She didn't say anything, and she wasn't sure that Ellie had even noticed that she'd seen anything.


  “It's nice to meet you by the way,” Ellie said, and held out her hand.


  They shook, and Bay felt a kindred spirit with the woman. “It's nice to meet you too. It was little hard to meet everyone with people staring and crowding.”


  “I know what you mean. And I'm new to the Pack as well, so it's nice to see another new face. I don't feel all alone.”


  “You're new, too?”


  “They didn't tell you?” she said wryly. “I'm the daughter of our enemy. The Redwoods are amazing. If they can accept me—at least most of them—then they can do anything. They can win this. I know it.”


  Bay nodded but didn't say anything. As much she loved hearing that they’d accepted the daughter of their rival pack into their fold, Bay didn't feel very warm. Would they accept her if they knew the truth? No, she didn't think so. She hadn't even accepted it herself.


  


  


  Chapter 9


  


  Eight Months Before


  Adam let his head rest against the steering wheel as his body shook. Fuck. What was he doing here in a small rundown town in southern California? He’d needed to leave the Pack for just a little while to catch his breath. He'd never leave them for long; he couldn't do that. They were his family and had been by his side through everything heartbreaking his life, including the worst thing imaginable.


  He clenched the steering will, his knuckles turning white. He’d left only a few weeks before, and now he could feel them calling him back. He was their Enforcer, and he needed to protect them. He couldn't do that this far away, but it wasn't time for him to leave yet. He didn't know what he was searching for, but he hadn’t found it yet.


  Maybe it was peace. He gave a harsh laugh and lifted his head from the steering wheel. Peace, sure, like that would ever happen. He’d lost his Anna and knew he'd never find peace. Maybe his wolf just needed to run…no, not yet. He didn't want to shift to his wolf and remember that feeling. He'd been doing okay for the past two decades, but one-by-one, as each brother mated, he felt a little part of himself die again. And when Reed had shown up with not one, but two mates, he’d needed to get the fuck out of there.


  Maybe he just needed to get laid. A sharp pain radiated through him, and he cursed. Dammit, he hated urges and needs. Sometimes he wished he were a fucking eunuch.


  On that thought, he got out of this truck, slammed the door, and prowled to the bar. He just needed a drink. He walked into the rundown bar that smelled of witches and magic and breathed a sigh of relief. Here he’d be able to get as drunk as he wanted and not have to deal with the humans staring at him.


  When he walked up to the bar and the bartender raised an eyebrow, Adam grunted. The male witch seemed to know what Adam wanted and slid over an entire bottle and one glass. Adam grunted his thanks and found a table in the corner to sit. He leaned with his back to the wall. That way he could see if anyone came up to him. He was out of his territory, and he needed to be careful. He took a long swig straight from the bottle and relished the spicy taste as it poured down his throat. He poured some more in the glass because he didn’t want to look so crass and took another drink.


  People milled about; having conversations he didn't care about and played a game of darts, he didn’t want to join. Four bottles of tequila later, he was just starting to get a buzz. The bartender looked up at him, and Adam put two hundreds down on the table to signify he wasn't quite done yet. The bartender nodded and looked around for something, what, Adam didn’t care.


  “I take it you want more?” a sweet voice asked, pulling out him out of his buzzed stupor.


  “Yes, bring the bottle.” And because his mom would kick his ass if he weren’t polite, he tacked on a, “please.” She didn't even glance in his direction as she walked away, but he caught a sweet berries scent that made his cock stand up and pulled a groan from him.


  Holy hell, that had smelled like sweet heaven.


  The tantalizing scent came back, and this time he took a good look. Oh, fuck. She was all curves, curves of sin that a man could pound into night after night. Or at least for one night. Red curls framed her face and bounced as she walked. And those damn green eyes of hers called to him even through the drunken haze.


  “Okay, here you go, be careful,” she said with a smile, and started to turn away.


  He grabbed her wrist, and she started. He inhaled again and growled. “You're a wolf.” A statement, not a question.


  “So astute. I'm surprised you could even tell that with all the liquor running through your system.”


  He gave a laugh then took another swig of his drink, the sweet, spicy taste mingling with her scent and causing a dynamic that made him want to bend her over the table and fuck her right there to see how tight she was.


  She turned and raised a brow. “Excuse me, why do you think it's okay to touch me?”


  “Maybe because I don't want you to go.”


  She let out a sigh. “Really? That’s the best you can do? That was just pathetic. Though at least you didn't ask me if it hurt when I fell from heaven or something. God, I swear, you’d think after all these years men would get better at pickup lines.”


  “Maybe they just needed you to teach them.” He groaned inwardly at that, knowing that even though he was drunk, it had to be worse than what he had said before.


  She threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, honey, that was just bad. But, I'll tell you what. I'm off my shift in ten minutes. Why don't I pick up another bottle or two and we can drink our worries away?”


  “What type of worries do you have?”


  She shook her head and grinned ruefully. “We don't know each other enough for that, but I will drink with you, and then we'll see what happens.”


  His cock twitched, and he smiled. “Sounds good to me.”


  He indulged himself and the rest of the bottle and waited for her to return. When she was done working, she came back with two bottles, one in each hand, and the seductive grin on her face. Hell yeah, this is just what he’d needed, a way to forget and indulge.


  She sat down next to him in the booth, not across from him. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder, liking the way she felt against his drunk self.


  “Do you know what bottle you're on now?” she asked, pouring a glass for herself.


  “Does it matter?”


  “I just don't want you to die on me.”


  “I think I'm a little far away from that, but thanks for worrying.”


  “Good.” With that, she tossed back the shot and poured two more. He took a drink, letting it roll over his tongue as he inhaled her scent. She smelled of wolf, but also of something…more? Maybe it was the drink talking. He took her free hand in his and rubbed his fingers along her wrist. Her pulse raced, and he looked down at her eyes, liking the way she looked back at him, eager, wanting.


  They finished the second bottle not really talking, just letting their arousal fill the room. The others filed out and the bartender called out, saying he was closing up and Bay knew what to do.


  “I guess we should leave?” Adam asked, not wanting to let her go right then.


  “My apartment’s upstairs,” she whispered, her words floating over him and making him growl.


  “Sounds like a plan to me.” He wanted to get in her quick and hard, and maybe slow and leisurely later. Maybe this quick fuck would drown away the pain more than the alcohol had.


  


  ****


  


  Bay pulled Adam up the stairs after she'd turn off the lights to the bar. Her pulse beat in her ears, and she squeezed his hand for balance. She was a little too drunk to be doing this, but it didn't matter. She inhaled his sweet pine scent again and knew.


  This man, this Adam, was her mate.


  Oh, hell.


  Could this be it? Had she really found someone to share the rest of her life with? Is that why she felt like she needed to writhe herself against him right now?


  Could she trust him?


  They made their way to her room, and as soon as she closed the door, he pressed her against the wall, his mouth crushing hers. She couldn't breathe, couldn't speak, couldn't think. She closed her eyes and moaned as his tongue worked its way into her mouth, mimicking that sensual motion she wanted to feel.


  She felt his hands roam down her sides, and then he ripped the snap and zipper from her jeans. She gasped as he tore them from her body and threw them across the room. He lifted his mouth from hers, gave her wicked grin, and knelt between her legs.


  Holy shit. Her wolf growled, and she did the same.


  He pressed his face against her panties and inhaled, and the look of his dark hair against the white satin almost made her come at the spot. He looked up at her, the gold glowing around the iris of his eye and the green almost nonexistent around the dilated pupil. Her breath shuddered, and he dragged his teeth along her clit, sending shivers down her spine to end in her core. He caught the sides of her thong with his teeth and ripped, the strength of him causing her knees to buckle, and she almost fell. He caught her by the back of the thighs, and his strong hands lifted her so her legs lay draped over his shoulders.


  “I want to taste you. Then I'm going to fuck you as hard as I can to see how much you can take. How does that sound?” His voice sent shivers along her body, and she shook.


  “How about I just say do me now?”


  “That can be arranged.” Then he bent forward and licked her clit, her body shaking as she dug her nails into the drywall for leverage. He licked and sucked and feasted on her. Her body writhed against his face, digging in his shoulders, but he didn't drop her. She still wore her heels from working, and they dug into his back. He gently bit down on her clit, and she came, stars slashing behind her eyelids and his name on her lips.


  She heard him growl but didn't have enough energy to move. She felt him take off her shoes, and he licked up her side, around her breasts, until he reached her mouth.


  “I knew you’d taste like a feast. Like sweet berries and woman. And the way you look when you come…oh, fuck yeah, I'm going to enjoy pounding into you.”


  Her eyelids fluttered, and she smiled. “What are you waiting for?”


  He growled and nipped her lip then licked the sting.


  He laid her on the bed and stood back watching her. “Why are you just standing there? Aren't you going to touch me?” she teased.


  “Greedy, are you? Oh, I like that.”


  He took off his clothes, and she lay mesmerized, staring at the long sexy lines of his body and the bulging muscles. Most wolves had a strong body, but he was sexier than most. And he was all hers.


  Her eyes dropped down to his cock that stood out, thick and pulsating. She could already see the tip had a little drop of cum. And she was the one who’d done that to him. That made her want him even more. She writhed on the bedspread, her knees spread wantonly. He stared down at her, his eyes gold, and ran a hand up and down his shaft, twisting and squeezing. Holy hell, that had to be the hottest thing she'd ever seen. She’d never thought seeing the guy touch himself like that would be hot, but, apparently, she hadn't seen that before.


  He lowered himself over her and kissed her, and she enjoyed the taste of herself on his tongue. She should have blushed at her brazen acts, but she only wanted more of Adam. He moved down her body, licking and sucking everywhere he went. He held her breasts in his hands and rolled the nipples in his fingers.


  “These are delicious; I'm going to eat them right up.”


  She shivered and arched her breast into his mouth as he sucked on one nipple and played with the other with his fingers. He kept biting and sucking and twisting, and she almost came just by that. Her breasts were so large that she didn't usually have that much sensitivity and couldn’t come from just that touch alone, but, apparently, all she needed was Adam.


  He pulled up and looked down at her. “I don't think I can wait any longer. I need to be in you.”


  “Oh, thank God,” she rasped.


  She noticed that he didn't get a condom, and she didn't correct him. After all, this was a mating. She trusted him. Shouldn't she?


  Before she could question that thought, he flipped her over so she knelt right above his cock, her breasts bouncing with the movement.


  “You're going to ride me, baby,” he growled, and gripped her hips with his hands.


  She slowly lowered herself onto his cock and moaned at the feeling. He was so big that she felt so full. She hadn’t even lowered herself fully, but she didn't think she could go any farther.


  “You’re really big.”


  He let out a rough chuckle. “You sure know how to make a guy feel good.”


  “Oh shut up. Give me a second to get used to it so I can go down all the way.”


  “Anything you want, baby.”


  She closed her eyes and rocked back and forth until, finally, her muscles loosened a bit so she could slide down the rest of the way. She stilled as they connected in the most intimate of ways.


  He tightened his grip on her hips and pushed up. She closed her eyes and moaned.


  “No,” he bit out. “Don’t close your eyes; keep them open so I can see them spark when you come.”


  She almost did just that with just his words, but she opened her eyes and looked down at him. She placed her hands on his chest and rolled her hips to match the movement of his. They rocked together in a furious rhythm, their bodies sweating and writhing.


  They moved faster, and she came again, screaming his name. His dick twitched inside her, and he groaned and then flipped them. She could see in his eyes from their glazed look that the drink hadn’t been exorcised out of his system yet. She lay beneath him, breathing heavily as he pounded into her with such a ferocity that, had she been human, he could have broken her. As it was, she would have delicious bruises from their lovemaking, and she didn’t care.


  He slammed into her, and she watched as his canines elongated. She tilted her head in their ancient custom, ready for him to mark her to start their mating. She needed—no, craved—this. He bit into the meaty flesh, and she came against him again, her body rolling in pleasure and sweet agony.


  He pulled back, licked the wound, and then flipped them over again, his body still thrusting into her. Damn, the man had stamina. Poor guy hadn’t gotten off yet and only cared about her pleasure. Oh, how she wanted to keep him.


  Her wolf howled, and her teeth elongated. Adam tilted his neck, and she bit in, falling a little bit in love with him as she tasted him. He roared and came within her, his seed locking that final mating key. Their souls entwined, and she could feel him deep within her heart as well as her body.


  He collapsed and let out a breath. His cock still hard inside her, he twisted so they both lay on their sides, their breaths in sync. She laid her head against his chest and felt him fall into a deep sleep as he held her.


  She yawned, worn out in the best of ways. Contentment settled over her as she slowly fell asleep in the arms of her mate. Yes, this was the perfect moment. Nothing could crush this.


  


  


  Chapter 10


  


  Present Day


  Three days had passed since the hunt, and Adam still didn’t know what to do with himself. His stomach was in knots, and his skin felt ready to burst. He felt like a teenager again, trying to learn to control the shift with his raging hormones. He closed his eyes and tried to take a deep breath, though his body wouldn't let him.


  He looked out the window of the bedroom and stared through the trees. The sun was just now setting, and pinks and grays shone through the gaps in the leaves like an odd array of twilight. This used to be Anna’s favorite time of day.


  He shook his head and almost beat his fists against his skull. Why the hell did he keep thinking about her?


  He turned from the window, willing himself not to think about her anymore. Every time he did, he fell further and further into the spiral of depression. So, when he looked down, he muttered another curse. Bay napped on their bed, her cheek pressed against her hands, a calm expression on her face. Though it was only early evening, she said she had needed a nap since the baby had moved around the night before, keeping her up.


  They'd taken to sleeping next to each other on his big bed, not quite touching. The couch wasn't big enough for either of them to lie comfortably, and frankly, it made his wolf would feel better to have her close. The better his wolf felt, the less stress he had himself. She moaned in her sleep, a curl falling on her face and he took a step back. Damn, he wanted to brush it away to feel the softness of her skin, her hair, her everything.


  To top off his anger and other emotions, there hadn’t been any developments in her case. It was almost as if the person who was searching for her had stopped completely. They'd looked into all avenues of her past but had come up empty. Adam's gut reaction was that it was the Centrals were following her. Either they had scented her new Pack status or they were following her for a much more devious purpose. Either way, it grated on him that they couldn't figure it out and that she still could be in danger once she left.


  A part of him had almost wanted to put her up as bait to see who they would find. But as soon as that thought entered his mind, he felt like a shit. He would never endanger a woman like that, let alone a pregnant one.


  The Pack could feel the magic pooling around the wards as the Centrals grew stronger, an inky black feeling like a sticky molasses that wouldn't go away. With each step that their rivals took toward the dark, the Redwoods were forced to make decisions. They couldn't cross that line and sell their souls to the devil, if only figuratively. But there had to be a way to find the gray. Because of Reed and his mates, they now held the trinity bond so they knew their wards would hold, at least against wolves. He knew they would not hold against the demon himself. And that thought scared him more than any other.


  They needed to find another way to make themselves stronger that didn’t include dark magic.


  He cursed at their weakness.


  He turned away from Bay, determined not to think of it for more than he already had. Meaning not every ten seconds. As he walked out to the hallway, he stopped in between the two closed doors that he knew his guest had entered. His fingers strummed against his thighs on their own accord, and he took a deep breath.


  No, he couldn't, not without Anna.


  He turned to his right and opened the door. He gulped, letting the wave of emotions wash over him. Since her death, he hadn't gone into this room, or the one across the hall, other than to clean them. He staggered back to the reality.


  This had been their music room.


  Their small piano stood on the corner, still tuned and dust free. Anna had used to accompany him while he played on the guitar. The old acoustic still stood on its setting, also in tune and ready for him to play. He took a shuddering breath as he glimpsed his old cowboy hat hanging on the peg on the wall. Anna had bought that for him, and he’d worn it every time they played. He used to fashion himself a werewolf cowboy. What an ass.


  They used to play beautiful music together, though Anna couldn't sing to save her life. He chuckled at the memory and let the cold pain settle over him like an old friend.


  “Play, you know you need to. It's been too long. It's okay to mourn and grieve, but we can't let your life die along with hers.”


  Adam closed his eyes at his wolf’s words. The damn thing had been more talkative recently, and he blamed Bay for that. How could his wolf forget their first mate and want to move onto a new one?


  “That's not what I want to do, and you know it. I loved Anna and her wolf with every breath that I had, but Bay is our mate too. We need her. And she needs us.”


  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, his body shaking, coldness seeping into him like a blanket. He sat down on the chair and picked up the guitar. The cool wood felt like a distant memory under his fingers. Flashes of Anna’s smile and the sound of her laugh caused bile to rise up in his throat. Could he do this?


  He strummed his fingers along the strings, playing a few chords. The music drifted up and enveloped him. Gods, he'd missed this. Though he didn't hear her, he could feel Bay's presence in the doorway. With his back to her, she couldn't see his face, and he was grateful. He didn't know what he would do if he had to look into those eyes and see something that scared him to death.


  Would he see pity? Or hope?


  His fingers moved on their own accord and played a soft melody, the long years of practice flowing through them like a long-lost friend. He heard Bay sigh over his shoulder as he played. She held secrets from him; he knew it. He didn't quite understand the source of her powers. How could she sense a memory by just a touch? And how was it her wolf had more control over her than others had over their humans? She was hiding something, and he would do everything he could to find out. He could lie and say it was only because he was the Enforcer and he needed to protect the pack, but he dreaded the fact that there might be an underlying reason that had nothing to do with safety but existed because of their bond.


  His thoughts drifted from her and her secrets, and he lost himself in the music. He didn't sing, only let the guitar do what it needed to do—play. With each note, he felt like he was losing Anna all over again. She wasn't here to play beside him or hear him play. How was he supposed to get over her?


  He heard Bay shuffle behind him, her movements becoming more waddling with every passing day. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her sit down on the piano bench, her gaze intent on him. He turned and scowled at her for invading his space, but she didn't move, merely lifted her chin. She turned to face the piano, her belly touching the wood, and placed her hands over the keys.


  He almost screamed out, telling her not to touch what was not hers, but the words were stuck in his throat. Her fingers played a ghostly movement over the ivory, but she didn't utter a sound.


  His finger stopped. He set the guitar down, the cold spreading over him. No, she couldn't play. She couldn't know how. Fate wouldn't be that cruel.


  No, it was a bitch.


  He slowly, methodically, made sure the guitar was on its stand, and walked away, leaving her there. He left the room, walked the too short steps to the other room across the hall, and laid his head against the door.


  “What's in there, Adam?” Bay asked as she stood behind him.


  He didn't answer, couldn't answer. Instead, he opened the door and stepped aside. Bay took two steps into the room and gasped. He looked over her shoulder and closed his eyes. He didn't need to look; he knew what was there. He'd seen it for twenty years. The pale pink walls of the nursery had faded over time, but he could still tell the colors. The crib and furniture were outdated but clean and dust free since he cleaned regularly.


  He opened his eyes and tried to feel something, anything. No cold, no pain. Nothing. He was looking at what would've been his daughter's room and felt nothing.


  Should he feel something?


  He turned away from the room and felt Bay’s pain through their mating bond. She cried softly, but he could still hear her. He couldn't be here right now.


  “I'm going on patrol, and I'm going to take you to Jasper and Willow’s,” he said, his voice hoarse.


  “Adam…”


  He didn't wait to hear what she might have said, so he walked away. His past was coming back in full force, but the things he wanted most weren't coming with it.


  


  ****


  


  “Here's a muffin. You need to eat, honey.” Willow handed Bay the fresh apple crumble muffin, and she reluctantly took it, not knowing how to say no to the warm woman.


  “Thank you,” she whispered, surprised she could even talk.


  “What's wrong?” the other woman asked.


  “Nothing,” she lied.


  Jasper grunted as he paced on the other side of the room with baby Brie in his arms. Brie babbled and shook her fists at him, a happy smile on her little face.


  “Wolves can smell a lie, Bay,” he warned.


  “It's nothing, really,” she stressed.


  Again, she looked at Jasper holding his daughter, and a pang shot through her. She'd never have that. Not with Adam. He kept a tomb for his dead mate and child. There wasn't any room in his house or his heart for either of them. She placed her palm on her belly, and the baby rolled. She was truly alone.


  Willow placed her hand on top of Bay’s, and she turned to face the other woman. “Tell us.”


  As much she wanted to keep Adam's secrets, it wasn't doing him any good locking himself away. He may not want her, but the stupid part of her wanted him to be happy. So, she told them. Told them about the music room and the fact that she could practically feel in his ghost. When she told them about the nursery, Willow gasped, and tears flowed down her cheeks.


  No one spoke for a while. Even baby Brie seemed to know something had changed. Uncontrollably, Bay joined in Willow’s sorrow, tears sliding down her cheeks and sobs wracking her body.


  Jasper cursed, breaking into the wordless crying. He murmured an apology to Brie and sat down on Willow's other side. Willow took her daughter and nuzzled her to her chest, seeming to need the comfort. Bay still held on to Willow's hand, needing it too.


  “I never knew,” Jasper rasped. “I should've known.”


  “I should have known too,” Willow agreed.


  “How could you have known?” Bay asked. “I don't think anyone knows. Well, maybe Maddox. He's the Omega; he would have to have felt that pain, day in and day out.”


  Jasper frowned. “Yes, he would've felt that he needed to help, but Adam can’t heal if he doesn't want to. Maddox wouldn't be much use if Adam wouldn't listen. By the sounds of it, he's worse off than we thought.”


  “I don't know how I can help him.” And wasn't that just great? Because fate had given her a mate so deep into his own depression he couldn't even find a way out.


  Jasper let out a sigh. “We need to talk about the elephant in the room.”


  Bay gave a watery laugh. “What are you talking about?”


  “You two are mates. You're having his baby.”


  “No, I'm having my baby. And as soon as we figure out who was following me and put an end to it, I'm leaving.”


  “Could you really just leave him?”


  Bay bit her lip and closed her eyes. “I have to; it's what he wants.”


  “But is it what he needs?” Jasper asked, his eyes filled with pain. “Adam lost everything a long time ago, and yes, it hurts. It hurts us all still. But it's time for him to move on.”


  “How can you say that? You don't really know. I don't know. I've no idea what he's feeling, but I know it hurts. I'm not going to sit around and be the reminder of the dead woman. It's not fair to me, and it's not fair to this baby.” Inside, she wanted to curl up and die just a little, but she was stronger than that.


  “No, I don't know, but Anna wouldn't have wanted him to live this way. He's going to be a father, Bay.”


  “No, he was sperm donor.” She cringed inwardly at the icy tone of her voice. But if she didn't make this clear, it is going to hurt more in the end. And what if the Redwood Pack wouldn't let her keep her baby when she left? That scared her more than anything.


  “You can't say that,” Willow whispered. She leaned over and pulled Bay closer in a brief hug.


  Bay pulled back and shook her head. “I don't want to think like that, Willow. Do you think when I was younger and dreaming about a mate that I thought I'd be in this situation? Adam made his decision, and I can't change that. I have to do what’s best for me and my child. And that isn't living in that shrine to a dead woman.” Her voice cracked, and she took a deep breath to hold her composure.


  “You're going to have to work something out,” Jasper warned. “You’re Pack now. You're one of us.” He leveled his gaze, and a mixture of warmth and fear spread to her. She could almost feel them being her center, the connection to being her home, but it wouldn't work out. It never worked out.


  “I wish that were true. I wish I were Pack the way you want me to be, but some things are just not meant to be.” And that was something she had experience with.


  


  


  Chapter 11


  


  Adam hadn’t gone home yet. The night had passed, and he still was on patrol. Though he could've gone home at any point during the night and let his other enforcers see their families, he couldn't. He’d left Bay on Jasper's doorstep and walked away. Talk about being a fucking coward.


  They'd caught a scent late the night before and were still tracking. He and five of his men had combed the woods around their wards, searching for the potential intruder. The scent was coated with that putrid smell that now went with the Centrals’ new persona. He fisted his hands and cursed.


  They were using some type of dark magic to shield themselves. Adam could only find the leftover traces of their trail. It was as if something were cloaking them then fading over time, leaving breadcrumbs for him. He couldn't tell how many wolves there were, or what they were doing there. It wasn't a coincidence that their enemy was circling them like vultures waiting to pick off the weak.


  He looked over his shoulder at his other men and gave a quick nod. They wouldn't stop until they found the bastards, even if it took all day. They couldn't let the others come near their territory again. Though the wards seemed to keep out the wolves, they knew even with the extra magic, they couldn't keep out the demon. But no matter what, Adam would do his best.


  He crouched down low, inhaled that sickly sweet scent again, and prowled toward the east. He followed the trail to a grove of trees and froze. Once in the center of that, he knew he'd caught them. Or, had they caught him?


  He looked around and muttered a curse. It was a trap; they’d walked right into it. Fuck, he needed to get out of his head and stop thinking about that fiery redhead. If any of his men got hurt because of him, he didn't know what he'd do.


  He heard a growl, the sound creeping over him. He let his claws come out from his fingertips and bared his teeth. Eleven Central wolves crept out from the trees, their eyes a deep black, the power radiating from them unlike anything he'd seen before. These wolves were tainted, linked to the demon. There was nothing he could do; they would have to die.


  Eleven against six. Doable. He risked a look at his men and nodded. They each stripped and shifted to wolves, their eyes focused on the enemy. Adam waited for them to be safe, as shifting took at least some concentration. He didn't want them to be vulnerable to attack. The other wolves seemed to be waiting; an aspect Adam didn't know what to think of. When his wolves were changed, he stripped and changed himself. He pulled on his wolf, the magic flowing over him, as his bones broke and his muscles tore and then rearranged themselves.


  The others stood where they were, as if they had been waiting for him. He bared his teeth and let his power flow.


  Bring it.


  The other wolves charged, and he lowered his head and charged right back. A small gray wolf attacked his flank, and he turned, sinking his teeth into its pelts. It whimpered, and he shook his head, gouging the bastard. The injured wolf howled and tried to bite back, but Adam released his jaw and bit into the neck, severing the artery. The wolf let out a final gasp and stilled. Adam released him and turned as another wolf jumped on his back. Adam rolled and pinned him to the ground and sank his fangs into its flesh. He used claws to take out another hunk of fur, the blood pouring out of its side. He bit down harder, and the light in the wolf's gaze faded.


  His men fought around him, winning against the uneven odds. The largest enemy wolf stood to the side, as if watching a play. Adam growled and ran toward him. How dare the bastard sit back and watch men die and do nothing? The wolf seemed almost to grin, then let out a growl, disappearing into the woods. Adam followed, determined not to let anyone leave alive, at least not without giving some answers.


  The other wolf was lazy and left a trail easy to follow. He ran through the brush, twigs and leaves tearing at his fur, but Adam ignored it. He made it through an opening of trees and ended up at the edge of the cliff. Though they were situated in the mountains, Adam rarely came to the cliff side. The other wolf shot off to the side and growled, Adam doing the same. They leapt at each other, teeth, fangs, and growls meeting.


  The other wolf was bigger than him, a rare feat. It used its immense weight to pin Adam to the ground. Adam twisted and turned, but not before the other wolf bit into his neck. He writhed with rage, the fiery pain shocking his system. Blood coated his neck and flowed down his side. Black spots floated over his vision, and his body grew heavy. The bastard must've struck an artery. Adam knew he had to move fast and get someone to plug it up, or he might not make it.


  Fuck.


  He pinned the other wolf to the ground and took a steadying breath as he grew weaker.


  The other wolf shifted to human, and Adam did the same. Though they might both be two naked men, they were wolves first and didn't care about modesty.


  “Tell me why you're here,” Adam growled, surprised his voice was so steady, despite the blood loss.


  “We just want the redhead,” the other wolf spat.


  Adam cursed. He knew it. The Centrals wanted Bay, but why?


  “What do you want with her?” He shoved his forearm against the wolf’s throat, forcing the other man's eyes to bulge.


  “Caym wants her,” he rasped.


  “Why?” Why would a demon want her? What use was a lone wolf to him? Was it her special powers with no known origin? What about the baby?


  “Like I would tell you.” The other wolf sneered, twisted, and tore its claws into Adam’s side then scurried away.


  Adam screamed and lunged for him, but it was too late. The other wolf jumped off the cliff to its certain death.


  Adam went to the side of the cliff and looked down. Even with keen eyesight, he couldn't see where the wolf had landed, but he knew there was no way he could have survived the jump.


  Why would the wolf kill himself? What was so important about the demon wanting Bay that he'd rather killed himself than face torture and spill secrets?


  Adam staggered and pressed a hand to his side. That wound didn't seem too deep, but the one on his neck was only barely starting to heal. He needed to get back home and get some help. His men came out from the trees dressed, with one of them holding a bundle of his clothes.


  “Did you find out anything?” he asked, his body healing itself slowly as his strength started to return.


  They shook their heads. “Nothing, they wouldn't talk,” one wolf said as he handed Adam his clothes.


  He got dressed, wincing as skin tried to heal, tugging at his wounds.


  “Adam, we need to get you looked at. Let's get you to Hannah,” Jason, one of his wolves, said.


  He shook his head. “No, just get me home. I can heal on my own.” He wasn't in the mood to deal with people.


  “Are you sure that's wise?”


  “Are you questioning me?” he growled.


  Jason lowered his head in submission. “Sorry. Let's just get you to your home. Do you need help?”


  Adam ignored the offer and didn't chastise the younger wolf for offering help. He hated showing weakness, but it wasn't their fault his wolves wanted to make sure he was okay.


  They made their way to the den, Adam under his own strength, though it was waning. He needed to eat some protein and get some rest, so his body could heal. It would probably be smart to let North or Hannah look at it, but no one had ever accused Adam of being smart. He walked through his front door and scented Bay.


  “What are you doing here?” he growled. “You're supposed to be at Jasper’s.”


  Bay ran to him, as best she could being as big as she was, horror etched on her face. “What happened? Who attacked you?”


  “Answer me.”


  She stopped and widened her eyes at his tone. “It's been over a day, Adam. I wanted to give Jasper and Willow break.”


  Something coiled within him. Fear? “So you took it upon yourself to come here, unprotected, and tempt your fate?”


  The wolf in him wanted to hold her close, brush the curls from her face, and tell her everything would be all right. The man in him wanted to run and never look back.


  She gave him an odd look and shook her head. “I’m not alone, Adam. Maddox is here to make sure I’m safe.”


  Unreasonable rage poured through him. He must have been really out of it if he couldn't even sense Maddox right away.


  His brother walked up from behind Bay, his face expressionless. “Why aren't you at Hannah's?”


  Adam clenched his fists, ignoring the pain in his side and neck. “Because I didn't feel like it.”


  “What's the point of them? This is the second time you’ve come back bloody and tried ignoring it,” Bay said as she wrung her hands together.


  “I'm not in the mood to be questioned like this. Maddox, get the hell out, I can handle this.”


  Maddox raised a brow and looked at Bay. “Are you going to be okay here with him?”


  That had probably been the worst thing his little brother could've said right then. Without thinking, he shoved Maddox against the wall and tried to cut off his breathing.


  “You need to watch your step, little brother.”


  Maddox merely tilted his head, and Adam sensed a wash of power flood over him. His knees buckled, and he fell to the floor. Bay rushed to his side, but he pulled away.


  “What the hell was that?” Adam screamed.


  Maddox flicked a piece of dirt from his shirt and rolled his shoulders. “That is what I've been holding back from you. Get your emotions in check, or next time I won't be so forgiving. If you, there will be nothing left for anyone. Get over yourself and take care of your mate.”


  “She's not my mate.” He felt Bay flinch, but he ignored the urge to soothe her and take it back.


  “Adam, Anna is dead, but Bay isn't. Figure it out.” With that, his Omega walked out the door, leaving him and the person he was trying to ignore on the floor, blood pooling around him.


  “Let me get you cleaned up. I don't want you to bleed all over your carpet,” she said stiffly. She awkwardly stood up and walked toward the bathroom.


  He twisted and leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes. When Maddox had rushed him with that power, his emotions had broken free, suffocating him, pulling him down to a depth he hadn't realized could even exist. Is that what Maddox felt every day? Or was it just a personification of his own emotions? Adam didn't know, but he never wanted to feel that again.


  “Can you come sit at the kitchen table? I’m too big to be bending on the floor like that, and I don't want you to ruin your couch.” Bay set down the bandages and things to clean his wounds on the table and rested her hands on her belly. His eyes seemed to be on her stomach, something he tried to never do.


  Her baby. Their baby?


  He shook his head and winced as he tore open his neck wound again.


  “Dammit, Adam. Don't do that. You're bleeding more.” She rushed to him, and he held up his hand.


  “I got it. I can stand. I don't want you to hurt yourself.”


  She stood back with a look on her face that said she couldn't quite understand why he was being somewhat thoughtful about her condition. He didn't quite know either.


  He made his way to the chair and sat down, cursing as his side flared with pain.


  “What happened?


  “A few of the Centrals’ wolves didn't take too kindly to us for keeping them off our territory.”


  “Are they dead?” she asked, no emotion in her tone as she cleaned his neck. He winced at the sting but held back a curse.


  “Yes.”


  “Good.”


  His wolf liked this feisty wolf of his.


  No, he couldn’t think of her as his.


  “Did they say anything?” With somewhat shaky hands, she took off his shirt then cleaned his wounds.


  “Not much.”


  She finished bandaging up his side and neck and tilted her head. “What did they say? Or is it too classified or whatever for me?”


  Adam barked a laugh. “Classified? You're making the Pack sound like some secret ops military project.”


  She shrugged and then cleaned up the mess, leaving Adam to sit in pain at the table. “I don't know how these things work. Are you supposed to let everyone else know what you're doing? Or is that all secret to protect the Pack from itself? Just seems really odd.”


  “I can tell my trusted circle what I need to. So pretty much my family and my enforcers. Others can ask, and I can tell them some things, but you're right. Some information is best kept close to the heart and the situations.”


  “So you can't tell me. I understand,” she said, though her tone betrayed the slight.


  Though he didn't want to man up to it, he had to be honest. Even if nothing would come of it, the woman in front of him was his mate. At least by mark, if not by heart.


  “It concerns you, so I'm going to tell you.”


  She dropped the box of bandages in her hand and paled. “Me? They were after me?”


  “Yes, though I don't know why. Do you have something you want to tell me?” He still didn't trust her and these special powers of hers.


  “I'm not sure why they would be following me or wanting me.”


  He couldn't taste a lie, but he couldn't quite tell what she was hiding either.


  “They were after you, but now they're dead. I don't know why, but the demon wants you. You need to tell me why, Bay. If you don't, you may endanger in my family. And if you do that, no amount of mate marks could protect you.” He narrowed his eyes as he said the last part, and she thrust up her chin.


  “I'm telling you, I'm nothing special. Maybe they're just after me because they want to get you. After all, they can scent I'm your mate.”


  That thought hadn’t occurred to him. Was it his fault?


  “Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it. Just remember, I don't know you, and I'll protect what I have to.”


  “Fine. Oh, and by the way, you’re all bandaged up. Thank you for killing those bastards, but the next time you decide to play hero, try to protect yourself too. I'm getting tired of playing Beauty to your Beast.”


  He gave a soft growl and watched her walk away to their bedroom. Dammit, the longer she stayed, the more complicated it got. She was hiding something; he knew it. He just needed to figure out what.


  


  


  Chapter 12


  


  “So, how are you liking the Redwoods so far?” Josh asked as he tugged the wiggling toddler toward him.


  Adam’s brother-in-law, Josh, was babysitting Kade and Mel’s son, Finn, for the day and had stopped by the house to pick her up so she could enjoy the fresh air. She relished the chance to get out of that small, enclosed space with the man she wanted to strangle one minute and make out with the next. Josh was also relatively new to the Pack and had only just recently married and mated with Adam's brother Reed and their other mate, Hannah. He'd once been a Navy SEAL and then a security officer before he'd rescued and fallen in love with the both of them. During that time, he'd also been bitten by a demon and turned into a partial one, meaning he was stronger than most humans and carried some of the demon characteristics. Though he wasn't a full demon, he still most likely could live a long life. She thought about how they’d welcome him into the fold, even though the one who'd bit him and made him who he was also their enemy.


  Finn stared at her and waved his chubby little hands then smiled, deepening his dimples as he giggled. She waved back, and he walked toward her and put his little hands on her stomach.


  “Baby?”


  Oh, what was she supposed to say? Did toddlers know where babies come from? Oh, God, she was going to be a horrible mom.


  Josh threw his head back and laughed. “Talk about throwing you into the deep one. Finn, yes, that will be a baby soon. Stop making your Aunt Bay uncomfortable.” He blew raspberries on Finn's neck as the little boy kicked his feet in the air to try to get away.


  She smiled at them on the outside, but on the inside, she froze. Aunt? Well, she had mated into the family. Guess that did make her an aunt. Jesus. Why had she come here? Even though she needed help, she was ruining the lives of everyone in this family.


  “So? How do you like it so far?” Josh asked again, and she blinked.


  “What? Oh, sorry. I need to stop thinking so much in my head.”


  “This is not where you normally think?”


  “Oh, you're a funny one, are you?”


  Josh shook his head but grinned. “Not usually.” He scratched his arm and she looked down at the spiral tattoos that covered them. She knew they were the mark of the demon, and not just a decorative piece.


  “But to answer your question, I don't really know. Everyone's been so nice and helpful, but I don't really know anyone. I'm afraid to do that. Because, you know, I'm leaving.” She needed to say it over and over again until people believe her. They all thought she was going to stay with them. But she couldn't, not with Adam being the way he was.


  The red rims around Josh's irises flared a bit before he blinked. “You do realize you're pregnant with the Alpha’s grandchild, don't you?”


  “Actually, I'm pregnant with my child.”


  “You know, it did take two?”


  Finn stared between the two of them, his face growing cloudier as the conversation took a turn she didn't want to go.


  She took a deep breath and traced a finger along Finn’s jaw so he would smile. He obliged, and she looked directly into Josh's gaze. “I'm not going to stay here, Josh. I can't. Adam doesn't want me to, and I'm not weak enough, or strong enough, to stay with a man who doesn't want me. I will not raise a child in a situation like that.”


  Josh nodded, obviously thinking on how to tread lightly. “We'll just have to see, won't we?”


  She didn't say anything, as there really wasn't anything to say. She wasn't going to say anything that could change his thinking.


  Finn giggled and took off toward the center of the park. Bay kept an eye on him but let him run and roll across the grass by himself. He was only about thirty feet away when the hairs on her arm stood on end, and she froze. The den seemed to stand still, the magic surrounding them turned oily, slick.


  Oh, God, no, not now.


  “Do you feel that?” Josh asked, his voice low, his eyes red.


  She stood, cradling her belly.


  “Get Finn, now.” She tried to speak calmly, but the fear bubbled up within her, and she wanted to scream.


  Josh took off without another word. No one else was around them, so it was up to only him and her. He’d almost made it when something appeared before them. No, not something. Someone.


  Caym. The demon.


  The man her mother had warned her about. She’d never met him…but she knew him.


  He stood like a fallen angel, his dark hair flowing in the wind, his chiseled cheekbones like ice. He grinned, one so evil that it sent chills down her spine.


  “Josh! No!” She tried to call out to stop him, but it was too late. There hadn't been enough space for him to stop. He growled and tried to punch the demon, but Caym was stronger. In one quick movement, he lashed out with a knife and slit Josh’s throat, blood pooling. Her new friend gurgled, blinked, then slid to the ground, motionless.


  She screamed in agony and ran toward him. Though she was pregnant and wanted to protect her baby, she couldn't just stand by and watch a man die, but what would happen to Finn?


  She could hear other people running toward them, their shouts and screams as they tried to reach their fallen brother. But she had eyes only for the demon. Finn stood frozen, as if he had no idea what he should do. But he was a baby. How was he supposed to know? Finn blinked as if he knew he was supposed to move, but it was too late. Caym reached down and picked up the little boy. Finn was an Alpha through and through and kicked and screamed and bit to try to get free. She ran as fast as she could to them, but as soon as she made it close, Caym threw the boy across the field. She choked on a sob as the little boy landed with the deafening crunch.


  “Ah, just the person I wanted to see,” Caym crooned.


  She tried to bend down the help Josh, but Caym grabbed her by the neck and shook her. She choked, trying to take in air and protect her belly at the same time.


  “At last, we meet.”


  She could feel the other wolves around them, but Bay couldn't reach them. It was as if Caym had put a special ward around just them. She could hear Hannah’s and Reed’s broken sobs as they watched Josh bleed out near her feet. She fought for breath and from the corner of her eye she could see Kade and Mel trying to break through the barrier to get to their son. But it was hopeless. Caym came from the fiery depths of hell and was stronger any one of them and all of them put together.


  She clawed at him, her wolf rising to the surface as she tried to break away, but he wouldn't let go.


  “Don’t you see, Bay? I need you.”


  He released her throat just long enough for her to rasp out a word. “Never.”


  “Oh, little girl. You say that as if you have a choice. I'm going to gut that baby out of you and see if I can use it and then torture him to use you to get what I want. The wolves around you will die, and it will be your fault.”


  She struggled against his hold and kicked. He squeezed harder, and black dots danced behind her eyes. She was a wolf, darn it. She was stronger than this. She reached again with that special power she’d wanted to ignore all her life and let it flow through her. She focused it and pushed as hard as she could. Caym screamed and let her go, the wards around them dissolving.


  “Don't think that means anything, little girl. I'll come back for you and that little mutant you carry. ” He dissolved away, and Bay fell to the ground.


  People scrambled around her, screaming, crying, their movements hurried and frantic. She lay on the ground and watched as Hannah leaned over her mate, her hands holding his neck together as Healing power flowed through her. Bay didn't know if it would be enough.


  “Josh, please, don’t die. You can’t die,” Hannah sobbed. Reed held the both of them, their bond flaring. Bay couldn't see it, but she knew that the trinity bond would be doing overtime to heal Josh. If he could be healed.


  She took a steadying breath, her throat raw and scratchy and looked over her shoulder at the form she didn't want to see. North kneeled at Finn’s side, a grim look on his face.


  Mel and Kade hovered around, careful not to touch the little boy, afraid they'd break him even more by the merest of touches.


  “He's breathing,” North said, fear lacing his tone. “But I'm going to need Hannah. I can’t heal this. Not without a miracle.”


  Mel broke down in sobs, her body shaking. Kade held his mate closer and howled a howl that shook every Pack member to the core.


  Hannah looked over her shoulder, past Bay, and took a shuddering breath, tears flowing down her cheeks. Blood stained her clothes, her hands, and her face. “Trade with me, North. I'll do what I can. Just heal him however you can; he needs stitches.” She sobbed each word but was stronger than any woman she'd ever known. “I can Heal Finn.” She stood on shaky legs, and Reed held her. North ran to Reed’s side with his medical bag and began working on Josh. The rest of the family stood around each broken family member, watching as their doctor and Healer put every ounce of their strength into saving their patients.


  Bay lay between them both, her hands cradling her stomach. No one had spoken to her or had even looked at her. She could feel the bruises swelling on her neck, but she didn't say anything. As soon as they healed their family, they’d ask questions she didn't want to answer. And she'd lose them. If she’d even had them to begin with.


  


  ****



  


  Adam looked as Bay sitting on the floor, the stark mottled bruises forming a ring around her neck. He warred within himself. On one hand, he wanted to make sure she was okay; on the other, the utter betrayal of her actions shocked him to the core. Though he had never trusted her, he’d never once thought she'd been in line with Caym.


  His body shook as he held Josh's hand because Reed and Hannah could not. Hannah needed Reed to aid her powers so she could heal his nephew. She had done all she could for her mate and had to leave him in the hands of North and his western medicine. With a deft precision, even in the outdoors, North cleaned and irrigated the wound then stitched it up.


  “It's the best I can do right now,” North said, a stern promise of retribution on his face. “We need to get him back to my clinic, give him some blood, and figure out what to do. I don't know what he is, Adam. I don't know how to do this.”


  “I think I know who might,” Adam growled.


  Over his shoulder, he nodded toward his father. The Alpha nodded back and helped North carry Josh away as Adam released his hand. He stalked toward Bay and tried to rein in his temper, though he knew would be a futile battle.


  “Come with me,” he ordered Bay. Under any other circumstances, he would've just left her there to rot, but he held out his hand to help her up. The two sides of him warred, and he wanted to scream.


  She looked up at him, her green eyes wide and tears streaming down her cheeks. “I…I’m sorry,” she stuttered.


  “Sorry isn’t good enough,” he spat. “Do you see what you and your lies have done?” He picked her up and forced her to look at Finn. “Every bone in his body is broken, Bay. Every bone. Only because of his Alpha blood is he still breathing. Hannah and North will heal him because they are powerful.” He twisted her toward where his father and North had carried Josh away. “Josh had his fucking throat slit because of you. He may die, and I need to know how to help him. He’s a partial demon. What do we do to give him blood? I think you know. Tell me.”


  Some part of him wanted her not to know, hoping that she would be innocent. But he knew that wasn’t the case.


  “He can use any blood as long as it’s his blood type. At least, that’s the case with me.”


  He looked over his shoulder and nodded at an enforcer, who would run to North’s side and tell his brother what he’d heard.


  Adam growled and turned her so she faced him. “What do you mean by that?”


  She gulped and steadied herself, the bruises purple and blue around her throat. “I’m a half-demon.”


  He let go of her like she’d burned him. Fuck. A half demon. His enemy. An abomination. Josh had been bitten, not born. His brother-in-law was a human who had a curse. Bay was a part of evil. It was inherent in her blood.


  Tears slid down her cheeks, but she held her head high. “A demon came to the Talon Pack and raped my mom. She got pregnant, and the Pack kicked her out. I was born, and she took care of me. I had never met my father…until today. As soon as I saw him, I knew. I can’t explain it.”


  Adam rushed toward her and gripped her again. “You’re telling me that fucker Caym is your father?” he roared.


  She paled and nodded.


  He let her go, and she staggered back. “You’re lucky you’re pregnant.”


  “I didn’t call him here.”


  “Why don’t I believe you? Did you know who was following you? Or were you lying about that too? Were you here to be his mole? Are you working for Daddy?”


  “No! I’m here because I needed to get away from him.”


  “So you knew it was him.”


  “Yes. I’m sorry I lied about that, but I didn’t know how to tell you. I’m a werewolf-demon hybrid. I don’t know anyone else like me. I’m not evil. I promise. I just needed to feel safe.” She let out a breath and rested her fingers on her stomach.


  Her stomach.


  The baby.


  He turned to the side and vomited. It would be a hybrid, a mutant. Just like her.


  “Adam, there’s nothing evil about me. I’m just a bit more powerful than Josh.”


  “You mean you’re more demonic than the man who almost died by your father’s hands?”


  She closed her eyes then took a breath. “I’m a half-demon, meaning, when I’m not pregnant. I’m stronger than a normal werewolf and have those powers I already told you about. But that’s it. I can’t control fire, flash, or call other demons.”


  He glared at her, betrayal settling it.


  “And I can feel Caym. I know him because he is of my blood. At least I think that’s why I can.”


  He roared and turned, unable to look at her.


  “Adam, I know we’re mates—”


  “No, you’re a whore who I took to bed. We’re not mates.”


  She looked as if he’d struck her, and he cursed.


  “Bay, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that.” He would never call a woman that.


  “No, you did. But you don’t understand. I’m alone, Adam. I know this. I know I’m a half-demon and people want me dead because of my blood, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to let anyone walk all over me.”


  “You’re a demon.”


  “Half.”


  “Semantics. You lied, and now we have to deal with it. I don’t know what you are, but any trust you thought you had is gone.”


  “Trust? You never trusted me. You just used me as a good lay and then tossed me aside. Twice. We’re mates, and as much as you want to, you can’t run from it. I can help, Adam.”


  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Go back to the house and stay there. I can’t look at you right now. I need to be with my family.”


  “Adam—”


  “Go.”


  He watched her waddle off, and he cursed. Fuck, he’d have to have North go and look at her once he was done with Finn…or maybe Hannah. Bay was hurt, and the wolf inside him clawed at him to get her healed. He was fucked up.


  The mate he didn’t want was a half-demon and the daughter of their enemy. Fate really wanted to screw him over. And this time, he didn’t know how he’d move on.


  


  


  Chapter 13


  


  Adam sat on Jasper and Willow’s porch, letting the sun hit his face. He hadn’t wanted to be at home yet, not with so many emotions running through him. Bay was his mate, there was no turning back, but he didn’t know what he wanted with it. With her.


  “Adam?” Willow came out to the porch and sat next to him. “What’s wrong?”


  “Bay’s a half demon.”


  She nodded then gripped his hand and squeezed. “I know. How do you feel about that?”


  He shrugged and his wolf snorted.


  “Why don’t you just tell her, Adam? Like the fact that you actually like and care for her? Or the fact that would want to be her mate?”


  Adam scowled and ignored his wolf. “I don’t know,” he finally said.


  Willow turned to him so she was sitting sideways on the bench. She frowned and tucked a piece of her light brown hair behind her ear. “I don’t know what you want me to say, Adam. It wasn’t her fault that she was born from a demon. She didn’t choose her father. And if the way he acts now is any symbol of how he did then, her own mother might not have even had a choice.”


  He nodded. “I have a feeling you’re right about that. We don’t know much about her mother, other than the fact that the Talons banished her.”


  “And that they didn’t care about Bay.”


  “So, now the Redwoods aren’t going to do the same?” he asked, knowing the answer.


  “We can’t turn her away, Adam. She’s your mate.”


  He winced as his chest ached.


  “Adam, you need to face it. Wallowing and ignoring her isn’t helping things. You’re making it worse by treating her so badly. We all see it. Don’t you.”


  He turned from Willow, not wanting to see the censure in her eyes.


  “Adam.”


  “What do you want me to say? She’s not Anna.”


  “No, she’s not. She’s alive.”


  Adam growled and faced Willow. “What the hell?”


  “Don’t you growl at me, Adam Jamenson. Anna died twenty years ago and yet you’re hurting your mate because you don’t want to let go. I can’t tell you to do that. I can’t tell you anything but Bay is here now. You mated her. You need to deal with it.”


  “I know that.”


  “Then what are you going to do?”


  He sighed then leaned into her open arms, letting the Pack envelop him, something he rarely, if ever did.


  “I like her, Willow.”


  Willow ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “I know, Adam. You need to try to make it work. You’ll only hurt each other if you walk away now without trying.”


  “I don’t know if I can.”


  “Just try.”


  “How?”


  “Be the man you want to be, not the man you’ve become. Be the man I watch movies with. Be the man that makes Jasper laugh. Be the man that beat my mate down in the forest when he was acting like an ass.”


  He smiled, remembering his fight with Jasper.


  “I can try.”


  “Do it, you like her, Adam.”


  He let out a breath. “I do.”


  “Then fight for her.”


  Could he do that? Could he let go of his Anna and be with Bay? He had to try, he wasn’t doing anyone any good not to. But how could he?


  


  ****



  


  Bay looked at herself in the mirror and hardly recognized the reflection. The bruises around her neck had begun to fade since yesterday. She'd been put under house arrest for the others to decide her fate. Though she didn't blame them for that. They'd almost lost two of their own because the man who claimed to be her father wanted her to join him.



  It was like a bad case of Star Wars. No, she didn't want to join the dark side. Frankly, she just wanted to find a home. But that wasn't going to happen here. She sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed her hands along her aching back. She was due any week now. She just wanted it to be over with. Maybe once she had the baby, she would be able to leave and be strong enough to protect herself.


  She groaned and closed her eyes. It was a stupid plan. It always had been. No matter what, she’d set her fate in stone when she'd come to the Redwood den. She didn't think there was any way that they could defeat the demon, meaning she’d have to hide here forever. There was no leaving Adam, or his family. The same family who she was pretty sure hated her at this moment.


  Due to the blood that ran in her veins, she was outcast. She'd known from the moment Caym, the man who claimed to be her father, stepped onto this plane that she was being followed. Though she had never met him, a demon knew a demon. She just didn’t want to claim him in return. She could feel the slight pulse from his existence, but she’d known, due to the fact that she wasn't a pure demon, he couldn't feel her quite as well. Most demons would be able to feel another of their kind and locate them in a heartbeat. Because of her diluted heritage, neither of them could find each other with any ease, she knew he was near, not where. They could only sense that the other was alive. Whenever she thought of Caym and their connection, she could feel like a cloying pressure on her heart that threatened to break her ribs and suffocate her. What would she feel if she was a real demon? She shuddered to think.


  She'd come to the Redwoods as a last-ditch effort, and now she was stuck. It was because of her that Josh had been severely injured. Josh was currently in recovery at North’s clinic but would eventually be okay. Caym had sliced Josh’s neck open deeply. The cut had gone through tendons, muscle, and his trachea, leaving Josh permanently scarred. Only the demon blood running through his veins due to the bites from Caym had allowed him to survive at all. If he had been a werewolf, witch, or human, he'd have died. Not to mention the fact that his mate Hannah had used her power to Heal him, and North been right there to administer everything he could. As it was, he'd have a scar running along the length of his neck, and his voice would be more gravelly. But he was lucky to be alive.


  Finn, on the other hand, was in worse shape. Because he was so small, the impact had broken every bone in his body. It was only because he was the son of the future Alpha that he hadn't died instantly. He was also too young to shift and heal. Werewolves did not shift for the first time until they were two or three. Finn still had at least a year to go. Hannah had used every ounce of her strength to Heal him. His bones were fixed, but he still hadn't woken up. That was a lot of pain for a little boy to go through. Kade and Mel were beside themselves, and she knew they blamed her. She blamed herself.


  After Adam had exploded after finding out the truth behind why she was there and what she was, they came back to the house. He hadn't said a word to her other than to tell her what had happened to Josh and Finn. She figured the only reason he had even said that was to make sure she knew the consequences of her lies. If she had just gone to Caym in the beginning and sacrificed herself, none of this would've happened.


  She still had time to have her baby, leave it with the Jamensons, and make sure she would never be used again. But she couldn't quite do that because whatever blood ran through her veins would also run through her child's.


  Bay didn't know what she had to do, but whatever it was, she did need to talk to Adam. They couldn't go on living like this. The mate bond was so strong between the two of them it seemed to almost override the fact that they were supposed to hate each other. Though he never looked at her with longing, other than for a quick lay, just the fact that she was still alive and living with him told her that the main bond meant more to him than he would admit.


  She walked into the living room and watched as Adam sat on the couch and looked at his computer. She knew he was looking at the different satellite images of their den, making sure it was safe. Though they were werewolves, they liked their technology like the rest of the world.


  “Adam?” She was surprised at how steady her voice was.


  He looked up at her and gave a small smile. Her heart raced at that small gesture, but she didn't let it show that she liked it.


  “What is it?”


  “I just wanted to know if there is anything I can do.” She walked over and sat on the couch next to him, her ankles too swollen to stand long.


  Adam closed his computer and sat so he was facing her on the couch. “Not really. Our defenses are strong against werewolves and witches. But there's no way we can control it against the demon. Unless you have any ideas.”


  She searched his face for any disdain or horror but didn't see any. “I don't know. All I know is I can sense that he exists. I don't know where he is really. Or how to stop him.”


  “I figured. You would've told us if you could.”


  She looked at him sharply, her heartbeat racing. “Does that mean you trust me?”


  He took a deep breath before answering. “I think so. At least with that. There's so much you could have done if you had been working for him. Plus, my wolf is telling me that you care more about your child than your own life, like any wolf mother. You can't help who your father was, but that doesn’t mean I like the fact that you lied to me.”


  She let out a breath, and the tension eased out of her shoulders. Never had such words made her feel so…wanted…happy. He trusted her, at least partially. “If there's any way I can help, I will.”


  “I know; it's your Pack.”


  “What? You mean I can stay?”


  He looked torn, like he was trying to relive the past and still stay in the future. “I've been an ass, I know this. You didn't ask for any of this, yet here you are. You’re Pack, no matter what happens between the two of us. I'm trying to get through this, Bay. I'm just not handling it well.”


  She'd watched the way he handled everything in his life, from his family, to his Pack, and had fallen just a little bit in love with him. That scared her more than the demon. What would it be like to have a man love her the same way that he had loved Anna? She was too scared to hope it would be the same with her and Adam. In fact, she didn't even have an inkling of hope that he would love her back.


  “I don't think there is a way to handle this well, Adam. I'll do what I can to not mess anything up.” And to not fall in love with you anymore than I am. Because that would be stupid.


  “Finn and Josh will be okay. It was the demon that did that to them. Not you. I tell myself that.”


  She bit her lip and shook her head. “No, it's my fault. He was looking for me.”


  “And he would've killed whoever he could to get what he wanted. But that doesn't mean it's your fault. He's eventually going to come back. We have to find a way to fight him.”


  He brushed a curl behind her ear, and she froze. The action was so sudden and uncharacteristic of him that she didn't know what to think. The heat from his hand warmed her face, and she wanted to lean into it. But she didn't. He looked down and seemed to realize what he had done and pulled back sharply. He mumbled an apology, and another part of her died.


  No matter how much she wanted their mate bond to work, he couldn't overcome that. She was competing with the ghost and losing. She knew because of the demon blood she wouldn't be good enough for any wolf, but she hadn't thought she'd feel lower than dirt.


  He cleared his throat and stood up abruptly. “I'm going to drop you off at my mom and dad's. They want to get to know you, and frankly, I think my mom needs someone to talk to about that scenario. She was still a little shaken over what happened to her grandson.”


  “I think I'm still a little shaken too.”


  “We all are. But I need to go do another run, to see what I can do to help. Plus, with Reed and Hannah out of commission because they're staying at Josh's side, someone needs to go do some research.”


  “Research?”


  “The elders have always written down everything in our history, but it's not yet in the digital age. So we’re all taking turns looking through the old stacks and trying to figure out anything we can about demons.”


  “I can help with that. I can't really do any physical labor right now, but I feel like I'm going to explode. I can do reading. That is, if you trust me enough for that.”


  He gave her a long look, and she waited for the blow. “I think they’d like that. My mom has a few volumes at the house that she hasn't had a chance to look at yet. I'm sure the two of you could look over them while you're trying to keep her mind off of Finn.”


  She smiled at him and tried to stand. When she wobbled back and almost fell into the couch, he caught her and pulled her against him. For a moment, she leaned against his heat and relished the fact that the father of her child cared. But then she got a cold dose of reality when she remembered exactly what terms they were on and pulled back. “Thank you. I seem to be having balance issues.”


  “No problem, it’s a pregnancy thing I hear.” He still wouldn’t look down at her stomach, but least he was saying the pregnancy word. That had to be better than nothing.


  “Okay, then. Let's head out.” With that, he walked her out of the house and into the car. The drive was short because the Jamensons all lived in the corner of the den relatively close to one another, but far enough away that they had their privacy. After all, werewolves could hear sounds, smell things, and see things stronger. Meaning they needed a little bit more space if they want their privacy.


  Pat walked out of the house as soon as they pulled into the driveway. She was smaller, a little more round than most wolf females, and usually looked as fierce as any werewolf mama. She gave them a weak smile and held the door open as they walked through. Once inside, she gave the each warm hugs, and Bay settled into hers. It was times like these she missed her mom most of all. Though her mom had never been very strong, due to the fact that she had felt broken inside, she had still been stronger than most, based on the fact that she had survived as long as she had.


  “I'm glad you're okay, Bay,” Pat said as soon as they walked into the living room.


  Bay gave a small smile and nodded. “I'm so sorry, Pat.”


  Pat gave Bay another hug, letting this one linger. “It's not your fault.”


  She didn't quite believe that, but she let it pass.


  “Okay, Mom, I'm going to leave now, but I'll be back soon as I can. Bay said she could help you with the texts if you wanted to keep your mind off things.” He leaned down and brushed a kiss on his mom's forehead then did the same to hers. She blinked but didn't say anything. The spot tingled where his lips had touched.


  As he walked out the door without another word, she watched him and tried not to let the tug on their mate bond mean anything. Every touch and familiar feeling of their bond reminded her that she wanted him and he didn't want her. His off-and-on-again thing wasn't working for her. Somewhere deep inside she’d always held the belief that, because of their mating, he could maybe love her, but he couldn't. He still loved Anna, and Bay didn't think anything would change that.


  “Bay? Is everything okay? You look like you're lost in your thoughts.” Pat had opened an ancient-looking text, its paper cream and worn.


  She shook her head and tried to temper the energy that wouldn't go away. “I'm fine, just pregnant.”


  Pat looked at her stomach and gave a watery smile. “I'm really happy you're here. Really.”


  Bay gave her a smile, telling her she didn't quite believe her.


  Pat hiccupped up the chuckle. “I guess I can't fool you, huh? I’m so sorry, Bay. We are blessed that you are going to give us another grandchild, never mistake our cautiousness with hatred. We just weren't expecting you.”


  Bay gave a nod but kept quiet, knowing the other woman needed to speak her mind. After all, this was the Alpha female of the Pack.


  Pat gripped her hands, the strength radiating from the other woman. “Don't mistake me. I want you to be my daughter-in-law. You are Adam’s mate, no matter what he says. I know you have a long way to go in finding out who you are and what you are to each other, but no matter what, we're here for you. I want you to be our daughter-in-law. I do.”


  Pat took a deep breath, and fear clenched Bay’s stomach at what the other woman was about to say.


  “Anna was such a part of our lives. She was the first marriage in our family. And she was going to give us our first grandchild. When we lost her, it was as if the Pack lost the thing that made us whole and we became blurred. It'd taken a long time, but we were finally moving on. My sons were getting married, and I was getting grandchildren. And Adam broke again. And I didn't know why.”


  Bay refused to cry or show any emotion. She had known she wasn't worthy. She had known it would hurt this much.


  “We want you with our family, Bay. Adam does too. He just needs to let go of his past.”


  “You know he can't do that. Anna is with us every moment of every day.”


  The other woman nodded. “I know. And that may be my fault. I let him stew and mourn for so many years. I don't think he knows how to pull himself out of that.”


  “He's a grown man. It was not your fault then, and it's not your fault now. He lost his mate. Throwing in another mate on top of that isn't going to help matters. I know he doesn't want me. You don't have to try to make me feel better.”


  Pat shook her head then dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “You’re pack. You need to remember that. We’re not just going to let you go. You're holding one of our members within you. Remember that.”


  “Is that a warning?”


  Pat leveled her gaze at her, and Bay lowered her own. “I know you are the daughter of Caym, and that his blood runs through your and Adam's child. But I also know that you came for protection, not to hurt us. I am, at least, that much a judge of character.”


  Relief spread through her as Pat confirmed Adam’s thoughts.


  “You didn't hurt Finn and Josh. The demon did. You did your best; we all have. But it isn't good enough. We need to figure out a way to protect our family.”


  Pat continued to speak and then moved on to discuss the books, but Bay wasn't listening. She was an idiot for endangering the family. What the hell could she have been thinking? There was nothing she could do for them, and by just staying here, she was offering a beacon for her father. The Redwoods were in danger no matter what, but maybe if she weren’t here, Caym would focus his attention elsewhere.


  Abruptly, she stood and schooled her emotions. “I need to use the bathroom; I'll be right back.”


  Pat nodded absentmindedly, taking notes from the books she read to try to find a way to protect her family. Bay would do one better and protect them, even from her. Quickly, and silently, she crept out the house and ran. She didn't have time to get her stuff or her car, but she could run as fast as she could, even pregnant, and make it to the wards. The others would be able to find her, but maybe if she ran fast enough, they wouldn't care enough to follow.


  The trees tugged at her clothes, and branches scratched at her, but she ignored everything, only cradling her stomach to protect her child, the only thing that mattered. She'd find a way to protect him or her, no matter what.


  Her heart hurt at what she'd have to do. She didn't have a mate who loved her, only one who offered to protect her, and in this stage, she wasn't strong enough to protect herself. She’d do what she could to keep the demon's eyes off the Pack, have her child, make sure it was safe, and say goodbye.


  She bit her lip and jumped over a rock awkwardly. She felt the warm pulse of magic as she slipped through the wards, and she was free. She ran faster, knowing she would only make it so far in her state. There had been only two choices when she had felt the demon coming for her—find Adam and be safe within the Pack walls or sacrifice herself for her child.


  Adam’s disdain for her had chosen her course.


  She tripped over some roots and braced her hands on a tree to break her fall. The bark gouged at her hands, and she cursed. She looked around her and sighed with relief when she spotted a cave in the deep rock face. She'd be able to rest for a few moments, get her bearings, and find a way to get farther away. She'd been stupid to run when she did; she should've made a plan. But sitting in Pat's house and hearing all about Anna had caused her to act without thinking. Crap, she had once been a strong independent woman, and now look at her.


  Her wolf snorted inwardly, and she rolled her eyes. Apparently, her wolf didn't even want to speak to her. No wonder. Bay had made stupid decisions in the past, but this one had to take the cake.


  She slipped inside the crevice, and her breath caught. It had to be the most beautiful cave she'd ever seen her life. The cave opening at the other end led to beautiful mountain range with lush greens. Inside was a pool of what had to be ice-cold water that glittered over crystals and shiny rocks. Stalactites, or maybe those were stalagmites, came down from the cave ceiling and made beautiful shadows. The whole scene made this an oasis.


  This couldn't have been a secret from the Redwoods. It was too close and too beautiful. She couldn't stay here long. She’s stay only long enough to find her bearings and her breath.


  “What the hell do you think you're doing?”


  Bay turned quickly and slipped on a rock. She waved her arms around and tried to catch herself, but it was no use. She was falling. Adam’s arms wrapped around her waist and caught her. He clutched to his chest and held her tightly.


  “Why did you leave like that? You could have been killed. What the hell were you thinking?” he growled as he rubbed his arms down her back and sides as if checking for injuries.


  She closed her eyes and inhaled his masculine scent, letting herself sink into his hold for just a moment. Dammit, he wasn’t supposed to find her so quickly.


  “I can hurt your family, Adam. I needed to leave.” She didn't open her eyes nor did she step away from him. Call her weak, but she wanted his touch for just a moment.


  “You're an idiot, you know that? Caym will come after my family no matter what. You leaving doesn't change that. All it does is make you another target.”


  “That was the point.” She pulled away and hid her hands so he wouldn't see the shaking. “If I would have stayed there, it would have made it worse.”


  He growled, and the sound sent shivers down her spine. “No, don't you see? No matter what, you're in danger. But you are Pack, meaning we work as a team and find out how to protect and help ourselves. A Pack is better as a whole, not broken off into parts. You can't just leave and expect everything to be okay. You can’t run from your problems.”


  “Seriously? You have the nerve to say that me? You been running the entire time I've been here. I'm trying to protect you and your family. Don't you understand that?”


  “So you're just going to go off and hide and hope that you can protect the child you're carrying?” He shook his head and spat, “What was your plan?”


  She lowered her head, ashamed.


  “Really? You didn't have a plan. Just run and hope for the best. What were you going to do if I hadn't found you, and you would've had the baby, huh?” He walked a few feet away, the tension in his shoulders evident.


  “Found a way to get him or her back to you or your family,” she whispered.


  A dark look passed over his face, and he stomped toward her. She froze but met his gaze head-on. She had to be strong, had to.


  He stopped right in front of her, the warmth of his body seeping through her pores and heating her chilled bones.


  “I'm not going to let you sacrifice yourself for an ill-conceived plan or idea.”


  He tipped up her chin with his finger, and her breath caught. Damn, she hated this mating bond. She did care about him.


  “We need to work out who we are. What we are. We can’t keep going on like this… I can’t keep going on like this.” He took a deep breath, and she bit her tongue from saying anything. What was he talking about? “You're making me feel things that I shouldn't want to, Bay.”


  “What?” she whispered.


  “Fate has decided we’re supposed to be together, but we haven't. I don't have anything left to love, don't you understand that? I've done that, and I have nothing left to give. But when you stand there and look at me, all I want to do is hold you and make sure you're okay. I don't want to be that man. I want to have everything like it was, but it’s not ever going to be like that.”


  Her heart raced yet froze at the same time. What was he saying?


  “Much as I want it to happen, you're not going away.”


  “Thanks,” she said wryly.


  He let out a breath and rubbed his hand over his face. “We’re it, Bay. We have a bond, and like it or not, I have to accept that. You have been amazing, and I've been an ass. A bastard. Do you think I want to treat you the way I do? But every time I see you, all I think about is the fact that Anna’s not here and I don't want to do this.”


  He punched the cliff wall, winced, watching the blood rush over his hand.


  “You're going to break something,” she admonished.


  “I don't like the wolf I've become. I don’t. I don't know what the future holds for us, but I can't run away from it. You ran away and could have died, mostly because you were stupid and didn't have a plan, but because you didn't feel safe with me. What kind of Enforcer am I if I can make you feel that way and do that?”


  “I don't want to think about us as just a member of the Pack and the Enforcer. We’re mates. Reckon we have to deal with that.”


  “I know; I'm trying.”


  “Not good enough.” She knew she was laying it all out on the line, but if she didn't say everything, she wouldn't be able to live with herself.


  He brushed his non-bloody hand against her cheek, and she leaned into it. “I don't know what we’re going to do. You can't run away again. I already lost a pregnant mate because I wasn't there. I can't lose you too.”


  Oddly touched by those words, she let that small kernel of hope settle into her heart.


  “Come back with me, please.”


  “I can't be your sense of duty. An obligation.”


  He looked at her for a long time, as if searching for the right words to say. But she wouldn't give him any help. He had to come up with this on his own.


  “Okay. We’ll try it.”


  “And the baby?” She hadn't failed to notice that he had refused to look at her stomach and hadn’t acknowledged the fact that they were having a child together. She couldn't raise a child in that environment.


  He gulped and closed his eyes. “One thing at a time.”


  “Not good enough. This baby comes before me, always.”


  “Give me time, please.” He lowered his lips to hers, and she let him kiss her. She closed her eyes and fell into the kiss, his lips soft, demanding, but not rough. When he pulled back, she was out of breath, and she wanted to kick herself for letting him get away with that.


  “I'll go back with you, but only for the baby. I'm sorry I left without thinking.”


  “It was a stupid thing to do.”


  “Stop calling me stupid.”


  He grinned at her, and for a second, she caught a glimpse of the man that he had been before everything had been taken away and gone to hell.


  “Sorry, Bay. But you got admit it wasn't the smartest thing you could have done.”


  “Well, I didn't really have any choice. But I won't do it again; at least not without a set of wheels.”


  He coughed a laugh and shook his head. “At least if you plan to get somewhere.”


  Where, she had no idea. At least this was a step in the right direction, right?


  


  


  Chapter 14


  


  A stick snapped under Adam’s foot, and he cursed. He had to start paying more attention. He’d left her back at the house with Maddox watching her. For some reason, it grated on him that his little brother kept being the one to watch over her. Though, the way the man kept hiding from his twin and Ellie, Adam wasn't so surprised that Maddux kept volunteering for the job.


  At least he hoped that was the reason.


  For most of his life, Adam had always put his job first, leaving his family second. He had to do that because his job was to protect his family. Anna had understood and had been amazing at staying at home and making sure everything was right there. She’d had her own hobbies, a job, and friends, but she'd separated her life from his work life, as he wanted it. That helped him focus solely on his job during his work hours.


  It wasn't the case with Bay. She occupied his thoughts day in and day out. Plus, he couldn't keep thinking of Anna like that; it was getting tedious. And it wasn't fair to Bay. The more he thought about Anna, the more depressed he got that she wasn't there and the fact that he kept thinking about her in the first place.


  He checked the wards one more time, nodded to his second-in-command, and went back home. He couldn't stay out any longer. Though he and Bay had talked about what they would do in the future in general terms, they still had to iron out the details.


  Like whether they were going to act like a real couple for the rest of their lives.


  Could he love her?


  His body shook at the thought. His wolf howled and stretched at the surface to say yes. But he couldn't. Not now.


  He walked through the front door and inhaled Bay’s berry and ice scent. He’d grown accustomed to it. He wanted it to sink into his pores and never wash off. And that made him feel guilty. This never-ending cycle was going to turn him into an old man.


  Bay waddled out toward him, and he gave her a hesitant smile, which she returned. He laughed inwardly at the fact that she waddled now, and yet when she needed to run for her life, nothing had seemed to slow her down. He'd followed her trail from his mother's house the moment he'd felt something wrong in the bond. He’d grown shaky, his wolf ready to attack at any moment until they could be sure their Bay was safe. He hadn't even waited for his mother to apologize for saying something she shouldn't have. He’d just known Bay was in trouble and she needed him. And that fact had scared him. It made him think that maybe this could work out.


  “You’re home early,” she stated, and looked a little bit uncomfortable.


  “Why are you standing?” It came out sharper than he'd intended, and Bay frowned.


  Fuck, this was going to be harder than he’d thought. No wait, this was going to be exactly as hard as he’d thought.


  “Because I wanted to greet you at the door.” She lowered her head and looked really small. “I guess it was a little foolish. I'm not really good at this whole mate thing.”


  He walked up to her and brushed a red curl behind her ear. “I'm not really good at it either, but I don't want you to be in pain or uncomfortable. Okay?”


  She looked up at him and blinked those big green eyes. “Okay.”


  “I'm going to head out if you two are settled then,” Maddox said as he strolled past them, a knowing look on his face.


  “Thank you, Maddox, for babysitting.”


  A weird look passed over his face at the mention of the word babysitting, but Adam shrugged it off. He just wanted his little brother outside of the house so he could get on with this mating business. Maddox walked out without another word, and Adam turned toward Bay again.


  “So what do you want to do tonight?”


  Her eyes darkened, and he held back a groan. Hell yeah, but he didn't think she'd be up to it.


  “How about we play some music?”


  He swallowed hard and nodded. This was one step closer toward getting over Anna. He could do this.


  She tugged on his hand and led them to the music room. On his way, he looked over her shoulder at the closed door to the nursery. The night he’d brought Bay back, he’d gutted it, leaving it empty and ready for something new. He didn't want to think about the fact that it might be, no, would be, another nursery. But at least it wasn't a stark reminder.


  Bay sat down at the piano and played a soft melody. It seemed to ease the tension out of her shoulders, his as well. He sat down on the bench across the room and picked up his guitar. Slowly he strummed the strings and joined her. She hummed a soft harmony, and he did the same. When her stomach bumped the edge of the piano and she missed a note, she threw her head back and laughed, and he watched the long lines of her neck.


  He continued to play absentmindedly but let his gaze lower to the swell of her belly. There were having a baby, a real living being that he had so far refused to acknowledge. With everything going on around him, he’d done his best to ignore the fact that, yet again, things were going to change.


  Anna would have wanted him to move on and treat Bay right.


  He knew that, and yet he couldn’t.


  They continued to play, their music blending. As much as he tried to deny it, Bay had inserted herself into his life, and he was growing to like it.


  But could he love her?


  


  ****


  


  Twenty years before


  Anna smiled up at him, her small body, with her rapidly growing stomach, looking like it could teeter over at any moment. Adam leaned down and kissed her softly, relishing how she sank into him. God, he loved this woman.


  “You'll be safe, right?” she asked as she rubbed the large swell of her stomach.


  “Of course, we’ll be fine. I just need to take out the adolescent pups for their first full moon without their parents. I'd rather stay home with you, but they need this too.”


  She beamed, giving him a huge smile. “I just like to be selfish with you. I love you.”


  “I love you too.” With that, he walked out the door and made his way to the open meadow where he would watch the adolescents change to make sure they were letting the wolf come without forcing it, and then they would hunt.


  “Are you ready for this?” Maddox asked as he jogged to Adam’s side.


  Adam let out a breath and rubbed a hand over his face. “Not really. Anna has been up all night for the past week because she just can't get comfortable.”


  Maddox patted him on the back and laughed. “She’ll be okay soon. She’s really excited about the baby. I think that's why.”


  “You can feel all her excitement, can you?”


  “Yep. I actually kind of like it. Usually I can't stand it when one of our Pack mates is pregnant. All that joy and stress just gets a little bit under my skin, you know? But since it's my sister-in-law, I think I like it.”


  “I don't know how it is you can live all those emotions running through you.”


  Maddox shrugged but didn't say anything.


  “Okay, let's get this over with.”


  “Don't let the adolescents hear you say that. They are freaking out over the fact that they get to go on a full-moon hunt. You don't want them to know you don't want be here.”


  “True.”


  They made their way to the cluster of adolescents, and he growled at them. They each lowered their head in submission, and Adam was inwardly pleased. Most of the wolves here would be submissive, but a few would have alpha tendencies. However, no matter what their attitude and characterizations, they needed to learn the hierarchy. Without that, they wouldn’t be able to function as a Pack in dangerous situations.


  He watched them all change, noting to himself who he would have to talk to later. Then he and Maddox changed as well, and they were off. He watched the younger wolves use their senses and try to figure out where the deer would be. They didn't normally hunt for wild game, as they ate in human form and enjoyed it that way. But, it was good for the adolescents to learn how to hunt as a pack. Later they would learn how to hunt other wolves by acting and playing.


  He'd just jumped over a large fallen tree when pain hit his heart so sharply he felt as if someone had stabbed him. He grunted and rolled to the ground, breathing heavily. Bile rose in his throat, and his body started convulsing, shaking. He tried to stand, but his heart felt like someone had crushed it.


  Maddox howled behind him, screeching an unearthly tone that caused Adam to look sharply at him. He froze. Something was very, very wrong.


  He barked a strangled sound, and the younger wolves ran to him. They nipped and looked at him, as if trying to soothe him but nothing would help.


  Maddox howled again, his wolf body writhing on the ground until he passed out. Adam groaned and shifted back to human, ignoring the intense pain radiating from the quick shift. He staggered to his feet, naked and sweaty. The younger wolves looked at him, some with frightened eyes, others determined. They went over to Maddox’s body and nudged at him, but his brother wouldn't move.


  He picked him up and groaned. “Get back to your homes. Get me the Alpha,” he ordered in rough tones, and the younger wolves darted off. He carried Maddox to the Grove and dropped to his knees. Pain radiated through him sharply again as he tried to breathe.


  “Anna,” Maddox whispered, and rose to shaky legs to get dressed.


  Adam threw on his jeans and ran to his house. His brothers were all at the house, their tension radiating toward him. Jasper stood in the doorway, his long black hair in a mess around his face as rage poured through him.


  “The bastards took her,” Jasper growled. Reed and Kade growled with him, their bodies taut with energy.


  Adam threw back his head and howled, agony whipping through him. “Who?” He growled.


  “The Centrals,” Kade said as he came up to Jasper’s side. “The smell is all over your house.”


  “We’ll get her,” Reed promised, a dangerous look in his eyes.


  Maddox stumbled toward them and dropped to his knees. “Get her quick. She’s scared.” Maddox stared up at him with watery eyes than howled before passing out again.


  North ran to his twin’s side and checked him over. “Fuck, he’s in a coma, I think. I won’t know more unless I check him out at the clinic. You need to get to Anna fast.” Desperation filled his gaze, and Adam shook.


  No, not like this.


  Adam could feel only their bond, and the sharp hits it was taking. Each time something happened to Anna, he could feel her tug on the bond as if screaming his name. His heart ached, his body pulsed as his wolf clawed beneath the surface, begging to get near their mate. With each strike or burn Anna took, Adam could feel it. They weren’t a newly mated couple; their bond was old, settled, more connected. They could feel each other better than most mated pairs. But Maddox could feel every emotion and most of the pain his mate was feeling. Since Maddox could only feel a small fraction of the physical pain, it meant Anna was feeling more. Too much more.


  They jumped into Jasper’s truck and drove toward the Centrals’ den. It'd been years since they'd fought with this Pack. Why was something going on now? The pain intensified in his heart and his mate bond shook, the tendrils between them straining.


  Then nothing.


  No snap, no spark, no twinge.


  Nothing.


  His breath caught in his throat, and his body shook. He threw his head back and howled in the cab of the truck, the metal encasing them vibrating with his pain.


  “Anna…I can’t feel her,” he whispered, his voice hoarse.


  His brothers didn’t say anything; they knew.


  If there was no mate bond, there was no mate.


  They’d driven maybe another two hundred feet when Jasper stopped abruptly and cursed. Adam was afraid to look up, but he had to. In the middle of the road lay a lump—a naked woman. The moonlight bounced off the light-colored flesh. And Adam staggered out of the car.


  Anna.


  Like a blind man, he made it to her side, tears running down his face. He fell to his knees, the gravel digging in and cutting him through his jeans. But he didn't feel it. Couldn't feel it. She lay on her side, cradling her stomach. She was naked, bruised, and bloody. The bruises covered her side, her face, and her legs. He noticed the bruising around her inner thighs, and he turned to the side and threw up.


  His brothers came up beside him, quiet and cautious.


  He brushed a lock of hair from her forehead and kissed a bruise. He cradled her to his body and howled. She was gone. Their baby was gone. His future. The Centrals would pay with their blood.


  He would never forgive them. Never forget.


  


  


  Chapter 15


  


  Present day


  Adam cracked open his eyes as the sunlight shone through the blinds, and he exhaled a breath. He hadn't had a dream like that in a while, thankfully. He didn't like to relive the most painful moment in his life.


  Bay moved in his arms, her naked bottom rubbing against his erection. He held back a groan and shifted so he wouldn't wake her. She snuggled closer, and he let her. Her very presence seemed to heal a part of him he didn't know could be healed. It was as if she'd filled in that place in his heart that he'd lost yet wanted nothing to do with. She wouldn't and couldn't replace Anna, but she was a healing presence all on her own.


  But was that fair to her? Didn’t she deserve more than just being someone who tried to heal him? He was getting used to her being in his life, and he enjoyed it, though reluctantly. Could he love her?


  Bay turned so she was facing him, and he smiled. He had been doing that a lot recently, smiling. It was weird. When she’d first shown up, he hadn’t wanted anything to do with her, didn't even want to want anything to do with her. And yet slowly, over time, he’d begun to like having her in his arms, even though he still used the excuse of the mating urge to get her into bed. But that was all it was, an excuse. He really did like her next to him. Scary.


  “Good morning,” she said, her voice a husky whisper.


  “Good morning. I'm going to take you on a date today.” His eyes widened as he heard what he’d just said. He hadn't meant to say that.


  She stiffened and gulped. “Why?”


  “Because we’re mates,” he said simply.


  “No, that’s not a good excuse. Just yesterday, you wanted nothing to do with me. You can’t just change your mind like that.”


  “Yes, I can. And I did.”


  “No, that’s not fair to either of us.”


  “Maybe I’ve accepted the inevitable and made a new decision.”


  She shook her head and tried to pull away from him, but he held her closer, his hands gripping her ass so she was flush against him. “I have no idea what you're feeling, Adam. What happened to make you change your mind? What did you do?”


  “You left.”


  “I left and suddenly you felt that you couldn’t live without me? No, that doesn't make any sense.”


  “I don't know, Bay. I just want you by my side.”


  “For now.”


  “I don’t know.”


  She let out a sigh. “I can’t just play house with you.”


  “That’s what we’re doing now, isn’t it?”


  She groaned and rested her head on his bicep. “I told you it wasn't going to leave again. You don’t have to say you love me to keep me.”


  “I like you here.”


  “You like me for sex.”


  “True, but I want to figure out how to do this, okay? I don’t know what I’m doing or what we’re doing. But I don’t want to be that person anymore that sits around and mopes and has children flee from them. I want to move on, Bay. Please.”


  He hadn't realized that had been the reason. But it was true. He needed to move on and grow up. Two decades of mourning might not be enough, but that had to be. He had a woman he was mated to and he needed to show her that he was worth it. He might not love her yet, but he didn't want her to hate him.


  His wolf rumbled its content. A first in too many years.


  She blinked up at him, and he kissed her nose. “Please,” he repeated.


  “I don't want you to go.” Her voice broke at the end, and she blinked away her tears.


  That had been the most emotion she'd ever put into anything he'd heard from her. He couldn't hurt her, couldn’t.


  “I won’t go, Bay. I’ll stay.”


  “But you don’t love me.”


  “I can’t, Bay. I can’t. I want to, Bay. I do. But I can’t love you. I don’t have it in me.”


  “I don’t love you either,” she said quickly, and he wasn’t sure if he believed her. But it wouldn’t be fair to push her for the truth.


  “Okay. But we can like each other.”


  “That will have to do.”


  He leaned down and kissed her, sealing their agreement. She moaned, and he licked the seam of her lips, asking for an invitation. She opened them, and his tongue delved in, tangling with hers, the sweet berry taste dancing on his taste buds. He groaned when she arched against him, awkwardly with the swell of her stomach. But he didn't care and ran his hands up and down her back, cupping her ass, thrusting his erection between her thighs. They couldn't get closer in this position so he turned her so she faced away from him.


  He played with her nipples, and she moaned. He grinned and lifted her legs, and he slid right inside her. They both let out a whimper as her hot core encased his cock. He thrust slowly and rhythmically while playing with her nipples with one hand and rubbing small circles over her clit with the other. He licked and kissed her neck, slowly filling her over and over again until he felt her tense and shatter in his arms, her pussy clenching around his cock. His fangs lengthened, and he bit into her neck, marking her again, as his seed spilled within her.


  They both lay silently, their chests heaving with the exertion.


  “You marked me again.”


  “It seemed like a good idea at the time.” In all honesty, he hadn't meant to do that. But he had promised her he wouldn't go, and that had been the best way to seal it.


  A bump pressed against his palm, and he tensed. Without thinking, he had rested his hand on her stomach, and the baby had kicked. It was this first time he’d let himself do that. The first time feeling her, their child.


  Bay froze, and he felt the kick again. He turned her so she was on her back, and he looked down into her eyes.


  “We’ll find a way to make this work.” It might have been an empty promise, but at that moment, he wanted nothing better than to stay in bed with her and never get out.


  They kissed a few more times and took a shower together. He washed her, paying extra special attention to the parts of her he liked best.


  They had just sat down to eat breakfast when his phone rang. He walked toward it and he heard a scream from the outside. He went on alert and answered the phone quickly.


  “We’re under attack. The Centrals have broken our wards, Adam,” Kade yelled through the phone. “Get Bay safe and come here. We need you.” With that, his Heir and brother hung up, and Adam shook.


  “I heard. What you do you want me to do?” Bay stood straight, fear in her eyes, but not her stance.


  “The wards are gone like you heard.” She was a wolf so he knew she could have heard all of Kade’s side of the conversation. “I need you to stay here and use the gun I showed you how to use. It’s in the closet. There's nowhere else for you to go.”


  She nodded, a look of determination brightening her eyes. Unable to help himself, despite the turmoil outside, he leaned down and took her lips, hard. She kissed back, pulling at his hair.


  He bit her bottom lip, marking her. “Stay here and be safe.” He tried not to think of how he had also said that to Anna all those years ago. This time it was different; it had to be.


  Adam left the house, prepared to fight for his life to protect his Pack and Bay. Jasper came up to his side and nodded.


  “Is Bay safe?”


  “For now. Willow and Brie?”


  “Yes, at the house. Let’s get these bastards off our land.” His brother’s eyes glowed gold, and Adam growled in agreement.


  Thankfully, they’d attacked on the south said, away from most of the house. This was happening too often. He needed a way to strengthen their wards and find out how to kill the demon. Maybe Bay could help with that. After all, the demon's blood ran through her veins. But that was something to think on later, after he killed the bastards who’d dared to encroach on their territory.


  As soon as they crossed one of the streets on their southern end of the den, the putrid smell of their enemy invaded his nose, and he grunted. These bastards would die. A wolf came out of the brush and pounced on Adam. He let one arm shift to a claw, and he gripped the wolf around the neck. He squeezed, and the wolf squirmed. Adam growled and twisted his wrist so he broke its neck in one movement. He threw the wolf against the ground and prepared to take on the other two wolves that were coming at him. Jasper stood by his side and guarded his flank as he took care of the wolves that came at him. Though the Centrals could do more now that they had black magic, they were still not as strong physically as the Redwoods.


  He killed the other two swiftly then ran toward the large group of wolves attacking his enforcers. They worked as a group, killing them all. The metallic smell of blood lay heavily in the air, but none of his men was down. The largest enemy wolf grinned at Adam before darting off into the woods toward Adam’s house. Adam howled and followed the bastard, determined not to let him get far. He jumped over a fallen log and tacked the gray wolf. He gripped the enemy around the neck and let his claws pierce its flesh.


  “Shift,” he growled, his voice hoarse from holding back the change.


  The other wolf shifted to human, revealing a bulky man with dark eyes and nothing in his soul.


  “Why are you here?” Adam asked. “You know you can’t win without your demon. What is your purpose?”


  “I’m here for the master’s daughter. Our pride.”


  Rage poured through him, and he slid his other claw into the other wolf’s side, cutting him deep. The bastard screamed in agony, but Adam didn’t move.


  “What is your name?”


  “Samuel.”


  “How could you find where she was?”


  “Caym gave me his blood so I could sense her.”


  “Did he do that to anyone else?”


  “No, I’m the master’s favorite. Please don’t kill me. I’ll go away; I swear.”


  Adam lifted a lip to show his fangs. “You shouldn’t have come to my home and attacked my people and endangered my mate.”


  “But—”


  Adam broke Samuel’s neck and lifted off the dead wolf. His body shook as he thought of her alone with a demon after her. He would do all in his power to protect her and his Pack. She was the reason he could move forward. She couldn’t die.


  


  ****


  


  Bay gripped the gun in her hand and listened to the sounds of fighting wolves fade. With each growl and howl, she’d tense and pray that Adam would be okay. She knew he was a strong wolf, if not one of the strongest ever, but that still didn't alleviate her fears.


  Plus he wanted her. She shouldn't feel so giddy about that, considering what was going on at that very moment, but she couldn't help it. He wanted her. He said he didn't love her, couldn't love her. But she could live with that. She could live with the fact that he wanted her and wanted to be her mate. She didn't know what had changed, but she'd take it. She felt a little twinge of loss at the thought that she might love him and he would never love her, but she would get over that. She had to.


  She heard footsteps on the porch then relaxed as the scent of pine invaded her nose.


  Adam.


  Thank God.


  She unloaded the gun and put it back in the closet then waddled out to him. He was in the kitchen, washing off his hands, the scent of blood rising in the air.


  “Are you hurt?”


  He didn't turn to her but shook his head.


  “Adam?” she asked when he wouldn’t say anything.


  “We took care of the last wolf; you're safe.” He turned off the water, wiped his hands on a dishtowel, and turned to her.


  His eyes were still wolf, and she shivered at the rage she saw in them.


  “Is everyone okay?”


  “Yes, none of our own were hurt, and we got the wards back up. They don’t do us any good from Caym and those with his blood, but they help against others at least.”


  “Maybe I could help.”


  Adam nodded and stood in front of her, his presence so large she just wanted to crawl into him and make sure everything was okay.


  “I think there's something in your blood that we can use. I'm not sure, but I know the elders are looking into it. But I don't want to do anything until the baby is born, okay?”


  She nodded, a sense of peace washing over her at the thought of being part of something bigger than herself. Not to mention the fact that he'd thought about or mentioned the baby twice in one day. They were progressing faster and better than she had ever hoped.


  He brushed his thumb along her cheekbone, and she closed her eyes, leaning into his touch.


  “There was a wolf after you.”


  She tensed, opening her eyes, searching for what he had meant.


  “His name was Samuel. He said your father wanted you, and he had given Samuel his blood so he could go through the wards and find you. That’s how I know your blood will help us. But don’t worry; I’ll protect you. I killed the wolf. He won’t be a problem.”


  She exhaled, finding a strange sense of peace at his brutality. The wolf in her was thrilled by the fact that her mate could be strong and ruthless when he needed to be. Something a human would never understand.


  “Good.”


  His eyes widened as though he were surprised she agreed with him. They had a lot to learn about her. She wasn't just some fluff who would stand aside. But she had this baby. She would stand by his side and help him be the Enforcer. That was her job as his mate. And she would do it. No matter what.


  She tugged on his hand and led him to the bedroom. She stroked him and stripped herself. The both got into the bed, and she turned so she snuggled his front to her back. They spooned, quiet, content.


  This could be it. They could finally be moving on. She smiled and closed her eyes, pressing her hand on top of his, which lay on her stomach.


  His breath evened out, and she knew he was falling asleep.


  “Anna.”


  Just one whispered word and everything crashed. She knew he didn't mean it. She couldn't replace the woman he’d lost. But that didn't mean it didn’t hurt. She wanted to cry, but she didn't. She had to be stronger than that.


  Dammit, she needed to stop acting like she was the center of his universe. If she didn't, she might just lose herself. How could she be a mom when she couldn't even take care of herself?


  


  


  Chapter 16


  


  Adam took a sip of his coffee and winced as it burned his tongue. He blew on it and took another sip, closing his eyes at the sweet taste. Bay was standing at the stove, cooking bacon because she had a craving. He'd offered to help her, but she had just given him a sad look and shook her head.


  Adam held back in a sigh because he knew what had upset her. He'd whispered Anna when he had been falling asleep. His fallen mate had come to him in the dream and faded away, and he had merely been saying goodbye. Something he hadn't ever said to her. Yet to Bay, it had looked like the worst. He didn't know how to say he was sorry for something that would, or had, broken her heart. He should tell her what Anna had said and that it was a goodbye, but he didn’t know if Bay would believe him.


  So instead of speaking, he stood by her, showing her that he wouldn’t leave. Though he didn't love her, couldn't love her, he'd made the decision to stay by her side. He'd been the one to bite her first. She deserved more than what he could give her, but he was selfish enough to not her to go. And that made him one sick bastard.


  Just as Bay turned to put more bacon on the plate, she grabbed her stomach and shouted.


  He quickly put his coffee cup down along her side. “What’s wrong? Is it the baby?” Fear crawled up his spine, even though he had no idea what to do.


  She closed her eyes and scrunched her face in pain. “I don’t know; it just hurts.”


  “Are you having contractions?”


  She narrowed her gaze at him and grunted. “How would I know? I've never had a baby before.”


  “Okay, let's get you to Hannah and North. They'll be able to help.”


  She nodded, panic rising in her face, and he did his best to remain calm. If he freaked out, so would she. Well, more than she already was.


  He gripped her elbow and had started to walk her toward the door when she froze. A puddle appeared at their feet, and she groaned in pain.


  “I think my water broke.”


  Adam gulped and looked down at the puddle of fluid on the floor and tried not to pass out. He could do this. He was the Enforcer. A little bodily fluid wouldn't hurt him. He hoped.


  “Okay, you're definitely in labor. Let's get you to Hannah.”


  Bay nodded, her gaze fixed on the floor as well. “That sounds like a good idea.”


  Adam took a deep breath and slowly walked her to the door. But as soon as he got there, she curled over and winced in pain.


  “Damn! I'm a freaking wolf. Why can't I handle this?”


  “Because apparently childbirth is hard?”


  “So not helping.”


  He nodded then lifted her into his arms, cradling her to his chest.


  “Adam! What do you think you're doing?”


  “I'm taking care of you. Stop fidgeting.”


  “Oh.” She looked genuinely confused but leaned into him as she groaned again.


  “I should call Hannah shouldn’t I?”


  “Probably, but we’ll just surprise them, right?”


  “I'm not doing a very good job with this.”


  “Well, it's your first time.”


  He nodded and walked her over to North’s clinic, which thankfully wasn’t that far. As soon as he reached the porch, Hannah came running to them.


  “I felt her pain all the way from home. Let's get her set up and maybe we'll have a baby soon.” She led them to the back where North was already setting up the equipment so they would get comfortable.


  He sat Bay down on the table, making sure he didn't hurt her, then backed away. Tension squeezed his shoulders, and he didn't know what was going on. For all he had thought about getting over his issues and being with her, he hadn't thought about the fact, really thought, that there would be a new life.


  A baby.


  Oh, Jesus.


  Bay screamed as another contraction hit, and she threw out her arm. Instinctively, he gripped her hand and moved closer so he could be near her. She looked up at him, fear in her eyes, and gave a weak smile.


  “Thanks for being here.”


  “Nowhere else I'd be.” The words surprised him, but when he thought about it, he knew they were true.


  North and Hannah set her up and got her dressed to be ready for the birth. He held back a growl as North touched her, but his wolf relented. After all, North would help make sure everything was okay. Plus, he didn’t love her, so he shouldn't feel so territorial.


  Right.


  Hannah rubbed small circles on Bay’s stomach, using her Healing powers to bring down the pain. Bay immediately calmed but didn't let go of his hand. Frankly, he wasn't sure who needed the strength more, him or her. Josh walked to the door and stood by his mate. Adam watched as Josh rubbed his hand up and down Hannah's back and kissed her temple. He still had a large scar on his neck that looked brutal, and he would probably have it for the rest of his life.


  “Everything's going to be okay,” Josh said, his voice lower and more gravelly than it had been before.


  Jesus, the Centrals were taking too much from their family. It had to end.


  Hours passed. Adams didn't move as Hannah worked her magic, though she seemed more sad than usual, but Adam didn't know why. Finally, Bay pushed and pushed until she screamed, and then a baby's cry filled the room.


  The cry seemed to pierce something in Adam, and he let go of Bay’s hand. He took a step back and watched how North and Hannah cleaned up the small little bundle and brought it over to Bay.


  Hannah put the blanket-clad baby on Bay’s chest and smiled. “You have a little boy. Congrats, Mama. What did you decide to name him?”


  Adams’s tongue grew heavy, his mouth dry. He blinked, trying to make the back spots go away.


  “Micah. Baby Micah,” Bay whispered as she traced a finger down his little chubby cheek.


  The room seemed to go out of focus, and it started to buzz in his head. He took another two steps back and shook his head.


  It was all too real. He couldn't do this. Couldn't be the man she needed him to be, couldn't be whoever the little blanket-clad being needed, couldn't be anything but the shell of a man he'd existed as for so long. He needed to leave. He needed to just breathe and get out of there.


  With that, he turned on his heel and stomped out of the room, ignoring the disappointed faces of his family as he passed.


  He couldn't do this. He couldn't.


  


  ****



  


  It felt as if someone had taken the most perfect moment and stabbed her in the chest. Bay took a deep breath, and she watched Adam walk out the door, leaving her and her child alone. Just what she'd always thought they would be.


  Alone.


  She shouldn't have trusted he would've stayed. It made no sense that he would want her. She should have known.


  The crevice opened up in her, threatening to swallow her whole. The cold slapped at her, breaking through her skin, seeping into her bones. He was gone. He hadn't even looked at Micah.


  Their child.


  No, her child.


  She looked down at his chubby little cheek as he nursed. She felt so connected to him, like he’d settled into her heart when he’d been in her womb. In all that had happened, she hadn't thought about a new life as much as she should have. This little person was dependent on her for everything. She needed to hold it together for him.


  Especially since he still had the demon's blood running through him.


  She traced his little face with her finger again, loving how soft the skin was below her fingertip. Pat came to her side and squeezed her hand. Bay held on for dear life but didn't cry. She couldn't, didn't, have anything left.


  “He looks so handsome,” Pat whispered.


  “Your grandson is precious.” Though Adam would never claim him, she knew he would always be part of the Jamensons through Pat and the others. At least he had that.


  “You did a wonderful job.”


  Bay nodded but wasn't really listening. How had everything gone so wrong so quickly?


  She cleared her throat and looked up. “Do you think I could just have some time with Micah?” She was surprised at how strong and steady her voice was. Inside she felt like she was dying, but she knew she couldn't hide it from the alpha wolf. At least Pat didn't outwardly show her pity. Bay didn't think she'd be able to take that.


  “Of course, dear.” She touched Micah's face and then Bay’s before leaving. As she walked out the door, Maddox walked in and then closed the door in North’s and Ellie’s faces. She heard growling from the other side, but then they left.


  Without saying anything, Maddox got onto bed with her and held her and Micah close to him.


  “Mating sucks.” She looked pointedly at the door when she said it, and he coughed a laugh. He held her closer, and she cried into his shoulder, letting everything she’d held in come out.


  When she pulled away, she patted his damp shirt and rocked a sleeping Micah.


  “Thank you, I needed that,” she whispered.


  “I'm the Omega. That's what I’m for.”


  She looked up at him and saw the sadness she felt reflected in his gaze. It seemed like nothing would be fixed, or could be fixed. She would just have to move on and be strong, for her baby and for her.


  


  


  


  


  The next day Maddox came to Bay’s house. Or rather, Adam’s house, even though he still had not come home from wherever the hell he had run off to. She'd ignored the hurt and pain and coldness from his departure and now was just pissed off.


  Maddox sat on the couch holding Micah, but he didn't quite know what to do.


  “I thought you said you babysat Finn before.”


  “Yeah, and I was scared to death to do it then too. These things are just so little. You could break them at any moment.”


  “Don't call my son a thing,” she growled lightly.


  He just shook his head and waved his fingers in Micah's face. Her little guy scrunched up and gave a small smile.


  “Hey, he's smiling at me!” Maddox looked so cute in his response to the gesture that Bay almost didn't have the heart to tell him the truth.


  “It’s gas, hon. You're going to need to check his diaper.”


  A look of horror crossed over his face, and she held back in a grin. “Uh, I think I will let you take care of that. After all, you need the practice.”


  “Thanks,” she said dryly.


  Bay took Micah from Maddox. She changed her little baby’s diaper then went to sit back on the couch and watch her little one take on a whole new world. But even as she tried to focus on the good things, Adam’s blatant absence ate at her more and more.


  “We just have to give him time.”


  “Stop intruding on my emotions, Omega.”


  “I can't help it if you're blaring them out at me. But really, Adam will come back. You know he wants you. He's just being an as—butthead.”


  “I already gave him time. I know I'm not what he wanted. I guessed that. But he left without even looking at his son. How am I supposed to forget that?”


  “Don't forget it. But forgive him when he comes back. And kick him in the ass.”


  They visited for another hour or so, and Bay put Micah in her room to sleep. She hadn't felt comfortable enough to put him in the nursery yet. Then she had noticed that Adam had cleaned it out for the baby. Why had he reacted so cruelly?


  Maddox left, needing to deal with his normal Pack duties. As soon as he left, the door opened again, and she tensed. Adam walked into the living room and fell to his knees before her. She'd been standing near the couch and was unable to move. His body shook, though he didn't reek of alcohol. At least he hadn't gotten drunk this time. He laid his head on her stomach, but she couldn't move, couldn't breathe.


  “I’m so, so sorry. I'm so, so sorry.” He just kept repeating it over and over again, but Bay didn't move. “Please forgive me for leaving. I know I said I wouldn't, and I did. I'm a coward. Please.”


  He rubbed his arms on her sides and wrapped them around her. Still, she didn't move.


  “I would've forgiven you if it had only been me when you walked out. I even understand it completely. You're not ready. I know that. But it's not just me anymore. You left your child. You never even looked at him. You left him. How am I supposed to trust you when you do that? You don’t know what he looks like; I didn't know if you even cared.


  “You can’t get over the fact that you never got to hold your child. The other one. The one who died. Well, guess what, Adam? This one didn't die. And it's not fair to either of us, Micah and me, to let you keep doing this. I'm not strong enough to say no every time. You need to learn to grow a spine and take responsibility for your actions. You are a grown man and a grown wolf. Act like it. For the rest of my life, I'll always remember my son's birth with the sight of you walking out on him.


  “How am I supposed to get over that, Adam? What am I going to do next time you decide to leave and I don't know if you're coming back? What's going to happen if you do it when Micah is actually old enough to remember? How are you going to explain to him you don’t love him? I know that you don't love me, and I'm strong enough, at least I hope I am, to get over that. I'm not strong enough to watch you break my child. My child. Not yours. You lost that right.”


  Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she shook with each word. She could feel Adam’s tears against her stomach as he hugged her tighter, as if the harder he hugged, the more he proved he wouldn't let her go. But she didn't trust him.


  She heard Micah's cry from the bedroom, and Adam looked over his shoulder. He didn't look like he was going to run away. But how could she know?


  “My son deserves his father. And because of that, I’ll give you one more chance. But if you walk out on him or treat him like anything less than the best thing in your life, I will leave, and you will never see him again. Do you understand me?”


  Adam stood and kissed her softly. She didn't kiss him back, not wanting to give him the wrong idea.


  “I can't, Adam. I don't trust you.”


  He traced a finger down her brow line and nodded. “I’ll earn it. It was just too much right then, and I hadn't thought about what it meant to have a new baby in my life. It was selfish, cruel, and unthinking. I know you don't trust me, but I won’t do anything that will make him think I don’t want him. And it's the same with you. I’m so sorry, Bay.”


  She nodded, upset with herself for wanting to believe him. But Micah deserved more than her bitter attitude so she nodded and walked toward the bedroom. She stood by the bassinet and looked down on a whimpering Micah. She knew he was just fussy for attention because he had a full belly and a clean diaper. It was amazing how quickly she could learn this mom stuff.


  Adam stood by the side and gulped. His eyes widened as he looked at her. “He looks just like me.”


  She gave a soft smile. “I know.” And that would have killed her to know that every day she’d be looking at the image of the man that left her. She prayed that wouldn't be the case.


  “I'm going to go wash my hands.” He went into the bathroom, and she heard him wash up. She held back a smile at his nervous tendencies.


  He walked back in and looked scared to death.


  “You've held a baby before, right?”


  “Not since Cailin.”


  She nodded at that tidbit of knowledge. Apparently, this baby thing was more than just Micah, considering there were two relatively new babies in the family.


  “Go sit on the bed now and I’ll bring him to you, okay? We'll take the slow.”


  He did so quickly, and she picked up Micah and held him to her chest. He looked up at her, and she knew he looked so much wiser than a one-day-old should. She carried him over to Adam, and he held out his arms, as if he knew instinctively what to do. She held back a smile and gently placed Micah into his father's arms. Adam cradled his son's head and bottom and looked down at him as if he'd never seen something quite like him. Bay had done a similar thing when she'd first seen him.


  “We made him,” Adam whispered in awe.


  “I know. We didn't do too badly.”


  “We did perfect. He's perfect.”


  Unconsciously, she leaned into him, resting her head on his shoulder. He twisted so he could kiss her forehead, and she closed her eyes. This was how it should've been. Not storming out and lost glances. This.


  She watched her mate hold their son, praying she hadn’t made a mistake by letting him come back. Their enemies were out to get them, people were dying, and yet in this small room, her greatest fear was she wouldn't be strong enough.


  


  


  Chapter 17


  


  It still wasn’t working. No matter how much Bay wanted it to, it wasn’t. Adam tried to be warm, but he couldn’t do it. She didn't know what he was thinking. Did he love her? No, that couldn't be it. He’d told her that he couldn't love again, and she was starting to believe it. The stupid woman inside her had clung to hope of something more. But, even though he was warming up to her, doing all the right things, and saying all the right things, she couldn't quite believe it.


  He didn't love her. She knew that. But she didn't think he loved Micah either. And that was something she couldn't handle. She’d come to the den for protection and even some comfort, not to be shut out and watch the man she loved try too hard for something that wouldn't come.


  Micah turned in her arms and nuzzled her breast. She gave a tired smile and unbuttoned her blouse so he could have his breakfast. Her little boy was a machine when it came to eating. Every two hours, on the dot, he had to eat. Apparently, it was a Jamenson trait. Pat had told her that all of her boys had been the same way. They had to eat all the time so they could grow as big as they were. Bay was not a small woman by any means, but she had a feeling her little boy would be bigger than her in no time.


  She rocked back and forth in the rocking chair Jasper had made for her. She looked around the freshly painted nursery and tried not to let her heart beat too fast. Her new family had decorated it and made it look like new, essentially cleaning out the tomb of Adam’s lost child. He hadn't said anything about it, and that worried her. Even though they slept together, made love, if she could call it that, and they were trying to raise a baby together, she didn't know much about him. They didn't talk. She didn't know about his past. Most of the time they sat in silence across from each other, and she would fret away on the inside and had no idea what he was thinking. When they did talk, it was as if they could only fight. She hated it. The only time she felt at peace was when they played music together. And even then, she didn't really know if he felt as if he was in the same room with her. For all she knew, he was reliving his past with Anna through her.


  They needed to talk. But she didn't know how to broach the subject. If they were going to make it, and, oh, how she really wanted that to happen, they would have to talk. They would have to cross that line and talk about Anna, the baby, his past. Even she hadn't opened up completely to him. Yes, she'd talked about her nomadic lifestyle, her mom, and her job. But she hadn't disclosed her hopes and fears. Because if she did that, she would feel as if she were opened up and raw, while he was steady as stone.


  Micah whined again, and she lifted him up to her shoulder to pat his back. He let out a belch so loud she was afraid her eardrums had popped.


  “Dear Lord, Micah,” she said with a laugh.


  “That sounds like a Jamenson, all right,” Adam commented from the doorway.


  She froze then quickly buttoned up her blouse. She hadn't felt or heard him come in. Damn, she was so messed up and deep into her thoughts, she couldn't think of anything else. What if Caym had come in while she was deep in thought? She had to stop. She had to talk to Adam and figure out how to move on. If she didn't, it would be dangerous for all of them.


  She juggled Micah so he lay cradled in her arms. Bay got out of the chair and walked over to the crib. He closed his little eyes sleepily, and she smiled. He was so precious. A perfect blend of Adam’s and her features. If only everything else would blend just as well.


  She didn't fail to notice that Adam hadn't walked into the nursery. Nor did he offer to help her hold their child. No, he stood off to the side as always and watched with a torn expression on his face. Every time she saw him, a little piece of her fell apart. She didn't want to be this emotional, weeping woman. She had to be stronger than that.


  “Is it his nap time?” Adam asked as he backed away from the door.


  She nodded and walked out of the nursery, the baby monitor attached to her hip. She closed the door partially and walked out to the living room.


  Steeling herself, she took a deep breath. “We need to talk.”


  Adam gave that annoyingly charming smile then said, “Why is it that whenever someone says that, there is always something bad to say?”


  “Because there is.”


  “I thought we were doing okay. I mean… we’re trying.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and looked genuinely confused.


  “When is my birthday, Adam?”


  He scrunched his brows and shook his head. “I don't know. Did you ever tell me that? What’s that have to do with anything?”


  She let out a sigh and paced the room. “It has to do with everything. We don't know each other. Yeah, we have sex, but what does that mean?”


  Adam narrowed his gaze and clenched his fists. “We're still learning. Give it time.”


  “But we’re not doing anything to learn. Do you understand that? We know nothing about each other, and yet we’re not trying to move on.” She took a deep breath, closed her eyes then opened them. “I want to talk about Anna.”


  “No.” His voice was low, cold.


  And with that, her heart broke again. She hadn’t thought she even had any left to break.


  “Why not? She's as much a part of this relationship as I am. You know what? I think she had an even bigger part.”


  “She has nothing to do with us, and I don't want to talk about it.”


  “You don’t want to talk about a lot of things. But that doesn't really fucking matter right now. I'm losing you when I never really had you to begin with. Anna is as much a part of our lives as you want her to be. Do you understand that? Unless we talk about her, she's always going to be the ghost in our relationship. She's always going to be the one taking you away from me.”


  “Anna was my mate. You have no right to say anything about her.”


  “I am your mate now,” she growled. “I'm not asking you to forget her. Quite the opposite. I want to know more about her. That way I can know more about you. She is such a part of your life that until I know who she was, I can't know who you are. How are we supposed to act like mates and be together if I don't know you?”


  “I'm trying, Bay.”


  “That's not good enough. Not anymore. That little boy in there is our son. Yeah, you came home and held him that one time. That's it. You barely even look at him.”


  “I'm trying.”


  “Stop saying that when you aren’t. You're as much of a ghost as she is. I need to know you’re here. I deserve to know, Adam.”


  He rubbed his hands over his face and shifted from foot to foot, anger radiating off him.


  “I'm here, aren't I? You came waltzing into this place, my home, pregnant. I opened my door for you to stay here. I like you, Bay. You know I do. You also know that I can't love again, and you said that was okay. You said that we could be mates and live on like we were. I can't talk about Anna.”


  “You won't.”


  “Fine, I won't. She's gone, and no good will come from talking about it.”


  She looked up at him sadly and shook her head. “Even if you don't talk about her, she’s still here. I know she's more important to you than I am. But I don't know if I can live with that.”


  With that, she walked back into the nursery and closed the door behind her. She leaned against it as she sank down to the floor, tears pooling in her eyes. She deserved more than what she had, but she knew she wouldn't get it. Not when Adam was so firmly lost in the past that he couldn't even see his present.


  


  ****


  


  Adam walked out of the house, slamming the door behind him. He stormed to the backyard, through the forest to the area behind it, and ended up at his hidden meadow. Jesus, Bay was asking for everything. She wanted to be part of his life, to know every little piece of him and his past.


  Though she deserved it. He knew, even though he tried not to, he was falling in love with her. Day by day, it felt a little bit less like a betrayal to do so. Anna had been gone for two decades. He needed to move on, and he had thought he was doing that with Bay.


  


  He could see Bay in his future, standing by his side as they watched their pups grow. He could see her act as an Enforcer’s mate and hold her own. He could see her with him…and he liked it. He loved it.


  He loved her.


  God, he loved her, didn't he? How the hell had that happened? Yes, his wolf had wanted her from the start, and fate had brought them together. He hadn't thought he’d fall. What scared him most was the fact that he wasn't scared about loving her. He was just scared about letting go of the past.


  But it was time.


  Despite what he had said to Bay, he had been thinking about saying goodbye to Anna. It'd been on a loop in his mind since he had met Bay in that bar that fateful night. He'd fought tooth and nail, claw and fang, in order to hold onto what he thought he needed. But he'd been wrong.


  He stepped onto the soft grass and knelt before the stone grave marker. The cool breeze drifted over his shoulders and into his hair. It felt as if someone had slightly brushed their fingers across his face.


  Anna.


  He'd buried his mate himself in this hidden meadow, marked with a sole gravestone amongst the wildflowers on a grassy knoll. He traced his fingers over the letters and closed his eyes.


  Anna Jamenson


  Mate, Mother, Heart


  Jessica Jamenson


  Too early for this world


  His wife and daughter were buried beneath him, long gone from this world. He came out here weekly, to tidy up the grass and flowers, to clean the stone. Bay had been right. He'd created a tomb in his home, not a site of remembrance.


  Tears leaked out from his eyes as he traced his finger along the edge of the stone.


  “I don't have anything for you today, Anna. I came here in a moment of decision; though it's been a long time coming.”


  He swallowed hard and clenched his fists. “I'm so sorry for letting you die. I shouldn't have left you alone and unprepared. You were most at peace taking care of others, not fighting for them. And yet I didn't do my duty as your mate to make sure you could protect yourself and our child. I'm so sorry. Please forgive me.”


  The tears flowed freely now, washing away the sins.


  “I'm never going to forget you. You have to realize that.”


  A twig snapped behind him, and he turned quickly. He didn't smell anything out of place since it was downwind, but it must've been a dear or other animal.


  He turned back to the grave and dried his tears. “I know you probably already know, but I've met someone. Her name is Bay. She's amazing, Anna. I think you would've liked her. She's strong, capable, and has a fiery temper just like her red hair. I made a mistake at first because I didn't think about the consequences. Now that she's living with me, I love her, Anna. I couldn't, no, I wouldn't let myself think about it because I love you. But just because I fell in love with her doesn't mean I love you any less. You’re part of my past, part of me, and I'm never going to forget you. But I'm going to try to move on and try to be happy.”


  He could swear he felt that wind hug him and caress him, and he leaned into it. “I have a son, Micah. He's so tiny that I don't know what to do. I'm almost six-and-a-half feet tall, but you know that. He’s so little in my hands that I feel like I could crush him. That's why I'm nervous to be around him. But I think Bay thinks it's because I don't love him. But as soon as I saw the little green eyes, I couldn't hold back. They’re my family, Anna. You were my family and you'll always be part of me, but I'm ready to move on.”


  The wind hugged him again, and he closed his eyes. His wolf rumbled in pleasure, and he said goodbye to his lost mate for the first time—no, the last time. He stood and started walking back toward his home. To his and Bay’s home. He was ready to start a new life. He just needed to tell Bay that.


  


  ****


  


  Bay clutched Micah closer to her, and she rushed back into the house. She'd been an idiot to follow Adam. Just watching him kneel at Anna's grave saying he would never forget her made her want to weep. It was a lost cause. She'd lost him. No, she’d never really had him.


  Micah squirmed and squeaked a cry. She held him closer as tears streamed down her face. She'd have to leave. She'd find a way to protect her son, but she couldn't stay here. Not anymore.


  The door opened and closed, and Bay quickly sniffed and wiped away her tears. She couldn't let him see her crying. That would only hurt her more.


  “Bay?” Adam called out as he walked closer to her. “Hey? Were you crying? I'm so sorry, baby, for leaving like that. I shouldn't have left without saying anything.”


  She gave a stiff nod and put Micah back in his crib. “It's just hormones. Don't worry about it.”


  He brushed his thumb along her cheek, wiping away trail of tears. “I'm sorry. We can talk about anything you want. Okay?”


  She bit her lip and shook her head. “It's not important now.”


  “But it is. I want to know everything about you.”


  It’s too late.


  “I'm just all hormonal because of the baby. Just give me some time and I'll be okay.”


  He looked as though he didn't believe her and pulled her into his arms. She stiffened then melted into him, furious at herself for doing it. Their mate bond pulsed between them, calming her wolf and making her feel loved. Dammit, he didn't love her. Why was fate so fucked up?


  He rubbed his hand up and down her back, little tendrils of sensation flooding her with each fingertip and caress. He rubbed his cheek on the top of her head and held her tighter.


  “I'm sorry again.”


  “Don't be,” she whispered. It wasn't his fault that he was the love with another woman. It was her fault for believing he could change.


  He shifted and led her toward their bedroom. He cradled her face in his hands and looked down at her. She gazed into his jade-green eyes and hated herself for loving this man. He slowly lowered his head and brushed his lips against hers. His tongue tentatively traced her lips, and she opened for him. He tasted of man, coffee, and Adam. He groaned into her mouth, and she sighed. Why did this feel different? Why did it feel like he wanted this more than anything, and yet she felt as though it were a goodbye?


  She was weak and wanted him if only for a moment.


  He wrapped her hair around his fist and tugged. Pleasure shot down her spine at the slight pain, and she rubbed herself on him. Wanton and needy, she ignored their problems and deepened the kiss.


  He pulled back, his eyes dilated and glowing with arousal, his chest moving with deep frantic breaths. “I'm going to make love to you, Bay, and then I’m going to fuck you hard. I’ve missed being with you.”


  She raised a brow. “It hasn't been that long.”


  “It's felt like it.” He nibbled up her jaw and her ear lobe, and she shuddered. Because she was a wolf, she didn't have to wait the normal amount of time after having a baby to have sex. Thank God. She needed to have this at least for a reminder of what they could have had before she left.


  He pulled on her hair again, forcing her head to the side. He nibbled over the mate mark, and her pussy clenched. She'd always heard it was an erogenous zone, but, dear God, she could come with just his licking. His hand cupped her breast, and she started.


  “I'm nursing, so you’re going to have to be careful.”


  He kissed her, and then quickly and efficiently unbuttoned her blouse, removing it from her body. “I love your breasts, Bay. I loved them before, when they were plump and overfilled my hands. Now they're so full and swollen, I slowly can eat them all up. Do they hurt?”


  She shook her head. “My nipples are supersensitive, but other than that, they're just like before. Well, except for the fact that they may shoot milk at you.” She blushed and tried to hide her face against his chest. His very naked chest. When had he stripped down to his boxer briefs?


  He grinned at her, and she shivered. She loved that grin, the mixture of sexiness with a little wicked thrown in. He quickly divested her of her pants and panties, and then Adam unclasped the front hook of her bra. Her breasts fell heavy and aching. She tried to cover up her stomach, but he pulled her hands back.


  “Why are you trying to cover yourself up? You're beautiful.”


  “I still haven't recovered from the baby. I may be a wolf, but it does take a little bit. Plus I have stretch marks.”


  “Aren't those called tiger stripes or something like that? You know, badges of courage and bravery?”


  She let out a laugh and threw her head back. “How much Oprah have you been watching?”


  “Oprah isn't on anymore.” He blushed and shut his mouth.


  “Oh, my God, you used to watch Oprah? How modern aged of you.” She grinned, and he pinched her hip. “Hey! Don't pinch me.”


  “Then don't make fun of me and my love for Oprah.”


  “Oh, my God, you love her? I was just kidding.”


  “I didn't say anything. I have no idea which you mean.”


  “Does your family know of this obsession?”


  He growled then kissed her hard. “Shut up. I was just saying that you're fucking beautiful. Take the compliment and let me lick you all over.”


  She swallowed hard. “Okay.”


  He backed her to the bed, so she sat down. He grinned, knelt before her, and spread her legs. She blushed as she lay open to him, feeling vulnerable.


  “Uh, you know I just had Micah. Things may not be… you know…the same.” She blushed again and closed her eyes.


  He traced a finger down her folds, and she sucked in her breath. “You're beautiful,” he said with a raspy voice.


  He brushed his thumb over her clit, and her hips rocked toward him. He groaned and leaned closer. She could feel his warm breath against her, and she moaned. He rubbed small circles on her clit, each movement causing a cascade of pleasure through her. She rose higher and higher, almost reaching that peak, and then he pulled back, and she cursed.


  “Adam, don't tease,” she grumbled.


  He didn't say anything but lowered his head farther so his lips touched her core. She bucked off the bed as he sucked and licked, causing her to scream as she climaxed. Her body blushed, and her nipples ached as she came against his face. He kept licking, sucking up all her juices then slowly licked up her mound to her belly button.


  “Not my stomach, please.” She was still too self-conscious for him to see her like this.


  “I love every part of you.”


  She tensed at the word love but knew he only meant it in terms of sex, not emotion. Dammit, her body grew cold at the damning thoughts of what the relationship truly was.


  He tilted his head and looked at her, completely confused. She gave him a stiff smile and tried to look like she was happy. No use ruining what would be their last time. With his tongue, he traced every stretch mark and bump on her stomach. Tears fell from her eyes as emotion welled within her. He continued his path and licked around the globes of her breasts. Warmth spread through her as he softly caressed each nipple and licked and kissed them.


  “I don't want you to feel uncomfortable, so I’m going to be very careful, okay?” he rasped out, his breath uneven.


  “Okay,” she breathed.


  Her body felt light and heavy at the same time, her pussy hole wanting him inside her. Even though she’d just come, she wanted him. Now.


  “Adam, please.”


  “I like the sound of you begging.”


  “Don't be an ass. Get in me.”


  He threw his head back and laughed. “I think that's the sexiest thing you’ve ever said, my sexy redhead.”


  She tried not to glow under the my part of his statement. It was just sex after all. He pulled back, and she groaned.


  “What are you doing?”


  He grinned and stripped off his boxer briefs. She almost swallowed her tongue as she watched his cock bounce back up and hit his stomach. A tiny droplet of cum dripped out of the seam at the top, and she licked her lips.


  “Fuck, every time you look at me like that, I almost come. I need to get a condom first, okay?”


  He rummaged through his nightstand and shouted as he found one. “I'm so glad North makes us keep these in here.”


  Protection. Damn. She hadn't even thought of it. Now that they were fully mated, and she wasn't pregnant anymore, she could get pregnant with just one time. As werewolves, they couldn’t get pregnant without mating first; it was just the way they were wired. Thank God he’d thought of it, or she could've been walking away from him pregnant. Again. If she had been staying, she would have talked to Hannah about some herbs to make sure she was on birth control.


  He ripped open the foil packet and rolled the condom down this thick length. She followed his hands with her gaze as he squeezed the base of his dick. She licked her lips, and he grinned.


  “I like you there, watching me hold my dick as you arch against the bed, wanting me. I can't wait to stuff you full with my cock and have your pussy clench around me. And you know what, baby? Today, I’m gonna play with that little ass of yours to get it ready for me. Because coming up soon, I’m gonna stuff that little ass full and watch you scream my name.”


  Damn, she loved to talk dirty like this. She'd never had anal sex before, and though she knew she never would with him because she was leaving, just the idea sent shivers down her spine. She wanted him there. She wanted him everywhere. That was the problem.


  “Scoot your butt up and grip the headboard,” he ordered, his voice low and growly.


  She obeyed instantly, letting herself get into the moment. She wrapped her hands wrapped around the firm oak of the headboard, and she spread her legs. He grinned then got on the bed to kneel between them. In one quick movement, he grabbed below both her knees and pushed them closer to her head, then slammed into her.


  She shouted as she came around him, but he didn't let her rest. He pulled back out, her pussy clenching onto him like it didn't want to let go. He groaned and slammed back in, over and over again. She held onto the headboard as it slammed against the wall with the force of his thrusts.


  He pulled her back and set her on her knees. “I don't want that slamming to wake up Micah,” he whispered, and she cooled. Fuck, she hadn’t even though of the baby. Talk about a way to take her out of the moment.


  He gripped her hair and pulled back her head back so her lips met his. He thrust his tongue inside her mouth, and their teeth clashed together with the force of this kiss. “I'm sorry. Let me get you back in the mood.”


  She grinned as he licked and kissed his way down her spine, ending at her bottom. He spread her cheeks, and she blushed.


  “Damn, I think I love every part of you.”


  Just as she was about to say something, she felt his tongue at her back entrance. Holy shit. He gently probed the area and licked and sucked. It should've felt weird and invasive, but for some reason, it turned her on as all hell. He kept licking and probing and, at the same time, massaging her cheeks. She blushed as she moaned and wiggled against his face. He slowly lowered his tongue and licked her pussy. She could feel him groaning against her, and then she felt a finger slowly replace his tongue. She froze as he slowly rimmed the entrance then pushed his finger in. She clenched around him, and he groaned.


  “You’re so tight baby but don't worry. I'm just going to get you ready. It's gonna take a few times. I won't hurt you.”


  She nodded but ignored that. He was already hurting her more than he knew. Just not physically.


  He continued to play and tease her until she thrashed against him, needing release. He moved so his other fingernail could gently scrape against her clit, and she came. She breathed his name as he slid into her. He was so deep that she could barely breathe, barely think. He gripped her hips and pistoned into her. Her body was boneless, her energy waning, but she could feel herself about to come again. She didn't think she could take anymore. But Adam didn't think the same apparently, so he pushed in one final time, and they came together. She felt his hot seed within the condom and let out a whimper at the loss. She and her wolf both had wanted to feel him in her fully. But it was for the best.


  They collapsed in each other's arms, and she closed her eyes. She felt him pull out and get off the bed to take care of the condom. When he got back into bed, he wrapped them both in the blankets, reached over to make sure the baby monitor was as loud as it could go, then fell asleep with her in his arms. As he drifted off, she swore she could've heard him mumble something about love. But she ignored it, too afraid she would hear Anna’s name at the end.


  Her body grew cold, even with the furnace of a mate surrounding her. She needed to find a way to protect herself and her baby. She knew she'd be broken far more than she was now once she left.


  


  


  Chapter 18


  


  Glass shattered, and the room grew still. An oily black feeling crept over her arms and threatened to suffocate her. She floated weightless along the current, the air a misty hue of what it once was. Dark eyes loomed in the distance, a red iris striking against the Black. Whatever haunted her cackled, the sound like knives leaving cuts and blood in its wake.


  Bay sat straight up in bed, her heart in her throat. Just a dream. It had to be just a dream. A fucking weird dream. She immediately put her hand on Adam—no, on Adam’s cold side of the bed.


  The irrational part of her felt like someone had hit her in the stomach. He couldn’t be gone. He’s said he’d stay. But no, just because he wasn’t there for the moment didn’t mean he was gone forever. She needed to get over her low self-esteem issues.


  Bile rose in her throat as she thought of the dream. She didn’t know exactly what it meant, but she knew who it was.


  Caym.


  Her father.


  Well, sperm donor. She didn’t count the bastard as much more than that. A chill hit the air, and goose bumps rose on her arm.


  Micah.


  Unease filling her, she tossed back the covers and ran to the nursery. She couldn’t sense Adam in the house, but something else was there.


  Something dark.


  Her wolf clawed to the surface, and she let her claws slice through her fingertips, ready to protect her child. She slammed open the door and froze.


  Caym stood over Micah’s crib, a spine-chilling smile on his face. He turned his head to the side in a way that reminded her of that silent episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. The episode that had given her nightmares and made her want to cry like a baby. Caym straightened and licked his lips but didn’t utter a word.


  She couldn’t move, couldn’t think past the fact that the demon who’d haunted her life, who’d slit Josh’s throat and broken every little bone in Finn’s body, stood over her son’s crib. The demon wore a crisp black suit with a shockingly white silk shirt and black tie. The sharp angles of his face looked like they could cut glass.


  Thankfully, she’d taken after her mom with her curves and Micah already looked so much like Adam. At least that part of her tainted genetic code hadn’t contaminated her son. Caym smiled again, and she tried to take a step forward, the need to save her son stronger than her fear. He flicked his wrist, and she flew back into the music room door across the hall, her head slamming into the wood and stars bursting behind her eyes.


  She tried to get up, and he laughed.


  Laughed.


  “Oh child, why do you fight it?”


  His voice was like a smooth cognac. It slid over her and made her want to vomit. She ignored the pain in her head and the blood running down her fingers and tried to stand.


  Wait. Blood?


  She’d sliced her hand against the lock on the doorframe as she’d flown threw the air and hadn’t even noticed it. The copper scent stung her nose, and she blinked. God, she needed to get up. Needed to save her son. She stood and growled.


  The demon laughed again.


  “Do you know why I wanted you, blood of my own?”


  “I don’t give a fuck. Get away from my son,” she growled.


  Where was Adam? Why wasn’t here protecting their child? Blood roared through her ears at his rejection, but she ignored it. Micah was far more important.


  “Yes, my grandson. Quite a feat for you. You fucked a Jamenson, and the fates smiled upon me. Now I’ll raise your son in my image. The blood of the Jamensons runs through his veins, yet he’ll rule by my side. I love the irony. You did me well, child.”


  She narrowed her eyes and tried to calculate the odds of her making it out of this alive. On one hand, he would want her to live in her misery. On the other, she would do her best to injure him, most likely getting herself killed in the process, but maybe, just maybe, Micah would live.


  That was all that mattered.


  Where was Adam?


  Oh, God, what if he were already dead? She tugged on her bond to him, and she felt him move.


  Good, he was alive. But not here.


  Damn.


  “You can’t have him. He is my son.”


  “Oh, Bay, you have your mother’s spirit.” He grinned, and a darkness settled over him. “I loved that I fucked that spirit out of her. She fought like the bitch she was, but don’t worry, fate wanted you here. After all, she was my mate. How else could you have been born?”


  Her stomach clenched, and she wanted to vomit at his cruel words. Rage pooled through her, and she lunged. He moved slightly, drawing Micah into his arms. She scraped her claws down Caym’s side, and he kicked out, throwing her against the dresser. She got up quickly, ignoring the pain, but it was too late. Caym blinked away, her son in his arms.


  “No!”


  She screamed until her throat was raw. She screamed Micah’s and Adam’s names, but neither of them were there. Shakily, she got to her feet and staggered to the empty crib. She clutched Micah’s blanket to her nose and inhaled his baby scent laced with pine. Tears streamed down her face, and agony ripped through her.


  “Bay!” Adam roared from the front door as she heard the wood splinter from its frame.


  She heard his footsteps as he ran closer and wrapped his body around hers, his pine scent enveloping her. She didn’t melt against him like she would have before this. She didn’t close her eyes and inhale his musk and think “mate.”


  He hadn’t been there when she needed him.


  “Where is he? I can smell that demon. Where is he?”


  His words lashed out at her, and she pushed him away with such force that he staggered back.


  “Caym’s gone. He took our son and left. He said he was going to raise him as his own and make us watch. But where were you? Where were you?” With each statement and question, her voice rose to a screech. She could hear the others in the room as they gathered in their home. She felt the tension along her skin as the others felt the shock of hearing one of their own was missing.


  But they’d felt his before after all. With Adam’s first mate and child. This was just a repeat performance.


  Not on her watch. She strode away from him and stormed into the living room.


  “What do you plan to do?” she screamed. “You’re the fucking Redwood Pack. Don’t just sit back and let my baby be lost.”


  Everyone in the room froze, and Edward lowered his head. That this man, this wolf, would do that floored her.


  He raised his head, his eyes glowing gold. “We will find your son. The Centrals will not have your child. He is ours. He is our blood. We will fight for him.”


  Jasper, the Beta of the Pack, came to her and bared his throat. Her wolf whimpered, not liking the submission and apology in their eyes. “We will fight, but we may lose. Know this. We are strong, but the demon is stronger.”


  “Josh and I have his blood. We are strong too,” she promised.


  Josh nodded, the scar on his throat stark against his tan skin.


  “I know; that’s what we’re hoping,” Kade added. “We won’t let anything happen to Micah.”


  “Don’t make any promises you can’t keep,” she growled, aware that all might be lost but not wanting to voice it.


  “Bay,” Adam whispered from beside her.


  She’d known he was there. She’d felt his presence like a second skin. Her wolf had cuddled close to the surface to feel his, but Bay had ignored it.


  She was broken. Damaged. She was losing everything, sinking in quicksand, yet could do thing about it. Nothing yet.


  “Bay,” Adam repeated.


  She turned on him, her wolf in her eyes. “What?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the others leaving the house, most likely regrouping to plan their attack. She would follow later as she would not be left out of this. But, first, she had to deal with an Enforcer.


  “You weren’t here.”


  Pain shattered the expression on his face as he went to his knees. “An adolescent snuck out of his house tonight to see a girl, and I had to deal with him.”


  “So you left your family to deal with a kid who couldn’t listen? Caym walked into our home because you weren’t here. He might not have come if you were.”


  He growled but didn’t contradict her.


  “Where were your enforcers? Where were your men?”


  “They were dealing with other things.”


  “Bullshit. You put your job before your family.”


  “They are my Pack, and they needed me. I was coming right back.”


  “And yet the demon came.”


  “And what would I have done if I were here, Bay? Caym is stronger than me.”


  “You would have been here!”


  He kissed her bloody knuckles, and she closed her eyes. “I would have died for you and Micah. I will die for you two. I will not let that piece of filth raise our son. With every last breath I have, I will find a way to defeat him and get our son back.”


  She fell to her knees and held him close. “I was so scared.” She hadn’t been mad at him, not really. It wasn’t his fault. He had been doing his job. Caym had come into their home, and Adam’s presence wouldn’t have changed that.


  He wrapped his arms around her, and she cried onto his chest.


  “I’m so sorry, baby. I’ll find him. I will.”


  “I’ll be by your side.”


  He kissed her softly and growled. “I don’t want you there.”


  Hurt laced through her. “What?”


  “I want you safe.”


  “I’m stronger than all of you. I can do this. Besides, everyone else knows I need to be there. I’m part of this, Adam. You can’t keep me away. I’m not a submissive mate. You know this.”


  He kissed her again and ran his hands through her hair. “I know. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”


  “I want Micah.”


  “I know.”


  He held her close for a few more minutes before they both stood up and got changed. They needed to go to the Alpha’s home and make their plans. They needed to save their son.


  


  ****


  


  Adam stormed back into the house after the Alpha’s meeting and roared. No matter what they did, they might lose. But he’d die before he’d just let Caym have his son. In two hours, Jasper, Adam, Josh, Bay, Maddox, and Cailin, along with a handful of his enforcers, would invade the Centrals den.


  The rest would prepare for a second wave and protect their own den. He wasn’t happy that both his mate and sister would be in the first wave, but he had no choice. With the blood of the demon running through her veins, Bay would be strong. Not to mention she was a momma wolf on a warpath. He’d protect her to the death, but she could handle herself. And despite the fact that Cailin was the baby and princess, she was a fierce warrior and top sharpshooter. They needed her as well.


  Bay paced behind him, and it took everything in him not to grab her and hold her in his arms and never let go. If he did that, they might not leave. They needed to focus. As he walked toward the bedroom a fresh, tangy scent made him pause.


  Fuck.


  The demon had returned, though he wasn’t there now. Adam ran to the bedroom, checked his surroundings, found them empty, then picked up the note on the bed.


  Bay wrapped an arm around his waist, and he did the same as they read the scrawl of the handwritten note.


  I will kill your child, your Micah, if you, Adam Jamenson, and your bitch mate, Bay Jamenson, do not come to me personally. Do not tell others of this note, or I will kill your child myself. Slowly.


  Adam roared, and Bay took the note from his shaking hands. She leaned against him and gasped as rage poured through him.


  “Bay?”


  “I see him.”


  He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him. “What?”


  “My powers. You know how I can use them to see pasts and memories with objects? I can see Corbin; at least that’s who I think it is. He at least looks like the man you described. Oh, Adam, he and Caym aren’t at the den. They’re in the cave. The same cave I ran to before where you found me. Oh, God, they have Micah.”


  He kissed her temple and held her tightly. “We have to go. We can’t let our families go to the Centrals.”


  She nodded, her gaze off in the distance.


  “We can’t tell my father where we’re going, but we can tell them not to go to the Centrals.”


  She nodded but didn’t say anything. Worry crept through him as he gripped her chin.


  “Bay?”


  She kissed him, hard, then pulled back. “I’m sorry, Adam. I love you.”


  Confused, he pulled back as she gripped his shoulder. Pain ricocheted through him through a pressure point, and he fell on the bed, darkness falling over him.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered as he passed out, his mind on the fact that she couldn’t betray him. No, she was saving him. Or at least that’s what she thought.


  Darkness.


  


  ****


  


  Caym strolled through the cave and took a deep breath. It would be over soon. It had been easy to snatch the brat, but he wasn’t strong enough on his own to kill all the Redwoods. Damn.


  Bay and Adam would be there soon.


  His daughter.


  What a novel idea.


  He hadn’t loved her mother. No, she had been just a wolf who’d had the ill fate to mate with him. He’d taken what he’d wanted and apparently left his baby in her belly.


  This Bay was too wild, too independent. He didn’t think he’d be able to use her for what he wanted. He would most likely give her to Corbin then use her child. His grandchild.


  He would raise it in his image and kill everyone in his path. Oh, he liked that idea.


  His body went on alert as he felt Bay walk toward the cave.


  Ah, she’d come alone. This would be good.


  “Corbin. Take care of her.”


  Corbin grinned and walked toward the entrance. Caym stood back and watched as Bay walked in with her chin held high.


  Corbin would enjoy beating that confidence out of her.


  Caym ignored what they were saying; it wasn’t important to him. He just wanted this to be over with so he could move on and take over. It was taking too long as it was. He smiled when Corbin backhanded Bay and she flew into the air, crashing into the wall.


  Progress.


  


  


  Chapter 19


  


  A droplet of water hit a rock near her face, and Bay jerked. She tried to move, but her arms were at an odd angle, and she discovered she was chained to the cave wall. She forced herself into a sitting position, ignoring the fiery pain in her shoulders. Her lip ached where Corbin had slapped her. She looked out into the cave and sighed. Before where it had looked like in an oasis inside of a forest, now it looked like a death trap. No, the pools and trees hadn't changed, but what it represented had. Before she had ran into this cave as a place to hide, not from the people who loved her, but for them. She hadn't wanted them to get hurt, so she had run, not thinking. And now, she had run directly to the enemy for the same purpose. To protect those she loved. She couldn't let the family that had taken her in get hurt by attacking the Centrals. It was a war they could not win. Maybe if she’d had more time she would have been able to figure out a way to strengthen the wards. But as it was, it was too late.


  She rested her hand on her flat stomach and held back a sob. Her Micah was out there somewhere, in the hands of her enemy. She could feel that he was close, that bond between the wolf and her child wouldn’t fade for a few years. But it scared her that not even the Alpha could feel her child. That meant he was near the demon. It was only because of the blood in her veins she could even feel Micah.


  “Ah, I see you’ve woken up,” Caym drawled from the edge of the cave opening. Bay stiffened but didn’t lower her head. She wouldn’t, not for this piece of trash. She would go down fighting to the end. “It’s about time. I had been afraid that my Corbin had hit you too hard. But really, it would have been a shame for you to have died…so soon.”


  The way his eyes gleamed when he had said “my Corbin” made her want to vomit. There was no love in that gaze, only a desire for power.


  She could almost feel sorry for the wolf, almost.


  Caym took short, measured steps toward her, as if knowing each time he moved closer she had to bite her tongue that much harder not to flinch. He squatted in front of her, resting his forearms on his thighs. He still wore his suit pants and pressed shirt, but he’d lost the jacket and tie he’d worn the other time she’d seen him. His hair was smoothed back so his cheekbones were even more pronounced, and his eyes were their usual black orbs of darkness, but now the red flashed with each breath.


  She didn’t want to be like him, nor did she want her child to be raised like him. She’d die first.


  And she probably would.


  “I’m not surprised you came, darling,” he said softly as he traced his finger down her cheek. Against her will, she flinched away from his touch as it left a trail of cool numbness in its wake.


  She lifted a lip and showed some fang. Her wolf wanted to pounce and tear out his throat, the woman not too far behind. But she couldn’t do anything rash. Not when she knew she wasn’t yet strong enough to do it and when she didn’t know where Micah was. Her baby had to come first. Then Adam. Then her. That’s the way it had to be.


  “Uh uh uh. Watch your attitude, little girl.” He twisted his finger so his nail ran across her cheek instead. She flinched at the sharp sting then held back a growl as blood seeped from the wound.


  “Good girl. I know you want to growl and make a fuss, but that won’t do you any good, will it?” He smiled a wide smile, full of sharp teeth, and she wanted to crawl into a ball.


  So much for being a strong wolf. One look at this demon and she knew she’d met her match.


  “I know you came for your baby, and not me. That much I understand. You’re a selfish child for not wanting to be near your daddy, but it’s okay. I’ll beat a new attitude into you.” He smiled again then stood, leaving her chained to the wall. “You really are an idiot, aren’t you? Like I’d let Micah live with you after this. No, I’ll raise him in my image. I really do think Corbin and I will make great parents.” He gave a malicious grin, and her heart stuttered.


  No, dammit. No. He couldn’t have her little boy.


  “As for you, well, you’re so wild and independent, and that won’t do. I’ll let Corbin have you to play with for a bit to see if we can make you a little more manageable. Yes, he’ll rape and beat you, but really, it’s your own fault. You should have come when Daddy called you.”


  Chills ran up her spine as bile rose up into her mouth. This creature was truly evil. That he’d say that to his own daughter made her want to throw up, but the fact that Corbin was just as sadistic and of her own kind wanted to make her scream.


  But, wait, she was also a demon.


  Thank God she was more wolf than demon.


  “I’m a gracious sort, so I won’t kill your Adam right away. No, I’ll wait a bit, just so he knows how lucky he is. Then I’ll kill him and the rest of his bastard Pack. Those Redwoods piss me off more than you can ever imagine. If they’d just get over it and surrender already. They don’t have a chance, not against me. And, their trinity bond pissed me the fuck off even more. Now I can’t call the other demons. But no worries, I still have you and your little boy. And I’m going to make more babies with the Centrals’ wolves. What do you think of that? Those women spread their legs for anyone. Well, it might be due to the fact that their Pack bonds are tainted, but whatever. Then I’ll have Corbin sire some whelps with you. I like that idea.”


  “We can’t have children if we’re not mated.”


  “Corbin already has a child with a mate of his, I’m sure we can find a way to make it happen with you. Though the bitch left him before he could raise the bastard. Don’t worry, we’ll find them. Pity your whore of a mom mated me.”


  “Don’t talk about her. You don’t deserve that right.”


  “I can do whatever I damn well please. And I know we can’t sire babies without mating. But with a little bit of dark magic, I can try and make demons.”


  Revulsion slid through her. “What?” she breathed.


  “I’m going to fuck those little bitches until they breed. Along with some dark magic, I’ll be able to procreate at least something. It won’t be pure wolf, or demon, or even what you are. But according to my old texts, something will come.”


  “You’re a sadistic monster.”


  “Yes, yes I am. But I’m winning.”


  “They’ll fight you. The Redwoods won’t let you win.”


  “Oh, I can’t wait. I want to see the blood of their fucking Alpha on my table. I want to see your precious Adam plead for his life. Then I’ll kill him in front of you. Just because I can.”


  “I hate you.”


  “Good.”


  With that, he walked away, leaving her chained to the wall, her hopes crashing down to the floor. She’d known it had been a long shot to come here and plead. But maybe if she went along with Caym’s plans, at least for a little while, she’d protect the Redwoods. At least long enough for Adam to save Micah. Then she’d let Corbin kill her, anything to protect Micah.


  Bay rested her head against the cold wall and tried to break free. The metal dug into her wrists. She looked a bit closer and cursed. It was spelled metal, meaning no matter what she did; she wouldn’t be able to break through. And even if she shifted to her wolf, the clamps would expand or shrink to fit. There was no way she would be able to break free so she’d have to wait until one of them unlocked her. But then what? She couldn’t run, not with Caym’s ability to flash. And she would never leave Micah here.


  She could only hope that Adam would come for their baby. It was really the only way. She couldn’t have let Adam come with her at first because he too would have been caught or killed. And she hadn’t let him in on her plan because, if she had, he wouldn’t have let her come.


  God, she hated that fucking demon.


  The sound of feet against stone forced Bay to turn to the side. Though she was incapable to protecting herself, her wolf still rose to the surface, on alert.


  Corbin grinned as he walked closer, and Bay’s heart stopped. He held Micah in his arms in a surprisingly nurturing gesture. She didn’t want to set him off and have him drop Micah or crush him. He was a wolf and could break those little bones so easily.


  Her wolf growled, and she had to bite her tongue to keep from doing the same. She couldn’t provoke the man, not when he held her everything.


  “Your Micah is quite a little bundle of wolf, isn’t he?” Corbin sneered. “I like him. He’ll do well by my side.”


  She couldn’t help the growl this time.


  “Tut-tut. Watch your temper. You never know what could happen.” He held out Micah with one arm, and she held back a gasp. “I wouldn’t want to drop him. He’s so tiny.”


  “I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t hurt him.”


  Corbin frowned and held her baby closer to his chest. “See, now that’s not fun at all. You weren’t supposed to cave so easily. Well, it’s not as if I believe you. I mean I’m still going to have fun cutting you up to see you bleed. I need to be sure of your loyalties. Because, right now, you’re still that Redwood bitch. But, don’t worry; I’ll take care of you.” He smiled, showing way too many teeth, and set Micah on a pad of blankets near the edge of a pool. She worried her lip thinking that if her son moved just two inches he’d fall in the water. Corbin followed her gaze then threw his head back and laughed. “If he’s a fucking idiot and falls in the water, then it’s all on him. I gave him a blanket and everything. He can deal.”


  Corbin stalked toward her and grinned. Nausea rolled through her, but she kept her chin up. She might not be able to beat the demon, but she was of higher rank and power than this sadistic wolf—she wouldn’t cower from him.


  “Oh, you think you’re a badass?” He sneered. “Well, fuck you.” His hand shot out, and he stuck a needle in her neck. A sensation like warm oozing honey flowed through her, and her body went lax. “It’s just a mild sedative. Okay, not too mild, but whatever. You’ll stay awake—I like it when they stay awake for this—but you won’t be able to fight back. At least for now. Once I get you strapped onto my table, you’ll be able to thrash a bit, but that just makes it more fun. Isn’t my Caym amazing? He brought my table all the way from our den.” Corbin sighed, and Bay wanted to throw up.


  “You should know that this table has a special place in the Redwoods’ hearts. I’ve played with Hannah and Willow on it.” His eyes grew stormy, and he snarled. “Oh, and that bitch Ellie, since apparently she’s a fucking Redwood now. I can’t wait to see her again because I’m going to gut that bitch. Slowly.”


  Bay struggled not to panic. If he were talking about his own sister like that, she didn’t want to think about what was coming. She just hoped Adam got there quickly to save their son and maybe they’d kill her quickly.


  God, what a fucking weakling.


  Her body lolled and grew limp as he released the shackles and threw her over his shoulder. He palmed her ass, and she retched, throwing up along his back.


  “You fucking bitch!”


  He threw her against the wall, her face taking most of the impact. She felt her cheekbone shatter, and tears streamed down her face, but she couldn’t move. She looked out of the corner of her eye and watch Corbin strip and jump in the pool. He quickly got back out and stormed toward her, his body wet and his eyes gleaming.


  “You’ll pay for that.” Naked, he dragged her by her leg toward a table that stood in the center of the cave opening. He lifted her in one movement and clawed off her clothes. Inwardly, she fought back, her wolf howling with rage. Outwardly, she lay limp as the medication took hold.


  Corbin sneered and grabbed a sharp looking knife from a nearby table. Without speaking, he sliced five long ribbons on her stomach. Pain laced through her, and she tried to move again.


  “I’m going to enjoy this.”


  “Get your fucking hands off her,” Adam growled from the edge of the cave. The scent of pine washed over her, and she growled.


  “No, he can’t be here; he needs to save Micah,” her wolf pleaded.


  Bay tried to talk, but her tongue wouldn’t work.


  Corbin laughed and lunged at Adam. Adam moved to the side and twisted so Corbin would trip. The other wolf fell to the ground, growling.


  “Touch my mate again, and you’ll wish I’d have killed you sooner.”


  Bay used all of her strength and moved a finger. Thank God, the meds were winding down. Apparently, Caym didn’t know her strength. Good. She couldn’t let her mate fight on his own. Not now, not ever.


  


  ****


  


  Adam picked Corbin up by the throat and shook the bastard. Rage poured through him at the sight of Bay lying naked on the table, fear in her eyes, and her body seemingly paralyzed. When he’d awoken from Bay’s attempt at leaving him, he’d growled and wanted to kill something. But he’d held back, knowing Bay had done it for a reason.


  They couldn’t risk his family. He’d known that. And although he’d have preferred she not run off, he knew he wouldn’t have let her go by herself. Once they got out of here, they’d have to have a long talk about not running away, but before then, he needed to make sure his family was safe.


  He’d followed her trail to the cave. She hadn’t done anything to hide her tracks, and that’s how he’d known she’d been expecting him to follow her. Whether to save her or their son, he didn’t know. But it didn’t matter; he’d save them both regardless.


  When he’d entered the cave, he’d crept along the wall, away from where Caym and the others were. He’d seen Micah right away and hidden him outside, knowing his family would follow his trail and find him. He hadn’t come with them because he too was afraid of what Corbin had put in the note. He needed to take all precautions.


  Corbin growled and turned on him. Adam ducked to the side and gripped the bastard’s arm, twisting at the same time until he heard a break. The other wolf howled in rage and clutched his arm. Adam took the knife from the bastard's hand and stabbed him the belly, twisting the knife as he did. Corbin screamed, and Adam stabbed him again. Corbin lay in a heap on the floor, breathing with a shallow rasp.


  Adam didn’t waste any time. He ran to Bay’s side and started to undo the clamps.


  “Bay, baby. Talk to me.”


  “Tr…trying.” She winced and closed her eyes.


  “Baby, I know it hurts.” Her cheekbone looked broken, and there were long cuts on her stomach. Other than the external damage, he didn’t think any of them were life threatening. She was a wolf, she could handle it. Thank God.


  “Drugs.”


  “Fuck, he drugged you?”


  She tried to nod and whimpered.


  “Okay, baby. We’ll get out of here.”


  “Mic…”


  “He’s safe. Let’s get out of here. I love you so much, Bay. I should have told you before. I love you so much.” He kissed the bruise on her cheek and felt the soft spray of tears against his lips.


  “I love you, too,” she whispered, and his wolf howled.


  “Oh, you stupid wolf. Why would you think that?” the demon drawled.


  Adam whirled around at the sound of Caym’s voice and growled. “I’m going to kill you, you fucker.”


  Caym threw his head back and laughed. “You really think you can take me? You’re a puny little wolf who can’t even protect his mate by keeping her at home. You’re going to die, and I’m going to make sure your Pack knows how weak you truly are.”


  He could feel Bay trying to move behind him, but he kept his focus on Caym. The demon was stronger by far, but Adam could hope that he could keep him off Bay and Micah long enough to get her out.


  “You won’t get her.” Adam settled his weight on the balls of his feet, letting his claws slowly come out of his hands so he could attack.


  Caym shook his head. “Oh, how little you know, you arrogant wolf. I already have her. She told Corbin she’d do whatever he wanted.”


  “Under duress,” Adam growled.


  “He hadn’t even strung her up yet. She caved too easily if you ask me. Must be that wolf blood in her.”


  Adam felt the slow rumble in his chest as his wolf clawed at the surface, ready to claw the fucker’s face off.


  “Why are you doing this? Did the other demons throw you out?”


  “Oh, that’s good, just antagonize the demon,” his wolf said as he rolled his eyes.


  Adam ignored his wolf, though he did agree with him. Being a sarcastic ass probably wasn’t the best thing to do, but he needed to get Bay to safety, and the best way he could see to do that would be to distract him. Even if it meant dying.


  Caym’s eyes flashed red, and he charged. Adam rolled to the side, landing in a crouched position, and swiped at the demon’s legs. Caym moved away before he could touch him and rolled a ball of demon fire between his palms.


  Fuck.


  Adam ducked to the side as the fire flew past him, singeing hair on the side of his head. Pain shot through his scalp, and he patted down the flames. Ah hell. Caym came at him again, but this time Adam stood his ground but lowered his head. He socked the bastard in the stomach, enjoying the gasp the other man released, then moved away.


  They went at each other, fists flying, attacking with fire and claws. His chest heaved as he caught his breath, but Caym didn’t give him any time. The demon took him by the neck and threw him against the cave wall, clearly tired of playing with his toy. Adam cursed as his head smacked against the sharp rock, pain blinding him. His leg slid down and wedged between two boulders, and he froze.


  Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


  He tried to get out, but he couldn’t move. Spots danced in front of his eyes as he felt blood seep down his back from where he’d hit the cave wall. He couldn’t see Bay, but she had to have moved by then. Hopefully, she wouldn’t do anything stupid, and she’d leave him to go get Micah.


  He gripped the walls of the cavern and tried to lift himself up to no avail. The demon laughed and moved closer. Adam growled and used all his strength to try to break free.


  “The little doggie is stuck in a trap I see,” Caym sneered.


  “Fuck you.”


  “Oh, I just might, little wolf. If there’s anything left when I’m done.” His eyes flashed red, and he gripped Adam’s side. Fiery pain seared through his leg as Caym ripped Adam from the rocks. His body convulsed as an odd, hollow sensation swept through him. He looked down at the blood pouring out of him and blinked.


  Oh, shit.


  His head lolled back, and he tried to gather the strength to fight back but couldn’t. His vision dimmed, and he cursed.


  He’d lost.


  Just as he passed out, a blur of red crossed his vision.


  Oh, Bay, no love, you should have left. You can’t be here.


  Not now.


  


  ****


  


  Bay screamed and sliced the knife through Caym’s wrist, forcing him to drop Adam to the cavern floor. She watched as her mate slid to the ground, blood pooling around him where his right leg had been.


  Oh my God.


  Caym turned to her and howled. “That hurt, you little bitch.”


  “Get off my mate.”


  “Oh, I love it when wolves get all territorial. It’s all ‘mate this’ and ‘mate that.’ Well, fuck you and your mate. I’m tired of all this wolf bullshit. Do you know how hard it is to get the wet fur smell out of my clothes? Fuck this. I’m just going to kill you and your precious little mate now. Though it seems like your little Enforcer may be dying now as it is. What-the-fuck-ever.”


  Rage poured through her, and tattoos spiraled up her arms. She looked down and froze.


  “I see you’ve come into your power. All it took was killing your mate. Nice.” Caym nodded and looked over her naked body. Gross. “You might just be useful after all.”


  “Fuck you.” Power stretched and ebbed through her. He body pulsed, thrummed. She stood straighter, ready to fight. She was part demon, she could take him. She felt stronger, ready. She didn’t know exactly what had happened, other than she had broken looking down at Adam.


  “People keep saying that, yet here I am, fuckless.”


  She roared and lunged. Caym didn’t move, underestimating her. She slashed out with her knife, stabbing him above the heart. His eyes widened for a moment, then he looked down at the gaping wound. He staggered back, breathless. Bay kept her eyes on him but lowered herself to Adam’s side. She tore off his shirt and tied it around the wound as tight as she could. As it was, he’d lost too much blood.


  Oh my God.


  Bay looked up as Caym came at her again. She reached for the second knife she’d taken from Corbin’s passed-out-but-not-dead body and threw it at him. The blade ripped through the air as fast as lightning and slid through the demon’s eye. He roared in pain as blood gushed from the wound.


  “Bitch!” He flashed away, and Bay let out the breath she’d been holding.


  “Adam? Adam?”


  He didn’t move, and tears slid down her cheeks.


  “Oh, God. I’m so, so sorry, baby. I love you so much. We need to get you to North. We can fix this.”


  She looked over to where his leg was jammed between the rocks and let out a sob. There was no way she would be able to get it out, carry him, and find Micah at the same time. Reeling from the decision she had to make, she stood, naked as she was, and gripped under his shoulders. She took a deep breath and dragged him to the edge of the cave. Though he wasn’t heavy to her, he was way too big and at an awkward angle for her to carry him any other way.


  When she’d made it out of the cave, a small whimper caught her attention, and she let a breath out on a sob.


  Micah.


  She carried Adam to a grove of bushes and lowered him to the ground. Micah lay in a grouping of blankets, his face red and angry from hunger, his little fists bunched up as he cried. She lifted him to her and sobbed as he nuzzled her neck. Her baby was okay.


  It had only been two minutes or so, but it had been too long. She moved Micah away, cradled his crying form in her arms, and lifted Adam again. Her body groaned, and her cheek was in pain, but she started moving through the forest. She needed to save her family.


  A wolf broke through the trees, and she screamed.


  Kade.


  Thank God.


  He quickly shifted to man and froze. “Oh shit.” He ran to her side and lifted Adam from her hold. “Oh damn, Bay. Oh damn.”


  “He’s alive, but he needs North now.”


  “Where’s his leg?” his voice cracked as he said it, but as the Heir, he was still strong.


  “I had to leave it. I couldn’t hold it and Micah.


  “We should go back for it,” Kade said, his voice cracking.


  “No!” Bay screamed. “No, I can still feel Caym close by. We need to go. I know Adam will hate me for making this decision for him, but I can’t risk him and Micah. We need to go. Please.”


  Kade nodded, sorrow in his gaze. Jasper and Reed broke through the trees and shifted.


  “Holy fuck,” Jasper breathed, and took Adam’s other side so he and Kade could carry him easier.


  “Oh, God, Bay.” Reed looked pointedly at the new tattoos on her arms and blinked. “I’m so sorry.” Without saying anything else, Reed lifted her into his arms. Though she wanted to be strong and walk on her own, she didn’t have anything left to do so she cradled Micah closer, and her new family carried them out of the forest, away from the demons and evil.


  As the memories of what she’d seen and done came to her, she closed her eyes and wept.


  


  


  Chapter 20


  


  Adam groaned and reached for his leg as it flared in pain. When he hit air, he froze. What the hell? What happened?


  He thrashed against the bed, his fists clenching, his body writhing in pain. He could feel the cool, clammy beads of sweat form on his brow but couldn’t bother to wipe them off. He tried to open his eyes, but his eyelids were too heavy.


  “Adam?” A voice… but not the one he wanted, needed. “Adam, open your eyes. I need to know you’re okay.”


  Adam mumbled something but couldn’t form the words he needed.


  “Adam, it’s me, North. You need to wake up. I can’t give you drugs, and Hannah can only heal you so much. I need to know where you’re at.”


  Adam relaxed somewhat at knowing his brother was by his side. North was always there when he needed him. Adam knew he would be okay.


  But what about Bay and Micah? Oh, God, he’d left them.


  Flashes of how he’d got to where he was flooded him. The fight with Corbin, seeing Bay lying on the table in pain, Caym.


  Caym.


  He remembered the blinding pain of being ripped from the rock.


  His leg.


  Fuck.


  He gritted his teeth, fought back the overwhelming urge to vomit from the pain, and cracked open his eyes. He could feel North’s relief emanating from him when he did so.


  Adam opened his mouth, his lips cracked and dry, and tried to speak.


  North shook his head. “Don’t try, Adam. It’s enough that you’re alive. We’ll take care of you.”


  Adam closed his eyes, forced himself to gain the energy to do what he needed to do, and opened them again. He swallowed and winced in pain then opened his mouth.


  “Bay. Micah.”


  It was all he could say, all he needed to say.


  North gave a small smile then gave him some water. “They’re fine. Your mate is freaking amazing.”


  Adam tried to smile, but he just wanted to go back to sleep at the relief of them being okay.


  “Bay got you and Micah to where we could find you all and is okay. She’s a little banged up.” He patted Adam’s shoulder as Adam growled at that. Bay couldn’t be hurt; he wouldn’t allow it. “She’s fine. Micah is fine, just hungry, but Bay took care of that. You’re the one we’re worried about.”


  Adam nodded and sank back into the pillow. “She’s an Alpha,” he whispered, his voice rough and sore.


  North nodded then shifted from foot to foot. “Do you remember what happened?”


  Adam closed his eyes, unable to speak. Someone put a cool glass to his lips, and he started, opening his eyes in surprise.


  Ellie’s eyes widened, that frightened deer look of hers becoming more pronounced. “Sorry, I thought you might want some water.”


  Adam tried to smile to make her feel better. Now knowing firsthand the acts of brutality the Centrals could wield, he had a newfound respect for one of their newest Pack members.


  He let the cool water flow down his throat; it was almost healing. He swallowed down almost half the glass before she took it away.


  “I don’t want you to drink too much too fast and get sick,” she whispered.


  Adam nodded then looked behind her at Maddox, who seemed to be frozen in place. He met his brother’s eyes and felt all the resentment and guilt slide off him. He’d known he’d always felt off near his Omega brother because of the connection he’d had with Anna in those final moments. But now he could feel only such an agonizing pity that Maddox had to go through that.


  “Hey, man,” Maddox grumbled. “You didn’t answer North’s question. But I think I already know the answer. Don’t I?”


  Adam nodded. “I remember everything about my lack of limbs.”


  North sighed and sat on the other side of him. Adam turned his head and faced his brother. “For all that wolves can heal, we can’t grow back limbs. We lost your leg, Adam. Bay is taking it hard.”


  Something shattered within him. He’d known he was too late. He’d professed his feelings for her when they’d had nothing to lose, though he’d wanted to do it earlier. She hadn’t wanted a full man. Why would she want half a man?


  Maddox came up to him and held his hand


  “Adam, don’t think that.”


  Adam huffed a laugh then grunted in pain. “I thought you couldn’t read minds.”


  Maddox shrugged. “I can’t. But I know what you’re feeling. Bay loves you. One leg or two. It sucks. You’re going to have to live hundreds of years like this, but you’re strong. You’re the Enforcer. You’re going to make it.”


  Adam wanted to believe him. But in all honesty, what could he do with one leg? He was a fucking werewolf. When he shifted he’d only have three legs. Holy shit.


  Everything started to crash down on him, but his wolf growled. Not at the situation, but at him.


  “We are strong. Don’t forget that. We lost our Anna, and we almost lost our Bay. We won’t lose again. Remember that.”


  Adam closed his eyes at his wolf’s words. For the past twenty years, he’d ignored and resented his wolf. But he’d been wrong to do that.


  “I’ve missed you, too.”


  Adam let out a rough laugh, and Maddox smiled, the stark contrast between the white jagged scar on his face and his tanned skin deepening.


  “You’re going to be okay,” North added. “We’ll fit you with a prosthesis, the best out there. You’re tough.”


  “What about being an Enforcer?” he asked, afraid of the answer.


  Ellie shook her head. “You know the Moon Goddess is the one who decides who gets what power and position. If you couldn’t do your job, she’d have given it to someone else.”


  “No, it doesn’t work that way. It will go to only Kade’s sons.”


  “If he has them. If not, it will go to a Pack member who can protect their people. I know being a member of my old Pack is a death sentence, but they did have the same powers you did. The same hierarchy. I know what I’m talking about. If the Moon Goddess didn’t believe in you, you wouldn’t still have your powers.”


  As Adam could still feel the rest of the Pack and their dangers, he knew he was still the Enforcer. Tension radiated through him.


  “What if I can’t do it?”


  “You will, Adam. I believe in you.” Adam turned to the voice at the door and his breath caught.


  Bay.


  


  ****


  


  The others quickly filed out the room as she walked toward him, Micah in her arms.


  “I believe in you,” she repeated.


  She looked down at him, her breath coming out in weak pants. He looked so big against the hospital bed, but so weak. He had gashes along his forehead and arms, and bruises in various stages of healing dotted his body. He was shirtless, his ripped muscles still looking sexy, even though he was in pain. Yes, there had to be something wrong with her. Here she was, thinking of all the ways she could lick and rub up against his body like a cat in heat when he was injured.


  She pointedly looked down his body and rested to where his leg had been.


  God, she felt so guilty for leaving his leg in the cave. Though she hadn’t had a choice, she still wanted to weep at her failings.


  “I know I’m not a full man. You can leave when you want to.”


  She looked sharply at him and frowned. Micah stirred in her arms, and she patted his little butt to calm him as the tension in the room increased.


  “You are everything to me. You are an amazing man. Never sell yourself short. Never call yourself anything like that again. You are not half a man. You are my man. And never downgrade yourself in front of our son. Do you hear me?”


  Adam smiled, his green eyes gleaming. “I like it when you get all fiery. Your red curls bounce around your face.”


  She relaxed and walked to his side. “Hey.” Cautiously, she trailed her finger down his arm until she reached his hand. He gripped hers tightly, and the tears she’d held back since she walked in the room slid down her cheeks.


  “Aw, baby, don’t cry for me.” He pulled her closer, and she moved to sit next to him on the bed. She did it carefully, afraid of hurting him.


  “I don’t want to hurt you,” she said on a hiccup.


  “You’d only hurt me if you didn’t sit by my side, Bay.”


  She swallowed hard. “I love you.”


  He smiled, tears forming in his tired-looking eyes. “I love you too.”


  He held her hand, and she held Micah with her other. “He’s okay?” he asked.


  “He’s perfect.” When Adam let out a relived breath, she smiled. “We’ll make it work.”


  He nodded then traced the newly formed tattoos along her arms. “Like Josh?”


  She closed her eyes, hoping beyond hope when she opened them the tattoos would be gone. But of course, when she opened them, they hadn’t disappeared. They were still as dark and vivid as ever. “Josh and I think it’s because I finally let go and let my demon half rule for a bit. It was the only way I could be strong enough to save you.”


  “You know, at any other time in my life, like ten minutes ago, I would have felt the need to say I could take care of myself. But if it’s you saving me, I’m okay. Though I’d rather save you.”


  “Actually, I wish no one had to save anyone.”


  He grinned. “But if someone had to save someone…”


  She smiled. “I love the male mind, so arrogant.”


  “I can’t help it. It’s in my genes.”


  “I don’t think these tattoos are going away.”


  “Good. I think their damned sexy. I can’t wait to see what they taste like.”


  She blushed and was sure her face matched the color of her hair. “Adam, not in front of Micah,” she scolded.


  “He’s going to have to get used to it.”


  Warmth filled her. Though it was aggravating and sad beyond hell that it had taken a near-death experience for them to actually talk, she would take it. They needed to move on with Micah and with each other.


  “I think we can try that.”


  “Good,” he said, smiling, though he still looked so tired. She’d have to let him sleep soon, but she didn’t want to leave his side. “Do you know if you have any other new powers?”


  She shook her head and cradled Micah closer to her when he fussed. “Not yet. I think only time will tell.”


  “Then we’ll deal with all of that together.”


  “Adam, are you sure? You’re not just reacting to the fact you almost died? You really want us?”


  He met her gaze head-on and nodded. “I love you, Bay Jamenson. I love you and our son. I’m sorry I didn’t say it before. Nothing can fix what I did before. I know I acted like an ass and treated you horribly. You deserve so much more than me.”


  “Adam…”


  “No, let me finish, please. You came to this Pack for help, and I made you feel like crap, like nothing. No, less than nothing. I was so busy mourning a life I’d lost I couldn’t see the life I had and could have. I’m so sorry, baby. But I’ll do whatever I can to make it up to you.”


  Warmth filled her, and she leaned over to kiss him softly. He parted his lips, and she moaned. With great reluctance, she pulled back. “I love you, Adam. You don’t need to make anything up to me. You already have by being here now.”


  Micah let out a cry, and she pulled back so he had more room to move around.


  “Let me hold him.”


  A sweet thrill, a sense of their future, whipped through her, and she carefully placed their son in his arms. He cradled Micah in his large hands, and tears slid down her cheeks.


  “Hey, buddy,” Adam said, his voice a raspy breath. “Your momma is so brave. I hope you know how special you are. I’m going to do everything in my power to prove to you and her that I can be the best daddy and mate. Okay?”


  Bay’s body shook as she sobbed with happiness.


  “We’ve been in our heads and haven’t been talking. That’s why we got to where we were. We were too scared to say what we were feeling, and we almost lost each other. We need to be with each other in actions, not just words.”


  Adam nodded and lifted his arm so she could settle against his uninjured side. His warmth seeped through to her bones, and she sighed.


  “I want to be a family. I’m going to be the Enforcer of our Pack and protect us. But I’m going to need you on my side.”


  “Yes, always.”


  “Good, and then we can start making more babies and have Jasper and Kade add on to the house.”


  Bay laughed softly and played with Micah’s little foot as it poked out of his blanket. “You’re sure thinking a lot.”


  “I haven’t been living for so long, and I’ve missed so much. I don’t want to miss anything else with you.”


  She sighed again and smiled. “I like that idea.”


  “Good, because, Bay Jamenson, you’re my mate, and I will do everything to make sure you know that.”


  “I already do, Adam. I already do.”


  


  


  Chapter 21


  


  Bay knelt in the grass, the cool breeze blowing through her hair. She closed her eyes, letting the early afternoon sun warm her face. Adam knelt beside her and wrapped his hand around her shoulders. They’d left Micah with Cailin so they could make this trip together.


  “Hey, Anna, I’ve brought someone I think you should meet,” Adam said as he kissed Bay’s forehead.


  Though she’d expected to feel a twinge of jealousy for the woman who had, for so long, held Adam’s heart, she realized she couldn’t possibly feel that. The place radiated warmth and peace, something Anna herself had also done according to everyone else.


  “Hi, Anna, it’s me, Bay, though I guess you already know that.” Bay blushed, feeling awkward. Adam kissed her temple and rubbed her arm.


  “You’re doing great, Bay. So, Anna, this is my mate, the woman I’ve told you about.”


  The fact that he’d already told Anna about her made Bay want to smile and lean into his embrace. So she did.


  “I just wanted to let you know I’m going to take care of him, Anna, I promise.”


  “She has a lot on her plate, I think.”


  Bay laughed and brushed a speck of dirt off Anna’s tombstone. “I’m going to take care of him, don’t worry.”


  They sat and spoke to Anna for a few more minutes until a gentle wind rushed along her face. She could have sworn it was a palm cupping her face.


  Anna.


  Bay gripped Adam’s hand helped him stand and led them back to their home. He was still on crutches and wouldn’t be fitted with a prosthesis for a few weeks, but he was getting the hang of it. It made her want to scream in anger when she saw nothing below his knee. They were both angry but moving on. He would learn to walk again, and when needed, he would learn to move on three legs when he shifted. He was stronger than he thought he was. God, she loved him. They still had a lot to talk about, but they were moving in the right direction with even talking at all. 


  “We have a Pack circle meeting tonight, but we have the afternoon off for just you and me,” Adam said as his voice grew lower.


  “And Micah is going to be with Aunt Cailin until after the circle.” She grinned, and he crutched toward the bedroom.


  “Meet me there,” he called out.


  “Wow, what a come-on. How will I survive?” she teased.


  Adam laughed, and she followed him. Once she met him in their bedroom, he looked unsure of himself.


  “I’m not sure how to…you know.” He gave a weak smile, and her heart broke for him.


  She smiled and kissed him, the scent of pine enveloping her. “We’ll figure it out. We’ll go slow.”


  He growled. “But what if I don’t want to go slow?”


  “Then we’ll go faster. It’s no biggie. As long as I get you, I’m happy.”


  “Mmm, I like that.”


  Bay smiled then gripped his shirt. “Sit on the bed.”


  He raised a brow. “Bossy?”


  “Hell yeah, plus, I want to do something we haven’t done before.”


  Adam groaned and hobbled over to the bed.


  “No wait! Don’t sit yet. Can you stand a bit longer?”


  He laughed then nodded. “Come here, Bay.”


  She walked toward him and wrung her hands. “Sorry.”


  He rested on his crutches then cupped her face. “Stop being nervous. What is it you want me to do?”


  “I want you to strip down and then sit on the bed.”


  His eyes darkened, and he groaned. “Okay.” He gulped, and she kissed his nose.


  “I’m going to see you, Adam. All of you. Don’t be afraid.”


  “I don’t think I could be afraid with you by my side, Bay.”


  “You say the nicest things.”


  “Not always, but I will.”


  He slowly stripped down, and she didn’t help him. She knew he needed to do some things on his own and didn’t want to make him feel weak. Because no matter what the Centrals had done to him, he would never be weak.


  He finally stood on his one leg, naked, and aroused. His long body was tanned, well-muscled, and all hers. His cock stood out, and she licked her lips.


  “Fuck, Bay, when you do that I just want to slide my cock down your throat to feel those pretty lips wrapped around it.”


  “I know. That’s one thing we’ve never done. Now sit down on the edge.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Damn straight.” He sat down and put his crutches off to the side, and she stripped down as well.


  “I love you naked. Well, I love you every day, but damn, you naked? Hell, yeah. Come here and let me lick those pretty nipples.”


  Yep, she was pretty sure she almost came from his words alone. As it was, her pussy was so wet she could feel her juices sliding down her inner thigh.


  “As much as I want you to do that, I want to taste you first.”


  “God, I love you.”


  “Because I want to go down on you?” she teased as she knelt between his legs.


  He brushed a hand through her hair and grinned. “Among many things.”


  “Good.” With that, she scored her nails down his thighs, being sure not to mess with the bandage at the end of where the rest of his leg used to be.


  He hissed in a breath, and she licked up the vein on the underside of his dick.


  “Fuck!”


  She grinned then swirled her tongue around the head, licking that little taste of pre-cum. The musky flavor burst on her tongue, and she groaned.


  “Mmm.” She sucked him down whole, hollowing her cheeks, then looked up at him.


  “Holy fuck, Bay.” He brushed her cheek, and she bobbed her head, letting her throat relax to take him down farther. “Jesus, I’m going to come before I get in you, baby. With you looking up at me like that when I’m down your throat, I just may die happy.”


  She licked and sucked him then rolled his balls in her hand. She felt his cock start to twitch as she slowly rubbed the spot behind his balls. He gripped her hair, and she relaxed, letting him set the pace. She widened her mouth as much as possible, and he thrust harder. She hollowed her cheeks again, and he bumped the back of her throat before screaming out, his cum heating her tongue. She swallowed it all then lapped up any she missed.


  She looked up at him, her body thrumming with heated energy.


  “God, Bay, that was hot.”


  She grinned then stood on shaky legs before pushing him back on the bed. “Wanna see something hotter?”


  “I love you.”


  “I love you, too.” She straddled his still hard cock and smiled. Damn, she loved werewolves and their stamina. “Wait, do we need a condom?” She groaned. She didn’t want to have to get up.


  “No, if we make another baby, then that’s fine. I just want you.”


  Warmth spread through her, and then she slowly slid down his cock. They both groaned as she sat to adjust to his girth. Her pussy wrapped tight around him, and she squeezed her muscles.


  “Holy shit, if you do that again, I’ll come, and I don’t think I have another one in me, baby.”


  She laughed then leaned down to kiss him. “Then let’s get moving.”


  He gripped her hips and thrust up, using his leg as leverage. She leaned over him and moved with him, his hips meeting with hers with every thrust. His cock hit that special spot, and her body thrummed, reaching that exact level of tension that said something was going to happen soon. She threw her head back as he licked and bit her nipples.


  Just as that tension reached its highest point, she looked into his eyes, which glowed gold with passion. She knew hers would reflect that passion as well. “I love you.”


  “I love you, Bay Jamenson.” He thrust harder, faster, impaling her with his cock, and then they both came, falling, cascading, until they lay panting, out of breath, and sweaty.


  “Well, at least we still got it.” Adam laughed.


  “You know, we may have to try again, just to be sure.”


  Adam held her close, his cock still deep inside her, and kissed her temple. “Whatever you say. I’m game.” He squeezed her ass, and she wiggled down on him, content and happy.


  


  ****


  


  Adam traversed the dirt walkway on his crutches, trying not to curse because he just wanted his leg back. Yes, he was okay with what his life was now, but that didn’t mean every once in a while he didn’t just want things to be easier.


  Bay rubbed the small of his back but didn’t guide or help him. He loved that she knew he needed to walk in there under his own power—even with crutches. This was a Pack circle, and he needed to be strong, be the Enforcer.


  They walked into the circle, the stone stadium seating resonated the deep power of an age-old magic and the passing time filled with rites and tradition. The other Pack members turned toward him, and he raised his chin. As a group, the Pack member who were not of his family lowered their gazes and bared their throats. Acceptance spread through him.


  They wanted him.


  But not just him.


  He could feel their submission toward Bay as well. They were the Enforcer pair. They, together, would protect the Pack.


  He let out a breath, and Bay kissed his shoulder. “Let’s go, big boy.”


  Adam leaned over and kissed her forehead then made his way to where his family was already sitting.


  Cailin wasn’t there as she was watching the Jamenson children by herself, but he knew she’d find out everything that happened once one of them made it to her. Maddox sat to the side, alone, his gaze resting on Ellie, who sat close to North. It was odd, but Maddox never seemed to want to touch Ellie. Adam didn’t understand it, but it wasn’t his business. Yet. Ellie leaned over and whispered something in North’s ear, and he shook his head. Adam could hear Maddox’s growl. When his brother noticed Adam watching, Maddox turned and faced the center of the circle.


  To the other side of Ellie and North sat Reed, Hannah, and Josh. Hannah sat between her two men, leaning into Reed’s embrace and holding Josh’s hand. Adam held back a wince at the scar on Josh’s neck. They’d come too close to losing him. There was an air of sadness around the trio, but Adam didn’t know what had caused it.


  Jasper and Willow sat on the other side of Reed, Willow leaning heavily into Jasper’s side. Those two looked like they were in sync in everything they did. Even though their mating had started out rocky, they were closer now than ever.


  Adam and Bay made it to their seats in front of Jasper and Willow and sat. Jasper slapped Adam’s back in hello, and Adam raised his head. Kade and Melanie came in last, their steps sure and steady. They were the Heir mated pair and truly were ready to be Alpha. The people in the circle lowered their heads in submission, and Mel and Kade nodded back, a sign of their acceptance and seniority.


  Once they sat down, Bay leaned into Adam’s side, and they watched as the Alpha, his father, walked up to the podium, his mother standing behind him in support.


  The wolves lowered their gazes, their bodies humming with respect, awe, and submission. This was their Alpha, their protector, their leader.


  “We’re here tonight because we’ve come to a time when we must take a stand,” his father began, his voice low and soothing in that odd sense of an Alpha, the tone that held magic and promise. “The Centrals have gone to the depths of hell and are no longer merely wolves. Their souls are dark and clouded, their bodies mere husks for a much darker power. We, as Redwoods, cannot do what they have done. Nor do we want to.


  “They have killed our families and our friends, breached our wards, and come into our homes. This cannot happen again. We will not allow this to happen again.”


  The circle shouted in response, and the Alpha held out a hand. They quieted at once.


  “With each fight they bring us, we have fought back. But we are losing. We are Redwoods. We. Do. Not. Lose.”


  The shouts returned, and his father let them. The wolves showed their anger toward the Centrals, their solidarity toward their own Pack. This was Pack. This was home. Adam squeezed Bay closer and felt her wolf rise against his. Her wolf was Pack now and didn’t want to lose either.


  Good.


  “When Josh and Hannah came into our Pack, we gained the trinity bond and the ability to block the demon from opening another portal to hell and bring others to his cause. Without that, Caym was cut off from his brethren. That helped because we can fight one demon. We have to. But more than one? An army? No, we don’t have to fight that. But we were still losing. Our wards were still being breached. But now, with the addition of a new member, we will have the upper hand on our wards.”


  Adam stiffened as Bay moved from his side and stood. He raised a brow, and she kissed him softly.


  “Don’t worry,” she whispered as she and Kade made their way to his father’s side.


  “You all know that Bay is the daughter of our enemy, Caym,” his father said, his voice daring anyone to object to her presence.


  No one did.


  “The blood running through the demon’s veins is the reason he, and those he shares a bloodline with, can break our wards. Yet, when Josh was bitten, it wasn’t enough. His blood wasn’t enough to help us secure the wards. But Bay’s blood will be.”


  Alarm spread through Adam, and he growled. What the fuck were they planning? How much blood did they need? Jasper gripped his shoulder and held him back. Oh, fuck.


  His father nodded to Kade and took out a menacing blade. Adam reached for his crutches.


  “With her blood, our wards will be strengthened through the Alpha and Heir bonds. She is family, she is Pack, she is ours.”


  With that, he quickly sliced into his palm and then Bay’s. Adam growled again at the sight of her blood. She’d already been brought into the Pack when he’d bit her and marked her, but this was different. Bay hadn’t prepared him for this.


  “Let it happen; she’ll be okay. She’s tough,” Jasper whispered, but Adam ignored him.


  Their Alpha and Bay clasped hands, and Adam felt the magic wash over him and their Pack. It was as if he could feel the strength of her blood in their wards. Kade sliced his palm and Bay’s other hand, and Adam growled. Magic washed over them as Kade pressed his hand to Bay’s and the three at the podium connected in magic and power.


  Bay held up their joined hands, the three of them standing as one, and the circle cheered, the power and strength and togetherness pouring out of all of them. Bay smiled then ran to Adam’s side.


  “I’m fine, see?” She held out her hand, and Adam kissed the now healed wounds.


  “Never do that again.”


  “That’s why I didn’t tell you.”


  “We’ll talk about this later,” he said as he bit her lip then laved the sting he surely caused. “I love you, Bay.”


  “I love you, too, my big bad Enforcer. We’re going to beat them you know.”


  “I know; we have to.” He held her close and kissed her temple, letting her cool ice-and-berries scent wash over him.


  As long as his mate was in his arms and their child was safe, they would be okay. They were Redwoods; they could survive it all.


  


  


  Epilogue


  


  Caym screamed and threw a dagger at a wolf. The wolf yipped then fell to the floor. The fucking Redwoods had changed their wards. They had used his own flesh and blood to do it. He’d kill her. He’d kill them all.


  “We’ll crush the Redwoods, Caym,” Corbin promised as he hugged him from behind. “We have to.”


  Caym didn’t find any comfort in his words or touches. He never did.


  “What is your plan then, oh Alpha?” he sneered. “Tell me.”


  “We’ll use Ellie. She’ll come back if we force her. If I can’t get to her, we’ll make her come to us.”


  Caym turned in Corbin’s arms and looked at the man who he called lover.


  “What is your plan?”


  “Take away the one thing she has. Trust.”


  Caym nodded. That just might work. They’d use her as their inside track. After all, if they could unleash their horror from the outside, they could use her like a virus from the inside. Between her and his plan with the other, all would be well. They would win, and the Redwoods would crumble.


  And if they killed the Central princess in the process, well, that was just the icing on his cake.


  The End


  


  Coming soon in the Redwood Pack world, a special novella with the triad of the Pack, Hannah, Josh, and Reed, called Blurred Expectations.


  Then…Maddox.
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  Chapter 1



  


  A summons from the council never led to good things. Shade Griffin’s millennia worth of experience told him that. No matter what he truly desired, he’d do what he was told. He didn’t have another option, and why would he disobey now? He never had before. Whatever demands they dealt might seem tedious to a long-lived being such as him, he didn’t have anything else better to do.


  Such was the life of an angel in his predicament; a vast and endless sense of being, yet no one with whom to share it.


  Shade shook off the misery that threatened to creep along his skin and suffocate him. The idea of sharing his endless life with someone else, someone special, had long since burned away. No need to think about it again.


  The sun broke through the clouds, warming his cool, honey-colored, almost dark tan, skin. He lifted his face, letting the rays soak into his pores. His eyes closed, and he took a deep breath, not really wanting to leave the spot. He rolled his neck, stretching his muscles, and then opened his eyes. His back ached from the long flight to the enclave. He stretched his wings, the light shimmering off his midnight black wings that trailed to a rim of deep blue. The wind picked up, his blue-black hair flowing behind him.


  Shade arched his back, his wings flared, and blue dust trickled off and into the air, and drifted to the ground below.


  Damn stuff kept doing that; and there was nothing he could do about it. He clenched his fists and winced in pain. He looked down at the healing abrasions on his knuckles and muttered a curse.


  As one of the appointed enforcers of angelic law, he’d just come back from the punishment of a young angel: a cocky one at that. He hated doing it, but the unrepentant jerk had decided it would be fun to fly in broad daylight without cloud cover over Area 51. Really? Cliché much? It was easy enough to downplay the event as another UFO sighting, which would certainly bring out the crazies, but it didn’t negate the fact that the reckless angel had broken angelic law by letting humans see him flying.


  Because he had decided to laugh about it to his friends and merely shrugged it off, Shade had to step in. If he’d apologized, then Shade wouldn’t have had to use his fists. But no. The young one mouthed off and challenged him, so Shade had to accept. After all, as a warrior, he could not ignore a challenge. Doing so would negate his authority.


  And he won.


  Of course.


  He still hated punishing others, even though it was his job. Between him and his best friend, Ambrose, who was practically his brother, they dealt with most of the enforcing the angelic laws. Together they’d done what they had to do for centuries, and in Ambrose’s case, even longer.


  Shade was a warrior angel. In the times of the Angelic Wars, he’d fought alongside the best of the best. Hell, he was the best of the best. Well, maybe tied with Ambrose, but he wouldn’t tell the other angel that.


  Shade chuckled as he envisioned Ambrose’s reaction to his thought. Ambrose was sure to want to prove just the opposite to be the case, and Shade would be more than willing to give it a go. If you couldn’t fight for supremacy with your best friend, how else would you even know how good you were?


  Now those wars were long since over. Times of awkward peace were at hand, meaning the warriors herded the other angels and made sure they followed the rules the council members set in place.


  They followed the rules, even if the rules were sometimes, in his opinion, too strict for their own good. But he would never voice it. He was merely a warrior angel.


  He wasn’t even a godly one like in the fables of mortals. Their race wasn’t that of a god. Yes, if theology was correct, a god at some point had created them, but they weren’t God’s right hand men; they were not the symbol of goodness and hope. Far from it. They were just another species with rules, regulations, and a seemingly endless long life in order to be subjugated.


  Wow. Bitter much?


  He shouldn’t be; he had everything he wanted, didn’t he? His forehead scrunched as he thought, and his wings fluttered a bit in agitation.


  He certainly had all the money, titles, glory, and privileges a warrior of the finest caliber could have. Why did he feel like he was missing something?


  Shade shook his head and looked around. He stood at a midpoint on the mountainside, the enclave circling him. Stone buildings jutted from rock faces, thousands of feet above the surface, old as time. No stairs or elevators here. Open the door and, without wings, they’d drop to their death. Marble and crystal twinkled in the sunlight from the adornments and windows on all of the structures. It may have looked cold to some, but to Shade and his angelic brethren it was warm and inviting.


  It looked like home, but it wasn’t truly a ‘home’; There was no love waiting on the other side of the door, and that pained him.


  He sighed. He really needed to stop thinking such depressing thoughts. Taking one last look at the place he called home, he jumped off the ledge, his wings spreading to catch a drift, as the cool breezes hit his skin. He flew past other angels in the air, nodding to a few, but kept to himself. He was a warrior angel, the last face some would see as they stared beyond the end of his blade. Tough to make life-long friends outside of certain circles that way.


  Shade descended, the wind whipping his hair back from his face, until his feet touched the stone balcony set off the council chambers. He set his wings back, making sure they didn’t trail on the floor. He was exhausted, but that didn’t give him a reason to be lazy. He walked through the ornate doors that reached tall to the roof. Despite his thousand years of living, sometimes the immense beauty of the council chambers had him at a loss for words.


  Gold and crystal adorned the walls. Intricate carvings and art filled the room. Eons of pride and talent gave the room a sense of grandeur and honor that made Shade feel young in relation to the other angels surrounding him.


  In reality, he was the youngest warrior angel of them all, and second in command to Ambrose, the leader of the warriors, the best at the job. That wasn’t pride talking, just fact.


  Shade walked to the center of the room and surveyed the five council members before him, perched high on their thrones, their noses turned up towards him. Another presence worried him. Ambrose stood off to the side, a frown on his face. What was happening?


  “I see you have finally decided to grace us with your presence,” Caine, the leader and all-around pain-in-the ass, admonished, and Shade held in a scowl. The brown-haired angel lifted a lip as if the mere sight of him disgusted the ruler.


  Shade bowed his head. “I’m sorry I was late. I had just finished my dealing with the young angel and needed time to clear my head before I came. I didn’t want to taint the council with the thoughts and actions of a warrior.” There. That didn’t sound like sarcasm and distain, did it? Well, maybe it did, but it was the best he could do. He wasn’t overly happy with Ambrose in the council chamber. It felt like an ambush.


  Caine snorted and shook his head.


  Okay, apparently he couldn’t quite mask his true feelings. Oh, well.


  Shade didn’t hate the council. He just didn’t like the fact that they held all the power and didn’t seem to do anything but hand out decrees and punishments that were enforced by the warriors. There were only three classes of angles: the council, the warriors, and the others. He didn’t like all the power on the top that trickled down to nothing, but who was he to speak out of turn?


  “Enough of your pleasantries. We need you here, now,” Striker, the second-in-command, cut in. Dishwater brown hair and plain features made him look almost human. If it weren’t for the brown wings coming out of his back, he’d look like a mortal. Maybe that’s why the angel was always an ass.


  “Okay.” Shade nodded. “What is it that you need?” He once again wondered why Ambrose was there? Why did they need two warrior angels? Tingles of dread filled his belly. Had the other faction of angels done something? They hadn’t destroyed the rebels completely in the war. It was always a cause for trepidation and concern that the others would come back and start something. Were they on the brink of another war? He’d not heard anything, but he couldn’t be too sure.


  “We have been alerted to a breach of security,” Caine announced. “Our secrets may be unraveled soon if this is not fixed.”


  “You mean the secrets of the supernatural?” Shade asked. “How can that be?”


  Striker gave a laugh, filled with bile rather than humor. “You dare ask this when it is your fault we are in this predicament in the first place?”


  Shade froze. “What?”


  “Your dust.” Striker sneered. “Your oh-so-favorable blue dust has been collected by a human. If it falls into the wrong hands, do you understand what will happen? Everything that has been held secret for eons will be lost because you have a dusting problem.”


  Oh, crap.


  As a child, he’d had a problem with his dust. Whenever he got excited or angry, he’d sprinkle dust where he flew or stood. Beyond a few occurrences recently, he’d thought he’d conquered it years ago. How had someone gotten it? Did they even know what it was?


  “I didn’t know,” Shade whispered.


  But that was a lie. He did know. Just that morning, he’d seen a sprinkle of his dust flowing on the wind and thought nothing of it.


  My God. What have I done?


  “We know you didn’t,” said Agnes, the sole female member of the council. Her piercing blue eyes filled with understanding.


  Of all the council members, Shade liked her best.


  “But,” Agnes continued, “you must fix it, Shade. Finish it. Find your dust and reclaim it before someone finds out what it is. We don’t have the power to wipe the memories of an incidence such as this from a human’s mind as we once did. The humans don’t believe anymore. Because they don’t, we’ve lost our ability to shield ourselves the way we should.”


  Shade nodded, sadness and frustration setting root.


  “I will fix this,” Shade promised. “You have my word.”


  The council nodded and dismissed him. With a glance toward Ambrose, Shade left the room, his best friend on his heels.


  The two friends didn’t speak once they reached the end of the balcony. They simply jumped off the edge, their wings catching the wind, and flew toward another mountaintop. Shade needed time to think. To calculate.


  He was damned fine at his job. Strong and fierce. Yet a childhood problem of dusting could take down a civilization. He would have laughed at the ridiculousness of that statement if it hadn’t been true.


  They landed, their feet settling on the soil. Shade looked behind him at the place he called home. They didn’t live in heaven because they weren’t godly angels, far from it. He wasn’t even sure there was a heaven beyond their time. Their world was in the same realm as the humans, but it was tucked away in a pocket of space between two mountain ranges, hidden from the eyes of the unknown.


  A few raindrops fell from the sky before turning to a slight mist. The other angels who were at a lower altitude flew to the safety of their homes, the rain beginning to weigh heavy on their wings. Only the strongest could fly in anything more than mist, another reason they didn’t live on clouds, as most humans seemed to believe. One flight through a dense cloud could be dangerous; the moisture seeped into their feathers and threatened to drag the angel down. Without sufficient muscular back strength, the angel would plummet.


  Most didn’t. Despite the vast strength they possessed, angels were weak in some respects.


  “Are you going to stand there in the rain and watch others while everything falls around you, or are you going to fix this?” Ambrose’s deep voice cut through his thoughts, and Shade turned toward him.


  Tall with white blond hair pulled back from his pale face in a braid, with white, almost crystal wings, Ambrose was the light to Shade’s dark. Yet, the colors masked the personality, for where Shade saw the humor and light in some things, his best friend was the dark, the edge to the blade. Shade, too, held his own fury; he just didn’t show it as often.


  Dangerous and agile, his mentor had taught him everything he knew. Shade lowered his head in shame. He’d failed.


  “You didn’t fail, Shade,” Ambrose whispered.


  “I didn’t say that aloud.” Ambrose was always doing that. He was practically a mind reader


  “You didn’t have to. We all leave trails of angel dust. You are no different from others except that you leave greater quantities. It’s not something to be shameful of.”


  “I beg to differ.”


  “It’s only different this time because it got into the hands of a human. I’m worried how it got there, which is why I was in the room when you came in.”


  Intrigued, Shade lifted his head. “What are you saying?”


  Ambrose shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Something just seems off to me, but I will work on finding out.”


  “Okay, what else do you know?”


  “Only that the dust may be in the hands of a woman.”


  “A woman?” Interesting.


  


  


  


  


  The motorcycle vibrated beneath Shade as he pulled off the side of the road and parked. The rain pelted him, the cold seeping into his bones, but he shrugged it off. He was in northern Washington, and this seemed to be the norm in terms of weather.


  He lifted his leg and got off the bike, ignoring the stares of the women around him. They watched him stroll, his powerful legs leading to long strides. He’d tucked his wings into the slits in his back to hide the fact he was an angel, but he couldn’t hide his face or the fact that women seemed to fawn over it.


  It had been a long time since he had a woman, not since that jaguar shifter a century or two before on a night of deep depression and loneliness. But the heat, claws, and desperation had served to fill only a physical need that left him even lonelier than before. From that moment on, he left his carnal needs up to his hand. Before the jaguar, it had been even longer, but he didn’t want to think about her. The one he’d lost. She was long since gone.


  Shade walked into a nearby café, the smells of baked goods and coffee filling his nose. He ordered a small coffee then went back to sit at a table near the window so he could watch those who passed by. A male pixie, in human form, walked in front of the window and nodded toward him. There were so many supernatural beings hidden from view in the world that Shade couldn’t even count them.


  All humans were diluted forms of supernaturals. For millennia, the supernaturals had bred with one another and mixed the species until, finally, their powers had dwindled in most, and they stopped believing in things that came out of fairy tales. Those with so little non-human blood running their veins that they seemed ordinary were now called humans, although each had at least something beyond human lying dormant in their DNA.


  Council did not identify the name of the human who collected the dust, but Ambrose told Shade it was about to be in the hands of a woman who lived and worked nearby. Her name was Lily.


  Who was this Lily? Shade wanted to get a look at her. She had the answers. She possessed the reason behind his shame: his blue dust.


  A woman with expressive emerald-green eyes passed by the window; a slight smile graced her face, and she had those side-swoopy bangs women loved so much. She was of average height and held delicious curves. He looked over every inch of her—a small waist, large, perfect breasts to fit his palms, slightly wide hips that would serve well when he gripped them, and sexy legs beneath the hem of her brown coat…


  Lily.


  That had to be her. He didn’t know how he knew, but he was sure of it.


  His groin tightened.


  She was human. Not a lick of anything else came from her. Yet, why did he want her so from just a look? He’d never looked at a human this way before. Why now? Was it because she might be the one who held his dust?


  Lily stopped under the awning right in front of the window, careful of where she stepped—odd—and brushed the hair out of her eyes, before smiling at a passerby. She was radiant. Absolutely gorgeous. Shade held back a groan and shifted uncomfortably in his seat when she bit into her lip. She smiled again then walked to what must have been her car, got in, and left before Shade even thought to stand.


  Some warrior he was, completely frozen in shock by his reaction to her. He was, however, unrepentant. He didn’t want to follow her today anyway. A town small as this would know of Lily and aide him in his research. If the supernaturals were revealed, chaos would rain. Humans could feel threatened, start wars, do untold atrocities when they met with what they didn’t know and therefore feared. If the supernaturals felt threatened…Shade didn’t want to think about that. He had to know more before he did anything.


  So many questions flashed through his mind. Who was she? Why did she have his dust? What would she do if she discovered his secret?


  Most importantly, he wondered if she was single and how she would look underneath him, blushing in ecstasy.


  Shade shook his head, dispelling those annoying thoughts. He’d find out what he needed to about Lily, get his dust, and save the entirety of the supernatural world. Maybe along the way he’d learn a little more about a pretty brunette whose very presence threatened to make his wings stretch to the sky.


  Yep. Easy for a warrior angel such as himself.


  


  


  Charmed Spirits Excerpt


  


  Have you tried Carrie Ann’s other series, Holiday, Montana?


  


  CHARMED SPIRITS is now available


  


  Chapter 1


  


  


  “The road to salvation is found through cleansing your heart and finding the right path. Turn your back on those with wicked ways.”


  Jordan Cross switched off the radio in her ’68 Mustang.


  “Really? They’re still preaching that garbage? It’s 2012 for freak’s sake,” she mumbled to herself, and drummed her fingers on the steering wheel.


  She came up to a sign and rolled her eyes at the message.


  “Yeah, sure. Welcome to Holiday, Montana. Right. Like that would ever happen. And, Jordan, you really need to quit talking to yourself or they’ll think you’re crazier than they already do.”


  On second thought, maybe adding new quirks to her repertoire would enhance her wickedness. She smiled and took a sip of her Coke, her gaze on the empty road ahead of her. She practiced her cackle and looked out on the barren hills and plains of Holiday, Montana.


  Okay, so it wasn’t barren. She just hated it so much she wanted it to be barren so it would reflect that. Trees reached to the sky, their fall colors reminiscent of a harvest sunset. Deep greens, burnt oranges, and crisp apple reds dotted the tree line. Mountains carved through the skyline, towering over the valleys beneath them. Rivers and streams cut through the rolling meadows and beautiful clearings creating a freaking stunning landscape. Any second now Bambi would frolic through.


  She knew she needed to stop the bitter attitude. After all, her life’s work—well, the one she hid from peering eyes—depended on nature and all its bounty. Still, that didn’t mean she had to like the fact she’d returned to Holiday.


  “I’m back.”


  She rolled her eyes and squinted until she saw the first building. Ah, downtown Holiday. Still as adventurous as ever. With the ten buildings on Main Street, it was a regular old metropolis. She already missed take-out and late-night movies. No matter, she’d only be here for a few weeks. Two months tops. Then she’d drive off like a bat out of hell—again.


  Jordan let out a sigh and forced herself not to turn around and step on the gas and run. No, not race away exactly; just strategically not be anywhere near the place that had stolen so much of her life. She’d lived in Holiday for eighteen years, five with her folks before they’d crashed their plane into the side of a mountain, the rest with her grandmother who doted on her with sharp-as-glass type of love.


  A pang shocked her heart, and she bit her lip. She couldn’t think about that now or the fact that the only reason she was even here was because her grandmother was gone. She’d been overseas at an event for her old employer and hadn’t even known her grandmother was sick. In fact, she hadn’t spoken with her in years. Not since the last fight that had torn them apart. Jordan hadn’t wanted to return to find her legacy, but her grandmother had wanted her by her side. It was only because of a lost phone message that Jordan had even heard that her grandmother had passed away. She’d missed the funeral and all the arrangements. Thankfully, her grandmother’s friends, the Coopers, had taken care of everything.


  Now Jordan was left to clean an old, abandoned house and sell it in a small town where all the citizens hated her. She blinked back the tears she refused to shed and pulled into a parking spot in front of the general store—not a Walmart in sight. The town looked as though it had a modern tilt meshed with an early twentieth century flair—with the small-town attitude that came with it.


  Jordan turned off the car, the dull hum of her engine quieting. People milled past, casting curious looks her way.


  They all gave her a look that reflected the same thing: ‘Who is that stranger?’ A look of recognition soon followed, and a look of contempt replaced curiosity.


  Hmph. If they looked beneath the surface, they’d see the girl they’d kicked and poked until she ran. They’d see the girl who’d tried to stand tall but hid behind the brown-haired boy who loved her.


  She cursed and got out of the car. Already, the memories of why she’d left assaulted her. How was she supposed to make it through a couple months? She grabbed her purse, slammed the car door, and walked into the General Store.


  Old Mr. Clancy stood behind the counter, a smile on his face and a story on his lips. God, some things never changed. When she was young, and when Matt hadn’t been around, he’d sneak her bubble gum or Tootsie Pops when the other kids had teased her.


  Matt.


  She closed her eyes and fought to breathe. He couldn’t be on her thoughts; she wouldn’t let him. Yes, he still lived here, but for all she knew, he was happily married with his three point five babies and a puppy. He, above all others, deserved that.


  Jordan took a deep breath and grabbed a pack of gum and a Coke. She really didn’t need anything, but if there was one way to announce her presence, it was to show up at town central and wait for the busybodies to do their jobs—whispering through the grapevine to announce her presence. She could have shown up with a bang, maybe on a broomstick or something, just to live up to her name. But witches didn’t fly… Well, at least not in her case.


  Jordan Cross might be a witch, but she wasn’t a pointy-hat-wearing, card-carrying member of the green-skinned race. Nope, she was just a normal woman with a few extraordinary talents.


  Those talents had scared the hell out of the bigoted townsfolk and caused her to run like a frightened little girl. Energy pooled within her, and she inhaled again, calming herself. The last thing she needed was to welcome her townsfolk with a display of magic.


  At least not yet.


  She’d keep that up her sleeve, just in case.


  Jordan perused the aisles, waiting for someone to notice her and, if she were honest with herself, procrastinating about going home—no, her grandmother’s home. If just going down Main Street had made the memories so fresh they were like gaping wounds, she couldn’t imagine seeing the two-story cabin. People strolled in and out of the store, not paying attention to her.


  “Did you hear about last night?” A woman in her mid-fifties who Jordan didn’t recognize was talking to Mr. Clancy.


  The shop owner nodded, his eyes bright under bushy white eyebrows. “Another sighting.”


  Jordan’s interest perked up, and she dragged her fingers over a bag of M&M’s, trying to look nonchalant. A spy she would never be, but she could try.


  “This time it was by Betty across the street. She swore she heard chains!”


  Mr. Clancy let out a bellow of a laugh. “Really? So, this is Jacob Marley, now?”


  The lady sniffed but smiled. “Who knows what Betty saw? But I think something should be done about the old Marlow place. Kids are forever trying to break in and damage things. I know we don’t want to tear or burn it down because it’s been deemed historical, but it’s dilapidated and a menace to this town.”


  “Ah, now, Mrs. Jacobs, don’t think that. That place has history. It just happens to have a ghost.”


  “But really, we would be much better off without that eyesore, we should just burn the thing down. We have enough historical things around town as it is.”


  The old man shook his head. “You really need to stop thinking that way. We can’t do it.”


  Jordan started and almost dropped her gum. Had she heard right? A ghost in Holiday? Oh, that was rich. The town that had kicked her out for being a witch wanted to burn down a house because they thought it held a ghost in it.


  She shook her head and walked toward Mr. Clancy to check out. She’d seen a few ghosts in her time, but they’d been harmless, just pale shells of their former selves who couldn’t let go. Not a reason to tear down a building. Maybe she’d check out the old Marlow place while she was here. It would give her something to do other than bury herself in memories and avoid Matt.


  “Jordan?”


  Jordan dropped her gum and unopened Coke, the can rolling to the booted foot of the man with the voice that haunted her dreams.


  She raised her head, unable to speak, as he picked up the can. He had the same brown hair with honeyed streaks. It was longer now in the front than it had been when they were younger. Perfect for her fingers—no, she couldn’t think that. His blue eyes looked even sexier with his aged face, not old, but not an eighteen-year old boy either. No, this was a thirty-year-old man with the hard body to prove it.


  She straightened her shoulders and met his dumbfounded gaze head-on. “Matt.”


  “You’re back.”


  She gave a wry smile, pushing down the urge to throw herself into his arms or run from the crowd that had gathered around them.


  “Looks like it.”


  He held out his hand, and she grabbed her Coke, careful not to let their skin touch. Even after all these years, she didn’t think she’d be able to handle that.


  “I was sorry to hear about your grandmother,” Matt said, his sympathy reflected in his eyes.


  She ignored the dull ache gripping her heart. “Thank you. I know she loved you like her own.” Damn, why did she have to go and say that? Now even more memories flooded her. Memories of her and Matt sitting at her grandmother’s table, drinking hot cocoa or making cookies, or planting flowers in the flowerbed on a warm spring day.


  She wasn’t going to make it. Damn.


  “Well, isn’t this nice?”


  And, so it begins.


  Jordan turned slightly as Stacey St. James sidled past her and ran a finger down Matt’s arm. He looked down at the stacked blonde-haired woman and gave a slow blink then looked right past her like he didn’t care, but he didn’t move when she linked arms with him.


  Bitch.


  Great, it was high school all over again.


  “Hello, Stacey.”


  “Oh, Jordan! It is you!” Stacey batted her eyelashes, and Jordan wanted to punch her…hard. “I almost didn’t recognize you. Why, don’t you look…like you’ve been driving?”


  Yep, even after all these years, Jordan wanted to smack-a-bitch. But, apparently, law enforcement frowned upon that, especially when said bitch was the daughter of the most prominent family in town. Well, other than the Coopers, of course, although Matt and his family had always been warm to her.


  And now thoughts of just how warm Matt had been with her flooded her mind. Her cheeks heated, and she coughed. Enough of that.


  “Well, I drove here all the way from Denver, so, yes; I suppose it would look like that.”


  “How long are you staying?” Matt asked as he extricated himself from Stacey’s clutches.


  “As long as it takes to clean out the house and sell it.” Jordan couldn’t stay any longer than that; she wouldn’t make it.


  Could that be disappointment in his gaze? No, it had been too long. He couldn’t possibly care if she came or went. It had been eleven years. Besides, she’d left without a world. He didn’t owe her anything beyond this brief encounter, while she owed him everything.


  She hated being in debt to anyone.


  Mr. Clancy finally took her purchase, and she slid over some cash before the older man had a chance to speak. Good thing since he looked like he’d seen a ghost—ha, funny.


  “Have you seen the house yet?” Matt asked, his brows furrowed.


  She shook her head and took her Coke and gum back with a small smile to Mr. Clancy. “Not yet. I was on my way over there. I just wanted to stop by for a drink.” She squared her shoulders and started toward the exit.


  “You might find more than you bargained for if you want to get out quick.”


  Jordan stopped and pivoted toward him. “Why? It should only take a few days to clean it out then slap on some paint, right?”


  Matt shook his head and put his thumbs in his belt loops—too sexy. “Your grandmother got real sick at the end, and none of us knew.” Sadness washed over his face, and Jordan held back any similar feelings. “It may take more than you anticipated to get it ready.”


  She let out a sigh and closed her eyes, counting to ten. “Then I’ll just have to deal with it, won’t I? I’m here for the duration in any case.” After all, she’d quit her PR job, a job that she hated, so she could find herself. God, how pathetic did that sound?


  “Well, if you need anything, I’m here. And I bet my brothers would help out in a second.”


  Jordan nodded, a smile forming. Damn those helpful, sexy Cooper brothers. “Thanks, if I need anything, I’ll holler. But I hope to do most of it on my own.”


  Matt nodded, a knowing look on his face. Damn, he could always tell her emotions and he knew she was out of sorts. She hated their connection now. “Of course. Well, I need to head back to work, but it’s good to see you, Jor.” He reached out then looked like he’d thought better of it.


  She bit her tongue to keep herself from saying anything, or worse, touching him.


  “Good to see you too, Matt.”


  Matt turned, stopped suddenly, and turned back. “And I’m an idiot.” He grabbed a pen from the counter and jotted something on a piece of scrap paper near the register. “Here’s my number. Call if you need anything.”


  “Thanks.” She took it from him and watched him walk away, his muscular legs encased is snug jeans. Yum. She stuffed the number in her back pocket and walked toward the door. “Thanks, Mr. Clancy.”


  He winked. “Good to see you, Miss Jordan. Stay out of trouble.”


  She gave a huge grin. “You know me.”


  “That’s why I said it, hon.”


  Jordan laughed and walked past a fuming Stacey and through the exit. The sun beat down on her though the wind chilled the atmosphere quickly.


  “Just so you know, I’m going to marry Matt. So keep your claws out of him.”


  Jordan stopped at her car and turned, her body aching at the thought of Matt marrying that shrew. “Good luck.” What else could she say? I hope you break a nail and die, you bleach blonde bitch?


  Stacey sniffed. “And you better be on your way out of town as soon as you’re done. Because no one wants you here.” Jordan held back a flinch, but remembered the look of compassion on Mr. Clancy’s face. Maybe not everyone hated her. Maybe. “No one did before, and nothing has changed. So you can get your witchy butt back in that old clunker of yours and leave.”


  Jordan put her Coke on the hood of her car and forced herself not to retaliate, at least not physically. Oh sure, she could use magic or cast a spell on her, but Stacey wasn’t worth stirring up trouble. “I don’t know what I ever did to you, Stacey.”


  “Don’t you?” she spat.


  “I honestly don’t.”


  “Do my eyes deceive me? Is that Jordan Cross in my town?” A too-smooth voice broke the tension between them, and Jordan wanted to vomit.


  “Hello, Prescott, your sister was just welcoming me to the town.” She clenched her keys in her fist, ready to escape. God, she didn’t want to be here, not with him.


  “Ah, Stacey is quite the helper, isn’t she?” He wrapped an arm around his sister’s shoulders and gave a perfectly fake, megawatt smile.


  “As always. Well, if that’s all, I’m going to go. Thanks for the welcome.” She opened her car door and slid inside. A hand caught the doorframe before she could close the door, and Jordan inwardly cursed.


  “Now that you’re back, just know that I’m the mayor of this town,” Prescott sneered. “And we don’t need any of your kind here. So watch your step, and I’ll be sure to watch it as well. You aren’t welcome here, Jordan Cross. And if you cross me or my town, I’ll stick Sheriff Tyler Cooper on your ass so fast you won’t be able to hex anyone this time.”


  Prescott looked up and narrowed his gaze. “Ah, there is our Sheriff now. You’re lucky this time.”


  Jordan bit her tongue. She didn’t hex people. It was a moral rule of hers. But damn Prescott and his insults anyway.


  “If that’s all…” She tugged on her door, and Prescott pulled away, his fake smile back on his face.


  “Welcome to Holiday, Jordan.”


  She slammed the door closed, revved her engine, and pulled away. Jesus, what had she been thinking coming back?


  Holiday wasn’t her home, not anymore. She’d do her job and leave. She had to because, if she didn’t, no amount of spells would protect her heart or her sanity.
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  Book 3 of the Half Moon Shifters



  


  Chapter 1


  


  Friday the thirteenth wasn’t always an unlucky day, was it? As Violet dusted rose-colored blush across her cheekbones, her heart fluttered, telling her it was the luckiest day she’d had in a long time. Or at least, it had the potential to be. Superstition be damned, she’d been looking forward to this ever since Ronnie had promised to drive her into town a few days ago.


  She caught her own eye in the mirror and hastily laid down her blush-brush. She’d applied too much – the pink smudges streaking across her face made her look like she had a fever. So much for a delicate hint of color on the apples of her cheeks. Why did her cosmetic efforts never turn out like the results in the beauty tutorial videos she watched on the internet? Quickly, she rubbed some of the makeup off with a tissue.


  The last thing she needed was to look like she’d spent half an hour choosing what she hoped was the perfect shade of blush at a drug store the day before – which she had – and then gone crazy with it, as if the right cosmetics could stop the butterflies in her stomach from fluttering. What a joke – they burst into flight at just the thought of what the day might hold.


  Hope wasn’t the only reason for the aerials going on in her stomach – apprehension entwined with her more optimistic emotions, a constant reminder of her first days in the Smokies. It still made her want to cringe when she thought of how she’d made a fool of herself last time she’d thought a certain shifter might be her mate, though that had been a misunderstanding. An embarrassing one.


  But this was different. Ronnie’s scent had been tormenting her for weeks and had even worked its way into her dreams. Which was exactly why she wasn’t going to mess this up. The considerable differences between her and Ronnie created a natural backdrop for confusion. She’d have to tread carefully in order to determine whether there really was a chance for the vivid dreams she’d been having ever since the first time she’d detected his scent to come true.


  So far, she could count the number of times she and Ronnie had been alone together – outside of her fantasies – on one hand. Easily. It was enough to inspire hope that something real would unfold between them if they just got a little time to themselves, away from her pack and his tribe. If he was interested – and he had little ways of making it seem like he was, despite his natural stoicism – he’d make the first move.


  With a sigh, she shoved her makeup kit back into a drawer below the bathroom sink. On one hand, she loved the bear-like things about him – his rugged size and strength, broad shoulders and fierce powers of protection. But if he were a wolf shifter, like her … then she’d have known instantly whether they were destined for each other or not.


  The special scents wolf shifters detected from their mates were impossible to ignore and matings usually occurred within days, or even hours, of the lucky couple meeting. But bear shifters didn’t recognize their mates by smell, which meant that she had to suffer the maddening effects of his tempting scent, trying to play it cool while she waited for him to give some indication that he felt something serious for her too. Sometimes, it seemed damn near impossible.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Ronnie didn’t bother to go home after his shift ended. Instead, he steered his pick-up truck in the direction of Half Moon Pack territory, where Violet was waiting in the cabin she shared with her sister and a few other packmates. He drove his personal vehicle but was still in his park ranger’s uniform. Making a detour to his own cabin to change would’ve wasted valuable time and might have made Violet late for her job interview. He needed to give himself at least an extra half hour of driving time, in case of bad traffic. Tourists really had a way of clogging up Gatlinburg’s busy streets. Or at least, that was what he told himself.


  And if traffic was good and he ended up with an extra half hour to while away with Violet, so much the better. As long as he could control himself, that was. Doing so was getting more and more difficult each time he saw her. He’d volunteered to drive her into town after he’d overheard her mention to her sister, April, that she had a job interview and no way to get there, since all the pack’s other vehicles would be in use at that time. He’d considered her predicament a stroke of lucky opportunity not to be missed, though perhaps the primal urges and accompanying thoughts that had rushed through his mind at the mere thought of spending several hours alone with her should’ve given him pause.


  He glimpsed a gravel turn-around spot beside the road and pulled over into it on an impulse, his cock throbbing as he put one booted foot down on the brake and shifted the truck into park. Few vehicles traveled the remote road – the chances that one would even pass by were slim. The little pull-over area was an oasis of privacy high on the mountain, shrouded in fading autumn foliage. No one would ever know if he took a few moments to ease the tension thoughts of Violet had filled him with.


  He lowered a hand into his lap, his palm conforming to the rigid rod that sprang up instantly every time he thought of her. It was impossible not to think that if she were in the truck with him, they’d be able to do just about anything without anyone ever knowing, impossible not to fantasize about laying her down on the seat and lowering himself on top of her, finally getting his hands on her perfect body and seeing if she tasted as sweet as she looked…


  It was just a fantasy, of course. One that he couldn’t get out of his head. He’d had a lot of those lately, all of them starring her and featuring the many, many ways that a wolf shifter and a bear shifter might indulge their wild sides together. That was a lot more fun to think about than the problems their differences could possibly cause … like the fact that she might not want a bear for a mate, or even be able to feel attracted to him like she would be to the right wolf. What if they weren’t truly compatible that way? It was hard to think there wasn’t at least a chance – she drove him so crazy that there had to be something more than simple lust behind it.


  Not that he hadn’t been lusting after her anyway. His cock ached, stiff against his palm as he imagined her long brunette locks splayed across the truck seat and her blue eyes staring up into his dark ones, hazy with ecstasy. How was it so easy for him to picture exactly what she’d look like in the throes of passion when he’d never so much as held her hand? He needed to get a grip on himself. He did, in a very literal way, wrapping his fingers so tightly around his erection that it ached.


  As he groaned, the dashboard clock caught his eye, announcing the time in glowing green numbers.


  Slowly relinquishing his grip on his shaft, he told himself that time was of the essence, that he couldn’t risk making Violet late for her interview. As he put the truck back into drive and guided it onto the road again, he couldn’t help but acknowledge the truth, which was that it only would’ve taken him a few seconds to get off. Problem was, it wouldn’t have helped – it never did. At least, not when he was thinking of her.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Good lord, he was wearing his uniform.


  Violet buried a tooth in her lower lip as she peeked around the cabin’s doorframe, watching Ronnie descend from his truck, an irresistible vision in his khaki and green ranger’s uniform. The button-up shirt clung perfectly to his huge, muscular frame, spanning the broadest shoulders she’d ever seen and revealing hints of his bronze biceps. Had they had to order a special size to fit him? He was well over six feet tall and as sturdy as an oak tree. If they had, they’d gotten the measurements perfect.


  “Hi, Violet.” He met her eyes through the flimsy barrier of the screen door and nodded in her direction as he strode forward, the gravel crunching under his boots.


  “Hi,” she said, hating the way her voice came out so high-pitched as she pushed the door open and emerged onto the front porch.


  “You look great,” he said, his eyes gleaming from under the brim of his ranger’s hat, darker than the shadow it cast across his face.


  Heat blazed a trail across her cheeks and she clutched her own hands behind her back, her nails digging into her palms as he stood at the foot of the short flight of stairs. “Thanks. So do you.”


  The words were out of her mouth before she could second-guess them.


  Something flickered in his eyes, a spark of some unidentifiable emotion that was gone as soon as it had appeared.


  Great. So much for not being obvious. She dropped her gaze to the ground, letting it settle on the toes of his boots.


  “Ready to go?” he asked, his deep voice as calm and collected as ever.


  She raised her gaze and was confronted by one of his outstretched hands, twice the size of hers but in perfect proportion to the rest of his body. Praying that her fingers wouldn’t tremble, she took his hand – what else could she have done without being completely rude? – and held it as she hurried down the steps, letting go when her feet touched solid earth.


  His heat lingered on her fingertips as she followed him to the truck and he opened the passenger-side door for her. His gaze was so heavy on her back that she could feel it – or did she just have a serious case of wishful thinking? Either way, her entire body warmed up as she climbed into the cab and when she sat down on the seat and looked up, her eyes locked with his.


  He was still for just a moment, then he closed the truck door and rounded the vehicle, climbing into the driver’s seat and turning the keys in the ignition.


  The engine’s low rumble alleviated the silence but was the only sound as he guided the truck out of the driveway and down the mountain road. He drove wordlessly, his eyes trained on the pavement, and Violet didn’t dare look at him except for the occasional quick glance. Not while his scent was whirling around her, permeating every last square inch of the cab and her consciousness alike.


  Some shifters compared the feeling of breathing in one’s destined mate’s scent to a high – it definitely made sense. The spicy honey aroma was affecting her common sense like a potent drug, forcing her to fight to hang on to her inhibitions as her nerves hummed with heat and expectation, her heart speeding as she sat so close to him, a scant two feet of space between their bodies.


  “Where are we headed?” Ronnie asked as they approached Gatlinburg, his deep voice resonating throughout the cab and crushing Violet’s resolution not to look directly at him.


  She pulled a scrap of paper from her pocket and read the name and address of the restaurant to him. When she looked up, their eyes met for a moment before he returned his gaze to the road.


  “Maybe it’s none of my business,” he said, his voice a deep rumble that she could gladly have listened to all day, “but didn’t you say you wanted to try something different instead of waiting tables like you did in Alaska?”


  “Yeah, but…” She cleared her throat and fiddled with the scrap of paper, smoothing out the crease marks that had formed when she’d folded it. “I’m the only one who hasn’t found work yet. Noah and Daniel are working for that cabin construction company, April is applying to college and volunteering for the national park and Clarissa just got the approval of the midwife she apprenticed to back in Alaska to practice on her own. I feel pretty useless just sitting around the cabin all day. I’ve been spending a lot of time looking for job openings, but to be honest, I have no idea what I want to do.”


  “Mmm,” Ronnie said, looking thoughtful as he passed through a green light. “No idea at all?”


  Violet shook her head. Unfortunately, she didn’t have an obvious talent or passion like April and Clarissa did. And she had nothing in the way of a college education, unlike the pack’s alpha female, Mandy, who performed her accounting job from home.


  “Well, what are your interests?” Ronnie asked. “What do you like to do when you’re not working?”


  His questions were unexpected, and his concern for her personal affairs a pleasant surprise. Too bad her honest answer was something that couldn’t possibly be very interesting or impressive to an uber-rugged, shape-shifting park ranger.


  “I like to sew.” In fact, she’d been doing copious amounts of it, stitching away to pass time when she wasn’t searching for a job. It helped her to feel more productive than simply sitting around doing nothing and she enjoyed creating décor for the cabin she shared with April, Clarissa, Noah and Daniel. The beauty of the surrounding mountains had supplied her with plenty of design inspiration. But really, it was just for fun.


  “Maybe you could find a job related to that.”


  “I don’t know. It’s really more of a hobby – I haven’t come across any jobs where that would be a very useful skill.”


  Ronnie slowed the truck to a halt and put it into park.


  Violet tore her gaze away from him for long enough to see that they’d arrived at the restaurant. She’d been so preoccupied with him that she hadn’t even noticed they’d been approaching it.


  “Don’t give up yet,” he said. “This area has some pretty unique jobs – if you want to try something new, you should keep looking.”


  “Thanks.” Her heart fluttered as she reached for the door handle, loath to exit the truck and his presence. “See you in a little bit.” The interview probably wouldn’t take long – at least, hopefully not. As she approached the restaurant that had been styled to look like an enormous log cabin, mixed scents of frying steaks and burgers drifted across the parking lot, along with a dozen other food smells, but they failed completely to entice her. The only craving she entertained was one for a certain park ranger who sat in the cab of his truck, waiting for her to return to him.


  


  * * * * *


  


  Ronnie exhaled as Violet strode across the blacktop, her purse tucked under her arm. The khaki pants she wore hugged her ass like a second skin, but somehow still looked classy. He stared, powerless to look away, and gripped the steering wheel as if he were guiding the truck around a gravity-defying hairpin turn instead of sitting in a parking lot with the engine shut off. His attraction to Violet wasn’t going to fade away. In fact, it grew stronger every time he saw her, ratcheting up the tension that simmered constantly beneath the surface of his skin. He couldn’t remember ever getting so worked up over anyone else before, not even when he’d been a teenager and had developed several embarrassing crushes.


  Violet was special, which was exactly why he was holding out instead of wrapping her in his arms and sliding his tongue deep into her mouth in search of tell-tale sweetness. If she wasn’t the one … well, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know yet. The thought of such severe disappointment made his gut twist in hypothetical agony.


  At thirty-two, he was far from ancient, but he wasn’t getting any younger, either. And as a shifter living deep in the mountains, the pool of potential mates was decidedly shallow. None of the Roaring Water Tribe females were meant for him and he’d probably be reduced to dust in the ground before another woman like Violet wandered into his corner of the mountains. Years of suppressed mating instincts had gripped him when he’d first laid eyes on her, bringing some neglected part of his consciousness to life and making him realize just how badly it was possible to want somebody. Each time they met, the feelings and urges seemed even more inescapable. Either she was the one, or celibacy was seriously impairing his judgment.


  He cast a quick glance in the direction of the restaurant doors she’d disappeared through. His attraction to her felt like a lot more than the effects of deprivation. Breathing another sigh, he leaned back against the seat and pried his hands from the wheel, resigned to waiting for her to emerge from the restaurant again. All he had to do in the meanwhile was somehow get enough of a rein on his desire that he’d be able to resist the inevitable impulse to lay hands on her.


  


  * * * * *


  


  “How’d the interview go?” Ronnie held the passenger-side door open for Violet. As she climbed inside, he was rewarded for his chivalry by a spectacular view of her khaki-clad curves. He let his gaze linger until she settled onto the seat, then met her eyes.


  “All right,” she said with a shrug. “Seemed pretty standard to me. They said they’d get back to me within the week.”


  She sounded like she was talking about watching paint dry. “You don’t seem very excited about it.” And why should she be? Just a few weeks ago she’d charged through a spray of bullets and literally torn the throat out of a shifter hunter who’d kidnapped her pack’s alpha female. At the time, fear for her safety had nearly torn Ronnie’s heart out as well, but she’d come away unscathed and more irresistible than ever.


  She was brave – so brave that if he hadn’t had a handful of shot-up shifters to keep alive that night, he probably wouldn’t have been able to stop himself from taking her right then and there, worries be damned. But he’d spent the night digging bullets out of bodies instead and she’d washed the blood from her skin before whipping up a huge meal for the entire pack plus him and his father. A woman who could send a shifter hunter straight to hell and then take care of an entire bandaged, hungry pack … well, she was capable of a lot more than waiting tables.


  She shrugged again. “Excited? I can’t say that I am. It’s hard to be excited when I know exactly what I’m getting into. Waiting tables isn’t exactly the most thrilling profession in the world.”


  “Sounds like you’re ready for a change,” he said, gripping the edge of the door as she settled into her seat and fastened the seatbelt, which strapped snugly across her chest, settling into the valley between her breasts and rendering them that much more impossible not to notice. The sight combined with his memories of her unflinching courage and culinary abilities almost brought him to his knees. He made a small sound in his throat as he forced himself to take a step backward. She was definitely selling herself short by pursuing a job she didn’t want – if only he could get her to see it that way.


  She shrugged again and he eased the door shut, resisting the urge to glance at her through the windshield as he rounded the truck – he could at least go for two seconds without looking at her.


  “Thanks again for the ride,” she said when he climbed into the driver’s seat and turned the keys in the ignition.


  “My pleasure,” he said, backing out of the parking lot and easing out into the busy street, eager to escape the crowded tourist town and reenter the wilderness where they could be truly alone together, even if they were only riding in the truck, making small talk. “I wasn’t busy this evening anyway – if it weren’t for this, I probably would’ve just spent an hour or two fishing.”


  “Oh.” She frowned. “I didn’t mean to intrude upon your fishing time.”


  She sounded so serious and so genuinely apologetic that he almost laughed. “It’s not a big deal. I fish all the time in a stream near my house; it’s not anything special to me.”


  That seemed to reassure her a little; she looked up, turning her gaze toward him.


  A light turned red and instead of being annoyed, he savored the opportunity to meet her eyes. “I’ve got all day tomorrow to fish – it’s my day off.” His tongue loosened as he stared, locked in contact with her beautiful blue eyes. It was so easy to remember them flashing with fierceness that day deep in the mountains, then with soft concern later that night as she’d made meals for her pack. “You’re welcome to come along – I could show you all the best fishing holes on the mountain.” He was grasping at straws and he knew it – after all, she might not want to go fishing. Generally, bear shifters loved fishing … but she wasn’t a bear.


  “That sounds great.” She smiled, kindling a spark of satisfaction inside him.


  A horn blared loudly from somewhere behind the truck.


  The light was green. Ronnie pressed a foot to the accelerator. How long had it been since the traffic light had changed? Long enough that another driver had become annoyed enough to express their feelings – on this packed tourist road, that probably meant he’d been idling at the green light for two seconds, three tops. He proceeded down the road, unconcerned.


  “Have you ever fished before?” He glanced at Violet.


  “A few times when I was a kid,” she replied.


  That seemed like a shame – there was probably some spectacular fishing to be done in Alaska. But she wasn’t a bear, so he couldn’t really blame her for not taking advantage of the opportunity. Bears and wolves were different – he knew that. It was just that when he was with Violet, it didn’t usually feel that way. In fact, spending time alone with her would’ve been downright comfortable if it hadn’t been for his relentless erection.


  As he changed lanes, squeezing in between a sedan and another pick-up, his cock remained resolutely semi-hard, aching as he gripped the wheel and tried to let himself be distracted by the flashy tourist attractions and distant scenery – anything that might keep thoughts of tasting and touching her at bay. Every once in a while he let himself have a sideways glance at her. His mouth grew drier every time he looked. Somehow, he couldn’t think of anything to say – at least, not anything appropriate. And the silence became more tense with each passing second. “Right,” he finally said, as if that meant anything.


  His next sideways glance revealed Violet flashing a small smile in his direction. Pulling his gaze from the perfect cupid’s bow of her lips required supreme force of will, and when he succeeded he didn’t dare look away from the busy stream of traffic again, for safety’s sake.


  Until her stomach growled anyway, a low rumbling that was unmistakable inside the truck’s silent cab.


  “Hungry?” he asked, noticing a hollow feeling in his own middle for the first time. He hadn’t eaten since noon – normally, he would’ve started thinking about dinner as soon as he’d clocked out after his shift, but thoughts of Violet had left no room for other cravings, even hunger.


  “Yeah, I guess I am.” She laughed, sounding nervous. “I was too busy getting ready for my interview to eat lunch.”


  “Would you like to get something to eat?” For the first time, he began to eye the passing buildings with appraising interest. There were restaurants – dozens upon dozens of them, all places where he might spend an extra hour or so with Violet. Why hadn’t he thought of that before?


  “Sure, I mean, if you’re hungry too.”


  “Sure,” he echoed her, resisting the urge to veer off the street and into the nearest parking lot. Upon closer inspection, it looked like some kind of burger stand boasting an awning and a few outdoor tables. He could do better than that. “What kind of food do you like?”


  “I’m not picky.”


  “There’s an Italian place coming up.” It loomed a couple hundred yards ahead, its red and white sign calling to him like a siren. Everyone liked Italian food, right? And the restaurant’s pillared entrance even looked sort of romantic – especially compared to a hamburger stand.


  “Sounds good, as long as it’s nothing too fancy.” She plucked at her pant leg. “I’m not exactly dressed to the nines.”


  “You look fantastic,” he said, “and don’t worry – tourists pour in and out of these restaurants in t-shirts and jeans all day.” She did look fantastic – beautiful and classy, someone no tourist could possibly hope to hold a candle to, whatever she wore.


  She didn’t say anything. Could she tell how difficult it was for him to resist staring? He guided the truck off the street, taking the first empty space he found in the Italian restaurant’s parking lot.


  They crossed the pavement together and he was aware of her every step and movement – even the way she tucked a lock of chocolate-brown hair behind her ear – as they approached the restaurant. When they entered, a hostess greeted them with a polite smile. “Table for two?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he said, aware that people were staring. At 6’4” and bulky besides, people often looked twice in his direction, especially when he wore his uniform. But as he towered over the petite hostess, following her to a table, the stares weren’t meant for him. Surely not. Who’d waste time looking at him when Violet was at his side? The restaurant’s subdued lighting complimented her features, casting shadows with soft edges, much like the light of a Smoky Mountain sunrise. His pulse hammered at the thought of waking up beside her and studying her pretty face as it was bathed in the golden light that fell through his bedroom windows each morning. Maybe dinner had been a bolder suggestion than he’d realized.


  “This is nice,” Violet said after the hostess seated them. “The scents coming from the kitchen are amazing.”


  “Yeah.” He sat across from her like an idiot, tongue-tied as the diners that surrounded them made easy conversation with each other. Why couldn’t he make small talk like that – why couldn’t he keep his thoughts in the here and now instead of imagining what it would be like to wake up beside her? As he met her eyes, he felt like an animal despite the fact that he was in his human form.


  “What can I get you to drink?”


  He didn’t notice the waitress until she spoke, standing just a couple feet from his elbow.


  “Water, please.” It might have been romantic to have a glass of wine with Violet, but he couldn’t do that in his uniform, and he might be laying it on too thick anyway. After all, she’d only asked him to drive her to a job interview.


  “I’ll have the same,” Violet said.


  While they waited for their food to arrive, he managed to make a little light conversation, most of it centering around the cabin addition he’d been helping Jack build. It was easy to talk about construction and the baby Jack and Mandy were expecting, though a dangerous undercurrent whirled through his thoughts, presenting him with images of him and Violet living together in his cabin, maybe having a family of their own someday.


  He was getting way, way ahead of himself. What were the odds of a wolf and a bear being destined mates? A voice in the back of his mind supplied a steady stream of doubt and it combined with his hopes, causing his stomach to ball up. He wanted her to be the one – he wanted it bad. Maybe too badly for his own good.


  When the food came – lasagna for him and tortelloni with braised short ribs for her – it didn’t provide as much distraction as he’d hoped. It was hot and tasty, but as he cut away a cheese-laden bite with his fork, he couldn’t help but recall that bloody October night when Violet had come out of Jack’s cabin balancing several heaping paper plates. She’d doubled them up to make them easier to carry and to prevent the maple syrup from soaking through, but Ronnie’s plate had been just about saturated anyway by the time he’d been able to stop working and take time to eat.


  Still, he’d savored the meal, holding the slightly-warm plate in his hands and imagining that it was Violet’s heat that warmed his fingers, not the food. And maybe it had been – his pancakes had been fairly cold by then, chilled by the autumn night.


  He’d devoured them anyway, eager to taste something she’d made and wanting even more badly to taste her. Cold and syrup-saturated or not, the pancakes and eggs had warmed him from the inside out and not a day had gone by since then that he hadn’t imagined what it would be like to share his kitchen with her each morning. He could even cook for her, or they could make breakfast together – it didn’t matter. He just couldn’t shake the idea of having her to himself, of getting to know the she wolf who was somehow so fierce and so caring, not to mention modest. Too modest, even. The more he got to know her, the more obvious it became that she underestimated herself.


  “How’s your lasagna?”


  “It’s great.” He took a long drink of his water, hoping it would cool the heat that flared up inside him each time she spoke or even looked in his direction. “How’s your meal?”


  “Delicious. I’ll have to tell the others about this place.”


  The others. Her pack was like her family, much as his tribe was to him. Thinking of them reminded him of the differences between himself and Violet. Differences that didn’t seem so important when he thought about the qualities he admired in her, but might just throw sand on the flame of attraction between them anyway. His next mouthful of water tasted strangely bitter and left him aching for sweetness strong enough to chase it away – sweetness he might just find on her perfect lips.


  Find out more about A Taste of Honey and the Half Moon Shifters Series at…


  www.ranaerose.com


  


  Table of Contents


  Enforcer’s Redemption


  
    Enforcer’s Redemption Blurb
  


  
    Dedication
  


  
    Acknowledgments
  


  
    Prologue
  


  
    Chapter 1
  


  
    Chapter 2
  


  
    Chapter 3
  


  
    Chapter 4
  


  
    Chapter 5
  


  
    Chapter 6
  


  
    Chapter 7
  


  
    Chapter 8
  


  
    Chapter 9
  


  
    Chapter 10
  


  
    Chapter 11
  


  
    Chapter 12
  


  
    Chapter 13
  


  
    Chapter 14
  


  
    Chapter 15
  


  
    Chapter 16
  


  
    Chapter 17
  


  
    Chapter 18
  


  
    Chapter 19
  


  
    Chapter 20
  


  
    Chapter 21
  


  
    Epilogue
  


  
    About the Author
  


  
    Dust of My Wings Excerpt
  


  
    Charmed Spirits Excerpt
  


  
    A Taste of Honey Excerpt
  


  

OEBPS/Images/cover1.jpeg
A Redwood Pack Novel

4 45
~ Enforeers
Redempt‘lﬁn






