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PACK RULE #7: PACK SECRETS MUST BE KEPT

I’m supposed to erase her memory, not claim her.

My son’s date knows too much. The most important rule of the pack has been broken: She's seen him shift. The alpha orders me to make her forget, but one hint of her scent, and I know the truth–this human is MINE.

Riley’s half my age. She has her whole life in front of her.

If I claim her, I lock her into a fate she never even imagined. Besides, she thinks I’m a player–only out for one thing.

I should stay away. Should let her go. But Riley is too sweet, too beautiful, and far too mine.

Now she’s caught between our two worlds–one side thinks we should steer clear of each other. The other wants a forever bond… either way, she’ll suffer the consequences.

She doesn’t understand the bond between us, but I can’t protect her without it. When danger comes for her, she has to trust me–the wolf who was born to be hers–to keep her safe.


PROLOGUE
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RILEY

Huh.

I’d thought kissing Tyler McIntire would elicit something more than… meh.

I pulled back from the kiss and rubbed my lips, looking away toward the river we sat near. What I thought would be a romantic picnic in the wild just turned…

AWK-ward.

And we were a mile into the canyon. No quick escape was possible.

The kiss?

Um.

Wrong.

So wrong. I had to say something before he tried again.

“Was it just me, or did that feel…” God, how did I say this?

“Weird,” Tyler supplied, giving me a smile. A chagrined one. A… what was the word for a smile that was fake and just as awkward as the kiss we just shared?

I’d always had the hots for Tyler–he’d had those wide shoulders and that deep, commanding voice since tenth grade. He always seemed… more than the other guys in our class. By the time we graduated, he was the heartthrob of the entire county. But he was off-limits because throughout high school, he’d dated Lila, one of my best friends.

I’d had to wait my turn.

Now they’re broken up. Amicably–no big heartbreak on either side. She’d gone to college in Utah, and he’d stayed in Cooper Valley to work at Wolf Ranch. I even asked Lila if she’d mind if I dated him, and she’d said no.

So when I bumped into Tyler at the grocery store last week, I flirted and asked if he wanted to hang out. He’d suggested a hike–he’d always been an outdoorsy guy. Today, he took me down into the canyon to a path along the riverside. When he pulled out a picnic blanket from his backpack, my heart fluttered. I love romance.

But then… the kiss. So bad.

Relief trickled along the sides of my neck. At least we were on the same page. “Yeah!”

Tyler picked up a stone and sent it skipping into the river like a pro. He really was the perfect guy–big, strong, good at everything he did, and chivalrous–a true cowboy. The old-fashioned kind that Cooper Valley bred.

“Um, maybe it’s because I feel guilty.” I groped for some reason why kissing Tyler–after all this time and imagining–wouldn’t be hot as hell. “I crushed on you for so many years, but you were with Lila. Maybe I programmed my brain to think of you as a brother or something.”

Tyler laughed and turned his gaze on me, his blue eyes crinkling with amusement. “You crushed on me, huh?”

I poked him with my elbow. “Don’t let it go to your head, big guy. Every girl in school crushed on you!”

His smile grew wider. God, he was really good looking. But all attraction was gone now. “Yeah?”

“Stop fishing for–”

He tilted his head back and… sniffed, which distracted me from finishing my sentence.

Because it looked as if he’d caught a scent of cookies and wanted to follow it.

“Oh, shit.” Tyler jumped to his feet to stand in front of me.

It took a second to process what was in front of us.

A mountain lion, which looked like a big, very scary cat. The domestic cats I met had all been snooty assholes, but this very-not-domestic one looked downright evil. Like he was going to toy with us, then rip us to shreds. Oh yeah, then eat us. Growing up in Montana, I heard about the dangers of a chance encounter with a mountain lion, even a bear, on a trail. That they stalked you when you didn’t know it, they were that stealthy. Holy shit, they were right. I never knew it had been nearby. And now it was right in front of us.

He lifted his arms in the air like you’re supposed to do to make yourself appear taller. “Whoa,” he shouted. Like he was addressing an errant bull on the ranch where he worked, not a supersized feral cat.

I scrambled to my feet, but he threw out an arm to keep me behind him.

“Easy, cat.”

The mountain lion did not take it easy, though. It took a silent step closer, crouching lower like it was getting ready to pounce.

“Tyler, um, mountain lion. That’s a mountain lion!”

Like he didn’t know, but my panic was making me act like an idiot. An alive one. I didn’t want to be a dead one.

“Fuck. Stay behind me. I won’t let anything happen to you.” He raised his arms and waved them up and down again as if he were flagging down a semi-truck.

I’d be swooning if it weren’t for the brotherly kiss. What was wrong with me? This magnificent man should totally turn me on.

Yes, still an idiot. I was thinking about being with Tyler at a time like this. Maybe my life was flashing before my eyes.

I stayed behind him, inanely clutching the back of his shirt in my fist as if he might get away from me if I didn’t hang on for dear life.

The big-ass cat charged.

Tyler braced, bending his knees like a defensive lineman.

I screamed. There was no way Tyler could survive a fight with a mountain lion!

Tyler launched into the air, kicking the cat in the chest at the same time it slashed him with its great claws.

“Tyler!”

The force of his attack drove the cat back, but it was even madder now, and it had badly injured Tyler. He grabbed his bleeding shoulder as he rushed to put his body between mine and the mountain lion once more.

Dropping to my knees, I yanked open his backpack, searching for a weapon of any kind. “Please have bear spray,” I muttered as I tossed our lunch out of the pack onto the ground. Did that stop mountain lions too?

The cat attacked again. Tyler fought, punching it in the throat and head as it toppled him to the ground.

Its mouth opened, yellow canines poised to end Tyler’s life.

With shaking hands–hell, my entire body was shaking–I grabbed the picnic blanket from the ground–the only weapon I could find–and ran toward them.

Tyler wrestled with the wildcat, struggling to keep those enormous jaws away from his throat with all his strength as he bucked beneath it, trying to throw it off his body.

I threw the picnic blanket over the animal’s head, hoping to disorient it enough for Tyler to escape from underneath.

What happened next didn’t make sense.

A ferocious snarl sounded–not from the cat, but… from Tyler?

Jesus, fuck! I screamed and jumped back, tripping over a root and falling on my butt.

I didn’t know where Tyler had gone, but an enormous wolf had taken his place and had its ferocious jaws around the cat’s throat. A horrible snap and crunch of bone finished its life. The animal collapsed to the ground, blood spurting from the neck, its head hanging awkwardly.

I let out a warbled exhale–more like a moan–and crab-walked backward.

The giant wolf wheeled its enormous head to look at me. A wolf. First, a mountain lion, and now a wolf?

Blood dripped from its jaws and–what the hell? It was wearing the tattered remains of Tyler’s clothing!

Despite the heat of the summer day, ice washed over me. My teeth chattered. I threw my hands out to ward off an attack, scrambling away.

“T-Tyler?”

I blinked, and the wolf was gone, replaced by a very buff, very naked Tyler. Blood dripped from his chin and smeared across his chest. His arm had open gashes from the cat’s claws. I was in shock. I was having a traumatic response. Seeing things.

He held his hands up, mimicking my gesture. “Riley, it’s okay,” he said in his deep rumble. The one that used to turn me on. Now, I was freaking the fuck out. “Don’t run. I won’t hurt you, I promise.”

For one interminable moment, I remained frozen, unable to move. Then the impulse from my brain reached my feet.

I jumped to my feet and ran as if being chased. After seeing a mountain lion and a wolf, maybe I was.
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CODY

“We have a problem.” I stalked into our alpha’s home office, removing my hat as I entered.

Tyler followed behind at a much slower pace.

Rob Wolf was behind his desk and looked up from his computer. In a western snap shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a crease in his dark hair–with the cowboy hat that creased it on the corner of the desk–he appeared the quintessential rancher. No one but those in our pack knew he was also a shifter. And… fuck, maybe one young human.

Rob’s gaze slid from me to Tyler, then widened. “What the hell happened to you?”

We stood side-by-side in front of him. Tyler wore nothing but a pair of sweatpants I had in the back of my Jeep for emergencies. He bore gashes in his torso and was covered in other cuts, bruises, and dirt. There were a few twigs in his hair. He looked like he fell down a mountainside, which may have been better than what he told me really happened.

“Sit,” the alpha ordered, pointing to one of the empty chairs. “Hell, Tyler.”

Rob didn’t rush to get medical supplies. They weren’t needed. A quick scan of Tyler–even though he looked rough–was enough for Rob to know he was quickly on the mend.

Tyler dropped heavily into the leather chair. “Mountain lion. But I messed up. I’m really sorry.”

I was proud of him for admitting it, especially to his alpha, but an apology wasn’t going to solve the problem. Rob arched a brow. “Oh? Do we need to track an injured animal and put it down?”

I sighed and let it out. Let Tyler talk. He was nineteen, not six. I would stand by him and support him, but to be a man, to be a wolf, he had to own his mistakes. Especially with our pack alpha and also his boss. This wasn’t stupid cow tipping or other teenage shenanigans. This was a big fucking deal.

“No, sir.” Tyler winced as he shifted in the seat. The cuts and bruises that had been on his body when I’d found him had healed quite a bit. The bleeding had stopped, and the smaller wounds had already disappeared. The perk of young wolf genes. “I was with Riley Abbott down by the river.”

The corner of Rob’s mouth tipped up. I had a feeling the alpha and his mate may have spent some time down by the river on a day off themselves. I had no doubt Tyler’d had sex with another shifter teen before, especially after a moon run. The topic wasn’t embarrassing or a big deal to any of us.

“A mountain lion must’ve been stalking us,” Tyler explained. “We were… distracted, and I didn’t get the scent early enough. Once I got a whiff, it was too late. He was already up on us. He attacked. I fought it but switched to wolf form.”

Rob’s eyes widened, but he stayed quiet. His gaze slid to me.

I nodded. He wasn’t seeking confirmation from me; no one would lie to their alpha. He was silently confirming what Tyler hadn’t said. Yet.

“So she knows? This Riley Abbott?” he asked. I’d seen Rob get riled, but it was rare. Just like me, we were known to keep calm in sticky situations. I didn’t run a pack, but I ran the only bar in Cooper Valley, and I dealt with shifters and humans partying, drinking, and burning off steam.

“She’s Kyle Abbott’s daughter,” I added. “He’s a deputy sheriff with Levi.”

Having a shifter as county sheriff came in handy on occasion.

“Right,” Rob said, making the connection.

Tyler nodded. “Yes. She saw me. Watched me fight and kill the mountain lion.”

“You said you were distracted. I assume then that she’s your mate?” Rob wondered.

I hadn’t asked Tyler that. I’d been too focused on the fact that a girl he knew from high school now knew that my son was a shifter. Hell, had he found his mate? At his age, it would be lucky. I was forty, and I had never met mine. Tyler’s mother was a female who’d been on a moon run with me when we were barely older than Tyler is now. Clara was not my mate. In fact, she’d met hers only a few years later.

Tyler’s words pushed my thoughts aside. “Actually, I was distracted because she definitely isn’t my mate.”

Rob frowned. So did I.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“She was into me,” Tyler said, glancing between us. “I’m not a player or anything, but I know when a girl’s interested. She was. She put out all the signs. Then we kissed.”

“So you went for her even though you knew she was not your mate? You let your dick do the thinking?” Rob asked.

I understood what it was like to have my dick do my thinking for me. Usually, if I wanted sex, I went for a she-wolf. Could I go for a human? I could, and had, especially with the easy pickings owning a bar. Every woman thought a bartender was hot when she’d had a few drinks. I didn’t take advantage of a woman who’d been drinking, but hookups were inevitable. I couldn’t be too hard on Tyler, considering.

“You’ll know,” Rob said with authority, not only as an alpha but as a shifter who’d found his mate.

I couldn’t agree because I didn’t know.

“So you were looking for a little fun and would’ve found it if a mountain lion hadn’t messed things up?” I asked.

Tyler ran a hand over the back of his neck, and a twig fell to the carpet. His gaze dropped. “Well, no. Because it was bad. The kiss, I mean.”

“You mean she’s a bad kisser?” A slow grin spread across Rob’s face.

Tyler shook his head, then frowned. “No. It wasn’t right. I felt nothing. Maybe even a little weirded out. Like kissing a sister, if I had one.”

Rob’s grin dropped to a scowl. “What did she think?”

“Oh, she was weirded out by the kiss, too, but not for long because…” He circled his finger in the air. “Mountain lion. Then me shifting into a wolf. She was definitely weirded out by that.”

“Where is she now?” Rob asked.

“She ran.”

“Ran?”

“Yeah. After I healed enough to move, I hiked the trail all the way to the head, but there was no sign of her. It was probably a good thing, too, because I was pretty much naked. Even I know no female–human or shifter–wants to be stalked by a naked guy.”

“Where is she now?” Rob repeated.

Tyler shrugged then winced. “I know what you’re asking. I wouldn’t have left her.” He flicked his gaze to me. “Dad would kick my ass worse than the mountain lion if I ditched her.”

I nodded because I would kick his ass if he didn’t treat a female right. Whether a kiss was good or not, he needed to make sure she was home safe before moving on.

“But she left me,” Tyler continued. “Her car was gone from the parking lot where we met. Like I said, it wasn’t like I could chase after her with my balls hanging out.”

“He called me, and I met him at my house for him to get clothes, then we came right here,” I told Rob.

“We have an unmated human who knows you’re a shifter.” Rob laid it out there with one sentence. “Out in Cooper Valley. Freaked and definitely not your mate.”

“Yes.”

“Pack law says we kill her,” Rob said evenly.

What the⁠—

Tyler popped to his feet, wobbled a little, but held his ground. “What? No way! I was protecting her. It’s not like I could have kept my wolf from doing everything it could to keep her safe. She doesn’t deserve to die because of that!”

“Don’t shout at your alpha,” I warned him, even though I agreed.

Rob held up a hand. “No. He’s good,” he said to me. Then his gaze shifted to my son, and the corners of his lips ticked up. “I’m proud of you, Tyler. You did the right thing. She’s safe and unharmed, and that’s all that matters. But now your father’s right. We do have a problem. Especially if she’s already told her dad what happened.”

“You’re not going to kill her?” Tyler practically squeaked.

Rob shook his head. “No. I wanted to see what you’d say. I need to know my pack is made of worthy, protective males.”

Tyler’s chest puffed out.

“But we need to wipe her memory of the wolf as soon as possible,” he continued. “Hell, she may have already told someone. That makes her a liability to the entire pack.”

Tyler sighed, relieved Rob hadn’t been serious about killing her.

“She needs to be taken to Marion.”

Marion. Shit. Marion wasn’t one of our kind, but the Shifter Council used her talents on occasion to straighten out problems with humans. She had the creepy ability to wipe select memories from her victims or even implant new ones. It was an amped-up form of hypnotic suggestion. And she charged a pretty penny for the trick.

What’s more, she lived in Missoula and didn’t do house calls. We’d have to bring Riley to her.

Fuck.

This was getting complicated.

Mind wiping could also be dangerous. But Riley Abbott was young, and it was only one brief incident that had to be replaced. Hopefully, she wouldn’t suffer anything more than a headache. We needed her to believe her date with Tyler had been uneventful, other than a bad kiss.

Rob was right; every second that ticked increased the chance of her telling someone what she saw. Of course, if Marion could reprogram her memory into something more plausible for a human to understand, it would get Riley to explain that she had been confused about what happened with Tyler. Maybe even wipe the mountain lion part away, which could be traumatic in itself.

“I’ll take her,” Tyler said.

Rob shook his head. “She’s probably not going to get anywhere near you.” His alpha gaze shifted to me. “You’ll take her.”

I didn’t disobey an order from my alpha, so I nodded. I’d have to get one of my employees to open at the bar tonight, but that could be arranged. There was no other choice. It had to get done.

Rob went around the desk, opened a drawer and pulled out… shit. He pulled out a syringe and filled it, then capped it and handed it to me. “This is a low-dose horse tranquilizer. It won’t knock her out for more than an hour, but that will allow you to get her to Marion without giving her more memories that need to be erased.”

“Yes, Alpha.”

“Get it done.”
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RILEY

Tyler had called my phone five times since I ran from him–no, ran from a giant wolf–all the way out of the canyon. I didn’t even know I could run a mile uphill without dying.

I rejected his call again and dialed the number of my best friend, Lila, with shaky fingers.

She’d dated Tyler for three years. Did she know that he was a monster?

“Shit,” I muttered when her phone went straight to voicemail.

God, what if… what if he’d bitten her and turned her into a werewolf, too? What if my best friend was also a monster? Oh my God! My brain spun out.

I was spinning out.

None of this made sense.

My heart thundered as I considered what to do. I replayed the scene in the canyon over and over, but I still couldn’t make sense of it. Okay, to review, I kissed Tyler, and it was not good. Then, he sniffed the air–like a wolf–and right after, the mountain lion appeared. One second, he was about to lose the fight with it; the next second… he was a giant wolf with bone-crunching jaws. He’d killed a mountain lion with his teeth.

Right. So Tyler was a wolf. A werewolf. Either that or he put mushrooms in the sandwiches we had for lunch, and I was tripping.

I should call my dad–working for the sheriff’s office meant he was good with emergencies. But no. No. Something stopped me.

Dad was overprotective as hell. After taking me to the ER for a drug test–because he’d totally think Tyler had drugged me to have his way with me or something ridiculous–he’d probably throw Tyler in jail without asking questions first. And Tyler hadn’t hurt me. The opposite. He’d been protecting me. He’d pushed me behind him to fight off a mountain lion.

A mountain lion.

He was a hero, not a monster.

A monster-shaped hero.

Maybe I should take his call and hear what he had to say. I paced around Nana’s tiny house, grateful I at least had my own space to think this through.

After Nana moved into a retirement home earlier this summer, I moved in. Dad wanted to sell the place to help fund her retirement, but she insisted that she was just “trying out” the community and that she needed me to keep her place homey in case she returned. I suspected she was handing me my freedom since the community college I attended didn’t have campus housing, and my dad wanted me to stay at home.

Yup, overprotective. Ever since Mom left us, he was a little over the top. Which meant for most of my life.

I stopped pacing and stared at my phone, my thumb hovering over Tyler’s name. Should I call him? My heart still beat unnaturally fast. My breath fell in quick pants.

Maybe I needed a shower. I always did my best thinking in the shower. Besides, that hike–and run–left me covered in dust and sweat. I headed to the bathroom, turned on the water, and stripped out of my dusty clothes.

I stepped in and let the water cascade over my head.

Yes.

This was what I needed. My thoughts didn’t clear, but at least the warm spray felt good. My muscles started to relax.

I should call Tyler back. Yeah. That made sense. He was the only person to give me answers to the questions circling my brain.

After shampooing, conditioning, shaving, and everything else I could think of to stalling and hearing the truth, I turned off the shower and grabbed a towel to dry off.

“Riley?” A man’s deep voice called from the living room.

Shit. My pulse rocketed back to epic speeds. So much for calming my nervous system. Damn small towns where people walked through open doors. Dad was going to kill me for not locking mine.

“Who is it?” I called back, grabbing my short pink satin robe and stuffing my wet arms into the sleeves. I threw the door open and shrieked because the owner of the voice–all six foot three of him–stood just outside. “Oh!”

I recognized him, but my brain was so muddled from the mountain lion incident that I was still putting it together. Mr. McIntire, the gorgeous owner of Cody’s Saloon, was in my hallway, but for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why. Cooper Valley was a small town, so I knew him–he was a notorious player–flirty and friendly with all the women, but I didn’t know that he knew me.

“I’m sorry to scare you, sugar. I knocked, and you didn’t answer. I got worried. Now I know why.” Mr. McIntire took off his cowboy hat and leaned against the hallway wall as if to give me space. His eyes crinkled as he shot me a lopsided smile. Uh, wow. This man gave Hollywood actor vibes with his dark hair and blue eyes. The neatly trimmed beard gave him a rugged, cowboy look, enhancing the square jaw and dimpled chin.

There was an apology in his expression, but not genuine remorse. As if he knew he shouldn’t be in Nana’s house, but he wasn’t leaving, either.

The closeness to this delicious display of manhood further discombobulated my already confused brain.

I sensed his attraction to me. Even though his gaze didn’t stray below my eyes, I knew he registered the fact that I was standing in front of him, dripping wet, naked underneath the short robe that I hadn’t even finished tying.

His eyes glowed with appreciation.

His eyes glowed.

I blinked. Oh my God. I was an idiot! This was Mr. McIntire. As in Tyler’s dad.

Was he a wolf, too?

I sucked in a breath and tightened the robe’s sash. “Um, what are you doing here, Mr. McIntire?” I cursed the warble in my voice.

He stepped closer and touched one of my shoulders. The corded muscles of his forearm flexed as he reached out. “Don’t be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you.”

My body responded to his touch, to his nearness. To his masculine scent and the sight of the bulging muscles of his arm and chest. He wore a snap-button shirt with the cuffs rolled up to his elbows, showing off his strong, tanned forearms. It made my mouth water and other parts of my body get wet, too.

Then my brain–which was still too damn slow–caught up. Mr. McIntire was here because of what I saw earlier. How weird was it that he came, rather than Tyler? Was he going to bite me? Turn me into one of their kind?

“I… I think you should leave.” I slipped out of his grasp and darted past him, running for the living room. Nana kept a loaded shotgun behind the front door.

He didn’t chase. I heard the even pace of his cowboy boots as he called after me, “I heard about what happened in the canyon. Tyler said you didn’t answer his calls, so we were worried. I wanted to make sure you got home okay.”

I grabbed the shotgun and lifted the muzzle as I whirled. “Yep, I’m home.”

Too late.

Mr. McIntire was right there and caught the barrel. With his quick tug, I lost my grip and the shotgun flew out of my hands. He tossed it on the couch behind him and hooked my nape with his palm.

My eyes flew wide when I tried to move, and I found myself effectively immobilized.

He had superhuman strength! If I had any doubt, it was now confirmed–Mr. McIntire was definitely a wolf, too.

He leaned down like he was going to kiss me. “I’m real sorry about this, sugar,” he murmured.

About what? The alarm bells were going off, but it was too late. Something sharp jabbed my neck.

A needle? Oh fuck.

“The last thing I wanted to do was add to your trauma, but I promise, by tomorrow, it will be like nothing happened.” I barely heard his dark rumble before my mind went blank.
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CODY

I scooped a limp Riley into my arms. Her robe parted, revealing one ripe nipple.

For a moment, I couldn’t move. All I could do was stare at the lovely girl. No, woman. At the dusky rose of her areola. The way the nipple peaked, as if despite her fear of me, she’d also been turned on. Fate knew I was.

The moment she opened that bathroom door, in a robe that clung to her damp skin…

It was wrong–so wrong. This girl was young enough to be my daughter. She was my son’s date, for fuck’s sake! Shit. If she went to school with Tyler, she was also nineteen.

All I could do was stare down at her. She was still dewy from her shower, her skin flushed. Drops of water ran from her reddish-brown hair down into the hollow of her throat. She had big brown doe eyes. Lush, kissable lips. Sure, I surprised her for being in her house unexpectedly–I now had the primal need to spank her ass for leaving the front door unlocked–and coming out of her bathroom to a stranger as she had. Naked. Ripe. Fuckable.

Humans didn’t do much for me normally, but I would never swipe left on this one.

I couldn’t believe Tyler said the kiss had been bad. It made no sense.

If I got my mouth on hers, it’d be potent. My dick was hard just thinking about it. And that nipple. Fuck me.

Those were the stupid thoughts running through my head since she came out in her bathrobe. I’d brought the tranquilizer and had planned to give her a quick jab before she could even understand what was happening. Instead, I’d stood there and stared.

Like I was doing now.

“What am I going to do with you, Riley Abbott?” I murmured, hugging her limp body closer to my chest. Damn, I made it sound like I had a choice.

I didn’t.

My alpha ordered me to bring this human to Missoula to get her memory of the mountain lion attack extracted. I wasn’t here to date her.

Not that she would date a guy as old as her dad, anyway.

Ugh, speaking of her dad… I couldn’t forget I was kidnapping a deputy sheriff’s daughter. If this wasn’t crucial pack business, I’d say it was stupid. But it had to get done. I had to do this right.

I glanced over at the rifle on the couch. It would be easier if I shifted Riley over my shoulder to free up my hands, but something wouldn’t let me do it. I stooped down to pick up the shotgun, juggling it and the soft, lush Riley until I placed it behind the door again.

Good girl for having that and running for it. Bad girl for doing it in a skimpy robe and nothing else with the unlocked door. Didn’t she know I had a chase instinct?

Walking to her bedroom, I laid her on the bed and looked around.

This was Riley’s grandmother’s place. Opal Abbott had been a fixture in Cooper Valley since long before I was born. The bedroom was a curious mix of youth and crone. The furniture was antique. Most of the artwork appeared to be the old woman’s, but Riley had propped framed photos of her and her friends on the dresser.

I picked one up showing the kids in their graduation gowns. There was Tyler in the group towering beside his ex-girlfriend, Lila. Riley was on her other side. I’d paid no attention to this female before, but now she suddenly had me captivated. A plump nipple would do that.

When Riley whimpered in her drug-induced sleep, I got my head back on task. I needed to get a move on.

Forcing myself back into motion, I set the photo down and yanked open the dresser drawers.

“Fuck,” I muttered, finding her panties, a fluffy pile of colorful lace and silk. Slamming that drawer shut, I opened others until I found a pair of yoga pants and a cropped t-shirt for her to wear.

I turned to look at the beautiful teenager lying on the bed, her robe riding up her toned thighs. A few more inches, and I’d see heaven.

Teenager, I reminded myself. Teen. Ager.

This was not some female I could screw around with, regardless of what my mind and dick were telling me.

But something stirred deep inside. A murmur from my wolf: Not screw around. Keep.

I blinked. KEEP? What the fuck?

I didn’t have time for this. For what my wolf was suddenly trying to tell me. The clock was ticking, and I had to get this girl to Missoula and home before her dad or anyone else realized I’d taken her. Forcing my lust down with an iron will, I gritted my teeth and threaded her legs into the yoga pants. I pulled them up and slid a palm under her ass to lift her hips. As I did… oh fuck. Oh fate.

When I got close to her delectable scent––yes, the scent of her body’s arousal for me—my wolf roared to the surface.

I shook my head. “No. No, no,” I muttered, stepping back and practically tripping over a rogue slipper. All I could do was stare at Riley on the bed in only her leggings and her robe. The robe that was completely open now, exposing her more-than-a-handful breasts. Both of her nipples beaded up, begging for my tongue. Begging for my attention.

They had it. One hundred percent. My mouth watered to feast on them and lower.

But no. No, no, no, no. This couldn’t be.

I ran a hand over the back of my neck and began to prowl back and forth in the small bedroom, tripping again over the slipper. Why did I feel this way? I had to–

Without any more thinking, I pounced over her, straddling her waist. The bed squeaked with my added weight. I ignored the surging of my cock against my zipper as I leaned forward and pressed my face into her neck to draw her scent into my nostrils.

Fuck me.

It was heavenly. Better than a 200-year-old scotch on the rocks. More decadent than the finest ambrosia. It had notes of summer wildflowers and sunshine. She smelled like…

My mate.

The unwelcome thought came from my wolf.

I stared down at her. Asleep. No, she wasn’t asleep, she was unconscious because I drugged her. She was beautiful. Freckles on her nose. Full lips. Everything about her was fucking perfect.

Oh no. This was really fucking bad. A big problem.

But I was sure. Rob had said you would know the scent when you caught it. He was right.

Riley Abbott was my mate!

Fuuuuuck! I threw myself back off the bed again and walked in a tight circle, stabbing my fingers through my hair. I didn’t know where I dropped my cowboy hat–probably somewhere in the living room–when I had to snatch that rifle from her, shit, my mate’s hands.

What was I going to do? Not only was my dick hard for this girl… no, woman… teenager, but now my wolf said she was our mate! I just broke into a house–well, technically, the door was open, but I came in uninvited–and tranquilized my fated mate. I was supposed to get her memories swapped, not seduce her.

Not mate her!

This girl was half my age! She was interested in my son. She would never date a guy as old as her dad. Even if she did–because I couldn’t deny the electricity between us–her dad would probably use his county-issued revolver to try to kill me. Which was bad because if he did shoot me, I wouldn’t die. Then there would be even more explaining to do.

She was going to wake up soon, and how the fuck would I ever explain it all? How would I win her trust when I literally drugged and intended to kidnap her to make her forget about there being shifters in the town?

I sighed, set my hands on my hips, stared at her. My mate.

Maybe I should still take her to Missoula to at least wipe out the memories of a wolf sighting and this fucked-up encounter. Then I’d have a fresh start. Time to plan a better approach with her.

Even as I had the thought, my wolf snarled in rage. No way I could let Marion near my mate. No way in hell.

Of course not. I’d never subject my mate to any potential harm. And wiping her memories was that and more.

I would have to solve this some other way.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. I paced some more, debating. Fighting with myself, my wolf, and my alpha.

Even setting aside the large problem of disobeying my alpha and letting her keep her memories of Tyler being a wolf, she would surely go for a gun again the moment she woke up.

I needed to get her out of here. Get her somewhere… secluded. Keep her as mine. Safe. Fuck, I’d have to hold her captive until I could make her understand she belonged to me.

Hell, that sounded wrong. But that was essentially what it meant to a wolf shifter. My wolf growled at that. There was nothing “essentially” about it. Riley Abbot was MINE.

Now that I knew she was my mate–now that I’d caught her scent–I couldn’t pretend I could ever go on living without marking Riley Abbott. I had to claim her. Fate couldn’t be denied.

Once I fully made her mine, then I could figure out the next step.

I scooped Riley up into my arms, savoring the feel of her, the scent of her. “Sorry, sugar.” I nuzzled my nose into her wet hair. “Fate made the decision for both of us. You belong to me now.”
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RILEY

I smiled, rubbing my face into the soft pillow, feeling rested and content. Rolling onto my back, I stretched, raising my arms over my head. My hands bumped into the headboard.

I froze because that was not the brass headboard on Nana’s bed.

I shot up and blinked. Oh my God, this wasn’t Nana’s house. This wasn’t Dad’s house. I didn’t recognize the room. Where was I, and why was I sleeping here? I felt like Goldilocks and wondered if there was a big bear coming in to claim his bed.

“You’re awake.”

Startled, I jumped a foot. Seeing a big man in the doorway, I pushed back into the very rugged, very log, headboard. He wasn’t a bear. He was… holy shit! He was–

“Mr. McIntire,” I breathed. I sat up, fast.

It all came back to me in a rush, like a fast-forward button on a movie. Tyler. The wolf. The shower. His dad coming to the house. The needle. Then nothing. Then… here.

The big man winced and ran a hand over the back of his neck. “Cody. Just Cody.”

His deep voice was like the scrape of a snowplow on an icy road, and it made me shiver.

“Fine,” I snapped, throwing my legs over the side of the bed. I’d been kidnapped. I needed to get out of here. “Cody. What’s going on?”

He held up his hands in a non-threatening gesture. I chalked it up to how hot he was that I wanted to trust him, despite my better judgment.

“You’re going to stay here with me for a while. I need to explain some things to you.”

I frowned, alarm bells going off. “What? Um… why? And where is here?”

I was in a log cabin with timber walls and ceilings, wood floors. The simple furnishings were also made of pine. Through the bedroom window–with simple white curtains flanking the glass–I could tell the sun was still up, so I hadn’t been asleep for more than an hour or two. I could also tell by the fact that the view consisted of trees and more trees that we weren’t in town.

He approached the near side of the bed, and I slid across in the opposite direction. I wasn’t scared of him like he might harm me, but I was scared of not knowing why I was here and why I was more attracted to him than freaked out. Maybe the drugs messed with my head. Except, I’d been mesmerized by him when I’d found him at Nana’s house, too.

I should be really freaking out. Okay, I was. Some.

Mr. McIntire… Cody… was big. Broad. Dark. Handsome. Hot. Sexy. His eyes bored into mine, and I felt seen and exposed, as if my clothes were made of thin tissue, not satin. When his gaze lowered to take in every inch of me, my nipples hardened. Traitors!

He drugged me. Kidnapped me. Saw my body, apparently, because I’d been in a robe before, and now I was dressed. Put me to bed. God, his bed.

This was Tyler’s dad. His DAD. And the more we silently stared at each other, the more I was drawn to him. That close cut beard was doing it for me. So were his intensely blue eyes. His strong body. His–Oh, God… Stockholm syndrome? Daddy issues?

“This is my cabin, sugar,” he said. He lived in town. I’d been to his place before because of Tyler, so this must be a retreat? A mountain getaway? A lair for hiding kidnapped women? “You’re here because…” He stopped and rubbed the back of his neck. He couldn’t stop staring at me. Into me. “Well, you’re mine.”

I blinked. Then again. “Um… what?” I was his? Okay, now I was freaked.

“What you saw with Tyler was real,” he continued. He stood, feet spread, loose-limbed. But he gave off a commanding air. Strong. God, what drug did he give me because I wanted to lick my lips at how… virile he was.

“The wolf,” I said, after a hard swallow.

He nodded.

“Tyler’s a werewolf,” I clarified.

He shook his head. “Not a werewolf. It’s not a disease where you can give it to someone–it’s a different species. Tyler’s a shifter.”

“That means–” I eyed him from head to toe. Took in the jeans that molded to his body in ways that shouldn’t be legal. A snap shirt that just asked to be yanked open. Forearms that were pretty much porn. Hair that was a little long and curly, and I couldn’t forget the beard. I wanted to touch it, feel how soft it was. Feel it… everywhere. I was totally into the beard.

Was it because guys my age couldn’t even grow a mustache?

“I’m a shifter, too,” he admitted.

Maybe I hit my head on the hike with Tyler. Maybe I was delirious. Seeing things. Hearing things. Maybe I wasn’t even awake. Maybe this was a drug-induced dream. Through Tyler, I’d known Cody–even tangentially–for a few years. We’d never really talked before because he was a friend’s dad. A friend I’d kissed earlier and found it very lacking.

For some reason, the feelings I should have for Tyler I was feeling now for Cody. Attraction. Interest. A craving. A longing to be kissed and not solely on my mouth. Why? I had no idea because this was Tyler’s dad!

Tyler never said anything bad about him, never accused him of being a crazy helicopter parent. Hell, mine was. As deputy sheriff, Dad was a control freak in all aspects of his life, especially when it came to me and my life. Cody was… cool. Always had been.

Except I hadn’t known he’d always been a freaking shifter or found him H.O.T.

That meant he was going to turn into a wolf. He was going to fight a mountain lion. But there were no mountain lions here, wherever here was. There was only me. Was he going to tear me to pieces? Rip out my throat? Claw me?

No, no, and fuck no.

With a flick of my gaze to the bedroom door, I sprang from the bed and ran for it. I had to get the hell out of here, away from Cody. Away from any McIntire. Just… away.

Dad had always told me to be vigilant about my safety. To walk in groups, to hold my keys in between my fingers. To be watchful. Cautious.

And yet I’d left my front door unlocked, and a man came in, drugged me, and kidnapped me to a cabin in the woods. It was literally the plot of every crime show on TV. If that wasn’t enough, which it was, he just admitted to being a shifter wolf.

If I hadn’t seen Tyler in action earlier, I wouldn’t believe it. I’d laugh in Cody’s face. But I had. Too much. That meant I shouldn’t stick around and do anything with Cody’s face or the rest of his body.

The cabin was pretty small, thankfully. I cut through the main room and threw open the front door.

“Riley!” Cody yelled, his voice practically echoing off the log walls.

I heard the heavy footsteps, which meant Cody was coming after me as I ran across the front porch and jumped down the three steps onto a field of wild grass and wildflowers. I didn’t see another house. A narrow dirt drive was the only guide I had to civilization. I was alone with Cody, the shifter. A wolf. If he was anything like his son, he’d have fangs sharp enough to rip out a mountain lion’s throat. Enough strength to break the animal’s neck.

Which meant he could easily do both to me.

“Fuck, sugar! Stop. Fuck.”

I saw his Jeep, turned, and ran for it, prayed the keys were inside. If not, I could lock the doors and… I had no idea, but it was a metal and glass barrier between me and a… wolf person.

My breath came out in pants, and the adrenaline pumping through my veins fueled my sprint. Except I wasn’t a runner. I’d done cheerleading in high school. It wasn’t an endurance sport. I could bend and flip, but that sure as hell wasn’t going to save me now.

Before I made it to the car, an arm banded around me. I shrieked. My feet lifted off the ground as I was pulled back against Cody’s hard body. His head came down to my neck, and I swore he sniffed.

“No! Don’t rip my throat out!” I struggled in his snug hold, and I threw my head back, whacking his face.

“Fuck!” Cody muttered. His grasp didn’t loosen. His arm banded about my bare torso where my t-shirt rode up. He might’ve put clothes on me but not a bra.

“Don’t squirm. Don’t fight. For fuck’s sake, don’t run,” he growled.

“Why?” I cried. “You’re going to eat me!”

He went completely still. Completely rigid, and I felt every hard inch of him. Every inch. And he didn’t growl with words this time. He literally growled.

“If you don’t hold still, I will throw you down in the grass, and I will eat you. I can smell how turned on you are right now. I know that pussy of yours is wet and ripe for licking.”

His words–filthy and obscenely hot–had me going slack. He wanted to eat my pussy? Mr. McIntire?

We were both breathing hard and perhaps now for a different reason than a mad dash.

“Yes, your pussy,” he repeated, as if he wanted to make sure I understood. “The only danger you’re in with me is passing out from the orgasms I give you.”

I had absolutely no idea what to say to that. Guys I’d dated never talked that way. Sure, I’d made out with a few of them, and I knew all of them wanted sex–what guy didn’t?–but they didn’t speak so boldly. So… plainly.

“A word of warning,” he continued, his arm giving me a little squeeze. “Don’t run from a wolf. My wolf loves a chase, and you, sugar, just gave him one.”
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CODY

“I won’t run again.” Riley looked up at me with wide eyes.

I kept my gaze focused on my task–tying her to the headboard. Holy fuck. She was mine. There was zero question now. Not with how she’d run and my wolf sensing it as her leaving but also as a more primal need to be chased and claimed. To be bitten and fucked. The fact that she’d done it without a bra, her perky tits bouncing beneath the thin t-shirt as she went, made it even more potent. Running and teasing my wolf to go after her.

I carried her into the house–tossed over my shoulder with one arm over her thighs–and grabbed a length of rope from the mud room on the way back to the bedroom.

Dropping her onto the bed–where my wolf practically howled with satisfaction–she bounced once before I began to secure her one wrist. There was plenty of slack; she could move around, even stand beside the bed, but she wasn’t running off again.

She was right where I wanted her.

“I know,” I said, once I calmed my wolf.

“Then don’t tie me up.”

I heard the tinge of fear in her voice, and I stilled my hands as I finished the knot. Met her dark gaze. In the past, I knew her as a friend of Tyler’s. Saw her at school events, around town with a gang of friends. Never this close. I’d never once thought the color of her eyes was like the finest whiskey. Or that her pulse was thrumming in her neck where I wanted to lick. That her tits were a perfect handful and begging to be played with.

She was young. I don’t do young. She had a life ahead of her I’d already done. Dreams solidified. If I made her mine, I’d be taking all that away from her. Locking her into a life with a fucking forty-year-old.

“I did this wrong,” I admitted, my fingers stilling on the rope.

“You think?” she snapped, dark eyes filled with fire.

“Tyler told me about your time by the river,” I explained.

She opened her mouth, but no sound came out.

“Heard about the kiss.”

Her cheeks turned bright red, and she glanced away.

“That you both found it… lacking. Yes?”

Smart girl that she was, she only nodded.

“But you were drawn to him.”

She nodded again.

“That’s because he’s my son, and you are my mate.” I rushed on because there was no doubt she had a million questions.

Her gaze whipped to mine, and her brows shot up. “Excuse me?”

I climbed up beside her on the bed. I wanted to straddle her waist, hold her down, and explain myself with a long, claiming kiss, but I’d already fucked this one up pretty good. If I wanted to make her understand, I needed to stop scaring the poor girl. One way to do that was untie her, but that wasn’t happening.

So I’d continue to unintentionally scare her and try to explain at the same time.

“Every shifter has one true mate,” I began. “The female who nature deemed perfect for you. Some believe it’s fate, not nature. It’s true that it’s more than a biological match–it’s a true connection. Since there’s only one, and your mate could be anywhere in the world, most of us don’t even hope to find ours.” I stabbed my fingers through my hair. “Like me. Especially when you’ve stayed in the same small town you grew up in and had a kid.”

Riley’s gaze was riveted to my face but remained quiet.

Did she wear mascara or were her lashes naturally that long and dark? Fuck–I was losing focus. I’d better not look at that mouth of hers, or it would all be over.

I cleared my throat. “My, uh, ex-wife found her mate. It wasn’t me, obviously.”

I couldn’t help but watch when Riley licked her lips, her little pink tongue flicking out. My dick twitched. Balls ached. “So…”

“So, I showed up at your house to take you to Missoula to have the memory of you seeing Tyler shift to a wolf and fight the mountain lion wiped from your head, but the moment I caught your scent back at your place, I realized you belong to me.”

“Am I supposed to call you Daddy or something? Is this a kink of yours?”

I frowned at what she was suggesting. “What? Hell, no, you’re not calling me Daddy. That’s not a kink of mine. You are my kink.”

Riley started shaking her head slowly. “Uh uh. No. I don’t belong to you.”

Now I did shift positions, straddling my reluctant mate. She was so much smaller than me. Fragile, yet so bold and daring. I had to wonder if she even knew how wild she was.

“Yes. You’re my mate,” I repeated. “The one female who is perfect for me.”

She whimpered, but it sounded more wanton than afraid. It sounded like a pickup line, something a woman longed to hear, but it wasn’t. Although I did have her in bed. Tied to it. Heated and pumping out her sweet scent that called to me.

“I’m gonna kiss you, Riley Abbott,” I warned her, unable to control it a second longer. “And you’re gonna tell me if it feels wrong, like when you kissed Tyler. Or if it feels like you just found the one male who makes your body come alive.”

I lowered my head slowly, giving her time to protest. I might’ve talked a big game, but I wasn’t going to force her into anything she wasn’t ready for. Even if it killed me.

She didn’t stop me. Yes! Those juicy lips of hers parted, and she lifted her face to mine.

I tried to go slowly. Tried to force down the aggression of my wolf, who was howling to claim her. I stroked my lips across hers, taking my time with a few sensual glides before my tongue slid into her mouth.

The feel of her. Her taste. Her scent. FUCK.

The moment she started kissing me back, though, I forgot to go slow. My dick surged against my zipper, pressing into the notch between her legs. I rocked my hips as I fucked her with my tongue, sucked her lips, claimed her mouth like someone was trying to steal it from me.

When I broke the kiss, we were both breathless. I was sure my eyes were glowing amber. Her skin was flushed a lovely shade of pink. Her scent was thicker than ever.

“Well?” I demanded. I stroked my thumb across her silky cheek. Her body trembled beneath mine.

“Untie me,” she whispered as she looked up at me with those chocolate eyes. They were cloudy with desire. She wasn’t unaffected, thank fuck.

“Sugar, the rope’s for your protection. You ran from my wolf,” I explained. “You can’t do that unless you want me to fuck you good and hard.”

“You’re saying you tied me to the bed, so you won’t fuck me?” The way she took in every inch of me, I wasn’t sure if she was asking because she didn’t want me to or because she did.

“Not without your consent.” That wasn’t a no. It was a no for right now.

“This makes no sense. Tying me to a bed screams that you want to fuck me good and hard.” The sass in her voice only made me want to dominate her more. Spank that sass out of her and then fuck it right back. Again and again. Blood rushed to my dick, and it was possible I could come just from her saying fuck in her breathy, soft voice. My hips flexed, pressing into her. She lifted into it and moaned. I growled.

“Oh, I want to do that,” I said. Yes, she was so much younger. Sweet. Innocent. Clueless to the hardships of life, ones I wanted to shoulder for her. But she ran. She ran. In a pack, that meant chase me, I want to be held down, taken, used.

Riley wasn’t a shifter. But she was mine. That meant she wanted me to do all of those things, even if only subconsciously. For right now. Soon, when I claimed her, she’d be begging for it. She’d know she liked for me to be in charge, to give her what she needed, no matter how filthy it was.

She sniffed. “Well, I don’t.”

I arched a brow, scanned her gorgeous body, saw the way her nipples pebbled against her t-shirt. “Liar.” I pointed at her tits then circled my finger.

She looked down, and her cheeks flushed a pretty shade of pink as she covered the evidence with her forearm. “I’m not lying.”

I took a deep breath. “Sugar, besides those nipples showing off for me, I can scent your arousal. You’re dripping for it.”

Her mouth fell open as she squirmed because she knew exactly what I meant. “I… I– no way.”

I shrugged. “Fine. You’re not wet for me. Then prove it.”

She cocked her head. “Prove it?”

Nodding, I sat back on my heels and crossed my arms over my chest. “Let’s see how wet you are.”

She held up a hand. “You are not touching my pussy.”

I lifted my chin. “You do it then.”

“I’m tied to the headboard,” she reminded with more of that sass, holding up her wrist with the rope dangling from it.

“With only one arm, and there’s plenty of reach. Use either hand. Slide those fingers inside that sweet cunt and show me. If you’re not hot for me, for this, then–”

“Then you set me free,” she cut in. “And I go home.”

This was a bargain she wasn’t going to win. I knew she was wet. I could smell her arousal, tangy and sweet in the air. It made my mouth water for a taste.

I leaned down, set my hands on the headboard on either side of her head, so our faces were close. So I hovered over her. So all she could see was me. A few inches more, and we’d kiss again. “If your honey’s dripping and covering your fingers, then I get to lick it up. All of it. From the source.”

Three things happened at once. She swallowed hard, and I imagined her taking my dick deep down her throat. She got wetter, her scent almost heady now. She also moaned, and I had to wonder if she’d ever had a guy go down on her.

Holy shit. I gripped a log of the headboard. If it wasn’t so thick, I’d have snapped the wood.

Was she a–

Was she smelling so sweet because she had her cherry? That she was untouched and all fucking mine?

I growled, and my dick spurted pre-cum.

“You a virgin, Riley?” I asked, the words raw and deep, clawing out of me, so eager to hear the answer.

She blushed and looked away.

Fuck, she was. “Oh, sugar.”

“I know I shouldn’t be one, but I’m not good at it, okay?” she said, her head to the side.

I frowned, confused. She looked ashamed. Why the fuck would she feel that way for not fucking some horny high schooler when she knew–deep down–that she’d been waiting for me?

“How can you be good at something you’ve never done?” I asked, reaching out and tucking her hair behind her ear. It felt like silk between my fingers.

“They said so,” she whispered.

I froze and my wolf went on alert. “They?” My voice was dark and deadly, but she didn’t notice. Who the fuck are they?

“Guys I dated. Made out with,” she explained. “Said I was… fat. Cold. Dull. Not worth… That–”

“Stop talking,” I snapped. I remembered what Tyler said about the kiss. He hadn’t mentioned that he thought she was fat. Or cold. But the kiss had been bad. Had her feelings been validated earlier by my own son? And dull? She shined so fucking bright those boys had been blinded. They no doubt felt lacking in her presence and pushed their problems onto her. Well, I was fixing that shit right fucking now.

Her gaze whipped to meet mine at my tone. “See? One kiss, and you agree with–”

I cut off her words as if my wolf slashed his paw through the air. “I’m angry because you believed them.”

And that those boys had touched what was mine, even though it sounded like youthful fooling around and nothing more.

“I–”

“It was them who weren’t worth your time. Even Tyler.”

Reaching down, I pressed my palm into my dick through my jeans. “See this?” I asked, and her gaze dropped. Grew as she figured out exactly how big I was. “It’s all for you, sugar. You make me so fucking hard. You’re not cold. Or fat, which is the dumbest thing I ever heard. One kiss, and I never want to let you up from this bed. Now show your mate how wet you are,” I ordered. When she continued to stare at me wide eyed, I added, “Do it.”

As if moving in slow motion, Riley slid her hand beneath her leggings and–fuck, was that a sight. I knew when she slipped a finger inside because her back arched. When she finally held her hand up, I gently grasped her wrist and kept it aloft between us. It was glistening. Practically dripping.

It was the prettiest sight in the whole fucking world. My mate was soaked.

“This… fuck. This sticky honey shows you’re not cold. You’re running hot. For me. The guys from high school were boys. Idiots. What you need is a man. A real man. Me. Your body knows it.”

And then I put those fingers in my mouth. And sucked.
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RILEY

Oh, my God. The feel of his wet tongue and the suction of his mouth on my fingers was the most erotic thing ever. I was wet, so, so wet for him. It was like my vagina had a leak or something because my thighs were coated.

My pussy ached, my clit literally throbbed with need for this man. Why? It was as if my libido had a switch that had been turned off until him. That the reason I hadn’t been into kissing Matt Hutchins in eleventh grade or making out with Ethan Zibarsky last year was because I’d had no interest. None. Like with Tyler, there’d been nothing. I never got achy or wet.

But one deep growly command from Cody McIntire, and I was sopping wet. Needy. God, I craved everything he talked about and more. Instantly, I pictured him silencing me with his dick in my mouth. With him licking my arousal from the source. Both possibilities, and others, worked for me.

I never, ever imagined I’d be turned on by a throat fuck, but then again, I never expected to literally drip for Tyler’s dad. That didn’t even include the fact that he chased me when I ran. That he came after me and caught me. I’d felt the steel beam in his pants as he held me against his body. All that was before he tied me to the bed.

Tied. Me. To. The Bed.

Clearly, I had a previously unknown kidnap kink. A capture kink. A need to be dominated. An older man fetish. A shifter need although I wasn’t going to think too much about that right now. The whole mate thing was mind boggling, but whatever. What… the fuck… ever because a hot, experienced man was sucking my pussy juices from my fingers. Should I let this go on? I’d told him I didn’t want to be fucked, and he knew I lied. Now he knew for sure because I was like a Slip and Slide down there, and I was writhing and moaning like a porn star. Just from my fingers in his mouth.

Was I insane for changing my mind? Was Cody that good? Of course, he was. He’d supposedly been with every available woman in town. No doubt they all responded to him the same way I was.

Did I care? Not if he kept up what he was doing. God, his mouth alone felt so insanely good. How he’d… get a taste from the source, and that meant I’d get an insane orgasm–with a guy. It’d happen, I’d know what it was like and then get on with my life. I may have wanted the picket fence lifestyle, but I was also realistic. Was his chase and mate thing one of his go-to moves? Was he saying his same-old, same-old lines? I had to remind myself I wasn’t going to get anything special with Cody because I was sure he said the same things to all the girls.

It was time I put on my big girl panties–or took them off–and reminded myself what this was. Fun. And a heck of a lot of kink.

People had sex after meeting at a bar. Or through a dating app. There were even ones just for hookups alone. Where people intended to fuck and forget, maybe not even share real names. Why couldn’t I do that now with a guy who I knew was safe? Okay, maybe safe-ish. Who wanted me. Who knew what he was doing. Who clearly, based on the impressive bulge, a big dick. He sure as heck had the energy to match.

I was nineteen. I wanted sex. Wanted to have a man-made orgasm. Wanted to know what it was like. Maybe Cody was right, that Matt and Ethan and Tyler were boys.

Watching Cody lick clean my fingers was so carnal. Seeing the rope around the wrist he held reminded me I didn’t have a choice. No, I did. He wasn’t going to do anything without my consent. He’d said that. Except those words and the rope were contradictions. The fact that he wasn’t going to take what wasn’t freely offered even though I was tied to his bed was reassuring. Liberating.

He wanted to do all kinds of filthy things to me, and I had a choice. I could go with what made me hot and pretend he wasn’t giving me one. That I really was captured, that I really was bound to a bed to slake his needs.

Holy shit, that was hot. This was probably a bad idea, but it was a bad idea with orgasms. He’d figure out I wasn’t his mate or say just kidding! or whatever, and I’d be back in the college dating pool with my V-card punched and realistic expectations of future lovers. Why lose it with a little fumbling and awkwardness when I could have… holy hell… THIS.

The whole mate thing made no sense, but I understood what a hard dick meant. Cody wanted me. Me!

I could use him. He was Tyler’s dad. There was nothing real here. We’d have today. Now. Then we’d be done. I’d no longer be a virgin, know what real sex was like.

It wasn’t complicated if I didn’t make it that way.

I’d have sex with Cody then move on. “I lied. I want this. Please,” I whispered, wanting to finally lose my virginity. He’d make it good. He’d make it naughty. I just never knew I wanted it like that.

He stopped sucking. Kept hold of my wrist but slipped my fingers from his mouth.

His heated gaze held mine. “Please, what, sugar?” His voice was deeper and rougher, like a thundering landslide.

“Please do what you said.”

“What did I say?”

I licked my lips, and I watched him watch. His eyes changed from blue to amber. They practically glowed.

“That you’d taste me from the source.” Then fuck me.

“Your sweet cunt.”

Goosebumps rose on my skin as I nodded and squirmed. I couldn’t rub my thighs together because he was straddling them.

“I ran away,” I admitted. “I lied about being wet.”

His eyes narrowed, studying me, seemingly adapting on the fly. “You’ve been a bad girl.”

I bit my lip because I’d never been called that before, especially not in this way. I nodded. “I know. You even had to tie me up. I can’t get away.”

Oh my God, what was I saying?

He shifted on the bed, reaching for the waistband of my leggings and slowly tugging them down, baring me to him one inch at a time. After flinging them onto the floor, he settled his broad shoulders between my thighs. He pushed up the short hem of my t-shirt, so my breasts were exposed. I looked down at him, his handsome face between my legs. “And you don’t want to. I’m going to eat your pussy, sugar. A real man’s going lick you clean, and then you’re going to cream all over again. I’ll make you come. And you’ll take it. Take whatever I give.”

All I could do was nod because yes, please.

“Anyone ever been here before?” he asked, his breath fanning over my heated skin.

I shook my head, barely breathing.

“Fuck,” he murmured. He closed his eyes briefly, then his mouth was on me.

“Oh shit!” I cried, my head falling back on the pillow.

His tongue. It licked, swiped, and learned every inch of my sensitive flesh. He found my clit and sucked, making my hips arch. His hands settled on my inner thighs, held them wide.

I’d never felt anything like it. Never imagined I’d be so open and exposed for someone. Hell, this was Mr. McIntire!

My hand, the one with the bound wrist, went to his hair. Tugged, then pushed him into me because it felt so good. Like little flicks of fire. Licks of… oh my God.

When I felt a finger circle my entrance, I clenched and came. And screamed. And thrashed. And gushed all over his face.

“Cody!” I cried.

Against my pussy, I felt his growl. Felt his need. He didn’t let up, instead he did the opposite. One finger slid into me and curled to–

“CODY!” I yelled. It was a good thing we were in the woods. Neighbors would call the police with how loud I was. God, the police. My dad.

“Another,” Cody murmured as he kept rubbing some amazing spot inside me. Thoughts of my father… of anything, fled.

I rocked my hips into his face trying to keep the delicious feeling going and going and– “There. There. There.”

Instead of continuing, he eased up. I lifted my head and looked to him. “Why… why did you–”

His beard was coated, coated, in me. His lips practically glistened. “I’m in charge of this pussy, sugar. It’s mine. All mine.”

“Okay, fine. Your pussy, just make me come,” I snapped, very cranky for him to continue. We were playing sex games. The whole capture thing. The bad girl. The whole possessiveness streak. I’d play along if it got me an orgasm.

He lowered his head and returned to his task. It didn’t take long, he was that good. I came again, then once more, on a whimper. Then I lost count.

“Such a naughty virgin,” he murmured, as I passed out from pleasure.
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CODY

“Am I still on drugs?” Riley murmured, her eyelids fluttering open. I’d just given her more orgasms than she could take, and her body was limp and heavy with the pleasure of it.

My cock throbbed with need, but I wasn’t about to pull it out. Not with a virgin half my age. Especially not with one I drugged and tied to the bedframe in my cabin. Not with my mate before she was ready, no matter what she said or how her body creamed for me.

“No, sugar. You’re in orgasmic bliss.” I untied her wrist, kissing the chafed skin, feeling guilty as hell for disrespecting my mate that way. She wasn’t running now, that was for-fucking-sure, but she didn’t need reddened and sore skin as a reminder. What we’d done hadn’t been real punishment, and the only part of her that’d be reddened and sore was her ass.

But she’d enjoyed it. There was no doubt in my mind that I’d given Riley what she wanted.

She pushed up onto her elbows and tried to peer at me through heavy lids. Her t-shirt slipped to cover her gorgeous tits. Ones I had yet to savor.

“Cody?” I heard tons of apprehension in the way she said my name.

“Yeah, sugar?”

“I want you to take my virginity.”

I went still while my wolf howled in delight at her filthy little beg while she had her legs spread around my shoulders, pussy swollen and clit poking out. Fate knew I wanted to. I wanted to pop her cherry. I also wanted to mark her with my fangs. Make her mine forever.

“So you feel it?” I studied her. I wasn’t sure how much a human could register the pull of a fated mate. Wolves knew immediately from the scent. Humans’ sense of smell wasn’t nearly so refined. But she must feel something–her body’s response to me was undeniable. “You recognize that I’m your mate?”

Her brow wrinkled slightly. “You’re the one I want to take my virginity.”

I frowned. Warning bells were going off. Yes, her body was on board–hell, was it–but I suspected her mind wasn’t… yet. She felt the attraction, but didn’t understand what it meant. She wanted me to be the one. The person to be her first. Nothing more.

It was clear that she didn’t know the depth of what I wanted from her–no, needed. She understood that I was her mate. She didn’t understand what being mated meant or that wolves mated for life. That if I didn’t mark her with my scent soon, I could go moon mad. She didn’t know that once I marked her, there’d be no getting rid of me. She’d be stuck with me for the rest of her much-longer life.

As much as I wanted to fuck her, my conscience demanded I made sure she understood what was going on here. She was barely an adult. She’d never had sex. It would be so easy for me to steamroll her, but I wasn’t going to do that. Plus, she never knew shifters existed until earlier and mates only a few minutes ago.

“No.” I grit out the word.

“No?” Her eyes went wide. Her mouth opened and closed a few times before she finally said, “What do you mean, no?”

“I mean I’m not going to fuck you.” If my wolf could harm me, it would claw out my insides for saying that.

“What?” She tried to scootch back, but I gripped her bare thighs. “Wasn’t that why you brought me here?” It was her turn to study me, her expression one of confusion and slight alarm.

“I don’t drug women for sex,” I practically snarled. Her question alone was another bit of proof that she had no idea the depth of this situation.

“Let’s do it,” she continued. “You said I’d been with boys before. I want a real man to fuck me for the first time.”

I tipped my head to the ceiling. Groaned. “You’re killing me, sugar.”

Sure, this was what I wanted, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted it all with her. Her lack of understanding was frustrating as hell, especially when she painted me as a creep or pervert. Or an asshole. Her quick one-eighty also proved she wasn’t thinking about the big picture. She saw it as sex. Satisfaction. Then… bye?

A one-fuck thing? A punch to her V-card? Not happening.

Was I glad she wanted that with me? Fuck, yes. The question was, if I denied her, would she go to someone else?

No fucking way.

Her eyes were on the thick outline of my dick pressing into my jeans and probably a pre-cum stain that was growing by the minute.

I waited until her gaze met mine again. “I’ve got your taste and scent. My wolf loved satisfying you. So for now, I’m good.”

“But–”

“No,” I repeated, more for my wolf than for her.

She tipped up her chin. “If you’re not going to have sex with me, then take me home.”

She was bare from the waist down. Her pussy was slick and swollen, and she wanted to go home? I was never going to forget how she came on my tongue. The way she tasted, looked, sounded. Giving my fated mate satisfaction for the first time was one of my life’s goals.

“I promise I won’t tell anyone about Tyler. About what happened. We can forget everything. You don’t have to mind wipe me or whatever.”

“All because I won’t fuck you?”

She shrugged. “Yeah. You make no sense. What guy doesn’t want to have sex? Maybe I’m–”

“You’re not,” I said before she talked bad about herself again. Fuck, was I making her doubt how hot and arousing she was? Was I worse than those boys?

FUCK.

“You drugged me,” she reminded. “Brought me to a flipping cabin in the woods. Are you going to keep me a prisoner for the rest of my life?”

I frowned at the stupidity of the question. Although if all she saw about kidnapping was on TV shows, then maybe she would draw that conclusion. She wasn’t afraid of me though. I’d just eaten her out, for fuck’s sake.

“Of course not. I just brought you here to…” I trailed off. My reasoning wasn’t all that clear. My wolf instinct drove me to bring her somewhere secluded. Somewhere I could have my way with her. Mark her. But she wasn’t ready for that, and I’d been kidding myself that she was. I wouldn’t take her until she understood completely. Until she wanted me as much as I wanted her… and not just sexually.

She was my mate. I knew she was the one for me. I just needed to get her to see it, too.

“To tie me up and make me come?”

My lips twitched. “Well, yes, that.”

She frowned. “But you aren’t having sex with me. I’m a sure thing, Cody.” She waved her arm around. “No strings attached.” She had the audacity to eye the rope still attached to the headboard. “Or not any longer.”

“You want to… what? Fuck and then I take you home? Is that what you think this is about?”

“Yes. We fuck, and you take me home.”

Holy hell, I messed this up.

“I forget you drugged me and planned to mind wipe me because I saw Tyler turn into a wolf,” she added. “I’ve promised not to tell.”

“This a new bargain, sugar?”

She might be able to bargain with me, especially when I gave her orgasms from the arrangement, but there was no compromise with Rob Wolf. She either got claimed by me, or she got her mind wiped. Period.

She shrugged.

If we had sex, based on her response, she’d be done with me. Not happening. She wanted sex. Wanted my dick, not me.

There was no bargain here. I had to concede everything. Except sex. She wasn’t getting it now, not until she knew everything and wanted to be mine. Begged for me to claim her.

I wouldn’t deny her pleasure–fuck, watching her come was one of the most erotic things ever–but she wouldn’t get my dick. I had to get her to see her life now was with me, but taking her to the cabin wasn’t the way I should’ve done it. I needed to be patient, which sucked. I thought I was a patient man, but Riley made me practically rabid.

“If you don’t take me home, my dad will find out.” That was a threat I hadn’t considered. It was also a good one.

“Shit.”

She was an adult, but she was still Kyle Abbott’s little girl and wouldn’t want me sniffing around her, let alone eat her out. I was too old for dealing with that kind of challenge.

I sighed. “With what I–eventually–plan to do with you, your dad will definitely shoot me.”

“Well, good thing for you, he’s in Bozeman testifying in a trial for the next few days.”

Thank fuck. I had a reprieve from being shot–and healing from a bullet wound. I needed time to court Riley. Woo her. Give her enough orgasms to understand she was my fated mate, to understand that she was my forever.

I was risking a lot. I sure as hell couldn’t let someone mind wipe her. I would have to hide the fact that I didn’t do it from Rob until I could mark her. I would have to teach her about shifters, giving her the knowledge that she could use to destroy the entire pack. I would have to satisfy her sexual needs without compromising, no matter how much I suffered from blue balls. I had to get her to be mine before her father came home. Before Rob found out.

“Fine. I’ll take you home.” I shifted off the bed, reached down and grabbed her leggings.

She looked at me, skeptical, as she took them. As if I hadn’t drugged her, kidnapped her, and tied her to the bed only to let her go. “No mind wiping?”

“No mind wiping. No telling anyone,” I warned.

With a shake of her head, she said, “I won’t.” Sadly, she started to put her leggings back on.

“No fucking other guys just to ditch your virginity.”

“You won’t take it,” she replied mulishly.

“I’ll take it, but we’ll have fun first.”

Her eyes lit with interest. “Really?”

“That’s a promise, sugar.” I circled my finger in the air. “‘Til then, this is all a secret.”

She considered it. “Yeah, you’re probably right. We’re a secret.”

I leaned in to kiss her, loving that she let me. I took her hand and led her out of the bedroom and to my Jeep.

The nearly full moon rose in the sky like my benevolent goddess. The deity who just granted me a wish I hadn’t even dared to make.

I opened the door for her, helped her in. When I went around and climbed in the driver seat, she peered at me. “Who else is a wolf?” Before I could answer, she gasped. “Wolf Ranch! Oh my God! Is everyone at Wolf Ranch a shifter, too?”

Fuck. Not only did I have to convince Riley to be mine, I had to convince Rob, too, that she was mine. Because he was going to kick my ass for not getting her memories altered, that she was starting to put together who else in Cooper Valley might be shifters. He was going to lose his shit knowing that her knowledge could bring danger to his ranch.

He was also going to kick my ass for going down on the human instead of following his orders. He would understand when he found out she was my mate. At least, I hoped to fate he would.
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RILEY

We were quiet as we rode back to town. My mind was overwhelmed and confused. Had I imagined Tyler turning into a wolf? Was I going insane? I hadn’t imagined ending up in a cabin in the woods with Cody, and I definitely hadn’t imagined him putting his mouth on me and licking me to multiple orgasms.

My pussy tingled with the lingering pleasure but also ached for more.

Yeah, that really happened.

What guy drugs and kidnaps a woman, then goes down on her, and doesn’t want reciprocation? Cody made no sense. He was gruff and dominant but also attentive and seemingly protective and caring.

I flicked my gaze his way. His wrist rested casually on the top of the steering wheel as we bumped down the dirt road. His gaze was fixed ahead. In profile, he was so handsome. No guy I knew could grow a mustache, let alone a full beard. His was soft–my inner thighs knew exactly how soft–and I wanted to reach across his Jeep and touch it.

This man wanted me. Me! But he was returning me to town because we’d bargained. I wasn’t going to say a word to anyone about what happened with Tyler today. Who would believe me? I wasn’t telling anyone about Cody either because until a few hours ago, he was Mr. McIntire.

My girlfriends would be envious–because he was a DILF–but they’d also think I was nuts. He was old. Like forty. He had a kid my age. I was in college. I had my whole life ahead of me. I wanted the picket fence. The dog. The babies. Since my mother left when I was seven, all I wanted was a mom who stuck. To come home from school to hugs and snacks. To have someone help me with science fair projects and hairstyles. To teach me how to shave my legs. All the things a mom did. Well, except mine. She hadn’t been interested… ever. Mom and Dad dated and had an accidental pregnancy. Me.

But Dad wasn’t the only guy she’d dated while they were together. From what I picked up from Dad, and the entire town, was that my mother was a player. No, that term was for guys. She was a slut. No, promiscuous. Loose. Those were all words I’d heard associated with her over the years. Whispers behind my back and some to my face. I wouldn’t put a woman down for wanting sex as much as a man—thus my annoyance with the player vs. slut terminology—but it didn’t include cheating or abandoning responsibilities.

Dad had tried his best, but the two of us in the bathroom with him showing me how to use a razor was laughable.

He loved me. That was never in question. But he was jaded about love and relationships after she walked out on us for a passing-through-town travel photographer. I had no idea what real love looked like, but I knew I wanted it. Wanted someone to be mine, to want me, and to keep me. To put me first.

Maybe it had been a good thing Cody and I hadn’t had sex because if there was a picture of a player in the dictionary, it’d be him. My head had been clouded by lust because he was just that talented. My clear thinking had been fogged.

Except… a player fucked. That was the point of being a player. Cody hadn’t even gotten naked. I hadn’t touched him or seen his dick. He gave me orgasms. Knew now I wasn’t cold at all. Knew Matt and Ethan were clueless in bed. I should thank Cody for that alone.

As he slowed the Jeep and turned down my street, I kept right on thinking.

Then there was me, the virgin. Who never had a guy do more than kiss my mouth. Then a couple of aggressive, growly actions and words from Cody, and I wanted to have sex. Was this how my mother started? How she felt with a guy? Greedy for dick?

Oh my God, I was a horny slut. A virgin slut which was pretty much impossible but still... I wanted it wild. Naughty.

He slowed and put his Jeep in park in front of Nana’s house. Shifted to face me.

I cleared my throat. What did I say to a guy who had his face between my thighs and then wouldn’t screw me?

“Um, thanks, Mr. McIntire,” I bumbled. Yeah, real smooth. “I’ll, um… see you around.”

When I nervously lifted my eyes to his when he stayed quiet, I noticed his jaw was clenched.

“Cody,” he corrected then pointed at me. “Stay there.”

He climbed from his car and came around to open my door. He even reached in and undid my seatbelt. I picked up his scent. Clean and kinda spicy. I saw the flecks of gray at his temples. Noticed how full and… gah, perfect his mouth was. We’d kissed.

If I leaned in, I could do it again.

No, we had a bargain. He brought me home. No screwing. No telling.

He led me up the walk, his hand on the small of my back. “Code?” he asked, referring to the keyless lock Dad had put on Nana’s door, so we could get in with just a number code if there was an emergency.

“Six-two-four-seven,” I said.

He entered it and opened the door for me.

“I have to go to work,” he stated.

“Right,” I said, realizing it was close to dinnertime. He ran Cody’s Saloon. Not just ran it. Owned it. “Thanks for the, um… interesting time.”

He leaned in close, kissed me. Growled. Sniffed. “You’ll come by the bar tonight.”

My eyes widened in surprise. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“I can’t.”

“You can.” His voice was insistent.

“Besides not being twenty-one–”

“You can,” he said, cutting me off. “It’s legal. I just can’t serve you alcohol.”

I didn’t know why his invitation–or rather, order–excited me. Going to a bar wasn’t that special. Except it was. Cody’s Saloon was the only bar in town, and everyone my age was dying to be old enough to get to party there. It was the best–and only–nightlife in town. The place where bands played, people went dancing, and hook-ups happened amidst free-flowing drinks. I even heard about the mechanical bull. I had to admit that was some of Cody’s appeal, that he was legendary as the sexy bar owner. The host of Cooper Valley’s hookups and good times.

And he was into me.

Ordering me to come down to his bar. It was almost too good to be true, which meant it really was. He was a player who drugged me! I needed to avoid him and let my newly unleashed sex drive steer me back to guys my age.

“–and because I have plans,” I said, finishing my sentence.

His brow arched as if he thought I was lying. Or making up another excuse to avoid him.

“I’m going bowling with my friends Alice and Wendy.”

“Bowling?” he repeated, his mouth tipped up, clearly not expecting that answer.

I nodded.

His blue eyes held mine, and we just… stared with the sounds of the neighborhood–a lawnmower, a bird chirping in a tree–around us.

Eventually, he lowered his head and brushed his lips across mine. “I’ll see you soon then.”

I leaned against the door after I closed and locked it behind me.

Cody McIntire was sooooooo confusing. A player quickly slept with you and then left you at your door with a “I’ll see you soon” but wouldn’t mean it.

Cody had refused to take my V-Card. He refused to have sex with a virgin, which, from romance books and porn, was a thing no guy turned down.

Except he had.

And that meant that he really would see me soon?

I tossed my arms up in the air, giving up.
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CODY

The beer delivery was short four kegs. One waitress called in sick. Someone took a shit and clogged the toilet in the men’s room. That all happened before eight. Then the customers started to really pour in, and I was helping out behind the bar, trying to keep up with the orders. Besides the clogged toilet, it was all no big deal. Another night owning the only bar in town.

What was different tonight was that I had a fated mate. Sure, I had fucking blue balls, but I couldn’t help but smiling like I got laid. Riley’s taste was on my tongue, soaked into my skin. I knew what she sounded like when she came. Looked like when I gave her pleasure.

My dick pulsed at the idea that I was the only guy who’d done so. And ever would.

Except she was bowling with her friends. My wolf didn’t understand that concept, didn’t like the fact that we were apart. He wanted to hunt her down. Chase her again and go primal on her ass. Shit, now I was thinking about fucking that virgin hole, too.

Someday.

Someday, I’d have every inch of her.

Hopefully before the full moon because that approaching tension was going to drive me and my wolf into a frenzy. I pulled another beer then set it on the tray with the three others, slapped the damp order slip beside it, and placed it in the pickup area for Wanda, one of the waitresses.

Turning back to help the next customer, I found it wasn’t a guy who wanted another pitcher waiting, but Rob Wolf and his mate.

Fuck.

He leaned against the bar, casual as fucking ever, one arm slung about Willow’s waist. As if the loud country music didn’t faze him. Or the screaming bachelorette party in the corner. Or the whoops of a rowdy group by the mechanical bull. With his cowboy hat on his head and ranch-worn hands, he blended right in. The fact that he could probably hear a mouse fart in the alley because he was an alpha shifter wasn’t obvious.

Grabbing a clean rag, I wiped the glossy bar in front of them. “Hey guys. Beer?” I asked with my usual easygoing smile.

He looked to Willow. “That’d be great,” she said. “Thanks.”

Rob nodded for one as well.

They stayed quiet as I filled their mugs from the tap. I wasn’t sure if they really wanted the drinks or if Rob was giving me time to get my shit together. Or let me sweat because I felt like a teenager who got caught stealing his parent’s car for a joy ride.

I set a beer in front of Willow first then Rob. While she took a sip from hers, he ignored his.

“It seems that Marion never had anyone visit her today.” Rob obviously had no interest in pleasantries. This was the second time today he’d had to deal with a McIntire.

All the racket, all the waiting customers, slipped away. Rob’s gaze pierced me in place. He wasn’t angry. I’d never known our alpha to do angry. But he sure as hell wasn’t happy.

“No,” I replied.

“Got a good reason?”

I set my forearms on the bar, leaned in close. “She’s mine.”

Not a chance would I say fated mate in this crowd. While there was a mix of shifters and humans in the crowd, it stayed in balance because the humans had no clue as to the mix of bar-goers.

Willow let out a little gasp and grinned.

Rob didn’t offer as much emotion. Only one dark brow winged up in response. “You sure?”

I glared. “Seriously?”

He shrugged. “You’re old. Maybe your scent’s broken.”

Willow laughed again. “Rob,” she scolded.

I continued to glare. I didn’t dare disrespect my alpha by saying something I would regret, so I stayed silent.

“Now we know why Tyler’s kiss with her was off.”

I scrubbed at the not-dirty bar top with the rag instead of punching my alpha in the nose. “Don’t ever mention Tyler, kiss, and Riley again. Please,” I added through gritted teeth, out of deference.

Now Rob flashed a grin, which was a rare thing. It was his turn to lean forward. He didn’t have to do more than murmur since I had exceptional hearing.

“So you plan to claim her. Hard to do when she’s not here.”

I met his gaze. “She’s bowling with friends.”

“Shit.” He sighed then kissed Willow’s temple. “Stay here for a few, angel.”

She nodded, then Rob snagged a stool for her to sit on. Without saying more, he turned away from the bar and weaved around the high top tables.

“Shit,” I repeated. Signaling to my bartender that I was stepping away, I followed my alpha to my office.

“I’ll claim her, Alpha. But she’s nineteen. Still a virgin,” I told him once the door was closed behind us, cutting the noise down to only the thumping bass of the latest song.

He leaned against my desk and crossed his ankles. “Not surprising. I imagine her dad keeps the boys away at gunpoint. You have a helluva hurdle with both her age and the deputy.”

I groaned. “I know.”

For shifters, losing your virginity only meant you had sex for the first time. As simple as that. There were no flower petals–except when it happened on a full moon run out in a field. There was no candlelight. It wasn’t… special. But I knew humans made something of it. Based on the way Riley was begging me to fuck her, she didn’t seem to think it was all that pivotal either.

Except I doubted she thought it would be a forty-year-old guy doing the deed. My wolf snarled at the thought of someone else ridding her of it. Like Matt or Ethan, two boys I wanted to take out in the back country and teach a lesson on how to treat a woman. Any woman but Riley. Then I’d pull out some diagrams on female anatomy, so they got their shit together.

“I wanted her memory wiped. You disobeyed a direct order from your alpha.” Rob sliced his hand through the air. “She knows about us and is unclaimed. And she’s not tied to your hip.”

Instantly, I thought of her tied to the bed and willed my dick down.

“I’m sorry, Alpha.” I ran a hand over the back of my neck. “I went to her place and used the animal tranquilizer you gave me. I had every intention of taking her to Marion. To fix Tyler’s problem. Then I caught her scent.” Taking a deep breath, I remembered that first hit of her sweetness. “She’s not Tyler’s problem any longer. She’s my mate. There was no way I could wipe her mind. You know that can leave permanent damage.”

“Not with just one memory. Now she has a memory of you kidnapping her, too. The longer this goes on, the more memories that will have to be wiped. And that could cause permanent damage. That many holes in a person’s mind?” He shook his head ominously.

Fuck. I wouldn’t let that happen to Riley. Even if it meant defying my alpha and getting kicked out of the pack. I would die first.

“She won’t have to have them wiped,” I said fiercely. “I’ll get her on board. It just takes time. She’s a human. I have to–” Fuck. This was going to be a daunting task. “Woo her. Make her fall in love.”

“Right, and in the meantime, how many people will she tell our secret to? Maybe while at the bowling alley?” He shook his head. “You should’ve followed my orders and wiped her memory. Then you’d have all the time you needed to figure out how you’re going to get a teenager to fall for you without putting the pack at risk.”

I swallowed. He was right. I hadn’t even managed to explain the situation to Riley properly. I just confused her with orgasms and dropped her at home. She could’ve shared everything with her friends by now. Told her dad. Her grandmother. Anyone.

“I don’t like this, Cody.”

“Give me one week.” One week to make a teenager fall in love and be willing to spend the rest of her life with me. That was possible, wasn’t it?

Rob smirked. “Well, you do have a reputation for making women fall fast.”

I bit back a growl. My wolf didn’t like the implication that Riley was like any other female I’d been with.

“I guess if anyone knows how to make a human female fall in love fast, it’d be you.” He pushed to standing, slapped me on the shoulder before opening the office door. “Fine. You have one week, Cody. But that’s it because every day she’s got more and more memories of shifters existing to erase. Make her fall in love and get her on board with being claimed, or I will personally take her to Marion to have her mind wiped.”

FUCK.
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RILEY

Alice and Wendy were my two closest friends from high school, after Lila, of course. Wendy went to the community college with me. She was taking pre-nursing classes with the plan to transfer to the state school next year, so she was crazy busy with labs. Alice worked at her family’s real estate office. She got her real estate license over the summer and had spent all summer showing land to interested out-of-state buyers. I took classes and worked part time at a local preschool. A night of bowling had been hard to coordinate, but we made it happen. It was what we all needed right now.

As my besties, I was dying to tell them about what happened with both Tyler and Cody, but I couldn’t. I’d promised.

Halfway through the first game, Alice’s boyfriend Chris showed up with two friends, Andy and Pete. While Chris said they weren’t staying, they hadn’t left yet. Andy was no big deal. He spent all his time on his phone–total dud–but Pete spent all his time trying to pick me up. Again, total dud but in a different way.

Wendy had found Pete’s interest in me amusing. I found it and him… childish. Especially after my afternoon with Cody. All I could do was compare. With Pete, all I saw was a baby face, not a hint of whiskers. Breath that smelled like beer they snuck somehow. Sweaty hands. Yeah, I knew how sweaty they were because he kept setting one on my bare forearm. His touch was like kiddie foreplay.

“My turn.” I slid around the bench seat and grabbed my ball from the return rack. I waited for a man in a league to take his turn in the lane next to ours before I walked, swung, and flung my ball down the alley.

I tossed my arms up when nine pins fell, and one teetered then finally fell, too. Wendy cheered. Alice high-fived Chris.

As I stood and waited for my ball to be returned and the pins reset so I could take my second shot, I caught a glimpse of Rob Wolf and, I assumed, his wife.

I’d never met them before, but Tyler had talked about him all the time because he got a job on his ranch and was now living there. He and I saw him in town once, and Tyler pointed him out.

They were by the shoe rental counter… watching me.

Me.

I stared. They stared back. Well, Rob stared back. Willow smiled, then popped a piece of popcorn in her mouth, plucked from a striped paper bag I hadn’t noticed her holding. They sold them at the snack counter because I’d seen them when I bought us all sodas.

The thrill of getting a strike was gone. My mind went to my earlier guess. Was Rob a shifter too? He had to be. Cody hadn’t directly answered when I asked him, but his last name was Wolf. Of course, he was a shifter! Then was Willow? I stared at the woman who was so much more sunshine-y than her seemingly grumpy husband. She seemed so… normal.

Was he here for me? No, that was silly. It was a small town. I ran into too many people I didn’t want to see on a daily basis. Grocery shopping was often like a social hour, and I’d started ordering tampons and girly stuff online not to give away anything personal to the snoopers and looky-loos of the community. It wasn’t that bad, but I had to deal with a smothering dad and a close-knit town. One I could control, and one I couldn’t.

Pete came over and gave me a hug, lifting me off the floor and spinning me around. Once my rental-shoed feet were back on the wood, I stepped back and grabbed my ball, which thankfully just appeared. “Nice job, killer.”

“Dude, let her breathe,” Chris called.

Pete gave his friend the finger but went back to his seat.

When I next lifted my gaze to Rob, his head was down, and he was typing on his cell.

“Go, Riley! Knock ‘em all down again!” Alice shouted.

I smiled, spun on my heel, and took a breath. Focused on the next shot and not about shifters. It didn’t work out too well because I only knocked down five pins. By the time I turned back, Rob and his wife were gone.

It was, at most, five minutes later when Alice was taking her turn that Cody showed up. No, he did more than show up. He came through the front doors on a mission. He barely looked left and right before zeroing in on me as if he had some kind of homing beacon on me.

That look.

Panties destroyed.

He stalked over. Yup, stalked. But he wasn’t eyeing me any longer. He was giving Pete the death glare. More specifically, his arm casually–and very intentionally–flung along the back of the row of plastic seats behind me.

How did I know he’d arrived? There was a disturbance in the Force, or my nipples just knew. Hell, every woman in the place stopped and stared, he was that hot.

Or they’d all been with him and were salivating for more.

I was.

“Hey Riley. Who’s your friend?” he asked when he stood before me, looming.

I swallowed hard, not in fear, but in arousal.

He was here for me. ME.

I cleared my throat. “This is Pete. He’s Chris’s friend.” I raised my hand lamely and pointed through Cody to where Chris was sitting at the scoring table.

“Mr. McIntire, you looking for Tyler?” Wendy asked.

Internally, I winced.

Cody’s gaze met mine. Held.

“Does your friend Pete want to live?” he asked me, and I sucked in a breath.

Pete laughed. “What?”

I popped to my feet. This was not good. This was a new side of Cody. A very possessive side. Was this jealousy or just plain territory claiming?

Either way, I wasn’t going to find out in a filled bowling alley. I hustled up the steps away from the lanes, my rental shoes sliding on the carpet with the Vegas-like pattern. Veering around a group of kids with birthday party hats and a few men carrying bowling bags and wearing matching league shirts, I made it to the bathrooms then ducked inside.

I knew Cody followed. Not because I could hear him–which I couldn’t over the rock music that the place played, the arcade noises next to the restrooms, and the clack of falling pins–but because I felt him.

By the time I pushed open one of the unisex restroom doors, he was right behind me and shut the door behind us. Flipped the bolt.

He hooked a hand behind my neck and tugged on my ponytail, forcing me to look up and meet his gaze. They were stormy blue. Wild.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, loving the little tug on my scalp. “I thought you were working.”

“I was until Rob Wolf texted and said my mate’s with another man. No, a boy.”

He left work and rushed over here because Rob saw me? His bar was only a few blocks down Main Street, but still. “Cody, I⁠—”

“Who is he?”

I frowned. “Pete? He’s a friend of Alice’s boyfriend.”

“He seems to want to be friends with you.”

Cody was here because Rob saw me with Pete.

“Yeah, well, I’m not interested,” I told him.

“He know that?” Using his hand, he steered me around, so my back was against the wall, and he was pressed into my front.

Every very hard inch of him.

“He know this pussy’s mine?”

I gasped when he cupped me through my clothing. “Cody,” I whispered. Holy hell, this was hot.

He leaned down, ran his nose along the side of my neck. “That I’m the one who makes you come?”

“Pete who?” I asked, angling my head for him.

He nipped the spot at the juncture of my neck and shoulder. “Exactly.” His breath fanned over my heated skin.

“You want to be around boys, that’s fine, but it’ll be with an achy pussy. Ruined panties. And cum drunk.”

“You’re going to fuck me now? Here?” I glanced around the bathroom that had bowling ball wallpaper and smelled like fruity air freshener. I’d do it, I was that turned on.

That thrilled.

His hand slid up my bare thigh and beneath my skirt. Then into my panties.

I gripped his corded forearm, not to push away, but to make sure he didn’t stop.

He licked the side of my neck then murmured, “I’m not claiming my mate in a bowling alley bathroom.” One finger slid into me, hard and deep, driving me up onto my tiptoes. I gasped at the sudden action. My eyes fell closed. While Cody had put his mouth on me–which was substantially more intimate than this since I still had all my clothes on–this was the first time a guy had ever finger banged me. “But I sure as hell can make it known that you’re taken care of.”

“Oh my God,” I breathed, rolling my hips as he fingered me. I’d used a vibrator before–only recently because there was no way I’d have a sex toy in my dad’s house–but this was so much better.

“You’re going to be nice and quiet and come all over my hand. No one hears you but me,” he growled. “Otherwise, I stop and leave you on edge all night.”

I bit my lip and nodded. I wanted to come so, so bad.

He slid a second finger in. “So fucking tight.”

I was so wet, the sound his actions were making was a little embarrassing. Except his palm rubbed over my clit, and I forgot about that. And my name.

“You’re going to go back out there, and Pete’s going to know you’ve already got a man.”

Cody wasn’t gentle. He was almost rough in his actions. Fierce. As if it was his primal need to get me off and quick.

I rocked my hips, practically riding his fingers.

“Good girl,” he praised as I came. “You look so fucking gorgeous when you come, sugar.” He thrust some more, wringing another orgasm out of me. “That’s right, your body knows who owns it. No one else can make you come like this. Who can give you what you need?”

“You can,” I moaned, delirious, trying to catch my breath.

He kissed my neck, slipped up the panties, then patted my pussy gently over them.

“Mine.”

Then he flipped the bolt and left.

If that wasn’t staking his claim, I didn’t know what was.
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CODY

I returned to the bar with the jealous rage of my wolf still pumping through my veins.

Finger fucking Riley in the bathroom at a bowling alley probably wasn’t what Rob had in mind when he gave me the one week deadline. The problem was, my wolf was too damn riled up–pun partially intended–to trust myself around her tonight.

Rob commanded I join her to me at the hip, ensuring she fell in love with me.

What the fuck did I know about making someone fall in love?

I certainly never had before.

Yeah, I had a reputation in town as a good lay. It didn’t take that many stories in a small town before everyone thought I banged a different female every night. The town wasn’t that big, for fuck’s sake. Sure, when I had sex, I always made sure my partner had the time of her life.

But fall in love… and be my fated mate?

Fuck.

Not my specialty. And what did I know about being a fated mate?

What we did in the bathroom was me staking my claim. Reminding her who she belonged to. Was it caveman of me? Hell, yes. Would I do it again? In a heartbeat.

But it wasn’t enough. In fact, maybe it had been the wrong thing to do. I should go to Riley’s place tonight after my shift and show her that I wasn’t just all about sex. That I was going to be a partner to her. The guy who came home faithfully every night and got under the covers with her.

Except after seeing that asshole with his arm along the back of her seat tonight, I was afraid to be in a bed with her.

Afraid I would tear her clothes off with my teeth and fuck her until she screamed my name loudly enough to wake the entire neighborhood. I would, too.

And while there was a helluva lot of appeal to that scenario, I didn’t think it was going to move her closer to understanding what I wanted from her.

She wanted me to punch her V-card.

Fate knew I wanted to. Fate knew I was going to.

But I didn’t want her thinking this was just about sex. I didn’t want her thinking I was a player. I needed her to understand that what I wanted from her was forever. Except the little finger fuck in the bathroom was just an example of how primal I could be. Hardly loving.

So, as much as I hated it, it’d be best if I stayed away from her tonight. I needed to head out to my cabin and let my wolf out to run. Get some of this jealous aggression out of my system, so I could think again. And knowing I’d made her come and had her join her friends with wet panties and a just-finger-fucked-glow, I’d appeased, somewhat, my wolf. For now.

Still, I had to make sure she knew I wasn’t done with her. I–barely–respected her boundaries that she had friends, but I had to make sure she knew she was still mine. As if the orgasm I gave her in the bathroom wasn’t enough of a reminder.

I took out my phone and texted her.

Tomorrow you belong to me.




The three dots appeared like she was going to reply, but she didn’t.

Fuck. I texted again.

Tell me you understand.




Another long stretch of waiting for her reply. Finally, a message came through:

I work at the preschool from eight until five. After?




After. That one word was what kept my wolf from forcing me back to the bowling alley and kidnapping her again. Tying her to my bed. Keeping her away from the Pete’s of the world.

After.




Should I come to the bar?




I smiled like a fool.

Yes. Come, and I’ll take care of you.




I stared at what I wrote, then rearranged the words.

I’ll take care of you, and you’ll come.




Now all I had to do was wait until tomorrow.
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RILEY

I was the kind of girl who’d been dying to be an adult since she was ten. I was sure it had everything to do with my mom leaving when I was so little. It wasn’t the urge to grow up and leave home that some young people had. It was more out of me trying to take the place of my mom. I wanted to fill her shoes–or at least those of a real mom–and create that sense of home that I never had. I wanted to make a family of my own, one with a mother–me–and a father. Kids. Holidays. Soccer games. Ballet. Swim lessons. All of it. I wanted to be there for my kids when they came home from school. Bake cookies for the various holidays.

Instead, since Mom ran off, it’d been me and my dad. No homemade treats. No mom hugs. As an adult, I could make what I wanted and not just sit on the sidelines.

So the satisfaction of getting to go to a bar before I was twenty-one went beyond every college kid’s desire to party. It made me feel like I finally arrived. I crossed that finish line into adulthood that I’d been gunning for since I was a young girl.

Maybe having a guy eat my pussy was also part of it. Oh… and finger me in a public restroom. Especially when the guy was the one whose bar I was visiting. He wanted me.

His texts the night before had been demanding. Possessive. Naughty.

I loved every one of them.

Every minute at work seemed like five, but the time finally came. I strutted through the door at Cody’s Saloon wearing a crop-top, short skirt, and cowgirl boots like I owned the place.

And–oh my God–if Cody and I really became an item, I kind of would.

But I was getting way ahead of myself.

He’d mentioned about me being his mate. That our bodies were made for each other, or something like that, but I’d been too intoxicated by his nearness to ask questions. Not just nearness. His mouth and fingers. Like he said, I’d been come drunk, too sated by all the orgasms.

After all that, I had no idea what he meant by any of it.

My takeaway had been that our bodies were super compatible, so I’d thought it was just about sex. Then he’d refused to take my V-card.

The whole thing felt like a fuzzy dream, and I wasn’t sure if I’d made it all up. What girl had a guy like Cody follow her into a restroom and make her come… and nothing else? After everything we’d done so far, which wasn’t all that much but a lot for me, I still hadn’t seen or touched or sucked his dick.

I’d gone out on a few dates before. Matt had asked me. I’d said yes. We’d gone to get ice cream at the Sweet Cow seasonal drive in. I’d known what was up. I’d known when he kissed me and told me I wasn’t good at it that it was over.

It had sucked, but it had been clear cut.

Cody?

Confusing!

The moment I walked through the front door of Cody’s and spotted him behind the bar, his eyes snapped to mine. By his look alone, I knew he’d meant what he said.

He was real. The thing between us was real. I could tell by the intensity of his gaze. The way his eyes flashed amber even across the bar, as if I glimpsed his wolf lurking beneath all that hard-packed muscle.

A half dozen other men looked my way, too. I was sure I looked like fresh meat–dressed to kill, young, and not a regular. Some faces I recognized. It was a small town, and Dad was deputy sheriff. But these were adults, not kids. This was… different.

One man smiled as he approached. Stood right before me. “Hey, pretty girl. Never seen you before.”

Yeah, I hadn’t seen him before either. While he didn’t send up any creepy vibes, I realized this was how adults picked each other up. Bars. Bad lines.

“Nope,” I replied with a fake smile, hoping it would get him to look for a little fun elsewhere.

Of course, Cody picked up on what was happening. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw his body go taut as he sent a dark look the guy’s way. Next thing I knew, he barreled out from behind the bar and shouldered the guy out of the way. More like body-slammed him because he got knocked back a foot, sloshing his beer in the process.

A possessive hand settled around my waist.

“Taken,” Cody snapped at the guy while keeping his eyes on me. He tipped his chin down, met my eyes, and expected the guy would leave, which he did. “Riley.”

It was as if the entire confrontation never happened. Or that he pretty much peed on me, so the guy knew I wasn’t looking for fun with anyone but Cody. Just like at the bowling alley but a hell of a lot less subtly.

Damn. I loved how that felt. Being claimed by a possessive male. By the very hot owner of the most popular bar in Cooper Valley. An older man.

“You look incredible.” He leaned down as if to kiss me but then seemed to think better of it, sending a quick glance around before he ushered me–with that big hand settled gently at my lower back–to a barstool at the bar. Before I could climb up on it, he lifted me by the waist–like I weighed exactly nothing–and gently settled me on the seat.

So. Those muscles weren’t just for show.

“Are you showing off?” I murmured.

“Definitely,” he growled in return. “Working?” He offered me a wink before circling around the bar. He leaned down on his forearms right in front of me.

His gaze held mine. There was the look that made my stomach flip. The dark look. The intensity. As if he could see past my “I’m a grown-up” facade and see the nervous girl. The inexperienced virgin. To see me.

“I’m glad you came, sugar.”

Cue the blush because I remembered his dirty texts from the night before. I definitely came.

My cheeks turned fiery hot. I couldn’t help but smile because he hadn’t meant that at all. Not entirely. “Quite the place you got here,” I commented, trying to get my mind out of the gutter.

He grinned. I swooned.

“I forget you’ve never been in here before.”

I shrugged. “Everyone knows me in Cooper Valley or at least knows I’m not twenty-one. No way my friends and I could try to get a drink. I wouldn’t get past the door, and then someone would tell my dad.”

God, I sounded like I was thirteen going to a middle school dance and sneaking a cigarette.

“Sorry, I don’t mean to bring him up,” I muttered.

He cocked his head. “Your dad? Why not?”

“I bet the other women you date don’t have to deal with an overbearing, gun-toting father.”

“True.”

“Cody!” His name got yelled down the bar.

Cody pushed up to standing and turned his head. The other bartender caught his gaze. The line of people waiting for drinks was three deep. He nodded before grabbing a glass, loading it with ice from the chest below the bar, then using the tap to fill it with soda.

“Gotta go pour some beers.” He set the drink in front of me. “What do you want to eat? Burger?”

I nodded. That sounded so good. After a day with toddlers, I wanted more than carrot sticks and fish-shaped crackers. “With cheese?”

He nodded. “Fries?” he asked.

“Yes, please.”

He wrapped his knuckles on the bar. “Stay right there, sugar.”

Over the next half hour, I watched Cody at work while I ate my dinner. He filled pitchers and poured shots. Collected money and chatted it up. He was easygoing and calm, even in the craziness of the bar. When it was hectic with customers, he remained steady, quick with a joke or a smile. He glanced my way often, as if checking I was still there. One guy started talking me up, but Cody came down the line to stand before us. “Move it along, Paul. She’s taken.”

Taken.

I didn’t know if it was that one word, the glare, or the growly voice that had Paul tip his cowboy hat my way and run scared. They had a different effect on me, though. That dominance made my panties damp and my nipples hard. Either the earlier guy and Paul were meek men, or Cody was just that possessive or both, but I was starting to see the kind of man that drew me in. Got me running hot.

“Hey, tiger. Been a long time.”

I blinked and realized I wasn’t the only one with hard nipples. The woman who’d sauntered up to the bar beside me was in a tight t-shirt, tight enough to know she’d be able to feed her children with ease with huge boobs and very pointy tips. She might poke someone’s eye out with those things.

I also realized that the tiger she spoke to was Cody. It was her turn to sit her forearms on the bar, which only put that t-shirt elasticity to the test. There was no question she knew what she was doing.

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes then give her credit. If she had it, she should flaunt it. But at Cody?

“Hey Tessa.” Cody wiped the bar top and tossed down a coaster. “Wine spritzer?”

She gave him a megawatt smile. “You remember what I like. I remember what you like, too.”

Maybe I was still a kid because I felt like gagging. And clawing her eyes out. It was clear they’d been together in the past. He’d done things with her he hadn’t done with me.

Oh shit.

I set my burger on my plate and wiped my mouth with my napkin. Had he gone down on her, too?

I glanced at her body–lithe and thin–and the snug Daisy Duke jean shorts she had on. I would think a quarter would bounce off that butt. And her legs… long and toned. She was beautiful, bold, obviously experienced… and Cody’s age.

They probably had a lot in common.

All of a sudden, I felt like a girl in her mother’s closet trying on her high-heeled shoes and makeup. I wasn’t fierce. I couldn’t hip check the woman and growl taken. She’d probably claw my eyes out with her talon-like fake nails. Sure, I felt like I’d been taken by Cody, but had he been taken by me?

Cody sat a glass on the bar, filled it a third with wine, added seltzer with the soda dispenser, then set it on the coaster. “All I’m offering is the drink.”

His gaze flicked to me, which had Tessa turning her head to look down at me. I was a foot shorter sitting on the stool.

She cocked her head, her blonde hair styled with thick curls, slid over her shoulder as she took me in. I wasn’t sure if her sparing me only a second or two of her time was a good thing or a bad one. Either she found me lacking or didn’t give me much notice.

Both stung.

She was who Cody should be with. Why wasn’t he claiming her? Why didn’t he say she was his mate? It was obvious she wanted to be. Was I all confused about the mate thing because I was young and naïve? Did Tessa know and want it? Want him?

It seemed so.

“You sure?” she practically purred. “I can meet you in the storeroom again.”

“All good, Tessa.” He looked to me, his gaze flicking to my mouth and back to my eyes. Winked. “I've got what I need.”

Tessa turned to me again, studied me a little more closely this time. Her fake eyelashes fluttered as she narrowed her gaze. Okay, it was time to go. I might be able to get through the door, but I was playing at grown up here.

“Thanks for the burger, Cody.” I climbed from the stool. “I need to get going. I have to be at work early tomorrow.”

Tessa sniffed. “Yes, it’s probably past your bedtime, isn’t it, sweetheart?”

“Tessa,” Cody warned. He looked troubled, like maybe he agreed I was too young. “I’ll see you later, Riley.”

That was it. See you later. As in a brush off. I’d heard that sentence from Matt and Ethan. Knew it meant they definitely wouldn’t be seeing me later.

A slow smile spread across Tessa’s face. One of success. Of power.

She won, that was for sure. She just didn’t know there really wasn’t any competition. Because I had no doubt that she would get her way, get Cody in the storeroom, and have him call her his mate by last call.
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CODY

Tessa Jones fucking tried to make Riley feel bad.

It had fucking worked, too. That was the part that killed me. Riley had sashayed into the bar looking more vibrant than the sun, and she’d slunk out like a popped balloon.

I should’ve done something to make it right before she left, but Tessa’s comment had smacked me in the face.

It brought home how much shit the humans of this town were going to give me and Riley when they realized we were a couple. And those who didn’t give us shit would be talking behind our backs. What would they say?

That I robbed the cradle? That Riley had daddy issues?

Speaking of her dad, I was going to have Riley’s daddy’s issues when he got wind of this. I wasn’t afraid of the guy, and I’d deal with whatever shit he tossed my way.

I personally didn’t give a fuck what humans said about me, but anything that bothered Riley was going to make me see red. I wanted to protect her from any of that. From all of it. And it had already begun.

I left as soon as things slowed down, and I was sure Jimmy, my head bartender, could handle things without me. “You’re closing up tonight,” I told him.

“Sure thing, boss.”

I got in my truck and drove straight to Riley’s.

Her grandmother’s place was dark. It had only been an hour or two since she left, but it seemed she’d already gone to bed. It was after midnight. I was used to the late nights but not everyone was. Preschools didn’t start at nine p.m. which meant since Riley worked tomorrow, she had to be up early.

I parked around the corner, so my truck wouldn’t be spotted in front of her house and walked to her door. I’d memorized the key code from the day before, so I punched it in and entered quietly.

My wolf relaxed the moment I walked in. Having her scent up in my nostrils soothed the aggression I’d felt ever since she left. Knowing she was close by eased the gnawing ache I had to touch her again.

I kicked my boots off by the door and dropped my hat on a chair and padded sock-footed upstairs to her bedroom.

Oh, damn. Fuck, that was cute. With my shifter vision, I could see her perfectly in the dark.

Riley looked angelic in her sleep. Curled on her side, those dark auburn waves of hers spread across the pillow, she looked too beautiful to disturb.

For a long moment, I just stared down at her, utterly captivated.

Then she sighed, and her brow furrowed.

I quickly unzipped my jeans and kicked them off then ditched my snap-button cowboy shirt. I gently lifted the covers and climbed in bed beside her in only my boxer briefs.

She sucked in a sharp breath, startling awake, and her elbow swung back toward my face.

I caught it in time, chuckling. “Good instincts, sugar. A head butt yesterday, wild elbow today. Vicious. I love it.”

“Cody?” She sat up, blinking in the darkness.

“Yeah, it’s me, baby.” I tugged her back down and curled my longer frame around hers, spoon style. “Did you think I was gonna let you sleep alone after you ditched me at the bar?”

She snuggled back against me, her soft ass making contact with my very blue balls. Was she wiggling around on purpose?

“Ditched you?” Her voice was sleepy. Adorably so.

“It killed me when you left. Especially after Tessa was so fucking rude to you.” I slid a hand up her snug tank to mold it around her breast. Fuck, it felt good. Plush, soft, a nice handful. “Sugar, I’m sorry that happened.”

She let out a sigh of pleasure as she arched her back, pushing herself into my touch. “How did you get in? Oh, you remembered the code.” She answered her own question. Stretching, her legs lengthened until her feet tangled with mine. “Why are you here?”

What?

“Why am I here?” I lightly thumbed her nipple. “Gotta make it up to you, sugar, after Tessa. And to make sure you know that I’m the guy who’s going to be keeping you warm at night from now on.”

After last night’s run, my wolf and I agreed no more distance. She wanted to go out with girlfriends, I’d be in her bed after. She wanted to duck out of the bar early, I’d come home to her.

“Are you?” A teasing quality entered her voice. Good. The hurt was wearing off.

I pressed my face against her neck and nibbled. “Mmm hmm.”

“So you’re here for sex?” She didn’t sound offended. Not at all. I’d call her interested.

My dick surged against my boxer briefs, and I was sure she felt it.

Down, boy. I was here to make her fall in love, not fuck her brains out.

Dammit! I should not have thought about fucking her brains out. Especially with the pull of the nearly-full moon. It was a goddamn torture not claiming her right here, right now.

“I’m here to spend the night with you,” I said. “Cuddling.”

“Cuddling? That’s what you want to do?” she asked.

I huffed. “No. But you can’t handle yet what I want to do.” My wolf salivated in eagerness for the filthy things I had in store for Riley. Soon.

“Yes, I can,” she countered.

“You’re inexperienced,” I reminded. “Gotta work you into it.”

“Into what exactly?” she prodded.

“You want to know?”

She set her hand on top of mine over her breast. “God, yes.”

Seemed my mate liked dirty talk. Good to know.

“Once I take that cherry, get that pussy molded to my dick, I’ll take it anytime. Anywhere.”

“Mmm,” she said, beginning to roll her hips into mine.

Fuck, this was a bad idea.

“What else?” she practically purred.

Shit. I was going to come in my pants as if I was the inexperienced one.

“I like it rough,” I admitted. “Need it… primal.”

“Like when I ran?”

I couldn’t help the growl that rumbled in my chest remembering.

“Like that, but I’ll pin you down. Get you on your knees and fuck you. Spank your ass for running, then make you come all over my dick.”

“Cody,” she practically whined.

I shifted my hips to give myself some room. Her ass was too perfect, her pussy too warm and damp for me to handle.

“No more,” I growled. “Soon. We’ll do all that soon. Tonight, I’ll make you come because you’re such a good girl. But you’ve gotta be up early.”

“Come when you take my V-card?” She rolled in my arms to face me.

I groaned inwardly. “Not that.”

She gave my chest a shove, which only succeeded in pushing her body backward, away from mine. I reached my arm around her waist and pulled her back.

“Why not?” she asked.

“Not yet, sugar.” I stroked my hand along her hip and up to her waist.

“You just told me you want to fuck me from behind in a field, and now you don’t want to do it?”

“Every inch of me wants to do it,” I countered. “Can’t you feel how hard I am for you? Fuck, I could pound nails with my dick right now.”

“Then why?”

“Gotta make sure we’re on the same page, sugar.”

She didn’t answer, which bothered me. A lot.

Finally, she blew out her breath and said, “Fine. No sex.” She paused for a moment, and that was when I wished shifters could be mind readers like Marion. “I don’t know how you control yourself. You make no sense. Is it your wolf that’s being a prude?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I ate you out while you were tied to my bed and fingered you in a public restroom. You think that’s being a prude?”

I rolled onto my back and pulled her up on top of me to straddle my waist. I slid my hand from her waist and down to cup one perfect ass cheek. Supple. Taut. Perfect.

I knew what she would see when she looked down at me. My wolf was right at the surface, howling to claim her. That dirty talk and the way she responded had me right on the edge. Even her inexperienced words about my wolf being a prude. “Look at my eyes, sugar. Do I look human to you?”

She gasped. I was certain my wolf was showing, making my eyes change from brown to amber, as they did when I was angry or turned on. And right now, I was beyond turned on. Especially when my mate looked so fucking gorgeous with her tits spilling forward in her thin top. “No,” she agreed.

“I’m all wolf, baby. And my wolf wants to claim you as his fated mate. That means I’m not fucking you until you’re all in. Until you have no more questions. Doesn’t mean I won’t make you come, ‘cause that’s my job now, but we’re waiting.”

I gripped her ass to keep her still. Fate knew the feel of her squirming on my cock was driving me insane. My cock was so hard, I feared it would break off.

“What’s the difference?” Her voice was husky with want.

She thought claiming her meant sex.

It did, of course. But it was so much more. “Claiming you means you’re it for me. For always, sugar,” I explained. “I’m down. I already know you’re the one for me. But I’m guessing I still have to prove myself to you.”

She ran her hands over my chest, exploring my muscles. “You’re saying this is a forever thing?”

It was very hard to focus with her soft touch.

“Yes. I know this is probably a lot to take in, and I made it extra complicated. I admit, drugging, kidnapping, and tying you up wasn’t the best approach.” I sighed, thanking my lucky stars she wasn’t freaking out. That she was… intrigued. She wanted me. Wanted this. I wouldn’t be in her bed otherwise. The question was, did she truly understand always? Humans had marriage, which had vows of always, but there was divorce. An out.

With shifters and a claiming, there was no out.

“You’re mine, sugar.” I couldn’t stop saying it, even though I knew it was not a comfort to my skittish mate. “I never thought I’d find my fated mate. And now…the biological compulsion is intense. Trust me, I’m having a hard time holding back from fucking you. But that pussy’s too sweet to forego another taste.”

With ease, I gripped her hips and tore the tiny pajama shorts off of her and threw them aside. While she gasped in surprise at my haste–and eagerness to have her bare–her eyes also heated. She liked fierce, which was good because I was holding back.

I had to. For now.

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t rock her world. I lifted her from being sprawled over me to higher up, so she straddled my head. She snagged the headboard with one hand for balance, not that she was going anywhere.

“Cody!” Her surprised and amused eyes stared down at me. Her look of confusion, interest, and amusement did something crazy to the insides of my chest.

“Sit on my face, sugar.”

Her mouth opened into the perfect O shape for my dick. Shit. Later. She would suck my dick another time.

“Cody.” When she hesitated, I pulled her down, so I could lick her from asshole to clit. “CODY!”

No time like the present to subtly teach her that no part of her was off limits. She had more than one virgin hole, and I’d take them all.

Fuck, she tasted good. Sweet and spicy, just like her personality. I’d live between her thighs if I could.

She gasped when I licked into her, parting the folds of her sex with my tongue. I sucked on her labia, ran my tongue around the inside. Penetrated her with it.

Finally, she settled her weight on me, rolling her hips in a way that got her dripping into my beard. “God, yes.”

I flicked my tongue over her clit as I slowly screwed one finger inside her tight channel. “Cody…”

Fate, that little whimper in her voice nearly had me coming in my boxers. One finger was a tight fit. She was going to strangle my dick when it was time.

“That’s right, sugar,” I urged, my breath fanning over her swollen flesh. “Rock those hips for me and show me how you like it.”

I pumped in and out as I swirled my tongue around her clit.

She squeezed around my finger, panting, her inner thighs straining and shaking around my shoulders.

“Be a good girl. Come for me, sugar.” I affixed my lips over her tiny nubbin and sucked hard.

Riley screamed, her muscles pulsing around me, her thighs clamping around my head.

I stopped pumping my finger and let her ripples of satisfaction continue. She shook and trembled, gasping and crying out.

I broke the suction around her clit and laved it gently with my tongue.

“That’s it, Riley. Good girl,” I praised, pushing her back, so she could sprawl across my chest again. “I’m never gonna get tired of that.”

I wrapped her up in my arms as I licked my lips, savoring her taste. “It’s late. Get some rest. ”

Her head popped up. “What? That’s it?”

“Sleep, sugar. You’ve got work and class in the morning. I’ll keep you up all night screaming again tomorrow.”

She pushed off my chest and shimmied down my body, so she straddled my knees. Her little hands went to the waistband of my boxers and started pulling them down before my brain could process more than she was reaching for my dick!

I set a hand atop hers, and her gaze lifted from my very big, very hard dick she just exposed to meet mine.

She was hovering over me, her pouty lips inches from the tip, bare from the waist down, her tits barely covered by her thin tank. I’d never seen anything more perfect in my life.

“Teach me how to suck your cock.”


14


[image: ]


RILEY

He was quiet for a few seconds, long enough for me to start to panic. He was so experienced. Was I doing it wrong? I thought guys loved blowjobs. Was I–

“You want me to take that virgin mouth, sugar? Claim it with my dick?”

I licked my lips because yes, I so did.

While he obviously knew I’d never given a BJ before, I wasn’t going to tell him this was my first dick sighting. I’d seen them before in porn and pictures but not in real life. Especially not on a gorgeous guy like Cody. I never imagined one this big. It wasn’t like a baby’s arm or anything, but it did have my pussy clenching because I had to wonder if it would fit. Long and thick, it curved upward toward his navel. Bulging veins pulsed up the underside. And that head, the crown with a bead of fluid slid down the taut skin? I wasn’t sure if I could get my mouth around it.

Still, I was eager to try. I wasn’t tired any longer. My pussy pulsed and throbbed with need for more, my body relaxed and satisfied from that Cody-made orgasm. But it wasn’t enough.

I wanted to please him, too. Me. Not Tessa the big-boobed tease. Me.

“Yes,” I said, licking my lips.

Pushing up on his elbows, he shimmied up the bed, so he was propped up on the pillows. He grinned. “Gotta watch my girl take every inch of me for the first time.”

His girl.

Melt.

He must’ve sensed I didn’t know where, or how, to start. “Grab hold of it,” he instructed.

I moved up, so I hovered over it then gripped the base.

He hissed, and his hips jerked. My eyes flew up to meet his. “Harder. You won’t hurt me, sugar.”

I squeezed.

“That’s it. Now lick that pre-cum up. It’s for you.”

Like a cat, I flicked my tongue out and lapped up the pearly drop. It was salty and… different.

“Fuck, sugar. Look at you.”

A shy smile slid across my face at his praise.

“Now take the head in your mouth. Lick it.”

Opening wide, I obeyed, swirling my tongue around it like a lollipop.

Cody growled, and while I had him in my mouth, I looked up at him.

“That’s right. Eyes up here. Now take more of me. In and out deeper and deeper.”

I lowered my head a little, taking a bit more of him into my mouth, then pulled back. I did it again, a little deeper, then deeper still until it hit my throat, and I gagged.

I pulled off and sat up, using the back of my hand to wipe my mouth.

He grabbed hold of himself and began to stroke, slowly, leisurely, as if he was giving me a short break.

“You’re doing so good,” he murmured. “Such a good little cocksucker. Ready for more?”

The naughty praise had me nodding. He let go, and I took over again.

I wanted to make him come. I wanted to make him forget about Tessa and all the other women he’d been with before. I wanted him to lose his shit over my mouth, my body. Me.

Back in my mouth he went, and this time I took as much of him as I could, then breathed through my nose. Relaxed, then took more.

“Fuck.”

The one word was accompanied by his hips lifting, so he was practically throat fucking me. Tears slipped down my cheeks, but I didn’t stop.

“That’s it, fuck. Yes, good girl. Look at those lips stretched wide. So deep in that throat.”

I was so worked up doing this for him, I wanted to come. Reaching between my thighs, I touched my clit.

“Fuck, greedy girl. You’re so good at this, I’m going to come down that throat. Swallow good, sugar.”

His hips lifted, and he clogged my throat with every fat inch. Hot spurts of cum didn’t seem to stop, as if he’d been saving it all for me to taste.

“Riley. Fuck, sugar.”

I moaned when I came, a little orgasm that rocked through me. It wasn’t anything like the ones Cody gave me, but it, along with his salty tang on my tongue, made me feel so naughty. So his. And we hadn’t even had sex yet.
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RILEY

I woke from a sound sleep with voices and the scent of coffee. Still in only my top, I slipped into my robe before heading into the kitchen.

“—arrest your ass.”

I stopped just inside the living room to my dad’s voice cutting through the early morning like a knife. He wasn’t talking on the phone. He was talking to Cody. Who was shirtless. A literal man-god.

Oh shit.

Cody caught sight of me and turned his head. Winked. That made Dad look my way, too.

“Riley Jane Abbott, what the fuck is going on here? Cody McIntire?” His voice boomed around the entire first floor.

“Don’t talk to your daughter that way,” Cody snapped. Oh no–he wasn’t going to turn into a wolf, was he?

“I will talk to my daughter any way I see fit. I’m the one in charge here.”

Dad was a formidable man. Tall and broad shouldered, he worked out and kept fit. But he had nothing on Cody. Cody was taller. Bigger. Darker. More dangerous, even though he wasn’t the one with the service pistol. The last thing I wanted him to do was shoot Cody. The way the veins in his neck stood out, Dad was pissed. Really pissed.

“Dad,” I said, my shoulders drooping.

“Don’t Dad me.” He pointed at me. “I go out of town for two days and–”

“Is the trial over?” I asked, trying to steer him to safer topics.

Remembering I was in just my robe, I held the front closed. My dad had seen me in it before. It wasn’t anything racy, but I was bare–or mostly bare–beneath. And remembering why I was that way made me feel very exposed.

“What a nightmare. The pre-trial was a pain in the ass. He took a plea bargain, so the asshole’s behind bars for the next twenty years. Hopefully it’ll stop all the threats and annoyance calls from his–” He cut himself off, narrowing his eyes at me. “Nice try redirecting.” He flicked his gaze and gave Cody a look as if he was dog poop he stepped in. “If I hadn’t come back when I did, I–”

“You wouldn’t have barged in on your adult daughter doing adult things,” Cody said.

If I wasn’t freaking out, I’d think it ironic Cody accused Dad of barging into the house.

Dad spun on Cody, pointed. “Adult things? Like fucking a forty-year old? Jesus, Cody, we went to high school together. Did you run through all the older women in town? ”

Cody didn’t look like he felt the same shame I did at Dad’s barbed words.

“We didn’t fuck,” I said, using the same crude word he had.

Dad whirled back. “He’s not wearing a shirt. His boots are by the door. You’re in your robe. You sure as hell aren’t playing gin rummy together.”

“It’s not what you think,” I started.

Dad’s eyes narrowed at me. “You do not want to know any more about what I think.” Then he set his hands on his hips and faced Cody. “Get the hell out of here. If I see you near my daughter… on the same block in town, I’ll have you thrown in jail. Then I’ll sic the health inspector on your bar. That’s just what I can think of right now. You fucked my daughter, so I’m going to fuck you over.”

“DAD!” I shouted, tears welling in my eyes.

Cody raised his hand. The only time he got upset through all of this was when Dad talked nasty to me. He’d defended me. “I’ll go.”

“Good. Get gone.”

I’d never seen my dad so angry.

Cody looked my way, tipped his chin, then grabbed his boots, and slipped out the door. No shirt, barefoot. Complete walk of shame.

For a minute, the house was quiet except for Dad’s ragged breathing.

“Dad…” I began.

He held up his hand, cutting me off. “He won’t be back, Riley.”

“Yeah because you threatened his life and his work.”

“No, because he got what he wanted. Cody McIntire is a goddamn player, and you know it from gossip all over town. I gave him the perfect excuse. Now he won’t be stopping by to tell you it was fun and break your heart.”

Something sank into the pit of my stomach. Cody was a player. I’d seen the evidence of that last night at the bar. But he’d said I was his mate.

Of course, that might have been something Cody said to everyone.

Maybe I was only worthy of a—as my dad said—a fuck?

My brain spun. I squeezed my trembling fingers into fists to stem the wave of loss and confusion.

“Get some clothes on and get to work,” he snapped.

Without another word, he left, and for the first time ever, without placing a fatherly kiss on top of my head. In fact, he didn’t even look me in the eye.
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CODY

She was at work. I couldn’t barge into a fucking preschool and tell her all the things I wanted. Her dad’s reaction to us was as I’d expected–nuclear.

I had a reputation in town as being a man whore, and Kyle Abbott had a reputation of being overprotective of his daughter.

The truth was, I didn’t screw that many women. I just flirted a lot because it brought in the tips and didn’t hurt anyone. But people in town didn’t know that.

I’d watched Riley’s face as her dad yelled at me, shock and hurt taking over her perfect features. I wanted to wrap her in my arms and tell her everything was going to be okay. My wolf rumbled with the need to do so.

But if Tessa acted like a bitch to Riley the night before without any kind of confirmation we were together, and her father had acted like he had, the rest of the town was going to pull out the popcorn and enjoy the show once news of us spread. I could handle it. I didn’t give a fuck. Besides, once I’d marked her, the shifters in town would understand and support our union.

But Riley didn’t need anyone to look, or even think, anything bad about her. The town would be decimated–by me–if they did.

I needed to text her. Make sure she was okay.

Sugar, you okay? I’m sorry about this morning. Your dad will come around.




After a few minutes, she didn’t reply.

Fuck! She was working. Maybe her phone was off.

Or maybe she was pissed that I left. Or hurt.

Or ashamed of what she’d done with me.

Fuck, maybe after I left, her dad convinced her to stay away from me. That would be a very big problem for my wolf.

Misgivings twisted in my chest.

What if being my mate was too stressful for Riley? I didn’t want her to suffer as a result of this thing fate threw her way. Fuck, was any of this fair to her?

I usually slept half the day away, but not today. I got in my truck and drove to Wolf Ranch. I told myself I was going out there to report in to Rob, but he’d seen me the other night, and nothing had changed. Or for the good of the pack, at least.

He’d given me a week to claim her. Her father pretty much banished me from her presence. It was turning into more of a shitshow by the hour.

One more potential clusterfuck was that I needed to tell Tyler what was going on. The last he’d heard, I was going to tranquilize his date and take her to get her mind wiped. Between the other afternoon and this morning, everything had changed.

Not just my entire future, but his, too.

Hell, his date was soon going to be his stepmom, if everything went according to plan. The trouble was, getting from here to that finish line seemed pretty fucking insurmountable now.

Maybe fucking things up with Riley’s dad made me want to make sure I handled my own family a little better. That meant Tyler. I wasn’t having anything come between us. Surprise was never a welcome strategy for shit like this.

I parked near the bunkhouse where Tyler had moved this summer and checked my phone again.

Still no answer from Riley. I texted her again. I needed to make sure she knew I left her place this morning to appease her dad, but I hadn’t left her.

You’re perfect. The only female for me. I’ll make sure you and your dad believe that.




I waited a few minutes and still no reply. I climbed out of the truck and put my hat on. The bunkhouse was empty, which made sense. Rob didn’t pay his ranch hands to sit around and play checkers while daylight was burning. I could head up to Rob’s house, but I didn’t want to see the look on his face when I told him the latest.

Instead, I texted my mate again.

I’m hoping you’re not answering because you’re busy at work, but I’m gonna blow up your phone with messages until I hear you’re okay.




“Cody?” Boyd Wolf appeared from behind the barn. He was an old buddy of mine from his early days on the circuit. The former rodeo star had, not too long ago, mated a human doctor in town. In fact, a slew of males on the ranch had marked human females, which made it easier for me to believe fate chose one for me.

With him was Johnny, one of the younger ranch hands, and Clint, who lived in town with his mate/wife and their new baby, Lily.

I lifted a hand and grinned because they were arguing about when Lily would start dating. Since she was only one, the very concept put the scowl on Clint’s face. “Hey, guys.”

I shook hands with Clint and Johnny.

“Good to see you,” Clint said, then tipped his head. “This is Weston Sparks. He’s come from a pack in Colorado to help out around here. He’s a farrier, but I swear he’s a horse whisperer. Cattle, too.”

The new guy offered me a smile and a hand. He had ginger hair and a beard that rivaled mine. His stocky build probably worked well for dealing with horses all day. “I go by Wes. Don’t listen to him. I talk to them loudly, especially when they’re being ornery.”

“Cody McIntire. Good to meet you.”

“We’re headed into town for supplies,” Clint said.

Wes tipped his cowboy hat and followed Clint and Johnny as they headed up the hill toward the main house. No doubt Marina probably had a huge list of baking supplies needed for her growing business.

“Heard fate threw you a curveball,” Boyd said once they were gone.

I looked around for Tyler. “Did you? Does Tyler know?”

He shook his head. “No. Rob told me in confidence. You haven’t told Tyler, yet?”

I groaned and took my hat off to shove my fingers through my hair. “No. That’s why I’m here. I didn’t want him to hear it in town. I’m not sure how he’s going to take it. Somehow hey, your girlfriend is going to be your new stepmom doesn’t feel like that welcome of news.”

Boyd gave me a thump on the shoulder. “He’ll understand. Or if he doesn’t now, then when or if he’s lucky enough to find his mate, he will.”

I groaned again. “You’re not reassuring me. If he doesn’t find his mate until my age, that’s over twenty years for him to hate my guts.”

He barked out a laugh thinking I was joking. I was being serious. “If you want to take a ride–I know where Tyler is this morning. He’s out checking fences.”

“Thanks.” I followed Boyd back to the barn, and he handed me a saddle.

“That’s Bella,” he said, opening the stall door to a pinto mare. “You can ride her.”

I led Bella out of her stall and saddled her. I might own a bar in town, but I knew my way around a horse.

“The real question isn’t how Tyler’s going to take it, it’s how Riley is handling the news,” he commented. “That’s a lot for a human her age to absorb, I imagine.” Boyd saddled a chestnut and led the stallion out of the stable.

I followed with the mare. “Tell me about it. Then there’s her dad to add into the mix. He caught me over at her gram’s house this morning.”

Boyd stepped back, as if checking me for bullet holes. “Well, if we don’t have to fake an emergency room visit, you must’ve handled it well.” He stepped on the edge of a watering trough and vaulted onto his horse.

I snorted and followed suit to mount Bella. “Hardly. He didn’t draw his gun, but he probably considered it while threatening to ruin my business. Not that I give a shit about any of that. It’s Riley I’m worried about.”

Boyd’s expression turned sympathetic. “Yeah. How’d she take it? They’re pretty close, aren’t they?”

“Yeah, her mother walked out of her life–and Cooper Valley–when she was little, so it’s just her and her dad. She didn’t take it well.” I checked my phone again. “And she’s not answering my texts.” I wasn’t usually the asshole on his phone when he was in the middle of a conversation–or a horseback ride–but I couldn’t help it. “Hang on, I’m gonna send her another one.”

I ignored Boyd’s chuckle as I typed out my next message. He might find my situation amusing, but I remembered when he had to hide healing from a bull goring from Audrey, who’d patched him up after, only to realize she was his mate.

You’re my female. The only one for me.




“Damn, you got it bad, don’t you?” Boyd urged his horse forward, onto a well-worn trail along the fence line.

“Fuck off. You know what it’s like. At least your mate didn’t grow up in this small fucking town. I have the whole issue of my reputation as a player to contend with. Not just with Riley but with every damn citizen who’s going to warn her to stay away from me.”

“Yeah, that is a problem. Although Audrey thought of me as a player with a woman in every stop on the rodeo circuit.” He ran a hand over the back of his neck as he admitted, “Hell, it was true before I met her.”

“Worse than the town folk is your brother. Rob’s order is like him breathing down my neck. Gave me a week. A week to make a teenager want to commit her entire life to a guy twice her age, or he’ll get her mind wiped. I’m so fucked.”

Boyd kicked his horse into a canter. “She’ll feel it.”

Bella sped up on her own to stay beside his horse.

I glanced his way. “What? The connection?”

“Yeah. She doesn’t have a context for it like we do, but she’ll feel it.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to show her. But I think leaning into sex is a mistake too–especially with my reputation. And the fact that she’s a virgin.”

He whistled. “You are in a pickle, but remember, it’s only been, what, two days? I have faith in you, man.” Boyd grinned. “Everyone knows you could charm the panties off any lady in town. This is the challenge you were born for.”

I shook my head. My skill set might actually work against me in this instance.

We rounded a bend, and he reined his horse in and pointed. “There’s Tyler.”

I followed his gaze and saw a horse grazing then spotted my son’s figure crouched beside a fence. “Thank you, Boyd. ‘Preciate it.”

He tipped his hat and turned his horse in the direction we came. “No problem. Good luck with the kid.” He chuckled and added, “Both of them.”

“Asshole,” I muttered, good-naturedly as I stopped to text Riley one more time.

I want you. You’re mine. I’m here.




I sent the text and kicked Bella forward. Tyler stood and shaded his eyes with his hand. “Dad?”

“Hey, son.” I rode over to the fence and climbed off Bella, dropping the reins, so she could graze on the fresh grass and wildflowers with Tyler’s horse.

“What are you doing here?” Tyler’s forehead creased with concern. “Did everything go okay with Riley?”

“Well, yes and no,” I said. “There’s something I have to tell you.”
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RILEY

I walked out of my stats class, done for the day. I worked this morning at the preschool then spent the afternoon at the community college campus. Thank God for busy toddlers and complex math equations–they at least kept my mind from constantly circling this morning’s blow-up with Dad.

Honestly, I’d been anxious about it all day. I knew he had a temper but never with me. I’d never seen him so upset or have that anger directed my way. What did Cody think of it all? Were Dad’s threats enough to keep him away?

Part of me wanted to believe Dad. It was true that Cody was a player. Everyone knew he was a flirt, and all the women–old and young–loved to flirt back. He was good-looking, charming, and owned a bar. That pretty much made him a rock star in Cooper Valley.

But Dad didn’t know he was a wolf shifter. Or that wolf shifters supposedly had one true mate. That he claimed I was his.

I turned my phone back on as I walked down the hall and–oh. Eight messages from Cody!

I scanned them quickly and tears pricked my eyes. They were all sweet. Reassuring. He hadn’t decided I wasn’t worth the trouble. This thing was real.

With all the other students finished with class, I stepped outside, my head still bent over my phone, rereading his messages.

“Hey, sugar.” The low rumble had a sexy growl to it that went straight to my pussy.

My head whipped up at the familiar voice. A smile split my face as I spotted Cody leaning against the brick wall, his muscled arms folded across that glorious chest. “Cody! What are you doing here?”

His gaze raked over me, as if cataloguing every inch of me. “I didn’t hear from you. I was worried.”

I veered his way, ready to throw myself at him, then pulled up short, stopping a foot away. I glanced around. Maybe I shouldn’t. Not in public. After my dad’s reaction? And that woman at the bar? It seemed our age difference was going to be a problem for everyone in this town.

Cody reached for my waist, though, pulling me up against his hard body. My hands settled on his hard chest. “I need to smell you,” he murmured against my hair. “The approaching full moon is making me hungry as hell for my mate.”

“Oh…okay,” I laughed awkwardly as he inhaled deeply. I loved how he held me. A gentle touch but as if he never wanted to let go.

“That’s better.” He released me, but only a little. He slid one hand around my nape and tipped my face up to his. “Now for a kiss.”

A kiss. God, yes. There was nothing in the world like kissing this man.

Or rather, being kissed by him. Because he did all the work, slanting his mouth over mine, then hovering there for just a moment, letting anticipation build.

Thoughts of others’ opinions fled.

It worked–I was already trembling for him.

Then he nipped at my mouth, tasting me once, twice, before he went in deep. His tongue swept between my lips, thrusting. My fingers curled into his shirt, and I fisted the fabric, pressing my body even closer.

He broke the kiss only for a few seconds and then went in for more, turning my head to match the angle of his as his other hand slid down to cup my ass. I melted against his body, losing track of where mine ended and his began.

It was an epic kiss. I didn’t know how long we stood and kissed, but it was long enough for me to be breathless, hot, and ready to rip my clothes off for him. If he didn’t take my V-card soon, I was going to combust.

“Cody,” I groaned when he pulled back and rubbed his lips with a satisfied smirk.

“You’re wet,” he gloated.

I flushed, remembering he could smell my arousal. I dropped my eyes to his tented jeans. “And you’re hard.”

He adjusted his erection, subtly since we were in a public place. “It’s all for you, sugar.”

I stood there for a few seconds and tried to find a brain cell or two to remember where I was and what was going on. “I-I had my phone off today.” I still sounded breathless from the kiss. “Sorry. I just saw your messages.”

“So you’re okay?” He lowered his head to peer into my eyes. Concern filled his dark ones.

My heart fluttered. I’d never had so much attention in my life, and it felt…delicious. Intoxicating. A little scary, too, because some part of my brain warned me not to go head over heels for this guy. Had he played the “mate” card with other women? Was this a game to him like Dad said?

Although that didn’t make sense. Or it made sense if Cody wasn’t a shifter. He couldn’t play the mate thing with other human women. And presumably, a wolf shifter would know if he was their mate or not based on smell and would be all in from first sniff. Right?

God, I needed to understand all this more.

But right now he was looking at me, waiting for an answer.

“I’m okay, but why’d you leave this morning?”

He sighed. “Because he’s your dad and deserves our respect.”

“But–”

He set a finger over my lips to silence me. His blue eyes met mine. “I know he busted into your place. While he’s going to have to come to terms with us being together, we shouldn’t flaunt it in front of him.”

“Flaunt? He busted into my place,” I repeated. “It wasn’t like we were doing massive PDA in the grocery store.” I glanced around. “Or at my college.”

“If your dad had a woman sleep over, would you want to walk in and see her in just your dad’s shirt making coffee?”

I cringed at the mental picture he painted. “God, no.”

“Exactly. You’d have to come to terms with him with this woman because he’s a grown-ass man, and he can do what he wants, but he should keep some things private.”

I gnawed on my lower lip, considering. Then nodded. “You’re right.”

“I left because he needed time to cool down.”

“He gave you an out,” I said. “You got told off and could’ve kept right on going.”

He growled. “Not happening, sugar. Not fucking happening. That’s why I’m here. Let me take you to dinner, so we can talk.”
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RILEY

Dinner? Just the two of us? He probably wasn’t talking about a burger at the drive-up place on Main Street.

“Yeah, I’d like–oh wait.” I closed my eyes, wishing I didn’t have to turn him down. “Sorry, I can’t. Again. I’m having dinner with my nana at the retirement home.”

His eyes widened, then he grinned. “Your nana? Then I’ll go with you.”

My eyebrows popped. “What?”

“Riley Abbott, bowling with your girlfriends is one thing. But you’re the most important person to me in the world, and I want to meet your family. Things didn’t go well with your dad, but maybe I can get your grandma on my side.”

I laughed, thinking of my impulsive, slightly reckless Nana. “You probably can,” I admitted. “Lord knows, you have a way with women.”

Cody’s smile dimmed. “Just one woman, now,” he promised. “Only you, sugar.”

My heart pitter-patted against my breastbone. I wanted to believe him. God, did I want to believe him. But was that smart? Was I setting myself up to get crushed by this gorgeous player? Lord knew I would’ve thought Cody McIntire was completely unattainable a week ago. Maybe I was deluding myself about what this was. If I was just the next woman in a long string of fun times for Cody, it was going to really hurt. And, I’d have to tell my dad he was right, which would really suck.

Gah! Why did Dad have to put doubts in my head?

Cody looped an arm around my waist and led me to my car in the nearby parking lot, opening my door for me, like a gentleman. When I settled in the seat, he fastened my seatbelt and kissed the top of my head. “I’ll be right behind you, sugar. White Elm Retirement, right?”

It was the only place in town, so it was an easy guess. And correct. “Yes.”

He winked and shut my door. I sat there for a moment, glowing. My brain still kept trying to poke holes in my euphoria, but it was no use. Being around Cody McIntire, being the object of his attention, made me delirious. It was definitely too good to believe.

Right?

I continued to stew on it all as I drove to White Elm. After I parked, I remained in my car for a few minutes waiting for Cody’s truck to appear. What was taking him so long?

The voice in my head told me to brace myself. He wasn’t coming. He found some woman on the way, picked her up, and left town like Mom had with that nature photographer.

“He’s coming,” I muttered fiercely, getting out of the car recognizing how stupid my thoughts were.

“Hi, Riley!” Sarah, the front desk receptionist, welcomed me when I walked inside. “Your grandma is in the game room, socializing as usual.”

Of course, she was.

I found Nana cackling, gathering a pile of chips in front of her, clearly having won a card game. Her friends threw their cards down in front of them in frustration while she grinned at me. “Oh, Riley! Perfect timing. I just cleaned up the table.”

“I hope you’re not playing for money, Nan.” I leaned over and gave her cheek a kiss and said hello to the others around the table. I knew them all, and they definitely knew all about me. Nana loved to share stories about her sole grandchild.

“Why, would you rather we played for clothes?” she asked then winked.

I laughed. Her friends pretended to be shocked, but I knew they loved her free spirit. Her friend Miss Ruby had told me once that things had been boring until Nana moved in.

“No, we’re just playing for street cred, and I have it all,” Nana declared, getting up from her chair. “Now, let’s eat. You sore losers can stay where you are because I have a date with my lovely granddaughter.” She took my arm and leaned on me as we walked slowly to the dining room.

“Have you talked to the doctor about your hip replacement?” I asked. She’d had it replaced fifteen years ago, but the last few years it had caused her a lot of pain. She pretended otherwise, but the main reason she moved into White Elm was because there were too many steps in her house. “Pshh,” Nana scoffed. “There’s nothing to talk about. He’s going to say I need to get a new hip put in, and I don’t want to go through that again.”

“There are my lovely dates for the evening.”

I felt the reverberation of Cody’s voice right between my legs. Yep. It happened every time he spoke. Nana stopped walking and looked up, and her eyes widened behind her glasses. “What is this?” She looked behind us to make sure of who he was addressing.

Before us was Cody, who held two giant bouquets of flowers. They were what took him the extra time. Flowers.

I’d never been given flowers before, and the look on Nana’s face told me that they were a treat at any age.

Damn, he was trying hard. He really must be serious about this.

About me.

I mentally gave my dad the middle finger at putting doubts in my head.

“These are for you, sugar.” Cody presented me with a fragrant bouquet of big white Casablanca lilies and white roses as he bent to give me a peck on the lips in front of Nana and Sarah, who’d followed behind him, probably to lead him to the game room. Both gaped in shock. “And these are for you, Mrs. Abbott.” He handed Nana a smaller, but not any less gorgeous, bouquet of purple flowers.

“Cody McIntire, what is going on here?” Nana asked, as if he was a toddler instead of a grown man. “You’re seeing my granddaughter?” She took the flowers and craned her neck to look up at him.

Now that his hands were free, Cody took off his hat, then nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Nana turned her surprised gaze my way. I was sure my face was as pink as the roses interspersed in her bouquet. “How long has this been going on?”

I hesitated, and Cody spoke for me. Us. “Long enough for me to be sure that she’s the woman for me.”

Nana thrust her flowers at me, let go of my arm, and took Cody’s instead. “Well, it’s about time.” She looked at Sarah, as if for validation. “I have the prettiest granddaughter in town, and she hasn’t had a single boyfriend until now.”

Sarah grinned, looking as pleased as my grandmother.

“Nana,” I groaned, rolling my eyes.

Cody began walking her slowly toward the dining room. “That’s because she was waiting for a real man.” He winked at me over his shoulder.

I smiled into the flowers. Damn him and his cowboy charm. I was going to fall head over heels whether I could help it or not. “I’m going to put these in your room, Nana.”

“Nonsense.” She waved her hand through the air. “Bring those to the dining hall, so everyone can see what a thoughtful young man you have.”

Cody chuckled. “I appreciate you calling me young.”

Nana huffed. “Well, you might be a bit older than Riley, but that’s good. She was always yearning to grow up fast.”

I blinked and stared at Nana.

Wow. Really? My throat constricted at how well she knew me. After Dad’s reaction this morning, I thought everyone would hate this relationship… whatever this was with Cody. It came as a huge relief that my nana was at least keeping an open mind. Sarah didn’t seem all that judgy either. Only thrilled.

Nah, not just open mind, but all in. She was on Team Cody from the very first sentence. Hell, from the flowers.

If Dad could only be so easily swayed.

We arrived in the dining room, and Nana picked a table by the window. The retirement community was set on the south edge of town, so all of the views from the back of the building faced open prairie and mountains.

Cody held out her chair as Nana settled. “Meanwhile, my son tries to keep her sheltered.” She glanced up at him. “That’s why I wouldn’t let him sell my house. Riley needed some independence. You been to my house yet?”

Cody’s lips quirked. “Yes, ma’am. It’s a great place.”

Nana laughed. I blushed and redirected.

“You sit here, and we’ll go through the buffet line,” I told her. They had servers for the people who couldn’t manage their own food trays, but I preferred to wait on Nana when I was there.

“How was Riley ever going to have a little fun with her dad and that badge of his intimidating every boy who came around?” Why did she keep going on and on and on about this? Cody knew I was a virgin, but Nana made me sound like a nun, cloistered away from the world.

I groaned again, trying to tug Cody with me to the buffet line.

“Well, he’s ready to put a bullet in me, that’s for sure,” Cody said with a quick grin. “But I’ll win him over, eventually.”

“That’s my son. He’ll come around,” Nana agreed with a nod. “Eventually. Two protective men wanting what’s best for my girl. This old woman couldn’t be happier.”

“He wants to sell your house because of this,” I told her, trying to get across just how angry Dad was.

Nana laughed, not bothered by the news of her son’s antics. “It’s my house. He may have grown up in it, but I own it. He can’t sell it any more than he can tell you to move home. Let him have his little snit–”

“Snit?” I asked, thinking that was an understatement of the year.

“–while you do your thing.” Nana arched a brow and eyed Cody like he was the thing I should be doing.

“Nana,” I scolded, appalled. My face was hot.

Cody chuckled then gently placed his hand on her shoulder. “I want you to know, Riley is more than a little fun to me. She’s everything I ever wanted.” He set his hat on his seat then winked at me. “I’m happy to be her fun, but I want to be so much more.”

I lost my breath. He had to be telling the truth. Who lied to someone’s Nana? Not only would it make him an asshole, but my nana could suss out falsehoods better than a lie detector.

Nana set her hand on top of his and gave it a little pat.

Cody must’ve felt he got his point across because he touched my hip and guided me in that subtle, protective way of his, to the buffet line. I was still flushed and breathless as I took out two trays.

He immediately took over Nana’s tray, pulling a plate from the stack and handed it over along with napkins and silverware.

“Is this…is this really real?” I asked, a tremble in my low voice.

His lips curled in amusement. “This is really real, sugar. I’m your man now. I’m gonna take care of you. Protect you. Provide for you. Make you happy. Can you deal with that?”

He probably could tell I got wet again, and he wasn’t even dirty talking me. No, he was sweet talking, and it was working. God, he was incredible.

Why was I so nervous? This was what I wanted. A man who wanted me and only me. Who wanted to make me happy. Permanently. Sure, if Matt or Ethan–or even Tyler before I found out he was a shifter–said any of what Cody said to me, I’d laugh. I wouldn’t believe them because they couldn’t provide for me. They couldn’t protect me. Tyler probably could, with his wolf, but gah… bad kissing. Tyler didn’t want to take care of me. He’d only wanted a good time.

Why was I okay with it when Cody wanted to give me everything? Why had I been okay with compromising?

I shouldn’t, and Cody wasn’t going to let me.

“Are you just…courting me? Convincing me?” I whispered as we went down the line from the salad area to the main courses, holding the plates out for the food to be scooped onto them. It was spaghetti night, so my plate was piled high with pasta, and an attendant just plopped a big meatball on top. Cody handed over Nana’s plate right after for the same things.

As he waited, he said, “Well, I am trying to do both of those things. Is it working?”

I let out a breathy laugh, grabbing tongs to get a roll from a basket. “Yeah. It is.”

He gave me a slight bump with his body into mine. “You’re asking if this will last, aren’t you?”

My head wobbled as I nodded. It seemed easier to talk to him while busily filling our plates.

His cell rang from his back pocket. He pulled it out, read the display. “Hey, Jimmy, what’s up?” he asked. The soft demeanor he seemed to have for me slipped away. His body tensed, and his jaw clenched so tight I thought he might crack a tooth. “Are you serious?” He set a hand on the back of his neck and tipped his head down. “Fuck. He still there? Okay. Yeah, I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

He ended the call and shoved his phone away.

“What’s the matter?” I asked, worried.

“Sorry, sugar. I’ve got to go. That was Jimmy at the bar. Says someone from the sheriff’s department showed up because of an anonymous tip that we’re serving underage drinkers. He’s hassling our customers by IDing every person in the place.”

“Oh no,” I groaned. I knew exactly who that was and why. “My dad’s there, isn’t he?”

Cody shook his head. “Was, but Levi, the sheriff, showed up and sent him home.”

I knew Dad was upset about me being with Cody, but to mess with his business? To mess with everyone in the bar who was there just to have a good time… because of this? He was taking this too far.

“You deal with the bar,” I said, lifting my chin in determination. “I’ll deal with my dad.”
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CODY

I wouldn’t hide my emotions from my mate, but I wasn’t going to share with her how much her father was pissing me off. I understood his overprotectiveness. Hell, if I had a daughter, I’d–well, I had no fucking clue. I’d be ridiculous–like he was–when it came to her safety, but I wouldn’t keep her from her fated mate. Maybe that was because I was a fucking shifter, and he wasn’t.

Which was the crux of the whole fucking problem. Every time I thought I was closer to winning Riley’s heart, something came up. Like her dad’s petty shit. And it had only been a few days!

I didn’t want to get between the two of them, but I wasn’t giving up my fated fucking mate. Riley was almost right there with me. Kyle Abbott was just going to have to come to terms with everything. And knock off his fucking with me and mine. What he didn’t understand was the more he messed with me, the more he actually messed with his own daughter.

He was making things worse between them instead of better.

Ten minutes after the call, I pushed through the door to my bar. Country music blasted, a guy was on the mechanical bull, and half the tables were occupied even though it was still early. We had a decent dinner crowd on most nights, and tonight wasn’t an exception. Everything appeared normal except for Levi leaning against the bar, shooting the shit with Jimmy. Levi was the sheriff of Cooper Valley and Kyle Abbott’s boss. Plus, he was a shifter. Having one of our kind in law enforcement often came in handy. Like right now.

I approached, shook his hand, then looked to Jimmy. “Thanks for the call. Why don’t you go do inventory, and I’ll watch the bar?”

The younger guy’s eyes brightened at that, which meant it had been pretty awful since no one wanted to count liquor bottles. “You sure? Deputy Abbott had his balls in a twist about something while he was here. He’s a nice guy, and I’ve never seen him like this before. I can help up front–”

I raised my hand. “I’m good.”

He tossed down his rag and gave me a finger salute.

The playful tug on Levi’s mouth showed his amusement. Then it slipped away once Jimmy was halfway to the back rooms. “Why does Kyle Abbott hate your guts?”

I chuckled then ran a hand over the back of my neck. “You picked up on that, huh?”

He raised a brow.

“His daughter’s my mate.”

His other brow went up.

“He doesn’t appreciate my interest in her.”

He drummed his fingers on the bar top. Levi was a formidable sheriff. He had mammoth shoulders and a broad chest beneath his uniform. His sandy blond hair was cut short, but he kept scruff on his jaw. A summer beard. “Isn’t she Tyler’s age? I think she babysits for Clint and Becky.”

I winced because he made it sound like I was robbing the cradle. “She’s nineteen,” I muttered, wondering if I was going to have to justify the match to everyone in the fucking state.

“Oh, then he really doesn’t like the idea.”

I sighed. “He didn’t like finding me in his daughter’s place this morning making coffee. In only my jeans.”

“Oh, shit. That explains the age-raid on this place.” Now he laughed fully. “The fated part of fated mate really kicks our asses, doesn’t it?”

“You mated a human, you’ve got to understand.” I hoped he did.

His mate was Charlie, a vet who’d brought a horse from Colorado to Wolf Ranch for breeding. One whiff of her scent, and Levi and his wolf claimed her. Then he claimed her officially, biting her and giving her his mark. She was also now his wife. It seemed a claiming and a marriage sealed the deal for both shifter and human.

Since Kyle didn’t know I was a shifter, that wasn’t his beef with me. But it was pretty obvious he didn’t want me to marry Riley.

“Oh, I do. But her dad’s on my payroll. That makes this my problem. I can’t fire him for what he did because it technically is within the confines of the law. But I won’t have him use his job as a tool to fuck with you. I’ll give him this one, though, especially with the shit show of the murder trial he just had. We had death threats called into the station office every day last week–we assume from the perp’s family.” He set his hand on the butt of his service pistol at his hip. “Regardless, you’ve earned what he dished out. He could’ve punched you in the face and been done with it.”

That would have annoyed me, but not much else. This bar thing, that pissed me off. “Yeah, sorry.”

“You shouldn’t be because I understand now what’s going on. But you’re going to have to make this right. When I showed up, he was carding everyone. Even Mr. Seymour, and he’s gotta be eighty-five.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. I could only imagine.

“I’ve got four more days to claim her, or Rob’s taking her to get her mind wiped. You’re forcing me to deal with an overprotective father… right away. I’ve got shit stacked against me.”

“Didn’t know about the alpha’s orders, but it makes sense.” He slapped me on the shoulder then grabbed his cowboy hat from the bar, set it on his head. “Sucks to be you, my friend. But she’s worth it.”

He left, and I took over tending bar, considering his final words. Yeah, Riley was worth it, no matter what her father or my alpha tossed in our way.
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RILEY

“Are you out of your mind?” I stormed into my dad’s house and threw my purse and keys down on the end table. His patrol car was out front, so I knew he was home.

After Cody left me and Nana, I’d stayed to have dinner with her while we both grumbled about how much of an asshat Dad was. Asshat was her word. Where she learned it, I had no idea.

“You were over at Cody’s Saloon, hassling his customers?”

He came out of the kitchen, beer in hand, and folded his arms across his chest. “It was perfectly within my rights,” he said evenly. “I heard my nineteen-year-old daughter was frequenting the place.”

“Sipping ginger ale, dad–and that’s beside the point! I’m not the one–”

A vein in his temple pulsed. “No, it is exactly the point. You are twenty years younger than Cody McIntire and completely out of your depth.” He uncrossed his arms and came toward me, his face softening. “Honey, I’m sure it feels exciting to have an older man interested in you, but–”

“But, nothing.” Two could play at the interruption game. And it was my turn to cross my arms. “You don’t get a say in this. I’m a grown woman. I make my own decisions.”

He shook his head. “Not when I’m paying your college tuition. Plus, I’ll find a renter for Nana’s place. One who actually pays rent.”

My mouth fell open. He hated the idea of me and Cody that much?

“Then I’ll drop out of college!” I threw it back in his face. “And I’ll move in with Cody.”

Yep, I was just pouring gasoline on the fire now. But this situation had been going on for far too long. I was still a virgin for several reasons. One was how he’d harassed every guy who ever tried to date me, and now that he was up against one he couldn’t intimidate with his sheriff’s badge, he was taking things way too far.

He put his hand out in a placating gesture. “Riley, just settle down.”

“Settle down? Settle down?”

He forged on even though I wasn’t settling down at all. I was like a kettle ready to boil. “You don’t know Cody like I do,” he said. “Do you realize I went to high school with the guy?”

I was shaking all over from the confrontation, and I didn’t like the sensation of misgiving my dad’s words were giving me. Still, I lifted my chin. “So?”

“So, first of all, the guy is a player. He’s been with more women than there are wildflowers in Montana.”

I felt my eyebrow start to tic. I ignored it and gave a jerky shrug of my shoulders. “You led with that this morning. And that was before me,” I said although I didn’t believe the words as much as I wanted to. I didn’t think he was a cheater, but we hadn’t been… together long enough for him to move on to tire of me. Plus, he hadn’t gotten what every guy wanted. Sex.

But Cody said he was serious about me. Showed up at Nana’s. Brought flowers. Said I was his mate. So I believed it–that he–was different with me.

But what if it wasn’t? What if…

I mentally shook my head. No, I couldn’t go there. Couldn’t let on that my dad’s words may have hit a sore spot. Again.

Dad looked at me with sympathy, and he softened his voice. “You really believe that, hon? What would he want with a girl the same age as his son?”

I couldn’t tell my dad about the mate thing, that Cody couldn’t help himself when it came to me. I sort of felt like it would resolve a lot of his objections, but I’d promised I’d keep Cody’s and Tyler’s secret.

“Sometimes, you just know with someone,” I attempted, as an explanation. “It feels right. Like destiny.”

My dad rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I thought it was destiny with your mom, too. Look where that got me.”

His words hit me like a punch to the gut. It was true Mom had fooled around with a lot of men. She was the type of woman who craved attention and had to seek it everywhere. Not just with one guy but with all the guys. Guys that took her away from Cooper Valley.

Dad didn’t want me to be like him. Ditched.

I cradled my waist. “He’s not like Mom,” I said, but my voice had lost its power.

“Honey.” My dad stepped closer and tried to hold my shoulders.

I sidestepped away from him, trying to gather some of my previous rage. He was wrong about Cody.

I knew he was. I didn’t have the mating thing inside of me, but I felt a connection to Cody. Something special.

“Cody isn’t the kind of guy I want for you, Riley Roo. He’s not a family guy.”

I spread my hands. “He literally is, Dad. He has a son.” Even I winced thinking about that son who was the same age as me, not a preschooler where I worked.

Yipes. Would I be Tyler’s stepmom if this worked out? That was so weird.

“He had a son twenty years ago. You think he’s looking to start all over with you? Did he tell you he wanted more kids?”

A stone settled in the pit of my stomach. I hadn’t thought about that. Shit. I couldn’t imagine Cody wanting to start over with a baby again. He’d gotten rid of a crib right around the same time Dad ditched mine.

I didn’t want to admit my dad might be right about that part. But I could talk to Cody about it, see what he thought. Kids were something I always wanted. It wasn’t like I felt my biological clock ticking or anything, but it was something for later. Either way, it wasn’t my dad’s business.

I mustered as much anger as I could. “I appreciate that you have opinions, but bottom line–you don’t get to choose for me.” I made my voice firm and my gaze hard. “Leave Cody and his business alone. Until you can get on board with the idea of the two of us together, leave me alone, too!”

I picked up my purse and keys and marched back out his door, slamming it hard behind me.

Damn my dad and his overprotective bullshit.

And damn him for making me feel a bit queasy about this thing with Cody. How dare he put doubts in my head! He was sabotaging us without having to check anyone’s ID.

I blinked back tears as I got behind the wheel of my car. I suddenly felt lost–trapped between the man who had been my entire world and the one who made me feel like I was his entire world.

I swiped at my tears with the back of my hand and dialed Cody’s number.

“Riley?” He sounded concerned, as if he already knew I was a mess. “You talk to your dad?”

“Yeah.”

“How did things go?”

“Not good.” I sniffed.

“I’ll meet you at your place in ten minutes.”

“What?”

“You heard me. You need me. I’m there.”
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CODY

The second she opened the door for me, I had her up and in my arms, her feet clear of the floor. I walked forward, kicking the door shut with my boot.

“Sugar.” I breathed in her scent. It soothed my wolf and me. “Fuck, I missed you.” I had, even though it had only been since dinner. I’d missed it because of her father’s fuck-all and now I wanted to eat her.

She tucked her face beneath my chin, and her breath feathered against my skin through my shirt.

“You talked with him?” I asked.

“Yelled,” she corrected. “We yelled.”

I didn’t like that, that she and her dad were at odds.

“Want to tell me about it?”

She sighed. “Pretty much, I want you. That’s all that matters.”

My dick pressed painfully against my jeans at her words. “Say it again.”

Tilting her head back, her eyes met mine. Held. “I want you, Cody McIntire.”

Fuck me, I’d been waiting for her to say exactly that!

I didn’t ease up on my hold on her as I spied the couch and went to it and settled with her on my lap. She straddled my thighs and her dark hair fell like a curtain around her face. I wanted to touch her and hold her while we talked–instead of wrapping those silky strands around my fingers and giving a little tug–so my hands settled on her hips.

My dick wanted to skip this part and jump right to the fucking because that was definitely what was happening tonight, but one thing I knew about this relationship? It was fucking complicated.

But this? The connection between us? Simple.

This time, when she was in my arms, she didn’t say “fuck me” or any other term that indicated sex. She said she wanted me.

Her dad may have shaken our relationship a bit, but maybe it also made it stronger.

I was it for her. This was what she was saying.

Fucking finally.

She scooted back on my thighs, so she could–fuck!–open my belt and get to my dick.

I lifted my hips, and she pushed the denim and boxers beneath down my hips enough so I sprang free.

Then she slithered down to her knees between mine on the carpet. My little virgin temptress.

My hand stroked over her head, through her hair, and gripped. Her gaze lifted to mine, went blurry from the slight tug.

Fuck me. Seeing her on her knees before me was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen.

Almost.

“You wanna suck my dick, sugar?”

She nodded although my hold didn’t give her much play.

“Naked,” I said. “You do it bare.”

Heat flared in her gaze, and I released my hold on her. Slowly, she pushed to her feet then shed her clothes. It wasn’t a sexy strip tease. There was no skilled motions, only Riley sharing all of herself with me.

I gripped the base of my dick and stroked it root to tip, pearly drops of pre-cum seeping from the slit and sliding down the wide crown as I watched. Pert tits, slim waist, full hips and that pussy…pink lipped and glistening.

When her top, jeans, bra, and panties… everything was in a pile at her feet, I crooked a finger on my free hand. My wolf practically howled when she settled back on the rug between my knees.

Swiping my thumb through the pre-cum, I held it out. “Suck.”

That hot, little mouth closed around it, tongue swirling and getting my taste.

Fuck, I wasn’t going to last if she kept that up.

I pulled my thumb free, raised my arms to settle along the back of her couch, so she knew she could have her way with me.

That plan was a good one until she took me into her mouth as far as she could. I ripped the cushions and instinctually thrust up, so I ended up in the back of her throat.

She popped off and wiped her mouth, eyes on mine.

I growled. Growled. “Fuck, sugar. That mouth feels like heaven, but the next time I come it’s going to be balls deep in that virgin pussy.”

Grabbing her wrist, I tugged her up with the intention of carrying her into her bedroom and gently rid her of her virginity.

But she had other ideas. She pushed at my chest, and I let her ease me back. She ripped my shirt open, popping the snaps off all at once. I obliged, shrugging out of it. Before I could stop her, she gripped my dick, rose up on her knees and–

“FUCK!”

She’d lowered herself down, and I was inside her. Only a few inches, but she. was. fucking. me.

“Sugar,” I warned. No, snarled. “This was not how this was supposed to go. Fuck,” I muttered again. Sweat broke out on my brow as I tried not to thrust my hips up again.

“You want to fuck me in bed, missionary,” she began. “You’d do rose petals and what not because I’m a virgin.”

She had me pretty pegged. “No rose petals but definitely in a bed. Definitely missionary, so I could watch you take me for the first time.”

With her hands on my shoulders, she said, “This might be my first time, but I don’t want any of that. I get to control my narrative. And you can watch me take you just like this.”

Her hips started to move, taking me deeper into her soaked pussy millimeter by millimeter. “I’ve seen your primal side, Cody. I want it. I want that part of you.”

“You’re going to be sore. I’m big, and you’re… shit, so fucking tight.”

I was going to die from dick-in-pussy torture. From the sweetest, tightest, wettest wonderland.

“Vibrator.”

“What?” I could barely process a normal thought right now.

“I’ve had silicone in me. But” –she swiveled her hips– “nothing as big as you. Still, you’re not going to hurt me.”

I remained still as I studied her. Sweating. Jaw clenched. The leash I was on was about ready to snap. Damn the nearly full moon!

“You sure, sugar? You only get one first time.”

She nodded, and I was done. D.O.N.E.

“You’re going to be sore no matter what because you want me wild? You’ll get wild.”

Then I pulled her down on me as I thrust up. Filling her completely.

“Cody!” she screamed as her inner walls rippled around me as she finally, finally took me into her.

I was home for the first time ever.
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RILEY

Oh my God. Cody was big. BIG.

And he was in me. I felt crammed full as I sat fully on his thighs.

It was as if he gave up an inner battle where my virginity was concerned and let go.

Because he didn’t just thrust deep in one thrust, he was fucking me. Up. Down. He gripped my ass and lifted and lowered me over his cock, making my breasts bounce. The room swooped as heat bloomed everywhere. I was getting dizzy with lust. With the satisfaction of that lust.

He leaned forward and sucked on a nipple, gripped the other one in his palm and squeezed.

How he made me feel when he went down on me had been amazing. But it had felt like something was missing. As if I’d still been empty. This was different. Deeper. So full.

I rocked over his cock.

“Take me.” He sucked on the swell of my breast. “Such a good girl. Dripping for me.”

My head dropped back, overwhelmed. This was where being a virgin became clear. I had no idea what to do. How to feel. How to control the swell of pleasure he was bringing about.

I never knew it could be like this. So much. So intense.

“Cody, I’m gonna–”

A hand came down on my butt, spanking me. The sharp sting startled me, then–

“Oh my God.”

I came, clenching all around him as I rode out the orgasm.

A tidal wave. Tsunami. Falling off a cliff. Fireworks. Whatever the term, I felt it.

I didn’t know we were moving until my back hit a wall.

With one hand under my bare butt, Cody drove up and into me, somehow deeper than before.

“You on the pill, sugar?”

What? Was he talking? Asking me a question?

“Sugar?”

“What?”

“Pill.”

He wanted to know if I was on birth control. Now? Now that he was so far inside me?

I nodded.

“Good.”

“Are you clean?” I asked, clinging to the few brain cells I had left. While I didn’t want to think about my father when Cody was balls deep inside me, I imagined his reminder of Cody’s strings of women from his past.

“Shifters don’t get shit like that. I’m clean.”

I nodded, but he must’ve seen my shift in mood. He tipped my chin up and slowed his hips.

His blue eyes, now stormy with arousal, pinned me in place as much as his body. “I’m forty. I’ve been with my share of women, but not like what your dad thinks. I can’t change the past, but you have to know you’re my future.” He thrust his hips to confirm it. “This. Us. I might be your first, sugar, but I’m also your last.”

In one smooth motion, he spun again, lowering me to my back on the couch–as if my bed was too far away–our bodies still connected.

“Oh, God,” I moaned. It was so hot to see how strong he was. How in command of the situation. It was incredible to have a guy who knew exactly what he was doing and could make my first time so intensely perfect.

He pulled my ankles up over his shoulders, standing on his knees to thrust. I was completely bare while he only had his jeans and boxers pushed down enough to get his dick out.

I gasped at how deep he got in this position. The head of his cock bumped against my inner wall and made me whimper with the intensity.

He eased back. “Too much, sugar?”

I thrashed my head from side to side. “No! I want it. I want it all, Cody.”

His eyes changed from blue to amber. This. This right here was where I could see his wolf just beneath the surface. The animal inside him. And I wanted him to show it to me.

“Harder,” I practically begged.

It was insane, but I felt his cock swell inside me, getting longer. Fatter.

He gritted his teeth, pumping faster. “Fuck, Riley.”

As much as I’d wanted to own my first time, I did like being underneath him. Not that this was anything close to simple missionary position. But the view I had of Cody McIntire right now was magnificent. That muscled chest of his dusted in curls–when had I ripped some buttons on his shirt open? The way he bared his teeth and the look on his face–like he was inches away from completely losing control. God, what would that be like?

He pushed my ankles toward my shoulders and pumped in that position, shortening the space he could plow into, and making it even more intense.

I shrieked at the sensation. I was going to come again. I could tell by the quaking in my inner thighs, the fluttering in my belly.

“Cody,” I whimpered.

“Not yet.” The order was fierce, and my eyes flew wide. Was I doing something wrong?

“You’re going to wait until I give it to you good, sugar. This time you wait until I tell you to come, understand?”

Oh. Wow.

My pussy clenched, and my nipples–already hard–zinged with his bossy order.

I managed to nod.

“I’m going to make you take it in every fucking position, sweetheart. In every room of this house. You want to see me primal? I’m going to fuck you until you can’t walk straight. And when you come, they’re gonna hear three miles away.”

Oh gawd. My eyes rolled back in my head. I was already losing all mental faculties.

This was unbelievably hot.

Cody pulled out.

“No!” I cried.

I tried to focus on him, but it was possible my eyes were crossed. He picked me up by the waist and settled me on my knees, my elbows resting on the stuffed arm of the sofa. He slapped my ass once more. “That’s fucking perfect, sugar. You have the best ass. Especially when it’s got my handprints on it.”

My insides squeezed again. He was going to make me come with his dirty talk alone!

But no–he wanted me to wait. Could I? I wasn’t even sure I knew how to control it. My body was like an instrument he alone knew how to play. I wasn’t giving it any orders right now.

He slid his cock along my slit, rubbing my clit with his slick head.

I moaned.

He stroked a few more times as I arched my back, dying for him to be inside me again.

“Please,” I whimpered.

“I know what you want, sugar.” He gave my ass another firm slap. “I’m just letting the anticipation build.”

God, he’d been doing that from the start, hadn’t he? Refusing to give me this until it was all I could think about. I hadn’t known that it could be more than just sex, that it was a connection, a bond we now shared. This was why he wanted to wait, until I caught up to him.

I understood now.

“I need it.” I was begging. Pleading for what I knew he could give me.

He pressed the head of his cock to my entrance, teasing me for a moment by barely entering and withdrawing.

“Please,” I whimpered.

He gripped my hips and pushed in deep.

The sense of satisfaction was unparalleled. Better than jumping in a swimming hole on a hot summer day. More quenching than water on a dry throat. It was heaven.

This was what I’d been missing my entire life. This feeling. This power in my body–the beauty of my own sexuality shared with another.

Not just any other, but my mate.

Oh wow. The words settled like puzzle pieces in my being. Like a truth I instinctively knew.

He did feel like my soulmate, my one true partner, even though I wasn’t a wolf and didn’t know what that even fully meant.

I gripped the arm of the sofa, resting my chest down to brace myself to take him. He didn’t hold back–or at least it didn’t feel like he was. His breath was ragged. His grip on my hips, bruising. He plowed into me like his life depended on getting to the finish line.

I moaned, my channel growing slicker, my body welcoming every thrust.

But then he pulled out again.

“No,” I whimpered.

“Come here, Riley-girl.” Cody wrapped an arm around my waist and lifted me backward against his back. I heard him kicking off his pants before he walked me to the dining room table. He laid me back on it, lifting my hips to his face to eat me.

Holy shit. Was he planning on doing all the positions the very first time?

My knees fell open. I tried to tell him I wanted his cock, but no words came out. I was already beyond speaking. Too far in the throes of passion. All I could do was experience this magic. His beautiful tongue delving between my folds, tracing around my clit. He sucked hard, and I fisted his hair, pulling hard.

He let out a snarl, and when he lifted his head, his lips and beard were coated with my juices, his eyes were pure amber. I wanted to see his wolf.

What had he said that first day in the cabin? That if I ran, his wolf would want to chase? Too bad there was nowhere to run here. I’d have to get him to bring me back to the cabin.

“More of you,” I managed to say. “I want…”

In one swift movement, Cody pulled me up, my legs straddling his waist. He kissed me hard, his tongue lashing into my mouth, the taste of my essence on his lips. We crashed into the hallway wall.

One of Nana’s framed pictures of my dad as a boy crashed to the floor.

Cody kept kissing me as he pinned me against the wall again, shifting to palm my ass and lower my hips to meet his. He penetrated me, shoving in and up, making the wall shake. Another framed photograph fell and broke.

I laughed against his mouth.

He groaned into mine. “Sugar…I’m not…” His voice was more wolf than human–a growl to it that electrified my pussy. “It’s so hard to fucking hold back.”

He was still holding back?

“So don’t,” I said, but when he lifted his head I saw his canines looked longer.

I wasn’t afraid. Not when my body was joined with his. Not when waves of pleasure and mounting need had me in a chokehold. I was merely fascinated.

Was this primal Cody?

I freaking loved it!

He pulled me off the wall, and we careened down the hallway, bumping the other side and pausing there for more kissing and upward thrusts.

Then, somehow, we made it to the bedroom.

Cody lowered me to my back but turned my hips sideways and drew up one thigh, so he entered me from behind.

Another pleasure position. This man definitely knew what he was doing.

I was lost to him. Lost to sex. Lost to the sensation of being thoroughly pleasured, controlled, and loved by Cody.

Yes, loved. It felt that way, anyway. He hadn’t said it, but it was here, in the room with us. There was the explosively wild sex, but it was held in a container of deep caring. Of connection. Of true union.

Cody was the man for me.

Those doubts my dad put in my head didn’t belong. I knew he was the one.

“Now, Riley.” Cody’s voice was a wolf-snarl. His eyes glowed bright. There was a gleam of his fangs.

Yes, fangs.

I clung to his muscled arm, my nails scoring his skin.

“Come all over my cock, sugar.”

Oh God! My body obeyed his order before I even knew it was happening. My internal muscles clenched and squeezed around his cock. Spasms of pleasure rippled through me, from my core outward.

I screamed. Or at least some long, satisfied syllables came pouring out of my mouth.

Cody shouted. “Yes, Riley–yes!” as he wildly bucked against me.

“Yes, Cody,” I chanted back. Somehow, he was cradled between my legs now, and then his body blanketed mine, his gasping breath hot on my neck, his kisses falling endlessly over my face and shoulders.

His heart pounded right against my breast, and I relished the sensation of it. Of feeling how much I’d moved him.

How I’d brought out his animal… and he’d brought out my own wild side.
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CODY

“Fuck. I nearly marked you, sugar.” I was sprawled on top of her, careful to keep my weight on my forearms. I nipped at the place my teeth wanted to sink–the place where her neck met her shoulder. I licked and kissed her there. Realizing I still had on my clothes, I stood and stripped them all off. Stared at her in awe as I did so.

Fate, she was amazing.

All the problems between us that had seemed daunting before–our age difference, her father, the one week bargain I made with Rob, fell away. It was just the two of us now. Nothing else mattered but these connections. We were together. And it felt like we could take on the world.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

Huh? Oh right. I hadn’t told her about that yet.

I climbed back on the bed and rolled us to our sides, pushed up on one elbow. A lock of hair hung in her face, and I brushed it back. She was so damn beautiful. My wolf was content finally touching her skin to skin, bare.

“When a wolf finds his fated mate, he embeds her with his scent, so other shifters will understand that she’s been claimed.”

Riley ran her nails through the hair on my chest. Goosebumps ran across my skin. “Yeah? How?”

I kissed her shoulder. “A bite. A love bite.”

I braced for a fearful reaction, but she didn’t give me one.

Instead, her eyes lit up with interest. “I knew your teeth looked longer! That was because you wanted to mark me?”

I smiled and stroked my hand over her hip. “My wolf is dying to mark you. He cannot understand what’s taking me so long.”

“Go ahead,” she offered.

My heart lodged up in my throat. “What?”

“Mark me.”

“Listen, Riley. I’m not sure if I’ve made this completely clear. Wolves mate for life. Once I mark you, I will never let you go.”

She blinked. “Okay.” Her voice was soft and sweet.

I couldn’t help but stare at her. Wonder if I fucked her too hard, and she’d rattled something loose in her brain. “Okay? You’re ready for that? You’re all in with me?”

She nodded.

For some reason, my eyes burned. Her trust killed me.

“That’s… fuck, that’s incredible, sugar.” I stroked my fingertip along the side of her neck. “Usually wolves bite here, but since you’re human, and you’ll scar, I’ll pick another place.”

The scent of Riley’s fresh arousal bloomed, like the idea of me marking her turned her on.

Thank fuck. She was amazing. And I couldn’t wait to mark her. But I also wanted to make absolutely certain she was okay with this. Sex was one thing, but this? There really was no going back.

If I were a human and a gentleman, I would get her father’s blessing first, too. I didn’t ever want Riley to have to pick between the two of us. But since he was an asshole, and he didn’t know about shifters, he had zero say.

I traced my fingertip down her side to her ass. “I might bite you here. You have the most perfect, spankable, fuckable ass I’ve ever seen.”

“Do I?” There was laughter in her voice, but she also blushed.

So fucking sweet.

“You okay with me marking your ass? With me biting that peach?”

“Do it,” she egged me on.

I shook my head. “Not yet. This is a different first time, sugar. It’s like wedding vows for humans. I want things with your dad straightened out first, so he doesn’t shoot me.”

Her brows went down. “He won’t.”

After what happened today, I wasn’t so sure.

“The good news is that shifters can withstand being shot. Bullets holes heal in minutes.” I winked.

“Oh yeah?” she sat up, interested. “What else do I need to know about shifters? Oh my God, Tyler. Does he know about us?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I talked with him. He thought it weird at first, and probably will for a while, but he’s cool with it.”

“I can’t imagine how,” she said.

“He’s a shifter. He knows about fated mates. Knows what it means when I found mine in you.”

“Really.”

“So he’s not going to shoot me for taking you away?”

I had to laugh at her playfulness. And it lightened my heart, my mood. Now that I knew she was all in, I could tell her anything. Everything.

It felt so fucking good.

“We’re pack animals. And you were right about Wolf Ranch. Rob Wolf is our alpha.”

“Wow.” Her brows popped. “Cody?”

“Yeah?”

“Can I see your wolf?”

“Of course, sugar.” I closed my eyes and easily shifted, filling her bed with the enormous body of my tan and black wolf.

She gasped, stroking my fur. I nuzzled her hand and laid my head in her lap. She stroked my ears and crooned about how beautiful I was.

My wolf loved showing off. As if by showing her this form would make her part of the pack.

I shifted back. “Tomorrow, sugar. I’ll introduce you to some of the pack.”
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CODY

I slid a plate piled high with loaded nachos in front of Riley. “Sugar, I’m sorry it’s so busy here. I want to give you all my attention and–”

Riley waved away my apology as at least five customers tried to flag my attention. “Don’t worry about me. I like watching you work.”

It was all I could do not to show teeth when some asshole brushed up against her, waving his twenty dollar bill at me.

I was losing the tether on my wolf–he was dying to mark her. Because Riley and I had opposite schedules–she worked and had school during the day, and I worked nights–it wasn’t something we had tons of time for. And I wanted to take my time with her doing this. It was a once-in-a-lifetime thing marking your mate.

I’d planned on taking the night off to make her steaks tonight–a romantic candlelight dinner at my place–but two cocktail waitresses called out sick, leaving Jimmy all by himself to sling drinks. Which meant another date with me on one side of the bar and Riley on the other. Worse, we were slammed. A boisterous group of twenty-five guys on a fishing trip were in the saloon, along with my regulars, and I hadn’t even had a chance to clear Riley’s dinner plate.

I looked over to find her carrying it to the kitchen herself.

It was a simple gesture but thoughtful. Something about it hit me square in the chest. How easily she could fit in. I hadn’t realized I had a mile-wide hole in my life waiting to be filled until I caught her scent.

Tyler had moved out to Wolf Ranch right after high school graduation. I didn’t have empty nest syndrome because it was where he belonged, and I saw him all the time. Until Riley, I’d been perfectly content…with nothing.

My days and nights had consisted of absolutely nothing interesting. I’d been running this saloon since I got Tyler’s mom knocked up. We tried living together for a few months, but quickly realized we didn’t want to be locked into a fate-less partnership. Anne always dreamed of finding her fated mate, and when she went to the Pack Games in Denver, sure enough, found him.

I’d filled my days with raising Tyler and work. Now, it suddenly seemed like there was so much I’d left unexplored. And I wanted to start exploring it now. Tonight. With Riley.

If only this place would clear out, so I could toss her over my shoulder and go home.

“Cody! Over here.” Someone waved a hand at me.

I couldn’t stand when people called out my name at the bar. As if I wasn’t already making drinks as fast and methodically as I could. As if I’d just chosen to ignore them rather than had my hands completely full.

But I did my usual schtick and lifted my head the man’s way as I reached for a cocktail glass. Damn, I was down to the last row.

“Hey, Jimmy–I need you to bus some glasses and get that dishwasher running,” I said.

“Yep.” Jimmy reached across the bar to clear the empties patrons had set there, and his elbow hit a half-full drink, sending it toppling toward him. It hit the edge of the bar and shattered, the broken pieces dropping into the worst possible place–the ice bin.

“Mother fu–” He cut off his curse and shook his head in exasperation. “Sorry, Cody. It slipped.”

I groaned. “You gotta be kidding me.” Now we couldn’t serve another drink with ice until the entire ice maker and bin was emptied and cleaned out. I shook my head. “You know what happens now. Empty it out. Make sure you get every last sliver out of there.”

I wasn’t mad at Jimmy. It was a total accident, but ugh. I wanted to howl and run and… fuck my mate to ease this frustration.

“On it,” he said, getting on the pain in the ass task.

Fuck. That left me as the only guy who could tend bar, with only a few clean glasses left to serve them in. I kept my head down and mixed drink after drink as the lines around the bar grew four feet deep and extended for the entire length of the bar.

I glanced over at Riley’s seat to apologize again.

Fuck! She left.

Dammit. Did she leave without saying goodbye?

“Excuse me, fellas.” I heard the sound of her sweet voice although I couldn’t spot her through all the people. A cocktail tray floated through the throng, piled high with dirty glasses.

Riley pushed behind the bar and flashed me a smile before she started loading glasses onto the dishwashing tray.

Well, damn. That took a mountain of both consideration and confidence. What a sweetheart.

“Hey, Cody! Cody!”

I stopped what I was doing, ignoring all the patrons calling out my name and waving dollar bills my way to walk up behind her. Fitting my arm around her waist from behind, I buried my face in her neck to inhale her scent. “It is damn sweet of you to pitch in, sugar.” I kissed her skin. “I’ll be sure to show you my thanks later.”

She twisted, flashing me that dimpled smile. “If you think I’m going to sit on my butt while you’re scrambling back here, you’re nuts. We’re a couple, right?”

My heart stopped. Reversed. Sped back up. “Say it again.”

Her smile grew. Holding her between my arms, I lifted the now-heavy tray into the dishwasher and started it.

“We’re a couple.” She turned in my arms.

Wow. Was it true? Had I won her heart? Her allegiance? Was she really ready for me to forever mark her as mine?

Nah, I was probably getting ahead of myself.

“Cody!”

Riley went up on her tiptoes and planted a kiss on my lips. “You’d better get to it. I’ll round up some more glasses for you. And you’re definitely showing your thanks later.”

She winked.

I pulled her against my body, filling one hand with her ass as the other cradled the back of her head. “God, I love you.”

Riley went still. “What?”

“Cody! Stop robbing the cradle and make us some drinks!”

For a second, I sort of froze, too. Did I go too fast? Assume too much? But fuck it–I didn’t have time to waste. My female needed to know how I felt about her.

Riley searched my face.

“I love you, Riley Abbott. It’s not just that my wolf wants you. It’s because nature doesn’t make mistakes. You’re the perfect female for me.”

“McIntire! Quit screwing the staff, you damn man whore!”

I checked Riley’s face to see if any of their taunts bothered her, but her expression was soft, her big doe eyes wide.

“I love you, too, Cody McIntire.”

I grinned at her like the damn fool I was.

She gave me another quick peck on the lips. “Now get back to the drinks. I’ll be here all night.”
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RILEY

I loved watching Cody work. Well, other than seeing all the women flirting with him. He flirted back, but I knew it was just his way–a role he played to make people feel welcome in his saloon.

I couldn’t fault the women because he was just that manly and gorgeous, but I wanted to claw all their eyes out with the newfound feelings of possessiveness.

Tonight it didn’t bother me so much. Especially not after he said he loved me. I worked for an hour, bussing tables and washing glasses until the crowd thinned. The big group of out-of-towners left and things got back to a normal Cooper Valley cadence.

The band scheduled to play came in and started setting up during the lull between the happy hour and late night dance crowd, but country music still blasted from the speakers in the meantime.

I slumped onto my stool at the bar where Cody poured me a club soda with lime, making it look like a cocktail with the thin cocktail straw and everything, but was very alcohol free in case someone from the sheriff’s department came back to card some more. Meaning Dad, but I figured he’d move onto some other petty idea if he was still being a cranky ass.

It was during this lull that Boyd Wolf and his wife came in. I didn’t know them personally, but Boyd had been a famous rodeo star before he quit the circuit and fairly infamous for Cooper Valley. He’d quit and settled down with Dr. Ames, the local OB-GYN. That was all I knew about them. Was. Past tense. This week, however, I now knew Boyd Wolf’s secret.

I studied him, looking for any evidence of his being a wolf. There was his physique. They all had that in common—Cody, Tyler, Boyd, and his brother, Rob Wolf. Big, good-looking guys with perfect, cut muscles. Growing up in this town, I just assumed half the men in the county looked so buff because they were cowboys. Their bodies had been shaped and hewn through hard work and manual labor. Now, I knew it was probably because some of them were also blessed with wolf genes.

Cody waved at him and held up a finger, as he was talking with a customer at the end of the bar.

Boyd waved in return but smiled at me, like he recognized me, and tipped his hat. He led his wife over to the bar, and they settled in the empty stools beside me.

“Hey there.” Boyd stretched out a hand. “Boyd Wolf.”

The doctor stretched out a hand as well. “I’m Audrey.”

We shook. “Riley Abbott.”

“Right, Deputy Abbott’s daughter.” Boyd grinned.

“Yes,” I agreed. “And Cody’s girlfriend.” Girlfriend. There, I said it, and it felt good. No, better than good. I was proud of being Cody’s mate, and I wanted to show the other shifters that I was one of them now. Or, kinda one of them.

“Boyd, get down here and settle a dispute about rodeo belt buckles between these two yahoos.” Cody pointed to two men who seemed to be at odds with each other.

Boyd grinned and moved down the bar to referee while Cody made drinks.

With him gone, Audrey turned my way. “I’m so glad things are working out with you and Cody. He’s a great guy.”

I wondered if she knew that I knew. “Yes, he’s a keeper.”

“Listen.” Audrey leaned in closer, laying a hand on mine. Looked me square in the eye. I felt like she was going to tell me I needed my appendix removed or something. “I know how overwhelming it can be to find out your new boyfriend is also a different species.” She dropped her voice to almost nothing on the word species.

“You know,” I said, wide eyed.

She laughed, then whispered, “I’m married to one, so it’s pretty hard to miss when your husband–mate–is not only growly by nature but can turn into a wolf.”

I gnawed on my lip, wondering if I should ask. “So… um, you’re not a wolf, too?” I lowered my voice to match hers. The band was tuning up, so the sharp twangs from a guitar cut filled the air, so it would be hard for anyone to overhear. Still…

She shook her head. “No. I was the doctor at the rodeo when Boyd got gored by a bull. Imagine the shock I was in when his wound seemed to heal before my very eyes!”

I gaped in surprise. “Wow.”

Cody had said he would heal if he got shot, but gored? I cringed just thinking about the horrible injury.

My brain started skidding around. Was it pack protocol to mate anyone who found out? Maybe this mate thing with Cody wasn’t biology so much as a mandate. That usual flicker of doubt lit like a match on flint. Wait. No. I needed to stop doubting Cody’s intentions. Worrying that I was too young for him. Or that players never settled down. Or waiting for him to leave. That was the big one, and I blamed my dad for all that and other worries in my head.

“Anyway, I just want you to know that I’m here to talk about it. How to keep a secret from your family. How to manage integrating into a new world. I’m here anytime you want.”

“Thank you.” I smiled at the older woman although probably still a few years younger than Cody. “I really appreciate that. I do have a million questions.”

Audrey fished a business card out of her purse and handed it to me. “Here.” She wrote her cell phone on the back of it. “Call me anytime. My sister also mated a Wolf brother, and she’s closer to your age. Maybe the three of us could get together to hang out.”

Really? Two women I could talk with who knew about shifters? And nice, to boot? “I’d love that.”

The crowd had thinned out around the bar, and Audrey and I shifted closer to where Cody and Boyd were now chatting. Another man had joined their conversation and was talking and gesturing loudly. He’d obviously had a few beers already.

“How can I compete on the dating scene with Cody, though?” The man’s voice boomed as if his preschool “inside voice” was broken. “Every woman here has either hooked up with him or wants to hook up with him.”

Some of that glowy warmth that had been in my chest leaked away.

“Well, you’re in luck.” Cody was genial–obviously adept at handling drunk guys. “I’m off the market now. The ladies are all yours, Hank.”

The guy, Hank, lifted his glass to him in salute. “Show me your ways, oh great one. You’ve scattered your seed far and wide, Mr. Player.”

Cody caught my eye and sent an apologetic look. “Nope. No seed scattered. You’ve got me wrong, big guy.”

“Riiiiiight,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “You learned that lesson the hard way with Tyler, didnya? Wrapped it up good after that.”

Wrapped it up… oh.

“One was plenty,” Cody agreed. “I’m definitely done.”

He’s definitely done.

My stomach dropped out. Cody didn’t say the words with that placating tone used with a drunk guy to shut him up. He said them like he meant them. Like there was no doubt in his mind. Like he was definitely done with having kids.

Oh, God.

Dad had mentioned it during our fight, but he’d thrown out so many ways Cody wasn’t good for me that I glossed over it. I’d been working on whether Cody really wanted me. When he said forever, I assumed it meant… everything. But he hadn’t meant everything if he didn’t want more kids.

God, he’d already raised one.

When I pictured having kids, it wasn’t being a stepmom to my own close high school friend. It was like a bad TV movie.

I wanted a house full of noise and laughter and a slew of kids. Babies, not a nineteen-year old.

There was now a tarnish on the luster of our relationship. God, it was because I was so inexperienced! Why hadn’t I thought all of this through? Why did I think Cody saying all the right things meant everything would actually be all right?

Because you’re nineteen and have never been with a guy before. Not even a starter-guy like Matt or Ethan. I jumped all-in, didn’t I?

The band struck up a song. “Hey, Hank–why don’t you go see if one of those women cares to dance?” Cody suggested.

Hank slid off the bar stool and downed his beer. He was a little wobbly on his feet but would probably dance better half-drunk anyway. “Okay. I think I will.”

“You got this, buddy.” Boyd thumped him on the back, sending him away with a grin. Audrey slid up against his side, and he wrapped a muscled arm around her waist. “Riley, you seem like a real sweetheart. I’m glad things are going to work out between you two,” Boyd said, as if there had been some doubt about it.

Cody’s gaze was on me. He winked.

Alarm bells were going off at Boyd’s words, but I wasn’t sure why. I swallowed. “What do you mean, work out?”

Boyd missed my disquiet–too boisterous after cajoling the drunk customers. He laughed. “Rob said if anyone could make a woman fall for him in one week, it’d be Cody!”

I reeled back, suddenly dizzy.

What was he talking about?

“One week?” I croaked. It was way too hot in here. I sought Cody’s gaze. “What does he mean, one week?”

Boyd realized his mistake, and his smile fell alway. Audrey’s forehead wrinkled in concern.

Cody glanced at both of them, which was the clincher for me. They all knew something I didn’t. “No…it’s nothing, sugar,” he said in a way that made me believe the exact opposite.

My stomach, already queasy, churned. Tears burned behind my eyes. I remembered what Audrey had said–Boyd mated her after she’d found out about his secret.

Oh my God! Was that all this was? Rob told him to make me fall in love, so I wouldn’t tell anyone about what I’d seen out on the trail? Maybe he didn’t think Tyler had the chops to make a woman fall in love, so the task fell to Cody.

A more experienced seducer of women. A player.

I felt sick.

“What was the week?” I demanded. “One week to claim me?” Damn the wobble in my voice!

Both Boyd and Cody darted glances around, as if worried someone heard me say “claim.”

“No.” Cody shook his head. “It wasn’t that. Listen, sugar. Let’s go somewhere private to talk.”

Now he just wanted to get me out of here before I revealed their precious secret.

I took a step back. “No! I don’t want to go anywhere with you. If you have something to say, you can say it here, in front of everyone.”

“Okay, listen.” Cody stepped up close to the bar and lowered his head to speak in a low voice. “It’s like I told you before. Rob wanted me to wipe your memory. That’s why I took you from your Nana’s house in the first place. I made a bargain with him–I asked for a week.”

“A bargain,” I whispered because the wind had been knocked out of me.

I stumbled further away, almost tripping over a stool, to get away from his intoxicating pull. Out of his magnetizing influence. He seemed to think his explanation made it better, but it didn’t.

One week. It was a game. A bargain.

I’d been manipulated. Played. I felt so damn cheap right now.

My dad was right. Cody was just like my mom. A player. But it was so much worse. He wasn’t just out to take my virginity or to fool around. He was using my attraction to him to buy my silence.

It was sick.

I felt sick.

“So, what? Was everyone making bets on whether Cody the man-whore could land a virgin or something?” The tears started to spill.

Boyd looked pissed. Audrey looked concerned enough to set her hand on my arm.

“What?” Cody’s brows slammed down. “No. Absolutely not.” He came around the bar, like he wanted to touch me. I couldn’t let that happen.

I held up a hand. “Stay there.”

For once, Cody did what I asked, pausing at the end of the bar with a tortured look on his face.

“It worked. I fell for you, and it only took… four days. Maybe it’s a new personal best.”

“Sugar,” he growled.

“Don’t sugar me. God, do you call all the girls that, so you don’t have to remember any names?” I laughed, but it was so fucking bitter.

“Riley, calm down and think. I wouldn’t–”

I raised both hands as if stopping a freight train from barreling down on me.

“Oh boy, don’t tell a girl to calm down,” Audrey murmured to herself.

“You wouldn’t… what?” I asked Cody. “Stick around now that I said that I loved you? Give me kids? Yeah, I know. You’re definitely done, right?”

His lips firmed and made a straight line. Yeah, he wasn’t talking now.

“You were playing me.” I shook my head, ran a hand over my face. “Why else would you be with me knowing… knowing you won’t give me all things someone my age would want unless it was just a game? A bargain.”

“It wasn’t a play. You know what you are to me.” He looked around again, like he couldn’t say the word mate out loud.

I scoffed. “I don’t believe that. Why now? We’ve met before. I grew up in this town, and you never showed an ounce of interest until I saw a wolf fight a mountain lion on the trail.”

“I didn’t know until now.”

I gave him a condemning look. “No more lines. I’m done.” God, it hurt. But what made it even worse was that Dad had been right. About everything. I’d played at being a grown up. I was hurt and humiliated. Now Dad would be even more of a helicopter parent, butting into my love life because I was such a dumbass.

I headed to the door, weaving through the tables and the people who were having a good time, not freaking out because the guy who said he loved her a little while ago only said it because it ended a fucking bargain. I love you was his finish line.

“Riley, wait!” Cody followed and caught my elbow, but when I shook him off he let go. “Please. Let’s talk about this.”

I shook my head, fresh tears streaking my face. “I’m not your conquest. There’s nothing to talk about. Tell Rob not to worry, I’ll forget all about you.”
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CODY

“Riley!” I reached out to grab her arm again, but Boyd caught my shoulder and hauled me back. I barely stopped myself from turning around and headbutting him. I wanted to fight him, to let my wolf out and fight him, but I couldn’t.

“Give her some space,” he snapped.

He had no idea how close I was to tearing out his throat. “No,” I snarled. “I need to fix this.”

“Boyd’s right.” Audrey stepped near but not too close. She’d been a part of the pack long enough to know not to get between two angry males. “She’s not going to hear anything you have to say right now.”

My wolf howled with pain.

“She’s my mate.”

Watching her walk out the door with tears streaking her beautiful face and knowing I’d put them there made me want to punch my own face in.

“Doesn’t matter. Even mates need space sometimes,” Audrey said.

“What should I do?” It wasn’t like me to ask for advice on how to handle a female. But Riley wasn’t any ordinary female.

She was my life.

I didn’t even care about the implications to the pack. This wasn’t about her knowing our secret. It never was.

But somehow I’d let her believe that.

Dammit!

“Give her an hour or two to cool off. Then make contact.”

I growled. I didn’t like his advice. Fuck knew, I didn’t want to take it. But I couldn’t think with the clanging in my head. With my wolf snarling to be free to go after her.

An hour or two. How would I live that long knowing my mate was suffering? Knowing she was in pain, and I caused it? Knowing I was the only one who could also fix it?

But how? I needed to prove to Riley my love was real. That none of this was a manipulation. That she was my forever, whether she knew our secret or not.

“I need a run,” I muttered, and both Boyd and Audrey knew what that meant. My wolf needed out, or I would start to go mad.

Boyd tipped his head toward the door. “Go. Get your aggression out, so you can think straight.”

I nodded. “I have to make this right.”

Boyd dropped a hand on my shoulder and shook it roughly. “You will.”

I didn’t share his confidence. I didn’t know what the fuck I could do or say to Riley to make her understand what she meant to me.

All I knew was if I didn’t figure it out, I wouldn’t survive without her.
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RILEY

I pulled into the garage and turned off the engine. Not at Nana’s house but Dad’s. It was the last place I wanted to be–God, was it ever–but I didn’t have many choices. Lila was away at school. Wendy and Alice knew Cody was into me based on bowling night and the way he’d followed me to the restroom, and I’d returned all dreamy from an orgasm. But I couldn’t have an ice cream binge-fest with any of them because what could I say?

Yeah, I got fucked–in more ways than one–by Cody McIntire because he’d bet with his friend that I could fall in love with him in less than a week.

That was the truth and plenty for us to rant over for a long, long time. It didn’t even cover the shifter angle. The mind wiping thing. Any of that.

Because Cody was a flipping shifter. He chased his prey. I knew that firsthand. Since I ran, I figured his wolf would make him come after me. I couldn’t have that. Not now. God, not ever.

I closed my eyes and flopped back against the headrest. I’d driven around aimlessly, thinking. Fuming. Proverbially kicking my own ass for my stupidity. The tears had stopped pretty fast since I couldn’t see the road, and the last thing I wanted was for Dad to pull me over. Since he was working the night shift, it was a possibility.

Knowing I’d run out of gas sooner or later, I went to the one place Cody wouldn’t dare barge in. Dad’s.

The garage door slid closed behind me, only the overhead light illuminating the space.

This was the WORST walk of shame. Ever. Falling for a guy my dad warned me about. I’d tossed his expertise on the topic right in his face. Now I’d get the “I told you so” look for months. Or a pity stare. I didn’t know which was worse.

And what would I tell Nana?

At least I had a reprieve for the night.

I grabbed my purse and climbed from my car, went inside through the laundry room and into the kitchen. Since the above-the-stove light was on, I didn’t turn any others on. This was home. Where I grew up. Where everything was familiar.

Yet somehow in the past few days, it seemed… different.

The stupid magnets were still on the fridge. Dad’s coffee mug was upside down in the drying rack like usual. It was me that had changed.

Cody had changed me. He’d made me see that I shouldn’t compromise on what I wanted. That I was worth more than any measly relationship offerings Matt or Ethan or some other guy might offer. I deserved it all.

I thought it was with Cody.

But no. I was just a stupid kid.

The tears began again, and I leaned against the counter until the worst of them stopped. It was time to go to bed. Cry myself to sleep. I walked into the living room to head to my room.

“Wondered how long you were going to cry for.”

I jumped a foot and screamed.

“Jesus, women are a mess.”

It wasn’t Cody. It wasn’t Dad. It was… I didn’t know who it was.

But he was sitting in Dad’s recliner with a gun in his hand. And it was aimed at me.
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RILEY

My skin prickled from adrenaline. My heart rate was at stroke point. I stood frozen, one foot in front of the other as if I’d been hit by a stun gun. “Who….who…who’re you?”

He reached out and flicked on the reading lamp.

The light made me blink, but also made the man, and the gun he held, clearer.

I’d never seen him before. I couldn’t tell his height because he was lounging–very comfortably–in the recliner, but he was big. Perhaps the same size as Dad but wiry. Dark hair fell in lanky clumps to his chin. Brown eyes. Sallow cheeks. A mustache. A tattoo peeked out from the collar of his white t-shirt dedicated to a vintage heavy metal band. He wore jeans and sturdy work boots.

And an evil look that raked up and down my body.

“You must be the daughter. Got enough pictures of you on the walls.”

That look? It turned to something else. Seedy and gross.

I might’ve been drugged and kidnapped by Cody. Tied to a bed. I’d been freaked, sure. But nothing like this.

He was going to do bad things to me and use that gun.

“Even better.”

I swallowed hard, but my mouth was so dry it hurt.

“You want to know who I am, sweetheart?”

Did I? I wanted to hit rewind on the past few minutes and be in my car driving around town. Anywhere but here.

I nodded because I figured that was what he wanted.

“Neil Kobchek.”

I blinked. His name meant nothing to me.

He huffed. “Yeah, your daddy didn’t tell you about my brother, did he?”

I took a step back when he rocked forward in the recliner and stood. Loomed over me. I retreated again.

“Nope. Stay right there.”

As if I was going to run when he had a gun! Would he chase like Cody had?

Cody. I needed him right now. Hell, I needed the entire police force.

“My brother’s the one he put away for twenty years.”

Oh. Oh.

The trial in Bozeman. The shitshow he mentioned.

“I’m… sorry your brother is in jail.” My voice warbled. I wasn’t sorry. If he was convicted and spending two decades in prison, then he must’ve done something pretty bad. Like holding someone at gunpoint in their home. Why wasn’t this guy also in jail?

He laughed then stopped. No smile graced his scary face.

“So am I,” he snapped. “It’s time to make your daddy sorry, too.” He closed the distance between us and raised his hand. I flinched, but he only ran his fingers through the ends of my hair.

I was shivering now. Bile rose into my throat.

“Please don’t touch me,” I whispered.

His hand dropped. Gaze hardened. “I don’t rape,” he snarled, as if he had a code. As if I’d insulted him.

My breath stuttered out, and I wanted to cry in relief.

“I kill.”

Okay, well, that was bad.

“I was waiting for your daddy, but this is better. He needs to suffer like my brother’s going to suffer in his own caged hell. Call him and get him over here. He’ll watch while I put a bullet in your head.”

I shook my head without thinking. I didn’t want to have a bullet in my head. But he must’ve thought I was refusing to call Dad.

“CALL HIM!”

I jumped.

“Okay. Okay. My cell is in my purse on the counter.”

He nodded, waved the gun to indicate I should get it.

I walked back to the kitchen, pulled out my cell. My fingers were so shaky, I dropped it on the counter with a clatter. What was I going to do? If Dad showed up, he would die. We both would. I had to warn him. Something.

“No funny stuff.” He stood across the center island from me. I could try to run out through the garage, but the door was down. I’d be dead before it made it halfway up. He was blocking the only other exit. “Tell him to come home because the water heater’s broken.”

“It got replaced over the winter,” I said. God, why had I said that? My thoughts and mouth weren’t in sync.

“Fine, then something that brings him here. Now.”

I nodded.

Unlocking my phone, I saw ten texts and three missed calls. All from Cody.

Cody. He could save me. He would survive being shot. He’d said as much after Dad threatened him.

He couldn’t die.

I hit the call button.

“Riley!”

That voice. That deep growl of anger and frustration filled my heart, wet my panties and gave me hope.

“Daddy. I, um, need you to come home. Right away.”

For long moments, Cody remained silent. All I could hear was my heartbeat in my ears. All I could see was the man and his gun.

“What’s the matter, Riley?”

“I broke up with Pete.”

He was quiet again, hopefully trying to figure out why I was saying the things I was.

“Daddy, are you there?” I asked, hoping he’d catch on that we hated me calling him that. It wasn’t our kink. In fact, I thought it was a little gross, especially considering our age difference.

Cody hesitated. God, I hope he registered that I was sending a message. “I’m here.”

“I know you wanted me to go out with someone older, more mature. You were right. Bring me some ice cream?”

The guy waved the gun around, not happy.

“You at your Nana’s?”

“No. I’m at home.”

“All right, I’ll be there soon.”

Relief made tears fall down my cheeks. “Thank you, Daddy. See you.”
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CODY

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. My wolf let out an audible snarl. Something was wrong with Riley.

Very wrong. More than our fight. In fact, something was wrong enough that she’d called me despite our breakup.

The tires of my Jeep screeched as I whipped a U-turn and hauled ass in her direction.

I’d been heading up the canyon to let my wolf out and run when she called. Seeing her name on my cell’s screen had initially made relief flood my veins, better than any drug. But when she called me daddy, I instantly knew something was off. Because the one thing she never wanted was for me to be a daddy to her.

Then she’d said she broke up with Pete. That little punk from the bowling alley. As if. That was when I knew she was trying to tell me something. I didn’t know what the fuck was going on other than that she needed me. Now.

My wolf wanted me to get out, shift, and run. But while I ran fast in wolf form, I was not as fast as the Jeep. Especially when I broke every speed law. Not knowing what I’d find, I parked down the block and approached the house quietly. Thank fuck it was in an older neighborhood with a shit ton of trees and shrubs dividing the property. I didn’t need a neighbor calling the cops. Well, maybe I did, but until I knew what was making me and my wolf lose our shit, I wanted to stay hidden.

There was a light on in the front room, but with the blinds drawn, I couldn’t see shit.

Working my way around to the back of the house, I peeked in the kitchen window.

Holy fuck. Fuck!

There was my girl with some fucker holding a gun. She sat at the kitchen table, hands resting on the wood surface. Was she shaking? Her back was to me, so I couldn’t see her face. But I could see the man. I’d never seen him before. He sure as shit wasn’t from Cooper Valley.

I could storm in and rip his fucking head off. Literally. Snap his neck. Destroy him. But Riley was right there. I might be able to survive a bullet wound, but she wouldn’t.

Who was the guy, and why the hell was he holding her hostage?

I needed help. Legit help, not a bunch of wolves wiping out a bad guy in the deputy sheriff’s kitchen.

Against every instinct in my body, I retreated from the house, only pulling out my cell and using it when I was on the sidewalk three houses down.

“Abbott.”

“This is Cody. We have a problem.”

“Yeah, it’s you. You’re my fucking problem.”

I couldn’t contain my wolf growl. “Someone’s got Riley at gunpoint in your house.”

“What?” I heard the sound of footfalls, like Kyle was already running to his car.

“If you’re not here in two minutes, I’m going in.” I only had so much patience when my mate was in danger.

“No! Do not go in. This is a police matter,” Kyle barked. “Stay where you are.” A car door slammed, and I heard the engine start. The station was only a few minutes away. Still, that felt like far too long.

There was no way in hell I wasn’t going in. “Park on Elm. I’ll meet you there.”
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CODY

He didn’t park on Elm.

I was carefully watching through the back window to make sure Riley was still alive when my shifter hearing caught the sound of a car arriving and parking on the opposite block.

Fucking asshole.

I sprinted in that direction.

He wanted to leave me in the wind. There was no way in hell I was letting my mate’s father walk in that house. Not when I’d already surmised that the gunman was there for him. I remembered what Levi had said about the death threats that had come in related to the trial Kyle had been on last week.

And Riley had called me “Daddy.” Like she’d been pretending she was calling her dad and wanted him to come home.

I came around the back corner, running way faster than a human could and saw Kyle, approaching the house, drawing his weapon. I launched myself at him, dragging him backward and throwing him against Bernice Elton’s fence.

“I said, Elm, asshole,” I whisper-shouted.

“He’s a dead man,” Kyle hissed.

Kyle tried to raise his gun, but I caught his wrist and held it in an iron grip.

His mouth dropped open in surprise. I was revealing my secret to another human by showing my superior strength. I was breaking pack law again, but I didn’t care. My mate was being threatened. Nothing else mattered. Hell, I could get his mind wiped.

I needed to get in there and save Riley, but I also couldn’t do it at the risk of her father getting shot. My mate needed him alive, whether he approved of me or not.

“Yeah, he sure as hell is. Listen to me. I’m going in,” I whispered fiercely. “Bullets don’t hurt me.” It wasn’t entirely true. A bullet to the head would kill a shifter, but I was willing to take that risk. “You shoot the fucker through the window when I’m between Riley and his gun.”

Kyle stared at me. He relaxed his struggle, and I released him. “You’re one of them.”

So he already knew about our kind.

He cocked his gun. I wasn’t sure if he intended to shoot me, or was just preparing to follow my orders.

I nodded. “He’s here for you. No clue why, but Riley got caught up in it. You brought your work shit home to her. Now give me your hat. I’ll go in the front pretending to be you.”

Kyle’s eyes widened at my barbed words. Yeah, it was his fault his daughter was in danger, but I knew he’d do nothing to intentionally harm her. He handed me his sheriff’s hat and holstered his gun to unbutton his shirt. I ripped mine off over my head.

“Do you know who he is?” He yanked off the brown sheriff’s shirt and thrust it at me.

I shrugged it on, buttoning as I jogged toward his patrol car. “No. Never seen him before. She called me but made it sound like she was talking to you. She called me daddy and said she’d broken up with Pete–”

“That football player from her class? She wouldn’t date him–”

“Exactly.” At least he wasn’t dwelling on the “daddy” thing. “She was trying to tell me she needed help because someone who wants you has her hostage. Now give me your keys.”

“Motherfucker.” Kyle handed them to me.

“I’m gonna pull in the driveway and keep my head down as I walk to the door. Go around back–they were in the kitchen.”

Kyle nodded and unholstered his gun again. “Levi’s on his way, Wait for backup.”

I gritted my teeth. We should wait for Levi. He was a shifter, and he had a gun. Plus, he wasn’t Riley’s dad. But it had already been too long since Riley called.

My wolf wouldn’t wait another minute.

I shook my head. “No. You’re the backup. I’ve already waited too long. I’m going in.”

I climbed behind the wheel of the sheriff’s car and started it up. I nearly broke the gear stick shifting it into drive. My canines had descended despite my efforts not to shift and punctured my lip.

“Hang on. I’m coming, Riley,” I muttered. “And I’m going to tear that guy to shreds when I get there.”
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RILEY

It felt like forever with me trapped in the kitchen with a killer.

He’d ordered me to sit at the kitchen table, so I hadn’t had a chance to sneak a knife from the drawer. I was desperately trying to come up with a plan for when Cody got here. A way to create a distraction, so Cody could disarm him. Or to bring him down while Cody distracted him.

There was a shotgun in the hall closet. Maybe I could pretend I had to use the bathroom.

Or there was the chair I was sitting on. It wasn’t a deadly weapon, but it was better than nothing.

I heard the sound of a car pull up in the driveway and tried to look out the window as I gripped the rung of the chair back.

“C’mere.” The guy yanked me by the hair out of my seat.

So much for using the chair as a weapon.

He wrapped an arm around my neck and pressed the barrel of the gun to my head.

Fuck. This was going to be tricky.

The front door opened. “Riley?” Cody’s deep rumble sounded strained.

My captor propelled me forward into the doorway between the kitchen and the living room.

For a moment I thought it was my dad because the man in the living room wore a sheriff’s shirt and hat. But it really was Cody.

He kept his head lowered, hiding his face behind the brim of the hat as he tossed his keys on to the side table.

“Welcome home, Deputy.”

Cody froze, only lifting his head partway.

I had to do something. My captor planned to execute me in front of my dad. The moment he figured out it wasn’t him, he would pull the trigger.

“Dad!” I said, trying to keep the illusion for just a moment longer. At the same time, I cocked and back-jabbed my elbow into his solar plexus as hard as I could, then grabbed the pinky finger on the arm wrapped around my throat and yanked outward, breaking it.

Cody was already on us when the gun went off.

I screamed as I went crashing to the floor. Glass shattered. More gunshots sounded.

I was pinned to the wood floor but didn’t fight. It was Cody’s body covering mine. I knew by scent. By feel.

I knew by the way I wanted to weep in relief.

He was protecting my body with his, as I knew he would do.

How was it that I didn’t trust that this man loved me when I knew at the same time he’d risk his life for me? That he’d do anything to save me?

“Riley!” This time it was my dad’s voice.

“He’s dead,” another person announced. “Know the guy, Kyle?”

“Shit, that’s Daryl Kobchek’s brother,” Dad said. “I don’t know his name, but he was at the trial.”

Cody eased off me, and I looked up. The sheriff had arrived. Both he and my dad had their guns out, aiming at the body on the floor by the shattered coffee table.

“Neil. He’s always been vocal about how his brother was framed. Angry, too, but I never imagined this.”

“Dad?” I asked, and he turned to me. As if he knew the threat was gone.

“No!” My dad shouted in horror when he saw me. He dropped to his knees beside us. “Riley!”

“Wha–” I looked down and sucked in a breath. I was covered in blood.

“Not…hers,” Cody supplied, his voice no more than a gasp. His hand covered a wound in his chest, blood seeping from it.

“Cody!” I screamed, throwing myself at him. Oh my God, he’d been shot.

“Hold up,” the sheriff said evenly, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Give him some space.”

“He needs help!” I cried, shrugging off the contact.

“Looks like that bullet punctured a lung.”

Punctured a–

Cody struggled to breathe–each inhale was a rasping, sucking sound, and the exhales barely moved. My eyes flooded with tears. Shock turned me ice cold. Oh God, he was dying! I yelled at him and told him it was over and now I would lose him.

“No!” I cried, settling at his side but afraid to touch him. “Cody…please.”

Then I remembered Cody had said bullets didn’t hurt him although he looked really hurt to me.

I looked up at both men. “Call an ambulance.”

The sheriff shook his head. “He’s going to be okay without one.”

Was it really true? He wasn’t requesting medical help on his radio, so he must know something.

“He’ll… he’ll be all right?” My voice was clogged and tears streaked my face. I wouldn’t have thought I would have any left after breaking up with Cody, but it turned out, thinking he might die produced another storehouse. I’d called him instead of my dad. Maybe I shouldn’t have because he’d come in without a gun. Without a bulletproof vest.

“He said bullets don’t hurt him,” my dad said, but he looked uncertain as he stood over us. I had no idea when the two of them talked without trying to kill each other. “He knew going in what would probably happen.”

The sheriff nodded, calm. He knelt beside Cody and ripped open the uniform shirt to reveal the wound. Blood covered his skin and oozed from the hole in his chest. “Can you shift, bud?”

Cody wheezed. Sweat coated his skin and he looked pale. Too pale.

“Shift,” the sheriff ordered in a deep, commanding tone that sent a shiver down my spine.

There was a tearing of fabric as Cody’s pants split, and then he was in wolf form, panting, blood soaking his fur.

“Damn,” my dad muttered, his eyes wide, but he didn’t sound surprised.

“Will he be all right?” I asked again, flicking my gaze between the sheriff and Cody. God, I just needed someone to tell me he would live, so I knew I could go on living, too.

With Cody.

“Yes. He’ll heal faster in wolf form.”

“I’m so sorry,” I cried. “It doesn’t matter why you want to be with me. You do, and I know it. Please live. Keep breathing.”

I’d be his mate if he still wanted me. That I’d even give up all my hopes and dreams for a family if he didn’t want more kids.

God, please just let him breathe.

The sheriff beckoned me closer. “Come sit near his head, so he can breathe the scent of his mate. Know what he has to live for.”

His mate. The sheriff knew I was Cody’s mate. Obviously, since he ordered Cody to shift, he was one of them. The way he spoke of me was with reverence. Like I was everything to Cody. What he has to live for.

“Can I… can I touch him?” I reached out a tentative hand.

“Yeah. But let him focus on healing.”

I curled up beside the giant wolf, lightly stroking his muzzle and ear. Cody’s eyes were closed. “You heal,” I murmured, trusting what the sheriff had said. “Heal up because I love you.”

The sheriff took a few steps back and gestured for my dad to follow. Since there was nothing they could do for Cody, there was a dead guy to deal with.

“I’m your mate.” A tear rolled across my nose as I leaned in close and murmured in his ear. “I’m in.” My voice was watery. “Okay? Oh look–” I gazed at his chest, shocked to see that his wound had stopped bleeding. “You’re already healing.” I laughed through my tears, lifting my gaze to the sheriff who was kneeling beside the dead guy, a wallet in his hand.

He nodded. “That’s good.”

“Just focus on healing now,” I murmured to Cody, feeling more confident. More like I could be strong and do the comforting instead of falling apart at the thought of living without him.

Cody was going to live.

We were going to have a life together.

We probably had a lot to figure out, but he was worth it. I didn’t want to give up a love so palpable I could feel it pulse between our two bodies.

“I don’t care if you did seduce me in a week,” I told him. “It’s a little humiliating knowing everyone knew about your bargain, but I’ll get over it.”

Cody’s eyes opened, like he was listening to me, and I remembered that the sheriff had told me to let him focus.

“We can talk later,” I told him. “When you can breathe again.”

His eyes fell closed.

I continued stroking his soft fur. “I love you,” I murmured again. “You’re the perfect man for me. Everything I didn’t even know I wanted.”

Cody’s panting breath started to sound less labored. Less like he was on death’s doorstep.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to have more kids,” I whispered. “I will throw myself into my teaching.”

Cody’s eyes opened again. He let out a whine.

The sheriff came over to examine the wound. “Looks like his healing abilities were unaffected. His body is already starting to repair itself.”

I looked up at my dad, who was in just his undershirt and uniform pants. His eyes were serious but haunted. “Did you know?”

“That your boyfriend is a wolf?” Dad shook his head. “No. Not until tonight. Didn’t know I was working for one, either, did I, Levi?” He lifted his brows at the sheriff.

“Seemed like you knew we existed, though,” Levi said.

Dad nodded. “There are old wives’ tales in Cooper Valley. My Gram used to tell us to stay in on full moons, or I might see my best friend turn into a wolf.” My dad gave a half-smile. “I always thought it was nonsense.”

“You’re going to be part of our pack now.” Levi dipped his chin toward me. “Riley is Cody’s fated mate. I know you assumed he was just screwing around where he shouldn’t be, but I can assure you, there’s nothing more serious than a fate-match.” He gestured toward Cody’s wound. “He would take a thousand bullets for her. He will never leave her. He will dedicate the rest of his life to her happiness.”

I wasn’t sure how Dad was processing that news, but it brought a flood of fresh tears to my eyes. I fought back a sob.

How had I doubted Cody so easily?

“Cody could go mad if Riley rejects him,” Levi continued. “They both will need your support to make this work.”

“Fuck,” my dad muttered, shaking his head slightly. He looked at me. “You knew this, sweetheart?”

I tried and failed to swallow around the tight band constricting my throat. “I…sort of. I don’t know if I fully understood until now.” I stroked Cody’s head, leaning down to kiss his silky ear. “We have some things to work through, but I’m not going to reject him,” I choked.

“Well.” My dad rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess I’m not going to stand in the way of this. Or I’ll at least reserve judgment until I’m convinced.”

Cody shivered, and he cracked his eyes open again.

“I love you.” I whispered the words in his ear.
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CODY

I was aware of everything, but I couldn’t move without hurting or speak for several hours. During that time, Levi and Kyle carried me to Riley’s bedroom and cleaned up my blood before they called the coroner in for the dead body. Kyle’s living room was now a crime scene, and it had to be processed.

Riley curled up on the bed beside me, her fingers burrowing in my fur, her delectable scent filling my nostrils. Reminding me what I had to live for, as Levi said.

Not that I had any doubt. Levi was right, I would take a thousand bullets for Riley. Even a fatal one.

When I could finally breathe, and the physical shock started to wear off, I shifted back to human form, so I could hold my girl.

I had so much to tell her.

It sounded like she might forgive me, but I needed to be sure. It was one thing to say what she had in a panic. I needed to know she believed in our bond the way I did when I didn’t have a bullet hole in my body.

She inhaled sharply. “Cody!”

I reached for her, but one of my ribs was probably broken, and I didn’t have the strength yet to pull her up against my body. “Come closer,” I murmured. “I won’t bleed on you.”

She scooted closer to me, slowly and very warily. “I don’t care about that.” She still sounded teary.

My wolf hated that sound.

“Please don’t cry, sugar.” I buried my nose in her hair and let her scent fill me. Fuck, she smelled good. “I’m so proud of you. Keeping your head and calling me like you did. Warning me.”

“I never want to call you daddy again.”

I chuckled and fuck was that painful. “I’m sorry I hurt you tonight. I never, ever meant for you to feel manipulated. I didn’t mean to cheapen us or what you mean to me.”

She shifted so I could see her tear-stained face. Her big brown eyes were intent on me, but she didn’t say anything. She was listening. She would hear me out.

It was a million times better than her walking out of my bar like she did earlier.

“Listen and know what I say is true.” I stroked her hair back from her face. Moving made the rib and my lungs hurt, but I didn’t care. “The one week thing was just to get Rob off my back. He was pissed at me for disobeying orders. I was supposed to wipe your memory, and I didn’t. I didn’t want to betray your trust that way or mess with your brilliant mind. But know this” –I cradled the side of her face and looked straight into her eyes. “I would’ve come for you whether you remembered you saw a wolf or not. This was never about buying your silence. Never.”

Her chin wobbled. “Okay.”

“Do you believe me?”

Her eyes met mine as she nodded.

I cleared my dry throat. “I’m gonna prove to you how serious I am. It’s been less than a week, so you’re not sure of me yet. I understand th–”

“No,” she cut in with a ruthless shake of her head. “I am sure. Cody, you just saved my life.”

“I’ll always protect you.”

Her eyes swam with tears again.

I shifted and winced. “Please don’t cry, baby. It kills me.”

She forced a smile through her tears, and I was certain she was the most beautiful female on the entire planet.

“I’m going to prove it all to you. I’m sorry you felt humiliated at the bar tonight. That was never my intention. I would never willingly hurt you. Not ever.”

“It’s okay.”

“No. It’s not okay, but I’m going to make it right.”

I kissed the bridge of her nose. “You said something else earlier, too. Something about throwing yourself into teaching because I don’t want to have kids.”

Her eyes grew bright again, and her lips trembled, but she sniffed and seemed to will the tears back.

“Fuck, sugar. You want to have kids? We’ll have kids.”

She stiffened, like she was bracing against something, but I pushed on.

“I would love to have kids with you. Fuck–I can’t believe I said I was done with kids at the bar. Hank’s words surprised me. I just hadn’t considered it yet. You agree this all has happened so fast?”

A rueful smile twisted her lips, and she nodded.

“I was focused on winning your love. If you were a she-wolf, you would’ve known you belonged to me the same instant I knew. But mating a human is a different process. We have to follow your courtship customs. So that’s what I was focused on. Making you see what I already knew–that we’re made for each other. I didn’t get past my need to claim you. But yeah–I am definitely gonna put my pups in that belly of yours.”

Riley laughed, relief flooding her expression. “Pups?”

I nodded. “That’s what we call them.”

“Shifter babies,” she said with wonder. “They’ll be wolves like you.”

I considered it. “Hopefully. Not all half-breeds can shift, but they’ll be welcome in the pack regardless. As will you, of course. Even your dad.”

“I’m not ready yet for kids but someday.” She lowered her lashes, and her lips took on a sultry look. “But I’m all for practicing.”

I groaned as my dick grew rock hard. I was naked from shifting, and my cock prodded her belly. “Aw, sugar. You are going to kill me.”

She smiled. “I don’t want that. But I do want to make you feel good.”

I caught her wrist as it traveled south. “Tomorrow,” I promised. She was too hard to resist, but I wasn’t close to fully healed to give her the attention she deserved. “Tomorrow, you can ride me all day long.”

She lifted her lips and stroked them over my mouth. “Oh, I’m gonna do more than that. I’m going to make you claim me.”
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RILEY

We bumped down the dirt road to Cody’s cabin. Had it only been five days since he brought me here last? I was unconscious, then. Kidnapped by the man who the night before saved my life.

The late afternoon sun was bright in the sky, the weather a perfect late summer day. The windows were rolled down, and the breeze caught my hair. I had to keep tucking it back behind my ear, but eventually gave up.

It wasn’t the gorgeous scenery I saw. It was Cody. All Cody. The glorious older man who loved me. He drove with one hand casually atop the steering wheel, the other on my bare thigh. I couldn’t stop staring at him. His dark hair, that trimmed beard I loved. His eyes. Nose. Those broad, strong shoulders.

He’d showered earlier while I grabbed a pair of my dad’s sweats for him to put on. So he was driving bare chested. Bare footed. Bare everything except for the track pants.

“You keep staring at me like that, you’re going to give me a complex.”

“I’m wondering if I should tell you you have a boogie.”

He laughed, but his hand instantly went to his nose. “What?”

I laughed, too. “Kidding.”

He growled, but a wink softened it.

I loved both. That deep rumble and the silent praise.

We’d spent the night in my bedroom at Dad’s house, remaining quiet as Dad and the others did their thing with the dead body. Then the house went empty since, I assumed, Dad went to the station. I stayed awake watching Cody heal, knowing I had a second chance with him. I wouldn’t waste it. By morning, he was curled around me, big spoon to little spoon.

Then I finally fell asleep, too, and we slept until noon.

We’d been a mess, me in bloody clothes, Cody covered in it as well. So was the bed.

It was a stark reminder in daylight what had happened.

How close I had been to being killed. I’d have nightmares, I was sure, but I knew Cody would hold me all night. Not in that bed. Hell, no. I doubted I could ever stay there again. I wondered about Dad, too. Would he have a hard time sleeping in a house where a man had been shot?

But it didn’t matter at the moment.

I’d carefully climbed from the bed, so I didn’t wake Cody and showered, dumping my clothes in the trash first. When I came out in my ratty old robe I left behind when I moved to Nana’s, he was up. He was remarkably healed. He’d let me check his body because it was unbelievable–the bullet wound had completely closed up. The wound looked months old rather than twelve hours. We didn’t touch. Or kiss. We definitely didn’t have sex. Maybe it was because it was my Dad’s house, and he could return anytime. Maybe it was because things had changed. They were raw. Like an open wound that had yet to heal.

“You okay, sugar?” Cody broke me from my thoughts. He flicked his gaze from the road to me.

I nodded. “Yeah. Just… it’s a lot,” I admitted.

He took the turn that brought his cabin into view then parked. “Stay right there.” He climbed from his Jeep and came around. When he opened my door, he reached in and undid my seatbelt.

Then he remained, his face right in front of mine. “I love you, sugar.”

Simple. Sincere. Complete.

I smiled. Beamed.

“I love you, too.”

His look softened for a second, then narrowed, and heated. His fingers found my hips and gripped them. “I took your virginity, but I need to fully claim you. The way a wolf claims his mate. That means I’m locked in for life. Are you ready for that?”

My breath caught in my chest.

Was I? It was so hard to absorb. But yes. Yes, I wanted all of Cody. I wanted forever with him.

“Yes.”

“Good. ‘Cause I want there to be no doubts. No questioning. No worrying.” He ran a thumb down the little crinkle in my forehead. Traced it across my lower lip. “You’re mine, Riley Abbott.”

I took his thumb into my mouth and sucked as the words seeped into me. Into my heart. When I released him, I replied, “And you’re mine.”

“I’m yours.”

Then he kissed me.
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CODY

After what we’d been through, I couldn’t get enough of kissing her. I pried her lips apart, thrust my tongue between them like my life depended on it.

Damn, last night, I’d walked in that door and confronted a man who held a gun on my girl. I would never get over that. To think what could’ve gone wrong.

Fuck.

I could survive a bullet but not losing Riley. Never that.

Fate, perhaps, intervened twice this week.

She was mine, and I meant every word. I was dying to claim her. I couldn’t wait for every shifter in the pack to know Riley Abbott belonged to me. But more importantly, she needed to know I belonged to her.

A nineteen-year-old virgin stole my heart. Claimed my soul. I’d hadn’t known it, but I’d been waiting for her. My whole damn life.

Words were one thing, but actions, another. So I kissed the hell out of her until she clung to me. I lifted her, pulled her from my Jeep, and sat her on the hood. Her legs spread, and I settled between them.

“Cody,” she whispered, rolling her hips back to give me better access. My dick was so hard, I was thankful for the loose sweats. It didn’t do much though because the crown was sticking out above the elastic waist.

Her dad wasn’t getting these pants back.

I breathed in and… fuck. I growled.

“You’re wet. You like the idea of me biting you. Making you mine.”

Her big brown eyes held mine. “Yes.”

I’d been gentle so far. Cautious with her after last night. I was mostly healed. Fully hard.

“Show me.”

Her eyes lit up, perhaps remembering I’d said the exact same thing to her the last time I had her here. Of course, then she’d been tied to the bed. My dick spurted pre-cum at the thought of doing it again.

Instead of balking like last time, she put her hands at the top of her shorts and started to push them down. I stepped back and helped, getting them down and over her feet. Her flip flops fell to the ground with the shorts.

I growled at the sight of her open and pink. Glistening and… all fucking mine.

I held her thighs wide with my palms and leaned over to feast.

She fell back onto one hand, the other tangling in my hair. “Cody!” she cried, my name carrying on the wind.

I didn’t care who heard us. Not up here. Any shifter in these woods would know I was satisfying my mate. I wouldn’t share her, but I had no problem with showing her off. I growled against her tender flesh, licking and flicking her hard little clit in the way I learned she loved. That brought her to the brink.

Her taste healed me in ways the shifter genes couldn’t. I knew she was close. That I was pleasing her. Her hips gyrated, and when I slipped a finger into her tight, dripping heat, she came.

I knew my eyes had changed color. My canines were longer, my wolf desperate to mark her. My animal side couldn’t figure out why I was taking so long.

But I had to go slowly. Had to be careful.

Riley was a human–the bite would hurt her. I had to be careful not to go too deep. Not to hit an artery. I would leave a permanent scar.

I licked and petted, kissed, and worked my way up her body until our mouths met. Until she tasted the nectar I craved. Her.

“Wow.” She blinked and slowly smiled. My wolf puffed its chest out and howled in how we’d satisfied our mate. When she pushed herself back up to sitting–I’d never sell this car now that her wet pussy was smearing her goodness all over it–she said, “What about you?” Her gaze dropped to my dick which had been dripping pre-cum onto my stomach.

I shook my head. “You think I’m done with you?”

A beautiful smile split her face.

“I’ll never be done with you. I definitely want in that perfect pussy, sugar. And then I’m going to mark you as mine.”

A mischievous glint appeared.

With the agility of a former cheerleader, she swung her leg up and around me, so she could jump to the ground.

“You want me?” She shoved her feet into her flip-flops. “You’ll have to catch me.”

I laughed. My wolf was ready to lunge for her, but I held back, giving her a head start. I watched her dash across the open field. Her lower half was bare, beckoning me to follow. I reached into my sweats and stroked my dick from root to tip.

I would follow. My wolf was howling to run after her.

I grinned, counted to ten, then started the chase.
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RILEY

Damn, it was hot to be chased in the woods at sunset by my boyfriend. My wolf boyfriend. My mate. So delicious.

So primal.

The exhilaration of being hunted, being Cody’s prey, was heady foreplay. Especially after the orgasm he gave me on top of his Jeep. My pulse raced. My inner thighs were wet with my juices. A broad grin stretched my face as I sprinted as best I could in my flip-flops through the woods. Pine needles softened the earthen floor, and the smell of sun-warmed Ponderosa sap gave the air a faint vanilla scent.

Laughter crawled up my throat as I dodged between trees and behind boulders, putting distance between me and the wolf stalking me.

Cody gave me a head start. For a moment, I thought he wasn’t playing along, but then he was right there, prowling behind me, the deep rumble of his voice just a few feet behind. “Run, little human. What I catch, I’ll claim.” He didn’t even sound winded.

I laughed and ran faster, but he stayed right behind me, his fingertips grazing my bare hip, teasing my nerve endings with electricity.

“Catch me if you can!” I darted to the side, around a tree.

“You can run, sugar, but you’ll never escape. You belong to me.”

Of course, I didn’t want to get away. I wanted to know he’d always give chase. Always follow. Always catch and claim me.

I wanted him to prove it in this animalistic way.

He took the other way around the tree and then suddenly was right in front of me, blocking my path. I crashed into his arms with a gasp.

His eyes glowed amber, and his canines gleamed in the sunlight. My pussy clenched at the sight of his animal side coming out.

“Careful, sugar. You’re getting my wolf riled up.”

I changed directions to flee, but he caught me around the waist and flipped me upside down over his shoulder. I shrieked when his hand clapped down my bare ass. “Eek!”

My flip-flops fell off.

“Do you know what happens when you run from a wolf?” He slapped my ass again, harder.

I laughed and kicked my legs. My pussy was unbelievably wet, squeezing on air, wanting him to fill it. “I get caught?”

“You get claimed.” He spanked me again. His voice didn’t sound like his own. It was deeper. Had more of a growl to it. “I’m trying to hold back, sugar. But I want to throw you down, fuck you hard in the dirt, and sink my teeth into the back of your neck.”

I sucked in a sharp breath at the scorching visual.

“You’re making it hard for me to keep a leash on my wolf.”

“So do it,” I dared him.

He went still. Now he sounded out of breath. Like the run had been nothing, but the exertion of holding back from claiming me was a strain.

“I…I need you, Riley.” His voice was rough. “The full moon is on the rise.” His sanity clearly slipping. We were spinning in a circle. Was he looking for a place to put me down?

“Take me,” I urged. God, I wanted it.

He groaned. “Not here.” He seemed to speak the words with effort, and then suddenly sprinted in the direction of the cabin.

I wrapped my arms around his waist, clinging to him for stability. I was upside down, my only view was of his back. I heard the door being thrown open, and then he dropped me on my feet. “Run, little human.”

I gave a shriek of laughter and took off through the small cabin, running for the bedroom where he’d tied me up.

Of course, he caught me as I reached the door, lifting me off my feet and throwing me to the bed. I bounced and landed all helter skelter, still bare from the waist down.

Hell, yes.

This was what I wanted. What I craved. To feel his strength. His power over me. For me to resist and be overpowered. Knowing I was perfectly safe with a man who would do anything for me, including take a bullet.

I rolled to my back and spread my legs, but Cody pounced. “Nope. You got gentle already. Now you’re getting it rough.” He flipped me to my belly. “Bad girls run from their mates.” He spanked me–not too hard, but fast. Enough to heat my skin and make me squirm with pleasure.

I moaned my agreement. “I was a bad, bad girl.” I definitely needed to be spanked and taken roughly.

He stopped and rubbed his fingers between my legs. “You’re so wet, sugar.” I heard the sound of him licking his fingers. “All that juice is for me, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” I breathed, rubbing my cheek on the soft bedding.

He delivered another light flurry of spanks. “Spread your legs, baby. Show me that pretty pussy of yours.”

I obeyed, parting for him and lifting my ass. He growled, and I heard the tearing of fabric–he must’ve torn his sweats off instead of stepping out of them. The mattress dipped when he knelt behind me, shoving my thighs wider with his knees.

Cody caught my hips with a hard grip–like he didn’t know his own strength–and lifted them up until I rested on my knees with my chest still down on the bed.

His breath rasped in and out across his teeth. I peeked over my shoulder at him and nearly orgasmed at the sight. His eyes glowed wildly. His teeth were bared, his expression contorted into one of agony.

“I’ll try to go slowly,” he gritted, right before he impaled me with his cock in a swift thrust.

I cried out, reaching out and bracing my hands against the headboard.

Cody went still. “Sorry,” he muttered. “Sorry, sweet girl. Was that too hard?”

I could tell he was losing control. It was beyond sexy to have a man so in the throes of passion for me.

He held my waist and slid in and out of me, gliding smoothly. His groan filled the room.

I groaned with him. It felt so right to be filled by him. For his self-imposed restriction, all his gentleness and gentlemanliness, to fall away.

This was the raw version of Cody. The man-wolf who seemed like he couldn’t live without me. Who needed to claim me so desperately it was driving him mad.

His fingers tightened on my waist, and he started to pound harder. God, he was big! He stretched me, his length bottomed out against my insides. For a moment, it felt like too much, but then he reached around and lightly stroked my clit.

“Oh, God,” I moaned. Stars started to dance before my eyes.

“That’s right, sugar. I’m your god now.” Cody slammed in harder, shaking the bed, so it banged against the wall. “I’m gonna break this bed fucking you.”

“Oh, God,” I whimpered again. I was so close to coming, my inner thighs trembling, my channel squeezing around his dick.

“Riley…” Cody’s voice sounded choked. “Fuck, Riley. You’re so hot. You’re so…Fuck!” He roared and shoved deep into me, driving my hips back down to the bed, with his body covering mine as he came. He continued to rub my clit, making me come harder and harder, my juices drenching his cock.

My muscles spasmed around him, my hips bucked against the mattress.

I felt the prick of one of his canine teeth at my shoulder. Cody sucked in a sharp breath and drew back. “Not there,” he muttered. “I don’t want to leave a visible scar.”

He groan-growled–an animal-like sound that made my entire body shiver with pleasure–as he pulled out. “Are you ready, Riley?”

“I’m ready.” I was.

“Are you sure?”

I was so sure. “Do it.”

Cody walked backward on his knees, his large hands trailing down my sides as he went. “Here?” His breath feathered across my ass.

“Yes.”

His teeth punctured my skin there.

I cried out. There was sharp pain at first, but he immediately released his grip, withdrawing his teeth from my flesh.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, sugar. Are you all right?” He licked the wounds. “The serum on my teeth should provide pain-relief in a few moments, and my saliva will promote healing.”

“I’m okay,” I promised. It had been so quick. Endorphins must already be rushing in because all around the pain was the shimmer of pleasure.

Of satisfaction.

Of fuck-yes.

“What do you need, sugar? Some ice?”

“It’s already better,” I promised, shaking my head. “I just need you.”

Cody’s exhale came out in a gust, and he immediately settled behind me, his strong arm wrapped around my waist. He pulled me snugly against him. “I love you, Riley Abbott.”

Euphoria poured through me. I didn’t know if it was from the serum on his teeth or the pain endorphins or just from love.

“Am I yours now?” I murmured, drugged with bliss.

“You’re marked as mine.” Cody’s fingertip circled my areola. “Every shifter will know you’ve been claimed by me. My scent has been permanently embedded in your flesh.”

“You’ll wear my ring,” I told him. “So every human will know you’ve been claimed by me.”

Cody chuckled. “Are you proposing to me, Riley Abbott?”

I smiled as he kissed behind my ear. “I am.”

“Aren’t you supposed to get down on one knee or something?” he teased.

“Mmm. That’ll be later. Both knees. When I return the favor you gave me on the Jeep.”

Cody’s cock surged between my legs. Apparently, his age wasn’t going to make multiple orgasms a problem.

“Well, then the answer’s yes. But I’m not taking your last name or anything,” he joked.

I laughed. “Do you want me to take yours?”

“Sugar, you’re a modern woman. You can do whatever suits you–take my name, hyphenate, or keep yours. It doesn’t change anything for me. My species’ traditions have been satisfied.”

I turned my head and leaned it back, so it nested against his neck. “I want everything. The whole fairytale with the white dress, and my dad giving me away at the altar. And maybe a hyphenated name to make it easier for the kids. Someday.”

Cody cupped my breast in his hand and squeezed. “You get everything you want. You name it, I’ll provide.”
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CODY

The following Saturday, I parked with all the other cars beside the Wolf Ranch barn. Beside me, Riley sat wringing her hands.

“They’re going to love you,” I said.

Her gaze flicked from the picnic that was already in full swing to me. Rob had called and invited us to a whole-pack picnic. He hadn’t said it was because I’d found my mate and marked her, but that was the reason for the celebration. Everyone wanted to meet Riley, and I sure as hell wanted to show her off. It’d been two days since the shooting, a day since I marked her as mine.

The bite on her butt had heeled, but the mark was there for me to see. To know she was mine.

She bit her lip. She’d been nervous ever since I told her about the picnic. That she’d meet everyone all at once. As far as I knew, the only shifters she was aware of were Rob, Willow, Levi, Boyd, and Audrey. And Tyler. Knowing all of them didn’t seem to make it any less nerve wracking for her to get a pack crash course over barbecue and coleslaw.

“Pull up your skirt.”

Her mouth fell open. “What? Here?”

We were tucked in the quiet confines of my Jeep, but everyone was a short distance away.

“I fucked your nerves away only fifteen minutes ago back at the cabin,” I said. “Obviously, I didn’t do a good enough job.”

Her wide eyes met mine. “You want to fuck me here? Now?”

“Hell, no. People are fifty feet away. But I’ll finger you good and well and get rid of those nerves. No one will know what we’re up to.”

She stared. And stared. “You’re serious.”

“I never joke about my fingers in that perfect pussy.”

Her cheeks flushed. “I’m… I’m good.”

I cocked my head. “You sure? I’d love to go out there with your scent all over my hand.”

“I don’t know if I should be appalled or turned on.”

I shrugged. “I distracted you, didn’t I?”

She bit her lip and understanding lit her face. “You’re good, Cody McIntire.” She reached for the handle and opened her door.

“Wait, sugar.”

I hopped from the Jeep and rounded it to get to her. She’d learn I open her door for her. When she did as asked, I helped her down then kissed her. “Good girl. Let’s go meet the pack.”

She took a deep breath. Nodded.

Leaning in, I whispered, “Later, I’ll get my fingers in you. That’s a promise.”

I took her hand and pulled her toward everyone knowing her mind was thinking about sex and not meeting a packful of strangers.

Picnic tables were scattered in the shade behind the barn given by a huge cottonwood tree. A stream meandered, and the pups were splashing and playing in the shallow water. Buffet tables were loaded with food, laid out for this potluck. Two grills had smoke rising from them, and the scent of burgers and cooked meat filled the air.

There were probably fifty in attendance. Not the entire pack but a good crowd. A newly mated couple was a good reason to meet. Especially when one of them was human.

Rob was by the grill, spatula in hand. Tyler held another one. The new guy, Wes, held a platter loaded with burgers and set it out for people to take. Rob’s brother, Colton, was with them, taking a swig of a beer. So was Marina, his mate. At one table were the other human mates, Audrey, Charlie, and Becky, laughing at something Johnny said.

I’d get my mate to meet everyone, but a little at a time. But first…

I squeezed Riley’s hand and tugged her, so I could wrap my arm around her waist instead. “Look who’s here,” I murmured, when I leaned down. I pointed toward the grills.

Riley’s eyes bugged out. “Dad?”
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RILEY

My dad was here. Standing beside Rob Wolf, who I now knew was the alpha of the entire Wolf pack. The one who’d wanted Cody to wipe my mind for witnessing Tyler turn into a wolf and save me from the mountain lion. From knowing shifters even existed.

And now my dad, Mr. Human, was having a beer and, from what it sounded like, was talking about what type of wood made for the best barbecue smoke.

“Hey, you’re finally here,” Dad commented, his smile easy and relaxed, even with Cody beside me and holding my hand.

I willed myself not to blush or look at Cody. I had to wonder if he had a knowing smirk on his face as to why we were late.

“What… what are you doing here?” I asked him.

“When the leader of a pack of wolves invites you to a picnic, it seemed like the only answer to give is ‘sounds great’ and ‘what time?’” Dad grinned. “Plus, I brought a date.”

My dad with a date? My mouth fell open. He pointed behind me. I spun around and–

“Nana?”

She was settled into a camp chair with a plate loaded with food on her lap, a drink in the cup holder in the armrest. A woman sat beside her, and they were chatting it up, Nana laughing.

I swallowed hard then looked to Rob. “You’re not gonna make Cody–”

Rob shook his head. “No mind wiping. It’s easier for you to have your dad in the know.”

Yeah, it would’ve been really hard keeping that kind of secret from him for the rest of my life.

“To think this all started with me.” Tyler grinned. “Hey, Riley. Have you met Wes, the new ranch foreman?”

I shook my head as a brawny redheaded man stepped forward. “Actually, I have. Well, not met, but I’ve seen you before. His daughter, Remy, goes to the preschool where I work.”

“Right. Good to see you again,” he offered. His smile was warm and friendly.

“Where’s Remy?” I asked, looking around. From what I knew of them was that they’d recently moved here from out of state, and Remy’s mother was not in the picture. What I hadn’t known was that both of them were shifters.

He pointed to the nearby stream where the four-year-old was busy stacking rocks in a little pile. She seemed industrious and focused on her task, even with other pups and grown-ups around her.

“I’m looking for a nanny if you want the job,” he said.

His statement surprised me. “Oh, um, well. I can’t with school and all, but I’ll ask around.”

“Much appreciated.”

Remy called to him, and he tipped his cowboy hat and left our group to see to her.

“I promise not to kill any more mountain lions, okay?” Tyler said, returning us to our original conversation. It made me laugh because all this started because of a wild animal and not a shifter wolf.

Or because of fate, as I was coming to believe.

I gave him a quick hug and smiled back. Couldn’t help it.

“Your dad’s given his word he’ll keep our secret,” Rob said, directing us back to the huge elephant at the barbecue. My dad knowing about shifters. “Plus, I’ve got some leverage against him if he decided to divulge.”

I frowned.

“You.”

“I want you safe, Riley Roo,” Dad stated.

He wasn’t joking. His face held some anguish, probably remembering what happened in his living room.

“Cody protected you. He’ll keep doing so.” Dad’s gaze shifted to Cody, and this time held zero anger. “This entire pack will. I won’t jeopardize that. Or them.”

Rob shook Dad’s hand.

After Cody gave my side a little squeeze, I went to Dad and hugged him. “Thanks.”

“Just want you happy,” he murmured.

I nodded against his chest. “I am with Cody.”

“I know. But if he ever makes you sad, I’ve got my gun.”

I laughed because we both knew how useless that was.

He released me, and I had a feeling that was it, like being at the altar, and my father handing me off to my future husband. He was giving his silent blessing. In front of Rob, the alpha. In front of the entire pack–even though they were busy having their own picnic fun. And to Cody.

I went up on my tiptoes and kissed Cody. Nothing wild, just a… reminder.

“What about Nana?” I asked, remembering he wasn’t the only one in the family who was here. “Does she think this is just a picnic?”

“It is just a picnic,” Willow said, coming up to Rob and welcoming his embrace. “With a little something extra.” She smiled and winked. “As for your Nana, she’s known all along.”

I whipped my gaze to my grandmother. She looked my way and smiled. Gave a little shrug.

Holy shit. She knew.

Then I laughed. Because everything was just right.

I had my man. I had my family. I had my pack.

I had… everything.
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CODY

“You may now kiss the bride.”

I reached for Riley, my beautiful bride and cradled the side of her face. My lips slid over hers, softly at first.

Nah, fuck it.

I scooped her up, honeymoon-style and spun her around while I kissed the hell out of her. Her arms looped around my neck, her veil trailed in an elegant sweep behind her head.

Our wedding guests let out a few shocked twitters, and then the church erupted into applause. The feeling of finding my mate, that fateful day brought about by a mountain lion, wasn’t surpassed by this moment. But it was close. Riley was already mine from that first hint of her scent, but when she said she loved me, that solidified it. Then my mark on her perfect ass finalized it. And now…

To the human world, we were forever.

“Oh, well, that’s a new one,” the pastor said with a laugh.

I assumed the whistles were coming from the shifter side of the church.

“Okay, Dad.” Tyler, my best man, thumped my shoulder, embarrassed laughter in his voice.

“Okay.” The pastor laughed when I still kept kissing my bride. “Now you two are supposed to walk down the aisle together holding hands.”

Nah. I wasn’t putting her down. She wanted her human tradition, and I was all in, but now that we were officially hitched, I was going to claim the fuck out of her. Human style.

I broke the kiss, so she could smile at her friends and family as I carried her down the aisle.

Carried. She was lucky I didn’t toss her over my shoulder and kidnap her again.

Our guests cheered as we sailed past, the event growing more boisterous by the moment.

“All right, put me down,” Riley said when we’d exited the sanctuary.

“Nope. I’m never putting you down again,” I swore, grinning. I never expected to be this pleased with a human rite.

She laughed. “Cody, we have to stand here and greet everyone as they come out.”

“Oh.” I stopped and pivoted, still reluctant to detach her from my arms.

“Right here.” She kicked her silver-sandaled feet.

My wolf wanted to growl, but he knew this was only bonding us together even further.

“Okay, fine. But don’t run.” I tipped her down to gently set her on her feet and put my lips close to her ear. “You know my wolf is dying to rip that gown to shreds to get at you.”

She laughed. “I knew we shouldn’t have picked a wedding date on a full moon.”

We’d given it a full year for the humans of Cooper Valley to get used to our May-December relationship. I’d bought the engagement ring the day after I’d marked her, but she didn’t put it on her finger until the new year–for appearances sake. I didn’t care. She was marked as mine.

That was all that mattered to me.

Over the last year, I’d spent half the nights at her place, and she’d spent half of them at mine. There’d been some tittering of us being scandalous gossip at first, with people harping on about how she was the same age as Tyler, but it died down quick enough when they saw us together. Everyone could see that we were perfect for each other.

It also helped that her dad shut shit down left and right. I doubted he waved his gun around to get people to zip their lips, but I wouldn’t have put it past him. After the night the intruder held Riley hostage and all that happened, he was more on board for us being together than anyone else. Even Riley’s Nana.

Well, maybe they were tied.

I also had no doubt that she was the one who swayed the town the most. She was formidable, and her word was just as much law in this town as the sheriff’s department.

Riley had one more year of school to go for her degree and teaching certificate. While she didn’t have to work–the perk of marrying and mating someone older who’d had time to invest and save–it was her dream job.

I would deny her nothing. But she did quit the preschool to help at the bar, putting our sleep schedules more in sync. That was a definite perk.

The members of the wedding party–Tyler, Kyle, and Boyd for me, and Lila, Alice, and Wendy for Riley took their places in the receiving line behind us. Our guests emerged–Riley’s nana first, whose face was streaked with happy tears, followed by Anne, Tyler’s mom, and her mate, Kevin. Anne gave me a kiss on the cheek. “I’m so happy for you. I always hated that I’d found a mate and you hadn’t.”

“You know I never begrudged you for a second,” I told her, as I’d told her a hundred times before. Fated mates trumped everything in our culture.

Her eyes watered, too. “I know. I’m just really happy for you.” She took both of Riley’s hands in hers. “Riley, you’ve got a good one. A dedicated father. An honorable man. Take care of him.”

Riley’s eyes misted, too. “I will.”

“Don’t make my bride cry,” I admonished, pumping Kevin’s hand and shooing them off.

I wrapped my arm around Riley’s waist and held her body right up next to mine as we kissed and shook hands with every human and shifter who’d come to witness our rite.

Then we exited the church where they all had lined up to blow bubbles at us as we ran out to the limo I rented to take us to the reception.

In the back of the limo, I took Riley’s be-ribboned bouquet of calla lilies from her hand, set them on the seat, then pulled my gorgeous wife up onto my lap.

“Hey, Mrs. McIntire.” I nuzzled the bare skin of her slender shoulder.

“Abbott-McIntire.”

“You’re my wife.”

She smiled down at me, taking my face in her hands. “You’re my husband.” She stroked my beard with her thumb.

I tightened my grip on her ass, my wolf-side growing aggressive. “Three hours, sugar. We’ll dance and eat cake and celebrate. And then you’re going to be running naked under the moonlight.”

Her eyes crinkled. “Naked?”

“Unless you want me to tear that dress off you in the woods. Because that’s pretty much all I can think about right now.” My cock surged in my tuxedo pants against her ass to prove it.

She laughed, squirming over my erection. “Well, a shredded dress does sound hot. But I don’t know–I think I might want to save this dress for my daughters.”

“Naked it is, then.” I beamed at her.

“And you’ll chase?”

The breath went out of me at how beautiful she looked with her gorgeous red-brown hair in an updo, a crystal headpiece holding her veil pinned in the back.

“Always, sugar.” The warmth in my chest was almost too much. I feared my heart might burst right out of it. “I will always chase you. Anywhere you run.”
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