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Chapter One
Caden cut her eyes to the side, scanning the parking garage for an escape. It was empty, save for the men advancing upon her. Four of them. Men she knew. Men she’d come to fear. They circled her, sneers marring their faces. Her pulse raced, and she swallowed her fear. She’d known this would happen. Weeks ago, when she’d seen her ex-husband kill a man who owed him money, she knew she’d be next. 
“Get in the truck,” Clinton said. 
“No.” She took a deep breath. “Go, Clinton. Take your lackeys and leave.” Her heart pumped harder than ever, stifling her ability to focus. She would not be afraid, no matter what. She’d given this bastard ten years of her life. 
More if you counted before they were married. One thing she would not give him was her fear. 
He slapped his palm with the baseball bat. The snap of wood on flesh sent a shudder through her, and she swallowed, her throat dry. “If you get in the truck, I’ll make it fast. If you refuse, well, I can’t be responsible for what happens next.” 
“Right. You haven’t taken responsibility for a damned thing in ten years, what makes you think you’ll start now?” Being an idiot was new to her. She’d always been organized, perfectly coiffed, and the true Southern Belle. 
And now she was antagonizing a killer. Not that it mattered. She could be the sweetest of ladies, and still he would kill her. And no matter what he said, there was no way he would make this a slow and easy death. He couldn’t use a gun. It was too easy to trace. So he’d brought what was close at hand: A baseball bat. The same one she’d seen him use not long ago on someone who owed him money. 
Because that’s what he did. He was a bookie. A gambler 4
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who always came out on top. 
He moved closer. The men with him smirked and tightened the noose. Balanced evenly, she waited for them to charge. If they were going to take her out, she’d do as much damage as she could before she succumbed. Her mind spun, drawing up every memory she had of her self-defense classes she’d been taking for years. Images. 
Techniques. The soft spots, and where her greatest power lay. 
Her skin tingled, and danger vibrated in the air. Like a living, breathing entity, violence wrapped around her, threatening to strangle her. She took a deep breath and waited while the men circled her. When they stopped, only Clinton Loftus stood before her. 
Her asshole of an ex-husband gave his lackeys a nod. 
The air changed, and she felt the charge of bodies rushing her. Every nerve went on alert. Being married to a cop for the last ten years had taught her a thing or two, and for once, Clinton was going to suffer for his crime. Or, at least his men would. He would stay back until he knew she was incapacitated. Coward. 
With a quick spin on her left leg, she kicked outward with the other, catching the first in the stomach. He fell back with a groan, stumbling over his feet. The second charged toward her, and she let momentum carry her until she landed behind him, her feet planted, her muscles tense. 
Her first instinct was to chop to the back of the neck, but he was too big. Conserving her energy would be best. Her legs were her best weapon. One of the men grabbed her from behind, wrapping his arms around her. She stilled. 
The one she’d bypassed ran toward her, and when his momentum overpowered his ability to stop, she lifted her knees, using her captor’s body as leverage, and kicked the oncoming man with both feet, powering into his belly. He went down with an oomph. She snapped her head back, cracking into her captor’s nose. Pain sliced through her 5
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skull, but there would be no screams from her this night. 
She gritted her teeth, pleased when he cried out and released her. Clinton raced forward, bat raised over his shoulder like some ball player at home plate. Only no baseball player ever charged toward his target. Caden jerked back, but crashed into one of his cronies. He let the bat swing. The air whistled, and it struck. Pain exploded just below her right knee. She groaned and dropped to the ground. A foot slammed into her stomach, knocking the wind from her lungs. A fist slammed into her face, the sound sickening. Her nose cracked, and blood burst outward. Clint hit her again and again, his fists hammering into her face. Shards of light burst from behind her eyes. 
Every strike sent more pain coursing through her damaged body. 
Her mind retreated, searching for a way to hide. Yet, still, no sound slipped from her lips. She. Would. Not. 
Scream. She curled into the fetal position, and the blows continued to fall. One after the other. Before long, she couldn’t tell which fist belonged to whom. Her head spun, the lights above whirling like some drunk driver, reminding her of stars. They looked so peaceful. She focused on them. 
Waiting for the end. A shame it wasn’t a full moon. Maybe when she died, her soul would pass those beautiful stars on its way to the heavens. 
Her mind closed down until the only things that mattered were the lights. They twinkled above, occasionally blocked by a thrusting fist or a shove. She didn’t care. 
Her body rose, the ground falling away, and for a moment, she thought she was already dead, her mind watching the lights draw nearer, only to land with a thunk against hard metal. Her fogged mind struggled for an answer. The bed of a pickup. Voices echoed around her. 
Voices in pain. Good. She’d done damage before she died. 
She hoped when she’d kicked the one man, she’d sterilized the bastard. Children didn’t deserve to have a father like 6
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that. 
The darkness called to her, and she sighed, reaching toward it. At last, it enveloped her, welcoming her into its cool embrace. 


* * * * 
 Consciousness ebbed in, stealing away the peaceful, pain-free existence. Her ears buzzed, and the sound of an engine echoed through the night. The floor beneath her jolted, and she rolled. She groaned and tried to open her eyes, but couldn’t. Death would come to her blind. 
Hands grabbed her from the truck bed, tossing her body into the air. She landed on a hard shoulder. She struggled to grab oxygen, her body still refusing to accept what her mind knew was inevitable. Each breath sliced into her like a knife, her ribs stabbing painfully into her lungs. Once again she was airborne, her body thrown about as though she weighed no more than a string of cured tobacco plants from out in the fields. She slammed against the ground and rolled downward. Pain exploded beneath her ribs and in her head. 
“You sure she’s dead?” 
The ring of a cell phone pierced the night. She groaned, unable to stop the sound. Her mind screamed, urging her to interrupt his call, but she wouldn’t. No screams. No fear. 
She would die with honor, and these bastards would go to hell. 
“Yeah,” Clint snapped into his phone. Silence followed. 
Even the crickets silenced their song in fear. “On my way.” His phone clicked shut. “She’s still alive. Make sure she dies tonight. I’ve got to go.” 
“But, Clint—” 
“Do it.” 
His steps faded into the forest. A small burst of hope pierced her bedraggled soul. “Don’t,” she whispered, her 7
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lips cracking with the word. 
“She’s talking.” 
“Here,” the other man said. “Hit her in the head, and it’ll be over, she won’t speak again.” 
“I don’t want to do it. You do it.” 
8
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Chapter Two 
Sean hung the battered pan over the open campfire and rubbed the scruffy beard he’d let grow over the last few months. Smoke filled his lungs, blocking the scent of pine, and for once, he accepted the limitation. Peace had reigned over the last three nights, and at last, he was starting to feel more normal. He breathed in, letting the grey wisps enter his body and clear out the remnants of memories threatening to steal away his hard-earned serenity. The cool evening breeze floated through the forest, easing the blazing heat from the flames. 
This camping trip was all about balance. 
He’d been out in the woods for over three months, and at last his soul relaxed. He missed his daughters. Not that it mattered. They hated him and his weaknesses. 
And his mate had left him. 
Not that he minded his wife leaving. She was a true bitch in any world. In their years together, she’d taught him just how painful it was to trust a female. He’d heard before how bitches could be vindictive, and her cruelty knew no bounds. But he missed his daughters. 
Nora insisted she didn’t blame him for what happened a little more than a year ago, but Tanya, his youngest, she was another story. Since that fateful day when she’d taken a silver bullet and he’d been taken captive, she’d grown sullen and irritable. She owed her life to his brother’s new mate, who had come up with an idea that worked to cure silver poisoning among his people. 
He, though, had been a failure. 
He hadn’t sensed any danger, and they’d been running through the forest in wolf form, enjoying the afternoon. 
With the scent of pine all around them, he’d lost his bearings. And his daughter. She’d gone down even before he heard the report of the rifle. Matthew was next, even as 9
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Sean had rushed to her side. In the middle of his shift to human form, the sudden sensation of a net thrown over him stifled his magick. A silver entwined net. 
Sean took a deep breath and stirred the flames beneath the pot. He shoved the memories away and instead concentrated on the snap and sizzle of the flames, letting it soothe his psyche. 
A rustle whispered through the trees. And then another. 
He cocked his head and listened. Dark murmurs made their way through the Carolina pine forest. 
A voice? 
Maybe it was the breeze. Maybe it was his imagination. 
A sound whispered past his ears. A high pitch whimper. 
A small animal? 
He perked his ears, tuning his wolven senses toward the sound. As part man, part wolf, he could hear any minute change in tones. He set aside the container of coffee grounds. Now, with every sense on alert, he damned the smoke that just moments ago offered him peace. 
Something was amiss. He could feel it in his bones. 
Leaning forward, he listened. 
Nothing. 
Sean stood, moving to the edge of his campground, hoping to get a breath of smoke free air. 
He inhaled. 
Blood. Human  blood. Wolf instincts inside him surged, and he crouched. Predators ran wild in the forests, but here in North Carolina, most were avian or small foxes. Maybe even snakes. The only thing big enough to cause that much blood was another human. Or a shifter. 
The whimper sounded again, whispering through the forest. Like a battering ram, it slammed against him, stealing him from his little pity party he’d been holding on his own. The scent and sound wrapped around his soul, calling to him. Begging him for his help. He didn’t even question the sudden surge of protectiveness. He crept 10
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through the trees, following the scent. He was close. 
Another sound—this time a sob. 
And voices. Men’s voices. 
He inched forward through the trees until he reached a small ravine, and peered down. A body lay, clothing tattered and bloody. He inhaled. Female. 
Two humans stood over the woman. The wolven instincts sent a low growl through his throat. 
The wind whirled about him, and with it, the soft feminine fragrance rushed into his lungs, twisting until he couldn’t breathe, flooding his blood, waking cells from their long slumber. He tried to shake it off, to concentrate on when and where he was. 
But he couldn’t. Knowledge seeped into his brain. 
Mate. 
The word echoed in his mind, and her scent spun a tiny web of silk between himself and the unknown female. His legs trembled, and his breathing grew labored, but he stepped forward, forcing his body to obey. With every step, the word slammed against his heart, the same way the ocean slammed against the beach during a storm. 
Mate. 
And she was hurt. 
The woman lay face down, her fingers digging into the earth, as though she’d tried to pull herself back up. The smell of fear slammed into him. She inched forward, her fingers clawing for purchase in the sandy soil. 
One of the men raised his arm, a wooden rod of some sort in his hand. 
Sean sprang. One moment he was human, the next, a furious beast with claws and fangs. Even as he leapt, he knew he was too late. The sound of the rod slamming against his mate’s head ripped away the last of his human control. He landed hard, crashing into the human male’s body, his teeth wrenching the wooden club from the bastard’s grip before he could do more damage. The man 11
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screeched in pain. The other man screamed and turned, crashing through the trees in his need to escape, leaving his companion behind. 
Rage roared through Sean, and he circled his prey, the taste of blood teasing on his tongue. He was now the instrument of death. The decision already made. The only thing remaining was the act. Each deliberate step he took was designed to terrify. To confuse. Slow. Stealthy. Deadly. 
He closed the distance between himself and the human male. Fear took on a different taste. Rancid, mixed with the evil scent of the man’s sweat. Sean licked his lips and snarled, his wolf hungry for death. Each step Sean took brought the end closer. 
The man crouched, terror filling his eyes, his arm protecting his head. Did the bastard think that would save him? The son of a bitch had killed the woman. Sean’s mate. 
He would die. 
A sob sounded behind him. The female. Sean whirled his head around to look behind him. Her fingers curled in the sand, fisting over the fallen leaves. 
She was alive. 
A spark of life flared in his heart. 
He turned back to his prey. There was no more time to play. His head lowered, his growl vibrating through his chest. The man gained a reprieve. Rather than dying slowly, his death would be swift. Sean curled a lip. His prey whimpered again. 
Sean lunged. Long, sharp fangs sank into the man’s neck, and he pulled, jerking the male to the ground. He leapt upon him. Blood poured over his lips, and he savored it, stealing the life giving fluid. In seconds, he was finished, his teeth having cut through to the jugular in one sweep. 
His breath came in heavy gasps, but he moved toward the female and licked her cheek. The salt of her tears mixed with her blood. Her body was beaten and bruised, and she lay there, waiting for what she was sure was instant death. 
12
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Another wave of rage ran through him. No man touched what was his and lived. 
He would come back. He would track the other man. 
And he would kill him. 
Sean took a deep breath, searching for the controlled, powerful male he had always been in human form. The shattered peace of moments ago made the change more difficult, and he took deep breaths, slowing his heart rate. 
At last, he focused inward and pictured himself as a man. 
Power rolled over his body, and he released it. Energy flashed. The pain was minimal, the magic protecting his nerves and bones. In the blink of an eye, he’d gone from beast to man. 
He rose from his crouch, rushing to her side, not caring he was naked. The cool air caressed his body. He paused. 
Humans were funny about clothes, but it would take too long to return to the campsite to replace the clothes shredded during his shift. She didn’t have that kind of time. 
She jerked away, an odd sound escaping her throat, echoing off the trees in the darkened forest. The sound of a wounded animal. He swallowed the rumble rising in his throat. 
“Easy. I won’t hurt you.” 
She stilled. 
“I’m going to get you out of here.” Fury and protectiveness warred within him. The need to destroy the one who hurt her mixed with something more gentle: The desire to cradle her in his arms. 
He laid hands on each shoulder, waiting. When she didn’t move, he eased her over onto her back. Blood caked her face, both eyes swollen completely shut, her lip cut and bleeding. A large bruise marred her left cheek. Torn clothes exposed the curves of bruised flesh beneath. 
No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t stop the furious growl rising in his throat. It filled the forest around him, and the nearby animals rushed for cover. The 13
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deliberate, systematic damage of the beating ripped at the threads of his control. 
“I need to get you to a hospital.” 
One green eye popped open, filled with terror. Her right hand clawed at his wrist, demanding his attention. Her voice gurgled, unable to focus into words. The scent of fear thickened in the air. 
He brushed the leaves from her thick, curly, blonde hair. 
“Shhh. I’ll make sure you’re safe.” 
The scent of her panic sliced into him like a knife, mixing with the scent of her blood. 
He sniffed. No vaginal blood. No semen. Lucky bastards. If they had raped her, he would personally have ripped their balls off and fed them to them, just in time to watch them die. 
He studied the terrain. If he was careful, he could lift her and carry her to his campground, but what then? “I’m going to pick you up. It’s going to hurt.” She nodded. 
Sean eased his arms beneath her legs and under her shoulders. She hissed, but didn’t cry out in pain. 
“Ready?” 
She nodded. Her fingers gripped his wrist again, as though fearing he would drop her. He stood, lifting her in one soft sweep, afraid to jostle her. Even with his gentle touch, she was unable to hold back the pain, and she screamed, the sound echoing through the night. 
Under his breath, Sean cursed every male who’d ever come near her, including himself for not saving her before she ended up in this condition. She shivered and moaned. 
He gathered her close, offering her his heat. 
Mercifully, at last, she lost consciousness. Good. She wouldn’t feel the climb out of the ravine. He ascended as careful as possible. He relied upon his wolven skills and strength, easing the way. At the top, he strode to his camp, for once, oblivious to the forest and its surroundings. 
14
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For the first time since he’d started his pity party, he wished he’d brought something better, like a cot, or a big, comfortable blanket to wrap around her. Instead, he laid her out on his sleeping bag and brushed dirty blonde hair from her face. He rummaged through his pack, grabbing his cell phone and the first aid kit. He hit speed dial and waited. 
His brother answered on the second ring. “Kieran here.” 
“It’s Sean.” 
“’Bout damned time. When are you getting back?” 
“I need a car. And send Matthew. And maybe James. 
James can ride my bike back.” 
“What’s going on?” 
“I found a female. She’s badly hurt. I need to get her to a hospital.” 
“Call an ambulance.” 
“She’s my True Mate.” 
Silence filled the space between them. 
“Congratulations.” 
Trepidation filled his brother’s single word. Sean understood. He had already suffered through the bitch mate of the pack. Now he had another. But this time, it was different. Sean rubbed his eyes. 
“She’s dying. Someone’s beaten her near to death.” 
“Why doesn’t she shift?” 
“She’s human. All human.” 
The sharp intake of Kieran’s breath was the only answer he needed. Or expected. Humans were fragile, and while their offspring helped expand the packs, their bodies and their minds didn’t always have the strength to be a wolven mate. When at last Kieran spoke again, he was all business, the way a good alpha should be. The way Sean should have been. “I’ll have Matt and James on the way in minutes. 
Where are you?” 
Sean gave his location. “I don’t know if she’s going to make it. She’s bad. Really bad.” He hadn’t wanted a mate. 
15
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Heaven knew he didn’t want a female in his bed on a regular basis. Females couldn’t be trusted. Not even mates. 
But now that she was here, he couldn’t abandon her. 
Instinct rose, and he tried to ignore the fear rising in his gut. Fear of living without the woman whose name he didn’t even know, her one green eye, so full of terror. 
“We’ll save her, Sean.” 
Sean nodded and rubbed his eyes. “Just get them here.” He knew he didn’t sound very alpha-like, for an alpha always kept a grip over his emotions. But, then, he wasn’t the alpha anymore. He’d handed that job over to his brother. Snapping the phone shut, he picked up the first aid kit, along with the pot of water he’d put on for coffee. 
While he wanted desperately to clean her up, the first thing he did was examine her injuries. Her leg was bruised and swollen. Maybe even broken. He used branches from a local tree for a splint and checked out her arms. One hand swelled to almost twice its size. The other appeared normal. 
He splinted the injured hand and wrist to be safe. Purple bruises dotted her arms and legs, a testament to the intensity of her battle. The scent of testosterone seeped from her body. Three. No, four individual scents. He catalogued and filed them away. 
No single man took her down. Pride burned through the anger. Even human, she fought bravely. The marks on her arms and legs were the type left by a woman fighting for her life, blocking blows, blasting with her own. And drawing blood. 
His nose told him what he scented on her wasn’t all hers. 
He lifted the edge of her shirt. More bruises marred her flesh. Her entire chest cavity was already purple. His answering growl echoed through the forest and his mate stirred. 
He needed to get a grip. She didn’t need to learn about what he was yet, not while she fought to live. 
16
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Chapter Three
Caden awoke to the smells of medicine and sickness. 
There were no sights, but the padded bed beneath her and the medicinal scents told her whoever had rescued her had brought her to a hospital. She struggled to open her eyes. 
Darkness. 
God, she was blind! 
Panic seized her, and she struggled to sit. Pain sliced through her body from her ribs to her back. Her hands flew to her face, only to discover her eyes were bandaged, and her leg was immobile. God in heaven. Relief flooded her body, and she relaxed, but only for a moment. 
If Clint found out where she was, whoever had found her and brought her here had only managed to delay the inevitable. 
“Easy, you’re going to be okay.” 
“Where am I?’ Her voice was ragged. Her body ached as though a truck had run over her. And the truck had a name. 
Clinton. The memory of fists slamming into her body, of boots and shoes striking her crashed into her. Memories of a baseball bat crashing into her leg. 
“You’re in Camden hospital.” 
Oh, shit. 
“Don’t worry. You’re perfectly safe. We’re going to take very good care of you. Just lay back and heal.” 
“How….” Words caught in her dry throat, and she coughed. A straw was pushed to her lips. She sucked in and almost moaned in appreciation when cool water trickled down her throat. She tried again. “How did I get here?” 
“A friend of mine brought you in. He’s pretty worried about you. I’ll call him.” 
“No!” She didn’t need any new friends to worry about, or for them to worry about her. “I don’t want to see anyone.” 
17
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For a moment, the room remained quiet, except for the doctor’s breathing. “I’ll have him wait until you’re ready. 
Now, we need to do a quick examination and see how you’re doing. Let’s start off with your name.” Caden bit her lip. If she told him, he’d have to report the beating. The law required it. And if he reported her name to the police, she’d be dead by morning. “I don’t remember,” she whispered. 
“You don’t remember what?” 
“My name. I don’t remember my name.” 
The room grew quiet again. Weight dipped against the mattress. “You don’t have anything to fear here. You won’t be in any danger. Just tell me your name.” His voice was soothing, and she wanted to believe, but she knew better. Years of living with Clint, and watching how he knew everything about everyone, told her exactly what would happen if she gave her name. 
“I can’t.” Her hand searched her neck and found nothing but emptiness. It was the last piece of her grandmother’s jewelry. Everything else her ex-husband had sold to pay for his lifestyle. “Where’s my necklace?” 
“Were you wearing it tonight?” 
She nodded. 
“We’ll see if we can find it. Now, let’s do that exam, okay?” 
Caden winced. The last time she’d been in a hospital she was five. Smoke inhalation. That was the same day her father died. They’d both been caught in a fire, and her dad had saved her. And paid with his life. She shuddered, turned her face toward the doctor, and took a deep breath. 
“I’m ready.” 


* * * * 
 Sean listened from outside the door. He didn’t need Matthew’s nose to know she lied. The scent of her fear 18 
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permeated the hallway. He’d never known someone so afraid and yet so brave. She didn’t give in. She didn’t cry. 
Instead, she stood her ground and pretended amnesia. 
Sean leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. Words whispered into his sensitive ears. Words of comfort from Matthew as he examined her. Never in his life had he thought it would be difficult to have a female examined by any doctor. Hell, he’d have given Laura to Matthew during childbirth without a second thought. But knowing his friend’s fingers touched the new female’s bare flesh was enough to drag the wolf close to the surface. A soft growl rumbled up his throat, and a passing nurse cut a surprised glance in his direction. 
He ignored her, flexing his fingers. Pure possessiveness exploded inside him, and his gums ached from holding his fangs in. He bit his tongue, relishing the blood, concentrating on it. It didn’t work. The need to protect her, to storm into the room and rip the doctor away from her, seethed in his veins. He paced the width of the hallway, half-drunk with his desires. At last, the door opened, and Matthew stepped out. 
“She’s going to be okay.” 
Sean froze. He fisted his hands, struggling to control the rage vibrating beneath the surface. Matthew stepped toward him, wariness glittering in his eyes. Sean nodded, and let out the breath he held. 
“She’s in a lot of pain, of course,” Matthew began, “but the swelling’s gone down in her eyes. She should be able to see by later tomorrow. She has a concussion, though. She’s going to have to stay here for at least a week.” 
“I can’t protect her here.” He couldn’t shake the panic in her one-opened eye when he’d mentioned the hospital. 
Matthew raised a brow. “I can’t let her leave. If we move her, she could die. She has bruised ribs and an injured knee, and a sprained wrist. It’s a damned good thing she was in such good shape when this all started. We need to 19
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make sure there’s no permanent damage after that blow to her head.” 
Sean glared at the doctor for long seconds. He wanted her safe. With him. In his cabin. In his territory. He no longer trusted others to do what he should do. “I’ll sit outside her door.” 
Matthew shook his head and put a hand on Sean’s shoulder. Sean snarled, and the doctor eased his hand away. 
“I’ll have Kieran send over a few more males to help out. 
We’ll take good care of her, Sean.” 


* * * * 
 Sean’s True Mate  had fallen asleep. Finally, the anger burning in his system had eased. Under control now, he stared, studying her, memorizing everything there was about her. Her blonde hair lay tangled upon the pillow. 
He leaned in and inhaled. Just as he thought. Bleached. 
She wasn’t a natural blonde, as he’d correctly guessed. Her complexion too pale for most blondes. Maybe she was a redhead. It would certainly match the spray of freckles across the bridge of her nose. 
He wanted to know more about her. 
Hell, he wanted to know her name. 
Logic told him he didn’t need another mate. His last one had done her best to destroy him, and she’d almost succeeded. But the animal inside him didn’t care about what he knew in his head. It only cared about the female’s scent. And the need to touch her, protect her. 
This was a first for him. He’d never been at war with himself. He’d always been in tune with his animal’s desires, always able to find the middle ground. Right now, there was no middle ground. The beast ruled, and he was at its mercy. 
True Mate’s  were rare in his world. Until the last few years, there hadn’t been a match in more than twenty years 20
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in his pack. To have found one’s True Mate  was considered a blessing. 
Too bad the blessing was wasted on him. She was human, and he wolven. She was fragile; he was not. And he wanted nothing to do with a mating. Besides, he’d probably never be able to woo her the way a human male would. That would be too much effort, and he already knew letting his heart become involved would be a mistake. He’d been down that path. It had ended. Badly. 
Still, against his wishes, his instincts were in overdrive. 
The need to touch her, to taste her, and to mark her tugged at his soul. She was still asleep. Would the urges be even more powerful when she awoke? 
Hidden beneath the scents of the medicine and illness in the hospital lay the sweet feminine fragrance that belonged only to her. A light floral scent he couldn’t put his finger on. 
Not heavy, like a perfume. More delicate. A hint of more to come. Yet mixed in was the sharp edge, almost citrus scent. 
It swept inside him, whispering of sweetness and edge. 
Softness and bite together. A rumble of approval rolled up his spine. 
By the moon, he was in trouble. 
Maybe she’d be so attracted to him he wouldn’t have to woo her. Maybe he could pretend to love her, and that would make her happy. Even as the thought flitted across his mind, he knew it wouldn’t work. No wolven male had ever been able to avoid losing his heart to his True Mate. 
She was delicate. The human constitution wasn’t as strong as a wolven. Humans broke easily. The testimony lay before him with her shattered bones and internal bleeding. 
He would have to be gentle when he touched her. 
He wasn’t a gentle male. 
He brushed his fingers against the un-bruised side of her face. Energy rushed into his hand. He yanked his hand away. That was—he flexed his fingers, staring at them— 
nice. 
21
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The woman moaned in her sleep. 
Sean stepped back. 
He needed to get out of here, away from her before he did something stupid. The wolf inside him twisted and stretched, searching for release. He nodded. That’s what he needed. The forest. He’d lost the peace he’d worked for, and he needed it back if he was going to protect his female. He didn’t make a sound when he stepped from her room and closed the door. He motioned to James. 
“You got my bike back?” 
The young wolven nodded, a smile beaming across his face. It was the first time anyone besides Sean had ridden the Harley. And the last, if he could help it. 
“Good. Thanks. Look, you watch her. If anyone goes in that room, you are to go with them. Nobody goes in or out without you at his or her side, do you understand? And only the hand chosen nurses assigned by Matthew. No visitors. 
Nobody.” 
The boy straightened, his eyes wide. “Yes, sir! Nobody will get in without my knowledge. I’ll take care of her.” 
“I’m counting on you, boy. You’re almost a full grown male. Now’s your chance to show it.” 
“I will,” he promised solemnly. 
Sean nodded. “I’ll be back soon.” 
Leaving was more difficult than he’d expected. While the forest called to him, so did a sweet scent from his female. He needed his peace. He trotted down the hallway and down the stairwell. When he went outside, he greeted the moon with a sigh. Ten more days until the Blood Moon. 
The celebration alone made him shudder. He had ten days to woo her before every male on the eastern seaboard would think the human female was fair game. 
He hesitated, almost returning to the inside of the hospital. A breeze fluttered around him, wrapping him in an invisible shield of peace. She was sleeping and didn’t need him. But he needed something. He sighed and relaxed 22
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into the breeze. Matthew and James both were her guards. 
For now, he would run. 
It took just a few minutes before Sean reached the edge of the trees behind the hospital. He disrobed, folding his clothing neatly and tucking them beneath a fallen log. He straightened and took in a deep breath, letting the forest air cleanse his lungs. 
He let the shift come over him slowly, feeding off the pain as the muscles contorted and bones twisted and popped. Although nothing like what his mate had been through tonight, but for that single moment in time, he felt what she felt: Pain. 
When he dropped to all fours, he leapt, in one single, smooth motion, into the darkness of the night. 
He ran, and as he did, he breathed in the calming scent of the trees and Carolina sand. Small animals scurried away from his path. Insects sang their nightly song, their music pounding in time to his steps. And still he ran. 
Hours later, he reached his campground, his sides heaving. He paused, glancing at his resting place. The fire was now cold, his possessions quickly gathered by James. 
He sniffed. Another scent radiated from the soil. 
Human. 
Several human males had traipsed through the sand after his bike had ridden away. Dropping his nose to the ground, he worked the scents, breathing them into his lungs, tasting them on his tongue. 
He knew those scents. They’d been on the body of the female he’d saved. 
Three men. 
A rumbling growl rolled up his throat. Three men who were about to die. 
Bearing his fangs, he kept his head low, scanning with his eyes, breathing in every change of odor. Dew moistened the ground, which only enhanced their odor, the water bringing to surface every disturbed piece of grass, every 23
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broken pine needle. In minutes, he’d come across a pickup truck. He reared upward and caught the tell tale scent of blood. Her blood. 
The hair on the scruff of his neck rose, his tail stiffened. 
He peered through the deserted vehicle. A golden chain hung from the mirror. Could it be? He leapt through the open window and snatched the chain. It had to be the necklace she’d asked about. His feet hit the sand on the other side just in time. Male voices whispered in the night. 
He backed into the darkness of the trees and waited, watching. 
Three men stepped into view. One was tall and dark-headed, his gait longer than the others, his face angrier than the men at his side. A true bully, he posed as an alpha male amidst his human pack. The soft rumble of a snarl vibrated in Sean’s throat before he could stop it. 
“Somebody helped her. She couldn’t have gotten out of here on her own. And we still haven’t found Jack’s body.” 
“I’m telling you, that wolf killed him.” Clint slapped the back of the man’s head. “Idiot. There are no wild wolves around here. You two were surprised by a dog. That’s it. He probably belonged to whoever setup that campsite.” 
“You think that’s who found her?” 
“Do you think he took her to the police?” The two men at his side spoke at the same time, their voices filled with fear. Sean crouched, and his lip curled. Cowards. They feared this asshole, but they wouldn’t fear him for long. 
“He probably took her to a doctor,” the leader said, a sneer on his face. “And if he did, I’ll find her. It won’t take much to kill her in her condition. It just won’t look like the accident I’d hoped for.” 
“Look, Clinton, I know she’s a pain in your ass, but don’t you think this is going a little bit far? She’s your wife, for God’s sake.” 
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shoved him against a tree, his toes barely reaching the ground. 
“Ex-wife. Get that through your motherfucking head. 
And she’s more than a pain in my ass. We could all end up in jail if she rattles off at the mouth. So far, we’ve been lucky. She’s only talked to people at the precinct. But if she goes anywhere else, every last one of us ends up in jail. Or worse. Is that what you want?” 
The smaller man paled and shook his head. “No, Clint. I was just asking.” 
Clinton opened his fingers and let the man slide back to the ground. “No more asking.” 
“We shoulda killed her out right,” said the third man. 
He dropped the necklace to the soft, sandy earth, pushing it beneath a bush so he knew right where to find it. 
The humans remained oblivious. Sean curled his lip, the soft rumble rolled upward, filled with deadly intent. 
“Yeah, and I would have, had I known she’d find help. 
But you have to admit,” the man preened, “punishing her was pure pleasure. Had I known you fools were unable to finish the task, I’d have shot her in that parking garage.” He knocked the one male upside the back of the head. The male winced, but didn’t respond. “But this gives us a second chance to find that Blackberry.” He leapt into the driver’s seat and slammed the door. “Are you men coming, or do you want me to leave you here?” 
One of the men joined the leader in the cab, and yanked the door closed as the third rounded the back about to jump in the bed of the pickup. His gaze landed on Sean. Sean snarled. It was the coward who had run when he’d attacked earlier. The one standing over his mate, watching the other man beat her with a bat. 
Eyes widening, the man reached behind his back, his hands shaking, and pulled out a gun. The oily stink of fear grew rancid, and Sean wanted to spit it out. Instead, he leapt. His teeth clamped on the man’s throat, piercing his 25
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victim’s flesh. The man screamed. 
Blood poured over Sean’s tongue, the coppery taste satisfying in his anger. He twisted his head, shredding the skin beneath his fangs. His prey struggled, trying to climb into the truck, but Sean held on. 
The engine revved, and the vehicle took off, the truck roaring into the darkness. 
Sean dropped his victim to the forest floor and stared at him in disdain as silence returned to the trees. 
Little more than a wimp, this one. Yet he’d been a party to trying to kill his mate. He deserved his death. 
Two down. 
Two more to go. 
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Chapter Four
Caden lay on her back, her leg propped, and her ribs wrapped so tight she could barely breathe. Her head pounded, and though she could eat, she had to be careful or it came right back up. She’d finally quit jumping every time a male entered her room. Luckily, just the doctor and that boy, James. The man who’d found her always sent in messages, saying he wanted to meet her. She always refused. 
The door opened, and Caden’s heart raced. She swallowed, forcing down the fear that came when anyone stepped inside. She sighed with relief when her doctor walked in. Behind him trotted a dog. 
A great, big  dog. Its golden coat was long and thick, but not like a golden retriever. No, this looked more harsh, less soft and flowy. The beast watched her with intense green eyes. Damn. She’d never seen a dog with green eyes before. 
And the way he watched her, as though hungry for a bite. 
She shuddered. The animal looked more like a wolf than a dog, well, except for those odd eyes. They seemed almost human. 
The dark-headed doctor smiled at her, a chart in his hand. “How are you doing today, young lady?” She couldn’t be more than a year or two younger than he was. “Doctor, do you always do rounds with a dog at your side?” She nodded toward the animal, which now sat beside him. 
He glanced at the dog and smiled. “Max? Oh, he’s a therapy dog. He’s here to keep you company.” Caden arched a brow and eyed the dog warily. “I don’t know, Doc. He looks like he’s about ready to eat me rather than keep me company.” 
He stared down at the dog. “Max is a good dog, don’t mind that. He’s learning your scent.” He motioned, and the 27
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dog stepped toward her. “He belongs to the man who found you. We thought you might need something to keep you occupied while in here alone. Sean also thought you might need protection, and Max can definitely protect.” Caden eyed the animal warily. She loved dogs, but there was something odd about this one. “I’m not so sure about this, Doc. I mean, what’s the hospital going to say?” 
“Nothing. He’s a certified therapy dog. He’ll take good care of you. If he needs out of the room, ring for the nurse, and they’ll send someone in for you.” 
Caden cocked her head, staring at the beast. His tail wagged, as though offering her a truce. She could almost hear his thoughts in her head: he wouldn’t eat her if she’d be nice to him. She sighed. Maybe it would be good to have something that big and mean-looking in her room if Clint found her. She held her fingers toward the dog, half expecting the animal to take them off, but instead, he nosed them, his warm tongue rasping over her hand. 
“And I have something else for you.” The doctor reached into his pocket and pulled out a gold chain and dangled it before her. 
“That’s my necklace,” she squealed, and for the first time, she wanted to kiss the doctor. He handed her the heart-shaped charm, and she leaned forward and hugged him. 
He jerked in surprise, and the dog’s hackles raised. The doctor extricated himself from her grip and blushed. 
“Sean found it for you.” 
Caden tried to put the necklace on, but her hand wasn’t quite ready to work. “Thank him for me, Doc. Could you help me?” 
“I can thank him, but are you sure you wouldn’t like to do that yourself?” 
Caden shook her head. Meeting her rescuer and feeling gratitude for him would only make her more beholden. She didn’t need to worry about anyone else but herself right 28
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now. 
Casting a glance at the dog, the doctor took the chain and clasped it about her neck. It felt good to have her grandmother’s necklace back around her neck. Clinton must have taken it off her while she was in the back of the truck. The bastard probably planned to sell it. 
The dog nudged her, and she rested a hand on his back and grinned. “Thanks again. You don’t know how much this means to me.” 
“You’re very welcome, young lady. Now, while the two of you get to know one another, let me check you out.” He pulled out the blood pressure cuff and, while pumping, asked, “So have you remembered your name, yet?” She shook her head and ducked her eyes. It was hard to lie to someone so nice, but she couldn’t tell him the truth. 
She knew enough about the law to know if she did, she’d be dead inside of an hour. Clinton probably already had a full crew out looking for her as it was. 
The dog leapt onto the bed and slid up near her, nudging her for space. She slid a little closer to the edge. 
The doctor glared at the animal. Finished with her blood pressure, he put a thermometer in her mouth. 
“Head still hurt?” 
She nodded the affirmative as the electronic device beeped, and he pulled it from her mouth, jotting down the results. That was the worst of it. If her head would quit throbbing, she could sneak out without causing a ruckus, but every time she stood up, she got dizzy. 
“Let’s have a look at the leg.” 
When he pulled back the sheet to look, Caden grimaced. 
She’d been doing her best not to look, always closing her eyes when he’d checked it out before. But today was a day of taking responsibility, and so she stared at the damage. 
An ugly green bruise painted the outside of her knee, the flesh swollen to twice its size. 
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despite the bruising. By the time you’ll be able to get out of here, the swelling should be down, though walking may be a bit rough for another week or so.” 
“Great. That’s all I need.” 
“Now the ribs. They should be completely healed in about six weeks. The wrap tight enough?” 
“More than tight enough. Thanks, Doctor. And Doctor?” He stopped taking notes and met her gaze. “Yes?” 
“How long have I been here? In the hospital, I mean.” His pen moved across her chart and he frowned. 
“Tonight will be your third night. I need to keep you here a while longer, though. You took a nasty hit to the head, and until we’re sure you’re able to take care of yourself, I need you here. ” 
“But—” 
“No but’s, young lady. You’ll stay here, and you’ll continue to heal.” 
He jotted down a few more notes into her chart. “I’ll leave Max here with you. If you need anything, use the call button. And don’t worry, you’re perfectly safe.” Only because she hadn’t told them her name. 


* * * * 
 Days later, Caden stared out the window from a chair in her hospital room. She’d been here too long. Days too long. 
Clint would figure out she was alive, and he’d comb the halls of every single hospital within a hundred miles to find her. And when he did, she’d be dead. And so would anyone else who got in his way. It was one thing for Clint to come after her, but she hated the thought of the good people caring for her paying with their lives. 
She caressed the head of the animal sitting beside her. 
“I need to get out of here, Max. If I don’t, someone’s going to die. I can’t let anyone get hurt because of me.” The sound Max made was less a whine and more an 30
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acknowledgement. 
She smiled, ignoring the pain in her damaged lips. 
“Yeah, I get it. You’ll protect me, won’t you?” Max gave her a doggie grin and licked her hand. 
She smiled. “You’re something else, aren’t you? Pretty handsome for a dog. If only my ex could have been a dog. 
We might have gotten along better.” 
The animal pulled away from her and curled its lip. 
“Hey, I didn’t say I’d still be married to the bastard, just that we might have gotten along better.” The beast nuzzled again, and she relaxed. He lay beside her, and her hand absently stroked his side. “You know, I heard petting a dog helps you to heal. It’s why they allow therapy dogs inside hospitals, I guess. I have to admit, you do have a knack for calming me down.” 
The animal didn’t move, but his sides trembled as though he loved every stroke of her hand. She ran her fingers through his long coat. It was harsh, with a thick, soft undercoat beneath it. “I wish it were safe here, Max. He’ll kill me. He’ll kill anyone outside this door. There’s no escaping him.” 


* * * * 
 Caden woke from her nap, disoriented. She’d been in this damned hospital room for a week now, and she needed fresh air. And she needed to be safe. Protection dog or not, there was no way she was safe in this hospital. She glanced around. Speaking of the dog, he wasn’t there. 
The door slammed open, and Caden yelped in surprise. 
A man strode in as though he owned the place. Her hand went to her throat, and she swallowed the sudden surge of fear. She pulled herself upright in the bed, ignoring the pain slicing into her ribs. 
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his ass. Every move bespoke power, in the most primitive of ways. She held her breath, waiting. He didn’t walk to her, but instead, moved to the window and peered through the blinds. 
He turned piercing green eyes in her direction, and her mouth went dry. Straight blond hair brushed his ears, accenting the strong shape of a very handsome face. His skin was cleanly shaven, and the hint of shadows flitted in his eyes. 
“Who are you?” 
“It’s time to get you out of here. Your attacker,” he nodded toward her leg, “is on his way. I caught a sniveling coward in the stairwell calling in your position.” 
“Oh, God.” Caden groaned. The fear inside her changed. 
Clint had found her, and when he got here, she would die. 
But could she trust the man in front of her didn’t work for her ex husband? “You didn’t answer my question.” He ignored her again, though he turned to stare at her from across the room. A stare that sent a shiver of… 
something up her spine. Not fear. But longing? What the
hell? 
The man turned and strode back to the door. He returned with a wheel chair. 
“I’m Sean Hunt. It’s time you stopped hiding behind your fear, and let’s get out of here.” He tossed a paper bag to the foot of her bed. “Clothes. Get dressed.” He moved back to the window, those piercing eyes scanning the parking lot below. 
So this was the man who’d rescued her. Somehow, she hadn’t pictured anything like him. She’d expected some nice, soft man who’d happened to find her in the woods. 
She’d spent the last week hiding from him, thinking he would be in danger if she got to know him, but this man was pure raw power. He could protect himself. 
But, then again, nobody could protect himself from a bullet. 
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And how did he know she was afraid? Or was she? He was big and powerful, but he also made her feel safe. If he’d wanted her dead, he’d have killed her last week. 
He disconcerted her on a level she didn’t understand. 
He was authoritative and definite. Instinct told her this man was trying to protect her, even if he was doing so in a rather abrasive manner. 
She looked down at the bag in her hands. Surely he had no intention of staying while she dressed. 
“Please, wait outside. I’ll get dressed and call for you.” He didn’t even look at her, but continued to study the scenery below the window. “You’ll get dressed now. If you’re worried about your virtue, don’t. There’s no time. 
This town isn’t very big. Your ex will be here any minute.” She gasped. “How did—” 
He whirled, his eyes flashing with anger. “Do I have to repeat myself? If you want to stay alive, you’ll trust me. 
Now, get those damned clothes on.” 
Common sense kicked in. Or was it fear? Caden didn’t know, but she nodded. “Fine. Just don’t turn around.” 
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said with sarcasm. 
She yanked the white summer dress out of the bag. She bit back the grimace. She was going to look absolutely terrible in this. But there was no time for that. At least it would be fast and easy to slip over her head without causing too much pain. Even so, she hissed when she put her arms through the sleeves. 
His shoulders swiveled in her direction. 
“Don’t look. Damn it, you promised.” 
“You need help. Maybe I should bring someone—” 
“I’m not an invalid.” He still stared at her, but at least he kept his eyes on her face. “Turn that head back around, and I’ll let you know when to look.” 
He turned back toward the window, and she finished dressing. She took more care, though, putting the other arm through. The cracked ribs made every breath hurt. A week 33
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in the hospital had improved the swelling in her knee, and her bruises were now a beautiful shade of green instead of purple, but her ribs hurt, and her head spun if she moved too fast. 
At last she had clothes on, but stared at the shoes he’d brought her. Before she could say a word, he was there. “I thought you weren’t going to look.” 
“And I thought you were going to dress quickly. You can’t put these shoes on without help, so let me do it and get us out of here.” 
She nodded, swallowing. He was right. She didn’t have time for modesty or pride. Clint would come soon, and he’d come this time not armed with a baseball bat, but with a gun. Sean Hunt wouldn’t be so happy to help her out then. 
With surprising gentleness, he slipped the sandals onto her feet. They were big and ugly, but surprisingly comfortable. Once they were on, he stood. Caden eyed the wheel chair. She couldn’t use crutches because of the damage to her ribs, but climbing into that chair would still be painful. 
Before she could move, strong arms lifted her from the bed. Surprised, she fought the urge to squeal like a little girl, but couldn’t help grabbing hold of his shirt. In an instant, he had her safely deposited onto the chair, and gentle hands disentangled her fingers from his clothes. She didn’t know if the spinning in her head was from the sudden motion, or from being so close to a man. One who wasn’t trying to hurt her. 
He gathered the last of the supplies they’d brought to her over the weeks and dropped them into the paper bag, which he dropped into her lap. 
Without another word, he strode to the door and placed his ear against it. It also looked like he sniffed it, but she had to be mistaken. Surely someone as handsome as he wouldn’t be crazy to boot, would he? He swung open the door and wheeled her chair into the hallway. 
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She started to ask where he was taking her, but clamped her lips shut. Where didn’t matter. What mattered was getting away from Clint. Maybe later, when she was whole and healthy, she could confront her ex-husband and have him arrested. Until then, she was at the mercy of this strange man who sniffed at doors. 
Without a backward glance, he pushed her through the hallways to the elevator. Most of the nurses gave him no more than a cursory glance, as though they were used to seeing him there. Most avoided his gaze. One young blonde sent him a sexy smile, but he ignored it. Good. The little chit could find her own man. 
Shit!  Here she was, on the run from an ex-husband, fighting to stay alive, and she was jealous over a man she had known for ten minutes? Maybe that beating did more damage than she’d thought. 
The elevator doors whisked closed, and Sean stabbed at the button to select a floor. Basement. 
Nerves in her belly twisted, and common sense started to awaken. What if he wasn’t what he seemed? What if Sean Hunt really worked for Clint and was taking her to him? 
Panic assailed her, and she floundered for control. 
“Relax. We’ll be out of here soon.” 
“Where are you taking me?” Why she asked, she wasn’t sure. It’s not like he would tell the truth if he really intended her harm. 
“The Uwharrie forest. You’ll be safe there.” 
“How do I know? I mean, you could be—” 
“A little late to be worrying about that, don’t you think?” She breathed in deep, struggling for control. He wasn’t trying to hurt her. He’d rescued her and brought her to the hospital himself. And somehow she had a feeling he would not work for anyone else. Especially not Clinton. Compared to Sean, Clinton was little more than a childlike bully. Sean reeked of confidence and danger in a way that actually soothed her. 
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The elevator reached its destination, and he wheeled her through the doors the instant they whisked open. The smell of car oil and engine exhaust rushed in on her like a smothering pillow. Her heart pounded, and fear clogged her throat. The parking garage loomed ahead of them. 
Dark. Dank. 
The lot was so wide open the glare of the bald lights above only created dark corners where anything could lurk. 
Everywhere she turned she imagined seeing Clinton and his cronies again. Shadows moved, stalking her, blending with the cars. Footsteps haunted her nightmares and real life. 
Her fingers tightened about the arms of the chair until she feared she might break it. 
Breathe, damn it. Breathe. And so she did. She sucked in a breath, forcing herself to ease it out through her teeth. 
One breath in. One breath out. Her heart clenched, as though a fist tightened about it, squeezing the very life out of her. She swallowed the fear and raised her chin. She would not give in to it. 
Metal on metal clattered in the distance. Caden jerked around, facing the sound, ready to die. 
Sean ignored it. 
Damn it. She was too damned jumpy for her own good. 
“You okay?” he asked. 
She nodded, not trusting her voice. She peeled her fingers from the arms of the wheel chair and fisted them in her lap. He wheeled her closer to a large pickup truck. She’d seen one of those driving around town before. Maybe this same one. A Ford Superduty. Good heavens, the man had a truck as big as he was. 
She focused on the truck, trying to ignore the stench of oil and gas fumes seeping through the air amid the cement and the fear twisting in her gut. It was green, the same as Sean’s eyes. And it was shiny and new. And most importantly, it didn’t belong to Clint. 
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on alert. She heard a sound. A soft whisper of motion off to the right, and with it, a low rumbling. Animalistic and vicious. And she could swear it came from Sean. She gasped, and when she whirled to face him, the blood seeped from her face. 
His green eyes glowed in the darkness, his lip curled. 
But his attention wasn’t on her. He studied the parked cars, as though searching for something. 
Caden’s fear rushed back in, stealing her voice. The pulse in her throat raced. 
He lifted his chin and inhaled. She tried to do the same, but didn’t smell anything beyond the exhaust fumes. He pushed forward, wheeling her toward the truck. His steps were sure and confident and filled with urgency. With quick, brisk motions, he applied the wheel brakes. 
“Get in the truck,” he ordered, opening the door. “Now.” Before she could move, she saw him. 
Clinton. 
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Chapter Five
Caden’s heart pounded, and her throat went dry. 
Clinton stood no more than ten feet from her. She fought the urge to whimper and slink back into the chair. She couldn’t run. With her injured knee, she wouldn’t get far if she tried. And she had no weapon. At least the last time she’d met up with Clint in a parking garage, she’d been standing on two good legs and without a head injury or even cracked ribs. Of course, she couldn’t say that was how things ended. 
She glanced at Sean, who put himself between her and her ex-husband. Thank God. His broad-shouldered, narrow-waisted body made Clinton’s skinny self look more like a little boy than the cop he was. Maybe her ex had met his match. 
God, she hoped so. 
With a trembling hand, she pulled herself up on the truck and moved to climb inside. 
“What have we here?” asked Clint. He doffed his hat, rubbed his head, and replaced the baseball cap, his eyes moving back and forth between her and Sean. 
“Get in the truck, now.” 
Caden obeyed Sean’s barked order and climbed into the truck, gritting her teeth against the pain in her damaged rib and injured leg. 
“Now, don’t rush out on my account,” sneered Clint. 
“Besides, that’s my wife. I’ll be taking her home with me.” As though the words were gasoline thrown on a fire, fury exploded from Sean, and he stepped closer, like a wild animal stalking its prey. “You’ll do no such thing.” As though realizing he was speaking for her, he turned toward Caden. 
Her breath froze in her lungs when his piercing green eyes caught hers. For an instant, she wondered if he could 38
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see through to her soul. But that would be stupid. Nobody could do that. 
“Do you want to go with him?” 
She shook her head, forcing the breath to move in and out of her body. 
“There you have it.” The deadly calm words belied the lethal threat she felt beneath the surface as he turned back to Clint. “She’s with me.” 
Clint wasn’t stupid. Unless he was armed, he’d back off. 
He had to know he didn’t stand a chance against Sean’s feral strength. She’d never sensed such pent up violence in a man. Almost animalistic. She rubbed her arms. Energy skittered over her skin, and it tingled. 
“Don’t listen to the bitch. I don’t care what she says about me, she lies.” 
Sean sniffed. “Then it’s good I can smell lies.” He stepped toward Clint, who stumbled back. “And you reek with them.” 
Savage menace rolled off the larger male. With every step, he moved closer to Clinton, looming over him. 
Dominating him. Such command. Such fierceness. Such pent up power. Somehow, the silent control was more impressive than had he reached out a hand and closed off Clint’s throat. 
Her ex-husband’s color faded. 
“You will stay away from her,” Sean snarled. 
His face was now even with Clint’s, only inches apart. 
God, that shouldn’t be sexy, but in a way it was. Why Sean had decided to protect her, she didn’t know, and right now, she didn’t care. She’d never wanted men to fight over her, but there was something so primal in Sean’s every move, and it spoke to her on a very feminine level. 
Sean pivoted, putting his back to the smaller man. As though Clinton were nothing. A small rabbit he allowed to live. With one large, calloused hand, he closed her door. A shadow moved behind him, and Caden shouted, warning 39
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Sean, but it hadn’t mattered. In the blink of an eye, Sean moved, his hand grabbing Clinton’s wrist as the other man swung, flesh crashing against flesh. Fingers gripped her ex-husband’s arm, and by the look on his face, it hurt. 
“Do that again,” Sean snarled, “and you’ll lose this arm.” With a shove, he moved the offending wrist away, knocking Clinton off balance. The man stumbled back several steps. 
With smooth, unhurried steps Sean circled the front of the truck and opened the driver’s door. 
“You’ll regret this,” shouted Clint. 
Sean only arched a brow toward the man, got in the truck, and slammed the door shut. With deliberate movements, he started the vehicle, put it into gear, and pulled out of the parking spot, leaving Clint, now red-faced and furious, glaring behind them. 
Caden forced her breathing back under control. 
“Thanks,” she whispered. 
God above knew why this man sitting next to her found her interesting enough to protect, but, damn, he was really good at it. Tension vibrated from him, and he glanced at her, his eyes still hard. 
“Buckle your seat belt,” he said, not acknowledging her comment. 
Anger tinged her slowly building arousal. Yet, instead of dousing her desire, the irritation only fed her shocking hunger. He drove in silence, his gaze straight ahead. Had her ribs not hurt, she would have folded her arms and stared out the window. Instead, she stared at him. They passed out of the city and moved into the forest. She ignored it. He’d already told her he was taking her to the Uwharrie forest. 
As though sensing her pique, he glanced in her direction. “What?” he asked. 
“Why are you doing this?” 
“Because killing him in the hospital wouldn’t work. 
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They’d probably bring him back.” 
Somehow his answer, while it wasn’t what she meant, didn’t surprise her. She fought the urge to smile. She furrowed her brow. “No, this. Protecting me?” He shrugged those powerful shoulders. “Women should be protected, not beaten and thrown into a ditch.” If he hadn’t growled the words, she’d have thought they were by rote, but the emotion rolling off him in waves was real. 
Hard to figure, but real. 
“So, by protected, you mean barefoot and pregnant in your kitchen?” 
He whipped his head around and glared at her. “I mean,” he said, “not beaten within an inch of her life and thrown into a ravine.” 
“Right.” Despite the arousal burning inside her, she knew his type. He was too confident. Too masculine. Like her ex, he would want a woman who stayed within her boundaries and never toed over the line. Men like him were threatened by a woman with strength and aspirations. 
She’d already learned that the hard way. Maybe he wasn’t the kind to hit a woman, but she’d never thought Clint was either. Still, Sean made her blood heat and her body tingle. 
And he smelled damned good. 


* * * * 
 Sean’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. She was aroused. Son of a bitch, she’d liked it when he’d put that pipsqueak in his place. He tried not to grin. She was more like a shewolf than he’d expected. If she didn’t have the edge of anger mixed in, he’d be hard pressed to keep his hands on the wheel. 
He cut her another look as he turned the truck down the path toward the pack and his cabin. “You don’t believe me?” 
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better, Sean. You act like a cop, or maybe even military. You order me around as though I should jump when you command.” 
“If you think that, why did you come with me?” He maneuvered the truck through the ruts in the road, aware of every wince coming with every bump from the other side of the truck. 
“Maybe you were the lesser of two evils. If you were telling the truth, and I stayed in that hospital, I’d be dead by now. I knew you were the one who’d rescued me, so if you’d wanted me dead, I would be. If, instead, you were lying and just biding your time to hand me over to Clinton, I still had a chance to get out of this mess. Either way, it was a ‘lose, lose situation,’ but I had a better chance with you.” 
The flesh on his fingers turned white at the knuckles. He forced himself to loosen his grip before he broke the damned thing. Lose, lose situation? “I didn’t see you trying to get out of anything when your husband arrived.” 
“Ex-husband. He neglected to include that little tidbit, as usual.” 
“So when are you going to tell me your name? And don’t lie and say you can’t remember.” 
She nodded. “I guess that cat’s out of the bag, isn’t it?” She lifted her chin and offered him a tight smile. “My name is Caden, and that monster you stepped in front of was Clinton Loftus, my ex. I didn’t want to give my name before because the doctor would have to file a report with it. I didn’t want Clinton to find me.” 
With every word out of her mouth, her scent rose. A sweet, tangy scent of her arousal, mixing with the soft florals of her skin. It filled the truck, seeping into his lungs. 
His eyes threatened to turn wolf, blurring the edges of the road before him. His fingers itched with the need to touch her, to feel if her skin was as soft as it smelled. He wanted to ask her more questions, but questioned whether he could 42
Blood Moon Betrayed 
survive the confrontation. 
He pulled the pickup into the small courtyard, parking in front of the final cabin. His. The one he’d once shared with his own ex-wife. Maybe he should think of building another. One that didn’t carry so many memories. 
“Wait here,” he said. She jerked her soft green gaze to him, and for a moment, he thought he’d frightened her, but the scent filling the truck was anything but fear. He shoved his door open and exited, slamming it shut. 
By the time he reached the other side, she’d already opened her own, but didn’t step down. She unsnapped her seat belt, and he gathered her into his arms. She felt nice there. Warm and soft. Feminine. 
His gums itched, and he struggled to ignore the desire to bury his nose in her neck, wanting to lose himself in her scent. He carried her up the three steps to the front door. 
“Open it,” he ordered. 
She obliged. 
She seemed so small and fragile in his arms, yet she was so much stronger than the first night he’d found her. He’d watched her struggle, and win, against her fear in the parking garage. He admired that. Her fear had spiked dramatically when the elevator doors opened, and the rush of fumes had surged inward. Yet she’d managed to control it. A true shewolf would have done the same. 
Her fingers locked behind his neck as though she feared he would drop her. As if. The beast inside him rumbled at the thought. Mine. 
He sensed her watching him. Judging him. What did she see in him? Did she see only a monster who’d taken her from her hospital room? Or did she see him as the male who’d rescued her? 
She didn’t offer much in the way of information on why Clinton was after her. She didn’t trust him. He understood that. She protected herself. Unlike him, she couldn’t recognize a lie from scent. She couldn’t determine if he 43
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could be trusted. And so, she didn’t trust. 
Smart. 
She would make a powerful True Mate. 
He cursed himself silently and steeled his heart. He would not give in just because he respected her ability to deal with her emotions. She was female, and therefore not trustworthy. That was a lesson he’d learned the hard way. 
And one he was bound to never forget. 
He would seduce her, make her believe he loved her, until she gave in. It had been many years since he’d touched a woman, and he looked forward to ending his dry spell. At least there were some positives to this match. 
Already he craved her touch. He craved the sensation of those small hands sliding over his chest instead of gripping his neck. Of them moving downward, cupping him, squeezing him. 
His breath increased, and his nostrils widened. Her scent rushed inward, filling his lungs, seeping into his blood. Fangs slid downward, locking into place in his gums. 
He wanted to tease her neck to see if she would offer her throat. Her submission. The urge to press his mouth against hers, to take a taste was almost overwhelming. 
He would, if she was wolven. 
But she was human. 
And she didn’t even like him. 
But she liked his wolf. He’d spent time with her as she recuperated. Max may not have been his favorite name, but he’d forgotten Matthew had told her his real name. He was glad Matt had remembered at that last minute and had chosen a different name for the ‘dog’. As a dog, he’d lain by her side for hours. Even then, not once had she mentioned her name. She’d mentioned Clint, talking about him as though he was something to be feared. How wrong she was. 
The asshole was nothing more than a fly to be swatted. 
Sean had the bastard’s scent. He would find him again one day. Their next meeting would be short. 
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She winced when he laid her on the bed, and he cursed himself. He was so angry he was careless. “Sorry.” 
“Not your fault,” she said through gritted teeth. “It’s these damned ribs. I swear they’re healing as slow as molasses in the winter.” 
She eased herself into the center of the bed, and he moved to the closet and pulled out a few blankets. 
“There’s everything you need here. I’ll send the doctor over to check on you.” 
She jerked her head up and met his eyes. “And where are you going?” 
God, he wanted to crawl into that bed, lie beside her, and hold her. He wanted to wrap his body around hers and assure her she was safe. He bit back a frustrated groan. For more than eighteen years he’d slept alone, refusing to touch the woman who’d betrayed him to the core. Not once had he missed the feel of a woman’s touch. Until now. 
But he couldn’t slip in behind her. He couldn’t pull her gently against him. She would freak out. Humans didn’t like others to get into their space too quickly. His instincts were to touch, to protect. Hers were to run. Predator and prey. One wrong touch, and he’d never see her again. His fingers tightened into a fist. 
“Away from you.” 
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Chapter Six
Caden stared at the door from her spot upon the bed. 
Away from you.  So why had he protected her, again? He obviously thought she was nothing but a burden. But then again, she was a burden. She’d stepped right into a murder and gambling plot that had almost, and still might, kill her. 
A little more than a year ago, she’d been the clueless wife of the chief of police in their small town. Clueless because she hadn’t recognized the signs she now saw in perfect hindsight. When they’d married ten years before, she’d had stars in her eyes, excited about the prospect of being someone in their small town. Pure bliss. And then, things had begun to crumble. There were the odd-whispered conversations he wouldn’t explain, and the sudden phone calls during dinner. He’d claimed they were work, and, for a long time, she believed him. But, by then, their marriage changed. Clinton became a bully, constantly berating her for her figure. She was too fat, he said. Too tall. 
She needed to quit wearing heels because people would think she was taller than he. All things she’d ignored, shoving it aside as just part of being married. 
After a few years, she grew suspicious. He was gone every night, and, with each progressive day, he grew more agitated with her. More belittling. At first, she thought he was having an affair, but a little over a year ago, she’d found the Blackberry. Her ex-husband had dropped it on his way out the door, and she’d been the good wife, trying to recover it for him. Curious, she’d turned it on and looked at the notes kept on the tiny little hard drive. 
What she’d seen inside weren’t notes from on the job. 
Recorded in his Blackberry were codes. Clint wasn’t the kind to be able to make things too difficult, and she’d figured out his code easily enough. The Pirates. The Hurricanes. And every other football, baseball, and hockey 46
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team. Each had initials and dollar amounts beside them. 
The son of a bitch was a bookie. No wonder he always had money to buy her pretty gifts. She’d once asked him how he could afford such a huge diamond ring when he’d proposed, and he’d claimed to have saved for years. Right. 
Looking at the Blackberry, her heart had stilled. Her husband was a criminal. She’d forced herself to do the one thing she’d sworn she would never do. She’d packed her bags and left. She’d taken an apartment in the center of town. 
He’d been furious. Once he’d found her, he ordered her home, but she’d ignored him. This was her town, too. She’d lived here all her life, and she hadn’t wanted to leave. And then, that one fateful day, she’d stepped around the corner near her apartment building. 
Clint was there, and in his hand, he held a bat. A man stood before him, begging him for more time to pay for his losings. Her ex-husband was not the forgiving type. He drew back his arms and whipped the bat around. The air had whistled with the speed, and it slammed into the man’s head, knocking him to the ground. 
Caden slunk back into the shadows, but he must have seen her. The threats grew more frequent, their content more violent. It was then she knew she had to leave town. 
She’d started the process, setting up another identity. She’d even dyed her hair. Clint had caught her leaving the hospital parking garage where she’d gone to say goodbye to a friend. 
A knock on the front door interrupted her musings. 
Sean. 
Her mood lifted and she smiled. “Come in.” The door opened, and two women stepped inside. A pang of disappointment twisted her stomach, but Caden ignored it. 
“Can we come in?” The woman’s voice was confident and chipper. Maybe this was Sean’s wife. The woman 47
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probably knocked just to give her a sense of peace. Caden’s pleasure congealed into a solid lump in her stomach. 
“Of course,” Caden murmured. 
The youngest of the two closed the door behind them. 
The older woman, a dark-haired, slender woman, held a baby in her arms. The child grinned and waved, her tiny, pudgy, fingers opening and closing. “Hi, I’m Anna.” The woman tossed a baby blanket over her shoulder and offered her hand. Caden took it. Anna’s grip was firm and sure. 
Caden’s father always told her a firm handshake was a sign of confidence. She liked a woman who knew what she wanted. 
“Nice to meet you, Anna.” 
“And this is Jessica.” Anna set the baby on the floor, a calm smile of motherly pride upon her face. 
“She’s beautiful,” said Caden. Chubby red cheeks and sparkling brown eyes gave the appearance of health and happiness. The child crawled toward the window, her little palms slapping the wooden surface with aplomb. Caden couldn’t help but smile. 
“And this,” Anna drew her attention back to the two of them, “is Tanya. She’s Sean’s daughter.” Caden smiled. “Tanya, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” What a beautiful family. She tried to hide the bitter slide of disappointment. 
The girl grabbed her hand, pumped a time or two, and let go. “And you too.” 
Despite the friendly response, an uneasy sensation slid across her skin. Not like she felt when Sean was around. 
The warm, tingly sensation. But something cold. 
Dangerous. 
“Hey, that looks like my dress,” said the young woman. 
Caden looked down and blushed. “It probably is. Your father loaned it to me. I’ll give it back as soon as I get to a store.” 
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into the back pockets of her skinny blue jeans. “No biggie. If it was here, I don’t wear it anymore. I took all my good clothes to my mom’s.” 
Caden shot a confused glance toward Anna, who chuckled. 
“Sorry, we kind of gave you the entire wrong look, didn’t we? I’m Sean’s sister-in-law. Sean’s divorced. Tanya lives with her mother.” 
The younger female ignored them, but Caden was sure she saw a flash of anger cross Tanya’s face. That explained the sudden sensation of danger when she’d been introduced to the young woman. Whatever had happened, the girl wasn’t quite happy with the outcome. 
“I see,” Caden said. “I’m sure that’s been very difficult on everyone, especially the kids.” Despite her careful words, she couldn’t help but feel her mood rise. He wasn’t married. 
So lusting after that hot body wasn’t exactly off limits. Well, unless she tried to do something about it, and right now that was out of the question. 
“I don’t care,” said Tanya with a shrug. “My sister might, but I’m fine with it.” 
Caden smiled, not believing a word of it. Tanya may lie to herself, but the dark clothes, the heavy eye makeup, and the stiff shoulders told her a lot more than Tanya wanted her to know. She hated that her parents had separated. And it looked like she blamed herself. Kids did that sometimes. 
“That’s good. I know when I got divorced, I was glad there were no kids involved because it would have to be confusing. I mean, you want to believe your parents will always be together.” 
Tanya ignored the conversation, staring at the dresser with a mix of distaste and boredom. Deciding it was best to ignore the young woman, Caden turned her attention to Anna. 
“So, you’re married to Sean’s brother?” 
“Yes, to Kieran.” 
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“Ah. I haven’t met Kieran yet.” 
“Don’t worry, you will,” she said, rescuing her infant daughter from under the bed. She carried her to the window and propped the child on her feet so she could look outside. The child grabbed hold of the sill, the other hand pounding the glass. 
“So, has my dad fucked you yet?” 
Caden whirled back toward to face the young girl. 
“Tanya!” chided Anna. 
“She has a right to know what he wants from her,” she said snidely, her face a mask of fury. 
“I see,” said Caden, her voice like ice. “And you made it your job to tell me?” 
“Someone’s got to.” The young woman was old enough to be considered an adult, yet had no idea how to behave. 
Just because she blamed herself for her parent’s separation didn’t give her the right to be vindictive. 
“Tanya—” 
“I’ve got this, Anna.” Caden turned back to Tanya. “You may be Sean’s daughter, and for that you get respect you might otherwise not get, but you have no right to be rude to anyone.” 
“So it’s rude to tell you what’s expected?” Caden cocked her head. “It’s rude to step into someone’s business where you don’t belong.” 
“He’s my father.” 
“And as such, he deserves your respect.” 
“You have no right!” 
“You gave me the right, the minute you stepped into mine and your father’s business.” The girl’s mouth opened again, but Caden continued. “Take responsibility for your actions, Tanya. If you don’t want someone putting you in your place for being rude, then don’t be rude. I know things have been tough. I don’t have to be here to know it was difficult. I don’t even have to hear the story. Your parents separated and divorced. It’s probably one of the worst 50
Blood Moon Betrayed 
things to happen in your life, watching those you love fight and one to leave, but it doesn’t give you the right to be obnoxious.” 
“What the hell is going on here?” demanded Sean. 
51
Blood Moon Betrayed 


Chapter Seven
Sean glared at the women filling his bedroom. The only one escaping his disapproval was the baby. 
“I think I’ll be going,” said Anna. “It was great to meet you, Caden. We’ll talk more later.” She grabbed the infant, and then pecked Sean on the cheek with a kiss. 
“Careful with both,” she murmured in his ear. 
Sean frowned and turned to Caden, whom he expected would be glaring at his daughter, but instead found her glaring at Anna’s back. The scent of anger filled the room, and as Anna pulled back, her eyes widened. She, too, could detect the emotion. Caden was jealous. 
“Well, doesn’t that make things more interesting?” Anna said with a grin. The female walked past him without another word. 
Sean fought the surge of triumph. He hadn’t expected Caden to show signs of the mating so soon. 
Caden cleared her throat and glanced at Tanya. 
He glared at his daughter, and then at Caden. 
“Well?” he said. 
Stony silence filled the room. Caden’s temper cooled the instant Anna left. Sean fought the urge to smile. He turned toward his daughter, who glowered belligerently toward Caden. 
“Your girlfriend took it upon herself to try to correct my behavior,” she snarled. She kept her mouth mostly closed, and he knew she was fighting to keep her fangs hidden. 
“From what I heard, it was well-deserved.” Tanya jerked her gaze to his, and he gave her his full father scowl. “You stepped in where you didn’t belong. Remember her words, Tanya. Action, reaction. It’s something that will follow you all your life.” 
“You have no right,” she shouted. “You don’t even know.” 
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“I know, Tanya.” 
Moisture filled his daughter’s eyes, and he fought the urge to comfort her. If Caden was going to be a part of his life, whether either of them liked it or not, Tanya would have to learn respect. When he’d approached the house, he’d heard their conversation, had prepared to storm in to take control, and was surprised to hear Caden handling everything with ease. 
“I can see I’m not wanted,” his daughter said, moving to rush past him. 
He grabbed her arm as she tried to duck past him. 
“Tanya, you are always welcome. You know that.” She yanked from his grasp. “Yeah, Dad, just like Mom is, right?” 
“That’s different, and you know it. You’re my daughter and will always be welcome in my home.” Tanya shot a glare back at Caden. “Right.” Sarcasm literally dripped from the single word. She stormed from the house, slamming the door behind her. 


* * * * 
 This was none of her business. Silence returned to the cabin, and Caden turned her attention toward Sean. He studied her with an odd expression. 
“How much of that did you hear?” 
“Enough. Enough to know my daughter deserved a dressing down and surprised to hear you being the one to do so.” 
Caden blushed. “Sorry about that.” 
“No need to apologize.” He shrugged. “Just surprised me. Look, we need to talk.” 
“All right. Sit.” She motioned to a chair beside the bed, and he ignored her, his piercing green eyes studied her. 
She plastered on her prettiest grin. “Aw, come on. I don’t bite. Usually.” 
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The sudden flare of…something…in his eyes caught her by surprise. Desire? Her stomach did one of those stupid elevator drops, and for a moment her head buzzed. “So what did you want to talk about?” 
“You.” 
A flutter, so like butterflies caught in a net, rippled through her belly. 
His gaze roved over her body, following the outline of her curves beneath the sheet she’d stretched across her lap. 
He leveled his gaze upon her face. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he was staring at her lips. 
Wait, he was  staring at her lips. Lips that felt so dry she longed to lick them. Felt so heavy they ached for a touch. 
She didn’t lick, but she did bite the inside of her lip, fighting the sudden rush of desire. It was such a shame he was so handsome. Okay, he wasn’t a classically handsome guy. Yet his very virility drew her attention in ways no other ever had. One look from him sent her pulse racing. One touch weakened her knees, much to her chagrin. He was raw masculinity wrapped into a hard-edged body. And son of a bitch, even after everything she’d been through, she liked that. 
“Why?” 
“What?” 
“Why is he after you? And don’t give me any bullshit. I can smell a lie.” 
He’d said that to Clint, and she wondered what he meant. Smell a lie. It was an age-old expression, but it didn’t seem to fit his personality. Unless he really could. 
She remembered the way he’d sniffed the door before wheeling her down the hall. 
She studied him, and the clenching muscles in his jaw told her maybe she better not test his skills. At least not yet. 
She was in his territory, in his house, and unable to get out of here. But she didn’t want to share everything. Hell, if she told him anything, he’d be in danger just like she was. 
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“Don’t try to get out of this, Caden. I can take care of myself. That ex-husband of yours can’t do anything to hurt me. So why is he after you? Why would the man you were once married to think you needed to die?” 
“I can’t tell you that.” 
A low rumble echoed through the room. What the hell? 
It sounded like an animal growling. Had Max snuck in when she wasn’t looking? Was Max even here at this strange group of cabins? She darted her gaze around the room, searching. Nothing. 
“Tell me,” he ordered. 
She arched a brow in his direction. “I will not. I’ve had enough people tell me what to do in the last few days, and you don’t qualify as someone who has that right. Besides, some things are best left private.” Yes, he’d saved her life, but repayment didn’t mean her soul. Nor did it mean his. 
His jaw tightened, and she had the distinct impression he was grinding his teeth. Intense green eyes studied her. 
She once again had the strange feeling he could see all the way into her soul. The one she didn’t owe him. 
“So why did you kick your wife out?” 


* * * * 
 Sean leaned back in his chair, his chest constricting. 
“What?” 
“I asked why you kicked your wife out of the house. It’s obvious this house is a family home. So that means she left. 
Why? If you can ask personal questions of me, I can ask personal questions about you. So it’s your turn on the spot. 
Why did she leave you?” 
“Anna has a big mouth.” Sean glared at Caden, and she met his stare, her chin raised. Everything in her pose bespoke a woman not willing to back down. Shit. “She left me. I didn’t kick her out. And she had her reasons.” Reasons he wasn’t about to share. Not now. But he couldn’t 55
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fight the sudden surge of pleasure when she stared him down. Like a true shewolf. 
“You got the gist on me, about Clinton being my ex, so now it’s your turn. You know my ex is trying to kill me. I know your wife left you. I want to know why. When you’re willing to share more, so will I.” 
The urge to answer her hovered upon the tip of his tongue. A wolven never lied to his mate. If she asked, he answered. But he wouldn’t. He couldn’t trust her. Hell, he didn’t trust anyone. No female was going to hold his heart in her hand again. 
“Let’s just say we had a difference of opinion.” 
“About?” 
“About my daughters.” 
“You have two daughters? Tanya, and another one?” 
“Nora. She’s married to Ryland. You saw him briefly this morning.” 
Caden’s hard eyes softened. “You miss them.” 
“Of course. They’re my girls. Enough about me. When you can tell me why your ex-husband wants you dead, I’ll tell you the rest.” 
She frowned, her eyes hardening again. It was inevitable. He’d have to share a part of his life story with her, because if he didn’t, Tanya would certainly do so. And he’d eventually have to share what he was. 
By the full moon, he dreaded that moment. The moment when he destroyed her perceptions of reality. It would be just like before. He would make a decision and that decision would rip apart someone’s heart. The last time he’d made a decision, his wife had left him, taking his youngest child with her. 
He shook off the memories. “Look, I have something for you.” 
He rose and stepped into the kitchen, retrieving the object he’d worked so hard on. Every day, when he wasn’t by her side as Max at the hospital, he’d sat outside her door. 
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Carving. 
“Here, this will make it easier to get around. I’m sure you’re tired of the bed by now.” 
“For me? Oh, Sean, thank you.” 
Her face lit in pleased surprise, and she took the cane from his hands. The smile changed her face, and despite the marring bruises, she went from merely beautiful to devastatingly gorgeous. His pulse spiked, and his breath caught. Her eyes sparkled with life as her gaze swept over the surface of the dark wood. He’d had to buy the oak special, just for her. The local pine wasn’t strong enough for his mate. For her, he would only give her the best. Her fingers slid along the carved wood, examining every cut of his blade. 
“Did you make this?” Her voice was soft, breathy. 
Sensual. 
He cleared his throat. “I thought you might need something to help stabilize your knee while it heals.” It had been a long time since he’d taken blade to wood. Somehow, the idea of creating a gift for her with his own bare hands was like opening a new chapter in his life. 
“It’s beautiful, Sean.” Her fingers traced the wolf he’d carved for a handle. He’d worked extra hard, carefully designing each tooth, the mouth pulled back into a snarl. 
Using the edge of a fingernail, she traced those fangs. “This is the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. It’s so intricate. 
You’re very talented.” 
Warmth rose in his chest, but he shrugged. “It’s no big deal.” 
Her fingers smoothed over the wood, brushing every line and every cut. Sean bit back a groan. He’d touched the cane the very same way, caressing the wood, polishing it to a shine. With each stroke, he’d imagined touching her body. 
To see her do the same sent a hunger so powerful rushing through him he nearly joined her in the bed. 
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woman’s face he’d worked so hard to get right. 
“Oh, my God,” she exclaimed. “That’s me!” He nodded, a smile curving on his lips—a smile which felt foreign and yet pleasant all at once. 
“How did you do that? And here I was all swollen and beaten, yet still you were able to recreate my face. That’s some awesome talent you have there!” Her eyes misted, and she rubbed them with the heel of her hand. 
It had been a long time since someone had appreciated his art. Years ago, carving had been an almost sensual act for him, sliding the blade into the pulp, finding the perfect image and drawing it out. Laura had hated it, said it was a waste of time for an alpha. She’d been right. So he’d put his wood away and not touched it again. 
Until he’d met his True Mate. Watching Caden lie in that hospital bed, his fingers had itched to feel the blade in his hand again, and he’d been helpless to stop himself. 


* * * * 
 Caden couldn’t believe the detail of the work beneath her fingers. The image of herself was nice, but not what held her attention. The wolf. She’d always loved wolves, even as a child. 
For years, she had dressed to perfection, never allowed out of the house without the perfect clothes, perfect hair, and perfect makeup. Yet inside had been the rebel. The child who wanted to run free. She imagined herself a wolf, rushing through the forest, leaping over felled trees, accepted for her strength alone. A world where looks meant nothing. 
She hadn’t thought of that fantasy for a long time, yet the instant she touched the wolf carved into the wood, it flared into her mind. 
She cut a look at Sean. For the first time today, his eyes softened, and an almost smile sat upon his lips. For some 58
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reason, it grew harder and harder to look at him without noticing how handsome he was. Or to not notice how dark his green eyes were when he thought she wasn’t looking. 
She frowned. She’d just have to try harder. 
But then again, maybe she could appreciate with her eyes, at least. Sean still wore the tight tee shirt and the jeans that hung snug about his hips. He stepped forward with a grace she’d rarely seen in a man. The seams of his jeans pulled against the hard muscles of his thighs. Caden again fought the urge to lick her lips. Damn. He was nice. 
To distract herself, she slid the cane to the floor and pulled herself upright. The world turned sideways, and her head spun. Shit. She’d stood up too fast. Her hand flailed, searching for the bed. Arms of steel encircled her and pulled her to safety against a hard, hot body. 
She gasped at the sudden jolt against his chest. “Sorry,” she said, pushing against that massive chest. 
“No problem,” drawled Sean. 
The sound of his voice slid like hot oil running down her spine, and her gaze locked on his. The darkness in his eyes captured her, holding her with the same strength as the arms about her waist. Her chest constricted, and for long seconds, she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t look away. His eyes were like nothing she’d ever seen before. Wild, yet filled with intelligence. Hungry and raw, mixed with a deep yearning, though he held her with such gentleness. 
He loomed closer, his lips brushing hers. Heat swept through her, melting her muscles, and her knees almost buckled. He lifted his head, drawing her tighter against him. She couldn’t pull away from his eyes. 
This wasn’t like her. She didn’t just fall into a man’s arms. No matter how impressive he was. Yet no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t push him away. 
His face drew closer, and the instant his mouth touched hers, she opened. He didn’t push his way inside like she expected. Instead, his tongue teased her, brushing against 59
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her lips in light licks. The soft touches from such a powerful man nearly drove her insane. She wanted more. 
Her pulse pounded in her throat, and as if in answer, his lips slid from hers, trailing down her neck. The soft nip of his teeth sent a shiver of need through her, and she groaned. Damn. This wasn’t right. She didn’t know him, but she wanted to press her body further into his, to feel the hard steel of his muscles against her breasts, to feel his tongue possess her mouth. Sharp pain stabbed her ribs, and her breath caught, dragging her from the depths of passion. 
How the hell had she let this get so far. 
Forcing her knees to lock, she pushed him away from her. Not far, but just enough to give her some air. That didn’t work, though, because all she could breathe in was his scent. Masculine, hot, and wild. His sweat reminded her of the forest, running through the trees with an abandon. 
God, he smelled good. 
“I’m sorry.” She managed to shove the words through her tight throat. Her body screamed its denial, but she couldn’t do this. Not with an ex-husband not even out of the picture. “I didn’t mean to start something.” Her voice sounded strained. 
Instead of pulling away from her, or trying to hold her tight against him, his lips curved into a knowing smile. “I did.” But he eased his arms from about her waist. 
Heat swept over Caden again. This time, it was embarrassment. Even with her pushing him away, he took care to make sure she didn’t fall when he released her. 


* * * * 
 Sean left the bedroom and watched her close the door. 
She didn’t slam it the way a shewolf would have done. 
Instead, he heard only the light snick of the door as it gently closed. 
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tasted of spice, seasoned with a hint of sweet. Just like her scent. Holding her gently had been one of the most difficult things he’d done in his life. Instinct had rushed into him, demanding he drag her against him, to release the hunger for her already building inside him. And when she’d trembled at the touch of his fangs, he’d had to fight every fiber of his being to keep from sinking his teeth into her throat, marking her as his. She’d smelled and tasted so damned good. 
He ran a hand over his short hair. No female had sent him so close to the edge so easily. Laura had gone into heat many times in their marriage, but while he’d always been hard around her during her cycle, he’d never wanted to throw her down, rip off her clothes, and bury himself inside her with the same hunger he felt for Caden. 
He adjusted himself in his jeans and dropped to the sofa. 
And to think he’d just met her. Already her scent swept through the small cabin, staking her claim. She didn’t understand what she was doing, or what she meant to him. 
He only hoped when she did, she didn’t run as far away as she could get. 
He glanced toward the window. Night had fallen, and the darkness called to him. His favorite time to shift into a wolf was at night, beneath the cover of darkness. The freedom from the human world and the joy of running through the trees were what sustained him when things were difficult. But tonight, he would stay here, protecting the female. His True Mate. The words still felt foreign to him. He was already in his forties. Things like that just didn’t happen at his age. 
The shower turned on in the master bathroom. He clenched his teeth until pain radiated through his jaw. In the hospital, he’d spent hours at her side, feeling her pain, listening to her talk. When things grew too tense, she’d take a shower. And that was when she cried. 
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Alone. 
In pain. 
She’d even locked the faithful Max out. 
He fisted his hand and stared at it, wishing he could make things right for her. Going to her would only cause problems. In the human world, it was invasive for a male to step into a woman’s shower without her permission. In his, he could think only about easing her pain. 
The fact he shouldn’t care about her bothered him, but not so much that he could ignore her. Determined to block out the sound of her crying, he made his way to the guest room, closed the door, and turned on the radio. Dropping to the bed, he focused on the rock music coming from the little box. But it didn’t work. The sound of her sobs still dragged at his soul. 


* * * * 
 Caden slipped a shirt over her head. One Sean must have left her to sleep in. If not, she’d have to apologize later, but right now, she wasn’t in the mood to go back out and face him. His kiss clung to her memory. Her fingers brushed her lips, remembering his taste. It hadn’t been an aggressive kiss, but more of a soft, sensual kiss. An invitation. She didn’t have time for such invitations. 
Memories of her beating had invaded, as it usually did when she let her guard down, and she used the shower to calm her mind. It was a great place to let out her sobs without anyone overhearing. And a great place to wash the pain down the drain. Now her eyes hurt and would probably be swollen in the morning. She sighed. There was nothing to be done about it now. 
She climbed into the bed and burrowed beneath the covers. Sean’s scent swept over her like a summer storm, heating her from the inside out. Harsh, woodsy. Edgy. Like the man himself. Like an elixir, the scent rushed into her 62
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lungs, into her body and her blood, drugging her with his power. She groaned and dragged a pillow against her stomach, ignoring the pain in her ribs, and biting her lip. 
She fought the desire to rub against the softness in her arms, imagining it was his hard body. 
Sean must have given her his bed. Probably so she would have the bathroom. Now, she would spend the entire night swamped in his essence. She groaned again, her breasts achy and swelling. It was going to be a long night. 
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Chapter Eight
Caden stepped from the bedroom in the morning, cane in hand, refreshed and looking forward to a new day, but found the house empty. She smiled to herself. She’d wanted to learn all she could about Sean, but hadn’t had the chance to be nosy last night. His bathroom hadn’t told her a thing. 
Generic, unscented soaps and shampoos. No medicines, and no aftershaves or colognes. Who didn’t have at least aspirin in their bathroom? He must have sanitized it before her arrival. But if so, why hadn’t he changed the sheets on the bed? 
The bed where his scent wrapped around her, haunting her with delicious dreams of his body wrapped around hers. 
She was sure when she opened her eyes she’d find his legs tangled in place of the damp sheets she found twisted about her body. She’d sighed in mixed disappointment and relief at finding herself alone. 
She peeked into the living room. Empty. It, too, looked as though he’d swept away any memory of his ex-wife, cauterizing what must have been an otherwise open wound to his heart. He’d said he let his ex down, but she found that hard to believe. He was the most capable man she’d ever met. The way he’d ushered her out of the hospital had saved her life. And from what Matthew had told her, he was also the one to find her in the woods and get her to a doctor. The man radiated responsibility. 
Caden peeked into the room next to hers. Another bedroom. It was decorated as though a young girl slept here. Tanya’s maybe? She smiled. It was heartwarming to believe that while he’d cleared the house of his ex-wife, he hadn’t cleared it of his daughter. The bed didn’t look slept in, and a light layer of dust covered the basic wooden dresser beside the door. Sadness washed over her. Despite the anger she’d sensed within Sean’s daughter, it was plain 64
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to see how much she meant to him. 
She closed the door gently, not wishing to intrude. 
The next door opened with a tell tale squeak, and she cringed, hoping she hadn’t awakened Sean. 
The room appeared to be under construction, with wood panels lying against the walls. White sheets covered what looked like power tools and saws. Shadows of the past haunted the dusty and neglected room. She could almost see Sean in here, cutting a piece of wood to carve. It was such a shame to see it unused. But if he hadn’t been woodworking for a while, why had he carved the cane for her? She moved to pull the door closed when one of the panels caught her eye. Shadows angled across the piece in unusual shapes. She opened the door further and stepped inside for a closer look. 
It wasn’t just wood lying about. It was art. She picked up the panel. Trees stood out in relief against the dark wooden grain. Each branch and each leaf appeared intricately carved with a loving hand. Caden fingered the cane. 
She laid the piece back and looked to see what lay behind it. Wolves peered at her from behind trees in the next one. Their eyes were vivid and wild, every hair meticulously defined. She tipped it forward and looked at the next. Rabbits bolted, heading for unseen dens, in search of safety. Birds sat upon branches, their beaks raised in song, welcoming the morning sun. 
She stretched out the pieces, one beside the other, to realize he’d created a scene. A toddler stood in the middle of the forest, her fingers outstretched, reaching to touch the wolf’s muzzle, her other hand buried in the beast’s coat as though using his strong body to pull herself upright. The edges of the wood were blackened. She drew it close to her nose and sniffed. Fire had licked this piece, its flames tasting and burning the delicate pine. 
“What are you doing?” 
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about, her eyes widening at the angry glare in Sean’s eyes. 
He leaned one arm against the doorjamb, his other hand upon his hip. 
“I was just looking at your awesome carving.” 
“You have no right.” He dropped his hand from the door and stalked toward her, taking the wooden carving from her hand and gently placing it back on the floor against the wall. “Get out.” 
“That’s your daughter, isn’t she?” she nodded to the piece he’d taken, ignoring his order. 
“I said get out. I don’t want you in here.” Caden fingered the cane in her hand and considered him a moment. “It’s beautiful work, you know.” Anger darkened his expression, and she sighed, moving past him into the hallway. 
He closed the door, his eyes glowing. “Stay out of that room. It’s the past.” 
“What? Your carving?” She lifted the cane and looked again at the intricate fangs and meticulous artwork on the animal’s coat. “Why? It’s beautiful, Sean.” 
“You wouldn’t understand,” he snarled, guiding her toward the living room. 
“Try me. Remember, I’m the one whose ex-husband is trying to kill her. What could be worse than that?” He grumbled under his breath, though the touch on her arm was gentle. “My ex-wife despised my carving. Said it was a waste of time. She was right. After Nora was born, she was furious when she caught me carving that piece you saw.” 
“What a bitch.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. 


* * * * 
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in response. Finding her in the carving room had sent his stomach to his feet. What if she hated it? What if she, too, thought it was a waste of time? 
“What did you say?” 
“She’s an idiot. That’s some of the most beautiful wood sculpturing I’ve ever seen. I’m color blind when it comes to quality art. Just like some people have a deaf ear for music? 
Most art just doesn’t work for me. But that,” she motioned toward the room, “that was the level of a master woodworker.” 
Sean stared at her, ignoring the sudden warmth in his chest. He would not soften. He would not let this woman into his heart. It had been difficult when he’d lain in his wolf form at her side, to listen to her talk to him as if she knew what he was. But this? It was too much. He spun on his heel. “Come. I need to get you some breakfast.” 
“I can get my own breakfast.” 
He nodded, scowling to hide the smile lying beneath the surface. “Of course you can, but you are my guest. Sit.” She shot a look back toward the hallway, and he knew she was thinking about the carvings. “You should display those, you know. Laura isn’t part of your life anymore. Who cares if she doesn’t like it.” 
“We have children together.” 
“So. Just because she gave birth to your daughters, doesn’t mean you have to live by her rules. Trust me, I was the first one to dump my ex’s rules.” 
He hesitated at the stove and frowned. “What rules?” She shrugged. “He had this set schedule I had to go by. 
When to clean the house. When to go grocery shopping. 
Even when I was allowed free time.” She shuddered. “It was horrid. It was like living in my mother’s house all over again. So many rules.” She grimaced. “I hate rules.” 
“I’m not much of a rule follower myself.” He didn’t address her suggestion to hang the panels. He’d grown so used to seeing them tucked in the storage room he wasn’t 67
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sure he wanted them displayed. Not now. Key pieces were missing, thanks to Laura’s burning. 
After breakfast, he stared out the window while she washed the dishes. She’d insisted, since he’d done the cooking. He tried to hide his pleasure. And his hunger for her. She was already sliding into a role here in his home. He liked how they fell into teamwork. And he liked how she praised his carving. Maybe she was right. Maybe he should start cutting the wood again. He’d never gotten the chance to do something special for Tanya. She might like it if he carved her likeness and put it upon his wall. Maybe he would even carve her a special dresser for her bedroom here. 
Laura had insisted on bland, simple furniture, almost as though a punishment. He hated the stark, square lines of the compressed wood. He’d needed to build solid, beautiful furniture for his home. She’d refused. Maybe Caden was right. Maybe it was time to break out of those rules and get back to a life he could enjoy. 
He focused on the scene playing out in the courtyard, right in front of his home, and smiled. 
Instead of wolves playing in the courtyard, children played in human form. Because of Caden, they’d all been instructed to maintain human forms. It looked normal. It looked human. But it felt strange. From the time their children could shift, they tended to spend more time on four legs than two. Yet now they played ball outside his window. 
The boys were playing softball. Boys. He’d always wanted a boy. Most mixed or non-wolven females gave birth to other females when mating with wolven. Laura had not been pure wolven either. But sometimes there were exceptions, and he hoped Caden was one of those. Maybe once she accepted him, she would give him a son. Or would she give him a third daughter? So rare in their world. So precious. His girls were some of the last females born to 68
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their pack, and already his youngest was eighteen. A woman in her own right. Only Kieran had produced a female child recently, his mate being only three quarter’s wolven. 
Either way, their children would be born human. Mixed children didn’t automatically become wolven. Only a wolven’s bite would change them. After that, there would be no telling the difference. Sean’s son-in-law had already proven that. He was the alpha of his pack. And a strong one at that, and he wasn’t fully wolven. 
The energy in the room shifted. Caden approached. He felt her presence. Like a tiny web, her essence teased his flesh whenever she was near. He’d never been so aware of Laura. Not even in the beginning. He steeled his muscles, ordering himself to remain still and not to take her into his arms again, despite his overwhelming need to do so. Her hand landed on his back between his shoulders. 
“What’s so interesting?” 
He nodded to the window. “The boys.” 


* * * * 
 Caden smiled, watching the boys play ball. They’d created a diamond in the center of the courtyard, encircled by the cabins belonging to those who lived in this neighborhood. The boys were having a great time, with a lot of laughing and cheering echoing through the woods. A new child came up to bat, and Caden had to suppress a shudder at seeing the piece of wood, remembering the sharp pain of one slamming into her leg. 
The ball whizzed by, and the child missed. 
“Strike one,” whispered Sean. A soft smile played upon his lips. Until now, she hadn’t see Sean truly smile. He seemed at peace, as though lost in his own childhood memories. 
“He looks nervous.” She wasn’t sure why she whispered, 69
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but maybe it was because he’d done so when the boy missed the ball. 
Sean nodded. “He is, and the other team knows it.” The ball rushed past again, the swing of the bat too high. 
The small boy spun around and slammed the bat against the ground. The opposing team laughed. 
The pitcher, a much older boy of about thirteen, sneered. 
“Oh Me Gah,” taunted the pitcher. “Whatsa matter? The ball moving too fast?” 
The ball whipped across the plate again, this time contacting the younger boy’s shoulder. The child let go of the bat and cried out. 
“Awww, poor little Oh Me Gah. You gonna run home to Mommie?” 
The child charged the older boy. “Give me my glove. I’m never gonna loan it to you again.” 
The older boy held it out of the child’s reach. Caden’s breath caught. She hated bullies. Beside her, Sean grew taut. 
The child landed on his butt when the older boy shoved him in the chest. “Little asshole punk.” Tears ran down the child’s face. “Run home to Momma. We don’t want you here.” 
Anger rushed through Caden like the flames of a forest fire. Caden didn’t think, but charged out of the cabin door, the cane in her hand helping to balance her sore leg. She couldn’t abide bullies. 
“Leave him alone,” she shouted. The dark-headed youth turned to face her, a snarl on his face. 
“Says who?” 
“Me, you little brat. He’s just a child, and you’re a bully.” She stormed toward him and grabbed the younger boy, shoving him behind her. From the corner of her eye, she saw Sean had followed her, but he didn’t move to interfere, instead choosing to watch her. Bastard. He was probably 70
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the bully of his generation too. 
“Stay out of this, lady,” said the bully. 
“I will not. I won’t allow anyone to pick on a child in my presence. Look at him. He must be half your size.” 
“He’s teaching him,” a hard female voice called from across the clearing. “Leave my son alone.” 
“Teaching him?” Caden whirled on the woman. She was tall and lanky, her eyes with just enough angle to make Caden wonder at her lineage. They were almost cat-like. 
“How can bullying a six year old boy teach him? Your son is a teenager, with good sense enough to know better.” 
“And he’s my son, and I’ll discipline him if I see fit.” The woman stepped toward her, nose to nose, her golden eyes narrowed in anger. 
“Maybe that’s the problem,” said Caden, refusing to back down. She let her eyes trail over the woman, noticing the toned muscles in her arms and sharp nails upon her hands. She’d seen women like this before. Women who thought they were above the law. Women who thought the world owed them and theirs. For a moment, Caden wished she had own her own clothes. A suit. Something which showed her true strength. 
“You don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re a stranger here.” 
Caden glowered at the woman. “Just because I’m a stranger doesn’t mean I don’t recognize a bully by sight.” She’d lived with one for more years than she wanted to admit. “I won’t stand by and let a child become a victim because you think it’s normal.” 
“Wolves always attack the omega,” the woman snarled. 
“It’s their job in the pack.” 
Caden stared, incredulous. A wolf? “The omega? He’s a six-year-old boy. I don’t know much about your commune or whatever it is here, but no six-year-old boy deserves to be thrashed because he can’t hit a damned ball.” 
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deserve to be bullied. He’s too young. Teach Toby some manners.” He shoved the older boy to his mother and tugged the young boy hiding behind Caden into the open. 
With a smooth, powerful sweep, he lifted the child to his shoulders. “If you boys can’t play baseball the right way, go out into the forest. Play there. I don’t want to hear of anymore teasing.” 
The children stared wide-eyed up at Sean, their eyes filled with hero worship. Caden’s temper cooled, and she bit back a smile. There was no fear in those eyes. Only adoration and respect. It was nice to see a man well-respected by those around him. Especially children. They were a lot more observant than most gave them credit for, and these boys were no exception. It was obvious Sean had earned their child-like reverence. 
Toby’s mother, on the other hand, didn’t care a bit. But bitches like that didn’t count. It was obvious her sense of importance was overdeveloped. 
Sean took Caden’s hand and pulled her to him. The children scattered, leaving only the adults. A group of women had gathered along the edge of the courtyard, murmuring in voices Caden couldn’t clearly hear, their eyes darting back to her and then away. Only Toby’s mother watched her closely. It was easy to see where the woman’s son got his bullying skills. 
“Why are they looking at us like that?” asked Caden softly, fingering the top of her cane. The tiny wolf seemed to heat in her palm, and she focused on that heat, calming her nerves. 
“Later,” said Sean, pulling her across the courtyard. 
“Slow down,” she hissed under her breath, struggling to keep up, the cane clumsy in her hands. 
He cut her a look she was sure meant “drop dead,” but shortened his steps. 
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back to Sean’s cabin, she’d have him take her into town, and nobody would worry. She already had a plan in place for escaping Clinton, and she didn’t need anyone’s help. 
She just needed to get to her locker at the train station. 
Sean rushed her toward a cabin across the courtyard and dropped the boy to his feet on the doorstep before knocking. 
The door opened a crack, and a young woman peeked out. She took in Sean’s presence and scanned Caden, her eyes widening. “Keith,” she whispered, opening the door wider, dragging the child inside. 
“Marguerite, Keith was having a hard time with the older boys, so we brought him home.” 
The woman ducked her head. Caden had seen behavior like that. Women who wouldn’t meet the eyes of any authority figure. And somehow she knew that’s what Sean was here: an authority figure. Every time she saw a woman behave this way, it was a bad sign. Really bad. Yet Sean seemed right at home before the timid woman. He didn’t even try to meet her eyes. 
“Thank you, Sean,” she said, glancing at Caden, before her gaze darted away. “I’ll have him be more careful.” 
“Your son wasn’t at fault, ma’am,” said Caden. “The older boy was being a bully.” 
The woman’s eyes widened in surprise and dropped again. “Thank you,” she murmured and closed the door. 
Sean turned to walk away, but Caden stood her ground. 
“That was strange.” 
“It’s her way,” said Sean. 
She whirled on him. “Her way? Are you insane? Sean, that woman has been beaten.” 
“No, she hasn’t. And keep your voice down,” he said through clenched teeth. “One day, you’ll understand, but not today. What you did for Keith was admirable, but don’t step too deep into a group you don’t understand.” He took her by the arm, escorting her back across the sandy lot. 
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They returned to the cabin, her hobbling beside him, taking short, awkward steps with her cane, while he slowed his pace and waited. His face looked carved from stone, his eyes wild and distant. Every muscle in his body was tense, as though readying for a fight. 
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Chapter Nine 
Sean slammed the door behind him, fisting his hands to regain control. 
Holy Shit.  She was as much an alpha as Laura. Maybe more so. 
When she’d torn into Jenna, he’d half-expected things to get physical. Jenna wasn’t known for her patience among the pack. He had been an instant away from stepping in to save Caden’s life. But Jenna had backed off. Her eyes had darted away, the wolven way of ending a fight. He’d stepped in to keep Caden from pushing the issue too far. Lust had burned inside him, wild and dangerous. He’d had to fight the urge to kiss her right there, in the middle of the courtyard, and every one of those females knew it. 
And Marguerite had known what she was from the first moment they’d stepped on her doorstep. An alpha bitch. 
The omega always knew, without a doubt, where they stood in the pack. It only took one glance, and they could read another wolven’s nature. No matter what Caden thought, the female wasn’t avoiding his eyes. She was avoiding Caden’s. She would never try to meet a female’s eyes who outranked her in the pack. 
He felt Caden watching him from near the couch, but he couldn’t look at her. Because backing up his little human against the wall and fucking her right there was a sure fire way to scare her half to death. She had no idea that every breath she took was like kerosene to the fire already burning inside him. 
She was human. One who could be hurt. And she could be killed. The logical part of his brain understood she needed to be protected from herself, before she caused an incident among the shewolves. But he couldn’t shake the desire to see her fight. To see her behave like a shewolf, to see how strong she really was. He clamped down on the 75
Blood Moon Betrayed 
desire and forced himself to remember her safety. 
“You need to stay out of what you don’t understand.” She turned to face him, her chin high in the air. “Oh, really? You mean, I was supposed to stand there and let a child get beaten up? That kid was a bully, and you know it. I can’t believe you didn’t do something yourself.” He’d been about to, but Caden had beaten him to the punch. Instead, he’d watched her like a google-eyed, teenage boy when she’d taken on not only the bully, but the pup’s mother. 
“Listen to me, Caden. I mean it. You could get hurt. The people here,” he motioned toward the window, “are different from those you know from town. They don’t take kindly to strangers getting involved.” She glared at him for long seconds. “Fine. But I won’t allow any child to be bullied in front of me.” Sean grimaced and rubbed a hand over his face so she wouldn’t see how pleased he was. She was going to kill him. 
Slowly. Torturously. His mouth watered to taste her anger. 
It would be delicious. Spicy. Hot. Just like her eyes. They held him now. Green, like his, only more emerald. They sparkled with intelligence and fire. And every time he looked into them, he felt she could see all the way through him. Did she already know he was a shifter and was playing him? 
He dropped his hands and stared at her. Her cheeks were flushed, and he wondered if he could make them hotter. He stepped closer, until her heat singed his flesh. 
She didn’t step back. 
He swallowed his growl, wanting to tease her. Like he had before. Her mouth had been like silk, her skin as soft as satin. After what he’d seen, he needed to touch her again. 
To taste that sweet and tart kiss. 
“Just be ready for the consequences, angel eyes.” He tugged a strand of blonde hair. He could smell the chemicals clinging to thick strands. He couldn’t wait to find 76
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out what her natural hair color was. 
“Don’t call me that.” 
His lips curved. “Why not?” Unable to resist the lure of her taste, he pulled her close. Her breath hitched, and her pulse fluttered in her throat. What would happen if he leaned down, tracing her pulse with his fangs? Would she be frightened? Or would she melt into his arms. 


* * * * 
 Caden fought to control her breathing. He’d done it again. He’d found his way close to her. Why the hell couldn’t she step away? Just looking at him made her heart race, and heat slid downward, liquefying parts of her that had no business being liquid. 
It took her a moment to remember what he’d asked. 
“Just don’t call me that. I don’t like it.” When he’d come into the cabin, she’d thought he was angry, but when he’d looked at her, his eyes were filled with lust. Good Lord, the man was lethal. Unpredictable. 
Predatory. He was raw power rolled into the perfect, masculine body. And for some reason, he’d decided she was the main course. 
“Maybe,” he said, his mouth next to her ear, “I like it.” 
“Why are you doing this?” She gasped. “You don’t know me well enough to be so close.” 
He chuckled. A warm, sexy sound that rolled through her. “I know the most important things about you.” 
“Like what?” 
“Like you’re beautiful. And strong.” He inhaled, his teeth teasing her earlobe. “And you want me.” The urge to lean toward him, to feel his lips on her throat again, swept over her, stealing her thoughts. They scattered in a million directions. She shouldn’t let him close to her. Her life wasn’t hers to share. It was Clint’s. He’d already proven that. 
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Yet Sean’s heat filled her with the promise of something she didn’t dare wish for. The edgy, woodsy scent rushed into her lungs again, reminding her of her dreams from the night before. 
Hot, sensual sex. 
Shit. 
She splayed her palms over his chest and shoved against him, hard. She wasn’t strong enough to force him to step back, but he released her. She wanted to step away, but she couldn’t. It would be like giving in, and she had no reason to relent. 
“You have no right to say something like that.” She folded her arms, tucking the trembling fingers from his view. “None.” For a second, she felt like a heroine in a historical novel, where the woman slapped the hero because he got too close. But she had to do something. He was getting too close, and not just physically. She’d always been good at keeping her feelings inside, yet the instant he came near her, she melted like a bowl of ice cream left too long on the counter. And he knew it. 
She turned and hobbled toward the couch, feigning her leg hurting. He ignored her pain. Damn it, had this man no mercy? 
“Why? It’s the truth.” But he didn’t move closer. 
“Because you don’t know me. And I don’t know you. 
Hell, the last man I trusted turned out to be a killer. For all I know.…” She tossed a hand in his direction and let it drop to her side. 
“For all you know, I’m a killer too.” His jaw hardened. 
“You’re right.” He glowered at her, and she swallowed. “I kill to protect what’s mine. It’s my nature. I will protect you. 
Have protected you. I killed to protect you. If that puts me in the same category as your ex-husband, so be it.” He turned and walked out the door. It slammed shut, vibrating with his anger. 
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* * * *
 Eyes watched Sean depart. It was too early. Soon, the human female would die, and everything would be as it had been before the bitch arrived. Before Sean had found her bloodied and beaten near to death. If only he’d been a little slower. Those males had wanted her death because she wasn’t trustworthy. And now she was here. Human trash who would only make things more difficult. Human trash who couldn’t be trusted. 
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Chapter Ten
God, how Caden wished she could remember more of that night he’d saved her. She hadn’t known he’d killed anyone. Caden had never felt more childish than she did now. Part of her wanted to shout at him, condemn him for killing. Yet she knew he hadn’t murdered anyone. He’d killed in her defense. He’d probably even saved her life. 
And it was difficult to feel guilty that any of Clint’s gang was dead. Frustrated and confused, she yanked open the door and hurried out after Sean. 
To apologize. To shout at him some more. Something. 
Caden hobbled down the stairs. 
He was already well ahead of her, disappearing into the trees. 
Knowing he’d protected her unto death did something inside her, twisting all her preconceived ideas into something she barely recognized. She had to talk to him, and ask him details. She wanted to know who. And some perverted curiosity wanted to know why. 
Using the cane, she hurried along, ignoring the soft whispers and knowing eyes. It didn’t matter what they saw. 
For once, it didn’t matter if she wore heels and a business suit. It didn’t matter if her hair was perfectly coiffed. Right this minute, she just wanted to get to Sean. 
His energy tugged at her from across the clearing, hurrying her along. She started to call out, but if he were angry enough, he’d probably ignore her anyway. Besides, she had no desire to have others listening in. No, this was between the two of them. 
Did the police search for him now? Had they found a body and wondered what happened? Her heart squeezed, her breath came in heavy pants, yet still she pushed forward. It didn’t matter. If he was arrested, she would come forward. Even if Clint found her, it didn’t matter. All 80
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that mattered was keeping Sean safe. 
She stumbled on a pinecone, but caught herself with the cane. The cane Sean had made for her. 
At the edge of the trees, the sunlight faded, hidden from the ground by the canopy of trees. The chill of an evening breeze swept over her. Even so, she didn’t hesitate, but continued into the shadows. 
Sean stopped, his back to her. He still had no idea she was behind him. Maybe that was a good thing because he’d probably just try to convince her to go back to the cabin. He stripped off his shirt, tossing it to a nearby tree. His back was smooth and tan, his shoulders wide, and the muscles beneath rippled as he stretched. 
Her breath quickened, and she longed to run her hands over that wide expanse of skin, to feel the powerful steel beneath. Instead, her fingers tightened over the end of the cane. 
But then Sean did the most surprising thing so far. He shoved his jeans down his hips, stepped out of them, and tossed them beside the shirt. He stood in the forest, naked from head to toe. 
Her throat went dry, and Caden swallowed. Her breath slid right out of her lungs, rushing into the cooling night air. She groaned, the desire to touch transforming into something else. Into a craving. Her palm burned with the need, her own body aching in response. Power radiated from him, like a second skin. How could anyone not see it? 
He stretched, and she swallowed the whimper of need rising in her throat. 
His flesh held no sign of a farmer’s tan. The nice, even color showed he was used to walking naked out in the woods. Well it wasn’t like people would really come out and see him. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing. 
And then everything changed. 
Energy crawled, hot and powerful, over her flesh, like the instant before lightning strikes. The hair on her arms 81
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stood upright, and she gasped. A bright, blinding light exploded around Sean, and she leapt back, expecting the sudden boom of thunder, only it never arrived. 
Instead, the light dimmed, and in Sean’s place stood a wolf. He was huge. Golden in color. His coat was long and thick. Max! The same wolf that had lain beside her those days in the hospital. 
Darkness teased along the edge of her vision, and her stomach twisted. Her pulse throbbed in her throat. It couldn’t be. She shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut just long enough to see stars beneath their lids and reopened them. Still, the wolf stood, where seconds before, Sean had stripped. 
Her throat squeezed, and for a moment, she remembered Clinton’s fingers tight about her neck. She needed to breathe, but fear kept her in check. Instead, she held her terror inside, where it fisted with long, twisted fingers around her lungs. 
The wolf darted off into the forest oblivious to his audience. 
Caden backed away, her hands trembling. No, no, no. It wasn’t possible. What she’d just seen couldn’t be real. The drugs. Maybe the drugs the doctor had given her caused hallucinations. But Sean’s clothes still lay on the ground. 
This was real. Oh, God. He wasn’t human. 
She spun and rushed toward the cabin, her hand covering her mouth to stifle the sob threatening to escape. 
She ran inside and slammed the door, her chest heaving as she inhaled, trying to fill her lungs. 
Keys lay on the kitchen table, and Caden remembered seeing Sean drop them there earlier this morning after breakfast. Her heart tweaked, and she glanced down at the beautiful cane. Could an animal truly make something so beautiful? 
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escape the beast who’d run into the trees. She rushed forward, grabbing the keys, and charged out to his truck. 
The image of Sean turning into a wolf played over and over again in her mind. He wasn’t human. God, she’d let a monster kiss her! 
It took some time to climb into the large vehicle, but she didn’t give up. Her fingers shook violently as she shoved the key into the ignition. At last, the truck started, the roar of the engine catching the attention of the group of women across the courtyard. 
She didn’t care. She slammed the truck into reverse and accelerated. Dirt spun from the wheels, and she turned the truck toward freedom. Toward the road. It didn’t matter where she went. Just out. 
She glanced in the rear view mirror and caught the reflection of the blonde wolf. He tipped his golden head back and howled, as though calling her to stop. She didn’t listen. She couldn’t listen. He wasn’t human. 


* * * * 
 Sean bolted toward the cabin, shifting as he hit the porch, and cursed. He should have looked behind him, should have known she’d follow him the way he’d bolted. 
Instead, he’d been so absorbed by his own emotions he hadn’t listened, and the wind had been in his face. He hadn’t caught her scent until he’d turned, but by then, she was already gone. 
The look on her face, the horror when he’d told her he’d killed for her, had shocked him to his core. A shewolf would have been proud of him. Would have thought his actions honorable. For that one second, he’d forgotten what she was and treated her as a wolven, and he’d been wrong. 
Now she’d seen him shift. 
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kitchen table, glad at least that she’d left that. With a punch to the keypad, he dialed his brother. 
“Kieran, Caden saw me shift. I didn’t know she was there, and she’s terrified. She charged out of here in my truck, and I’m going after her.” 
“Where will she go?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“Think she’d go to the hotels?” 
Sean shoved his helmet on his head and started up the bike. “I don’t know, maybe,” he shouted above the roar of the engine. 
“Look, I’ll setup a search party. You see her, you call me, but we’ll be right behind you.” 


* * * * 
 The eyes watched, crinkling in amusement. Fear did strange things to humans. The little human female had bolted as though running would change what she had seen. 
Humans were so pitiful, and predictable. They all held a fear of the unknown. Satisfaction curled inside. This was perfect. One finger pressed a button on the cell phone. 
Speed dial was nice. 
The hyena answered with a low bark. 
“I’ve got a job for you.” 
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Chapter Eleven
An hour later, Caden dropped her packed bag onto the bed, following it down and resting her elbows on her knees, covering her face. The hotel wasn’t that nice, but it had a bed, and was safe. 
Werewolf. 
Her brain tried to find logic. To find a way to explain what had happened. To convince herself what she’d seen hadn’t really been a man changing into an animal. But she had. And she wasn’t crazy. Going to the police now was completely out of the question. There was no way they’d believe her. 
How many of those in their compound weren’t human? 
Why should she care? 
He’d kissed her! Her fingers touched her lips. She could still feel that gentle, sweet kiss. 
Not the kiss of a werewolf. 
Or was it? 
He’d trembled violently while he held her. Maybe he’d been holding back, trying not to hurt her. Damn it. And she’d wanted him to be more aggressive. Expected  him to be. Did her subconscious know something she couldn’t have begun to imagine? 
She stood and paced the floor. She couldn’t go back there. She’d have to leave a note in his truck, thanking him for his help, and disappear as she’d always planned to do. 
Picking up her small bag and her ID she’d hidden at the bus station hadn’t been difficult. True, she’d now dyed her hair for nothing since Clinton had seen her as a blonde, but she could still escape. 
She only knew she couldn’t go back to Sean. She put her fingers to her lips again and closed her eyes, suppressing the shudder running through her. He wasn’t human. But why had he felt so good? When he’d pressed against her 85
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just moments before running into the woods and stripping, she’d thought he was going to kiss her again. She’d wanted him to. Still wanted him to. 
A sob escaped her throat. How could she want a kiss from an animal? 
A soft sound caught her attention. Almost as if something raven-like had come tap-tap-tapping at her window. She drew the curtain back to take a look. 
Bright yellow eyes glared at her, lips curled into a snarling, sickly smile. She jerked back, dropping the curtain with a scream. No. It couldn’t be. That wasn’t a wolf. It was…. Oh, God, it was a hyena. 
She stumbled back, her sense of reality lost in a myriad of images and fears. It seemed as though she’d stepped into her own version of a nightmare, only a wolf didn’t eat Grandma. 
Snarls and scuffles continued to gather outside her window, and Caden scanned the room, her heart thumping so hard it felt like it was in her throat. Where had she left those keys? Her eyes lit on the bag lying on the bed. Damn it. She’d left them in her purse. And to get them, she had to move closer to the window. Closer to that…that thing. 
Holding her breath, she inched toward the bed, her eyes locked on the window. She should have argued when the guy at the desk gave her the most remote room in the hotel, but she’d been too distraught to think clearly. Would anyone hear her if she called for help? Her fingers closed around the strap, and she eased it toward her. Inches before she had the bag in her hands, the window exploded, glass crashing inward. The creature landed in the middle of the room, its lips already drawn back into a snarl. 
Yellow eyes gleamed with malice, and he giggled. The sound sent shivers of horror through her. 
She let out a scream and fell back, crashing against the wall. Her bad leg buckled, and she slammed downward to her knees. She cried out again, this time in pain. But she 86
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couldn’t let herself focus on that. She stared through the stinging tears in her eyes at the beast. 
Sharp fangs bared, and the ugly head shook. Yellow eyes stared back at her. The creature was big. Much bigger than she’d ever expect a hyena to be. She rose to her full height, ignoring the pain in her knees. With a deep breath, she locked her legs straight and resisted the temptation to stare the beast down. 
“Easy,” she murmured, keeping her body still. 
Saliva dripped from exposed fangs, gleaming in the artificial light. The beast cackled a hideous warning, and Caden pressed herself closer against the wall. The smell of rancid meat reached her nostrils, and her stomach clenched. She needed to escape. There were only two ways out: the door and the window. And both exits were blocked by the monster. 
If only she had her cane in her hand, she would have a weapon of some kind. Her gaze darted about the room. The cane Sean had given her lay across the chair beside the door. Shit, couldn’t she have planned anything right? 
Another animal crashed through the window, the last remnants of the glass falling to the floor. A large golden wolf slammed into the hyena’s back, knocking the creature to the floor. In an instant, the hideous beast was up and snarling, turning its focus on the wolf. 
On Sean. Oh, God. 
The wolf growled and snapped, herding the hyena away from her. The two circled one another, snarling. 
Intelligence flashed in their eyes. The wolf kept his body between hers and the monster, ensuring the hyena never had an opportunity to strike her. Caden swallowed. Even after she’d run from him, Sean was willing to put himself in jeopardy to keep her safe. 
Instinct propelled her to help. She didn’t stop to think why. Instead, she inched to the left, moving toward the corner, hoping to get to her cane. 
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Another wolf flew through the window, landing on all four feet, a snarl on his lips. The large beast turned toward her. His dark brown coat glimmered beneath the overhead light. He glared at her, his lip curling in warning. As though satisfied she got the message to steer clear, he turned and leapt into the fray with a furious snarl. 
The wolves worked in tandem, one distracting while the other went in for the attack. The hyena spun on spindly back legs, whirling to keep the sharp fangs of his opponents in sight at all times. At last, the beast charged, and Sean went for the kill. His teeth pierced the other animal’s jugular. The beast dropped, whimpering, fighting to escape. 
His body collapsed, and his eyes glazed over in death. 
Caden’s gaze darted to the door, and then the window. It was time for her to escape. She knew their secret. They’d come to chase her down, and Sean and the other wolf probably wanted her to die. They just wanted to be the ones to kill her. She started for the door. The large golden wolf stepped in front of her, his lip curling. 
Caden stepped back and swallowed. 
A part of her wanted to believe Sean would never hurt her, but did he know her while he was in wolf form? True, he’d stood between her and the hyena, but what if that was coincidence? What if they were nothing but pure beasts within? No, that couldn’t be right. He’d lain beside her for days, taking care of her at the hospital. Yet still she couldn’t shake the fear building inside her. 
The brown wolf snorted, and for a moment, she was reminded of the sound of the hyena’s laughter. Sean turned and snarled. 
The dark brown wolf watched them both, before snarling and moving toward the door. The one she couldn’t get to. 
Sean still blocked her escape. As if she could really escape now. More growls sounded outside her window, and the soft sound of a bark. How many of them were there? 
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Even as the question formed in her mind, she knew the answer. All of them. The entire population from their cabins. Like a pack. No doubt they would band together and bring her down faster than they would an elk. 
She glanced at the wolf standing before her, to the other one at the door. Was he planning to walk just straight out into the hall? Really? But they couldn’t open the door, could they? Hysteria threatened, and she laughed. She couldn’t wrap her brain around this. What was real? What was her imagination? Were these animals members of Sean’s family? Or pack? Or whatever they called themselves? 
Women’s voices sounded from outside her door. Reality. 
Surely she had lost her mind, and this wasn’t reality. That’s what lay outside, right? 
A knock sounded on the door. “Caden? Open up. It’s Anna.” 
Silence filled the room. No one moved for long seconds. 
The wolf before her studied her, his intelligent eyes taking in the lack of her cane in her hand. He glanced toward the chair. There it lay. Her only weapon. Was the animal warning her? 
God, were they going to kill her now? 
A flash of light exploded in the room, originating by the door. Caden lifted an arm, protecting her eyes. When the light faded, she lowered her hand, not surprised to find a dark-headed man standing in the place of the brown wolf. 
He looked a lot like Sean. He had the same build. The same tanned skin color, though his hair was dark, where Sean’s was light. And that same square chin. This must be Kieran, Sean’s brother. 
Caden tried to ignore the thunderous beating of her heart. The man turned to face her, his dark gaze lighting on hers. She lifted her chin. She had faced death before and survived. She would do so again, if necessary. 
The newly formed, and very naked, human reached for the door to her hotel room, and glanced back. “You got this, 89
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Sean? Because if not, I’ll let Anna come in.” Her eyes darted from the man at her door to the wolf. 
She had kissed an animal. There was no avoiding the truth now. Reality and nightmares were one. 
Caden thought of Sean’s soft lips, of the leashed power she sensed in his gentle touch. She’d felt he was hiding something. Something wild and dangerous. God, if only she’d known. She remembered the touch of his teeth upon her neck. Fangs. Oh, God. Her knees turned to water, and she leaned back against the wall. 
The wolf turned to look at her, his glowing eyes sending shivers down her spine. He looked just like she’d always felt he was. Wild. Passionate. Raw animalistic power. And right now, it was all directed straight at her. 
Tears stung her eyes, and she struggled to blink them back, her throat threatening to close. One of the bastards ignored her attempt at composure and trickled down her cheek, and the wolf before her whined. She pressed her back against the wall, searching for support for her trembling legs. Her pulse thudded loud in her ears. She would not collapse in front of them. If she were to die, she’d do so with dignity. Her lungs widened, and she took in a deep, cleansing breath. 
“Take care of your business, Sean. Remember what I said.” The naked man looked at Caden. “We can’t have secrets out there.” 
She heard the threat, and so did Sean. He whipped his head around and curled a lip, a low, vicious snarl erupting from his throat. The man ignored the sound and waited. 
The light flashed again, and this time Caden didn’t hide her eyes. She watched, fascinated as the beast morphed into the man. Sean. When he reached his full height, the light faded, and he stood before her naked. His skin gleamed, covered in a light sheen of sweat. His eyes were dark and filled with emotions she was afraid to search out. He took a step toward her, all predator. And she was the prey. 
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He was a werewolf. 
She hadn’t imagined what she’d seen in the woods. 
Her breath came in small gasps, and she could barely breathe. Sean. A wolf. She’d seen it. Twice now. Science told her it wasn’t possible, yet there he was, standing in front of her, naked. She inhaled, forcing herself to breathe. 
His eyes bored into hers, searching for something. 
There was no doubt. She was about to die. She was human and he was…whatever the hell he was, and there was no way she would live through this. 
He took a step toward her, his eyes scanning her body. 
He inhaled, as though drawing her scent into his lungs. The action drew her gaze downward, to the wide expanse of his chest. God, he looked good. Even for someone about to kill her. His body looked hewn from stone, hard and muscled, his chest wide, with hips perfect to nestle within a woman’s thighs. Her dreams from the night before invaded again. 
Damn it, couldn’t they stop? Even now, when she knew he was a monster? 
He wouldn’t rape her, would he? 
She watched him, waiting for the sudden movement when he would grab her. No, he wouldn’t rape her. Even part animal, Sean had more principals than her ex. He would never touch her in that way without her permission. 
But he was naked, leaving nothing to the imagination. And he was aroused. Rigid and strong, his need reached toward her. He didn’t try to hide it. 
She swallowed the fear and raised her chin, grasping at the hints of anger burning inside her. He’d hidden himself from her, and he’d brought her to his lair, more a captive within than a guest. He’d known she’d eventually find out, knowing it would mean her death. 
“Get out,” Sean said, and she knew he spoke to those behind him. 
His eyes never left her. They studied her every breath while the man lifted the dead hyena and hurried through 91
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the door, closing it behind him. 
Gently. 
Too gently. 
There should be more when you’re about to die. 
Something resounding and firm, so your heart understands. 
But that wasn’t what happened. 
She took a deep breath, glaring at him. “You’re a werewolf,” Caden said. 
He raised a brow, his lip quirking to one side. Damn it. 
How was she supposed to remember what he was when he did something so human? 
“Not a werewolf. Wolven. You’ve watched too much horror TV.” 
“What’s the difference?” 
He cocked his head. “Wolven are born. Werewolves are made.” 
“Born?” She sucked in a breath. “So you aren’t contagious?” 
He let his lips curve into a smile. “Not contagious. And not insane like shown in so many movies.” He took a step forward. 
“That’s debatable.” The instant the words were out of her mouth, she bit her lip. That’s right, antagonize the male with the sharp fangs. She shot a longing look at her bag. 
“You’re afraid.” 
She jerked her gaze back to his. “That’s because I’m not an idiot. But,” she lifted her chin again, “I’m ready to die.” He sighed and rested his hands on his hips while he studied her. “I’m not going to kill you.” Relief shot through her, but then had another thought. 
“That just means someone else will. I’ve been through this before, remember, Sean? I’ve been with a man with secrets, secrets he was willing to kill to protect. And what he guarded wasn’t near as precious as what you protect.” He stepped forward again. For a moment, she thought 92
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of the rabbits in his wooden carvings, running for their lives, stalked by the wolf. She understood their desire to bolt. How could anyone look into those green eyes and believe they were safe? Cursing herself under her breath for having believed the impossible, she stiffened more, but didn’t try to escape. 
“I told you I would kill to protect what’s mine. You are mine. Do you think now, more than ever, I’d go back on that promise?” 
“But Kieran said—” 
“Kieran said to take care of the problem.” He took another step forward, resting a hand on the wall above her head. His breath feathered across the top of her hair. She could feel his heat now. It caressed her skin, like the flames of a candle, burning, yet so gentle. A heat she craved. Her body longed to lean forward, to reach that burning heat and melt around it. Damned, stupid, body. 
“So what are you going to do to me?” Focusing on the danger proved to be harder and harder. Maybe he had a talent, like all the vampire stories of old. Maybe he had the skill to manipulate the mind. Because she wanted him to take her in his arms and kiss her until she forgot her name. 
Not the sweet kiss she’d received yesterday but a real one. 
He chuckled. “Do to you? Oh, I’m going to do a lot to you.” He brushed the side of her cheek with his finger. 
“Don’t.” She jerked her head to the side. 
“Don’t what?” 
“Just…don’t. I don’t know. Whatever you’re going to do.” 
He gave a wicked laugh. The sound rolled down her spine. Soft. Deadly. And completely sexy. He fisted a hand in her hair and pulled her head back, exposing her throat. 
She suppressed a shudder. 
“You do realize, Caden, we wolven have skills human males don’t have.” 
“You mean like turning all furry?” She hadn’t meant the 93
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quip to come out, but it had, and now she’d have to live with it. Or die with it, whichever the case may be. Despite his reassurances, she still wasn’t sure she’d live through the night. Did animals lie? 
He chuckled again, and warmth swept through her. 
“Yes, that too. But I was referring to my sense of smell.” He leaned in, sweeping his nose up her throat. “Damn, angel eyes, you smell good.” 
“Yeah, food usually does smell good.” Was she an idiot? 
Or did she just have some kind of death wish? Either way, those teeth were so close to her throat she could almost see her life passing before her eyes. Okay, that wasn’t fair. And it was very cliché. Because the only images passing before her eyes were the memories of her dreams and Sean. As a man. Powerful. Sexy, and downright delectable. 
He grinned again. It was nice to see she could entertain him. 
“Maybe.” His teeth nipped her ear. “You could certainly sustain me for long hours, with your taste alone. But no.” He licked down her throat, hot, raspy. Moist. The contrasts were almost too much to bear. “I’m talking about your desire. You want me.” 
The last words were almost a growl. And were those fangs scraping across her flesh? Her knees weakened, and she grabbed his shoulders for balance. A low rumble of approval filled the room. 
She gasped. “Why are you doing this?” 
“Guess.” 
He still hadn’t really touched her. True, his hand had fisted in her hair, but her skin. He hadn’t touched her skin. 
Except with his mouth. But, by God, that was all he needed. 
Everywhere his lips touched burned, and the heat went right through her skin, rushing through her blood, melting straight to her core. She ached with the need for his touch. 
Her breasts grew heavy, wanting. Hungry. Damn it. She blinked her eyes, trying to fight the overwhelming 94
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emotions. It didn’t work. 
His lips touched her ear, and his neck was so close to her. She inhaled, automatically. Naturally. Instinctively. 
Her eyes fluttered shut. God, he smelled so good. So damned good. The masculine rush of power must have done something to his scent because his sensual headiness was stronger. More alluring. 
He’s a werewolf. 
But the reminder didn’t seem to get all the way to her brain. Or if it did, she sure didn’t listen to it. 
The muscles beneath her hands bunched, and he rose to look into her eyes. Instantly, her throat felt cool. Almost… 
lonely. She wanted his lips back. 
Now she knew she’d lost her mid. 
“Don’t you get it, Caden? You’re mine. You belong to me, and always will.” 
He played with a small strand of her hair. “Hmmm,” he murmured. “Red. I see it now. My own little red riding hood.” 
Her roots must be showing. What an inane thing for him to notice just before she died. 
His teeth scraped against her throat again, and she bit back the need to whimper. This had to stop. Melting into your impending death’s arms was not an option. 
“I guess that makes you the big bad wolf,” she said, gasping. 
“Hmmm,” his hot lips brushed her neck, “I like that. 
Maybe I should call you red instead of angel eyes.” Before she could stop him, his lips seized hers. This time, there was no gentleness. Only pure, raw power. He devoured her, stealing her breath, offering his own in return. His tongue swept inside, taking, thrusting, tasting. 
His mouth stroked hers, stealing her conscious thought. A sound caught, half whimpered, in her throat. A sound she knew he’d take as submission. But it was already too late, because, despite the danger, she wanted to submit. All that 95
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touched her were his lips, yet her body hovered on the edge of an explosion. She bowed toward him, hungry to feel his heat, but he held back, controlling her with his kiss. 
She wanted more. Needed to feel those powerful muscles pressed against her. Delicious sensations wracked her body, and she fed upon him, offering her mouth to him. 
And he accepted. 
Her knees threatened to buckle. Would a man kiss her like this just before he killed her? If so, please let it be swift. 
She fought the urge to run her hands down those hard, naked muscles, pressing them instead against the cool, flat wall behind her. 
He pulled back, nipping her lips. She whimpered, and he dove back in for more. 
She should just give in and let him do as he wanted. At least this way her pending doom would be gentle. It wouldn’t hurt like it had with Clint. Sean may be an animal, but animals didn’t kill for spite. And wolves usually killed quickly. Didn’t they? 
A knock at the door sounded, as though from in some far away world. Sean pulled back, and Caden cried out at the loss of his taste. 
God, she was a fool. 
“Enter,” snarled Sean. 
The door opened. That was the hell with small hotels. 
You didn’t need a keycard to come in if it was unlocked from the inside. Kieran stuck his head in. 
“I see everything is under control. It’s time to get back to the compound. You coming?” 
Sean’s face hardened, and he gave a sharp nod. “Give us a second.” 
Kieran tossed a handful of clothes toward her bed. 
“Here. I assume she has your truck keys. See you there.” 


* * * * 
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Eyes watched from across the parking lot. The bitch still lived. Had Sean been a few minutes later, the human would be dead, mauled by an unknown wild animal. Instead, she walked across the parking lot as if she owned it. The vibration of a growl rose and was swallowed in an instant, before the sound could travel across the lot. Caden had a lot to learn. Or maybe not. After all, the dumb bitch would be a dead bitch. 


* * * * 
 Sean fisted his hands in his pockets on the way to the truck. If Kieran hadn’t happened in when he had, he’d have taken her, right there on the bed. Or maybe against the wall. A part of him wished he had, but that wouldn’t have been a good idea. He rode the edge, teetering on the point of a loss of control. His instincts screamed at him to mark her, to force her to submit. But he wasn’t just a wolf. He was a man, and a man didn’t force a woman to do anything. 
He yanked the door open, stopped and stared. Jagged cuts ripped across the seats, as though a large knife sliced through the leather. “What the hell did you do to my truck?” 
“Nothing.” 
“Caden, the seats. What did you do to them?” She peered around him, and he scented her surprise. 
“Oh, my God. I didn’t do that, Sean.” 
He sniffed. The only scent was hers, yet her surprise was real. And then he caught it. Ever so subtle. The scent of Pine Sol. His chest vibrated with fury, and Caden stepped back. He studied the parking lot. The hyena had brought a friend. And that friend had trashed those seats. The hair on the back of his neck raised, and he turned his head, slowly, studying the darkness. Nothing moved. Yet, out there, in the night, someone watched. He curled his lip, waiting for 97
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someone to step out into the light. Nothing happened. 
Someone was threatening his mate. The wolf inside him split, part wanting to chase after the creature in the darkness, half wanting only to protect his mate. He turned back to the truck, and to the female. 
“Get in.” 
Bright green eyes blinked back at him before she climbed into the truck without argument. Good. He tossed her small bag into the back and jumped into his side of the cab. The entire truck smelled of Caden. And Pine Sol. 
Violence and desire warred inside him. He wanted to kill. He wanted to fuck. Damn it. How had his life become this cacophony of emotions? It took every bit of his control to turn the key without breaking it. He took a breath, forcing himself to calm down as the truck roared to life. 
“We need to talk.” 
“No, really? And here I thought we were going to ignore the fuzzy you and continue on as we were.” He whipped his head around and narrowed his eyes, but he understood and fought back a smile. Sarcasm. It was how she talked herself out of being afraid. It seemed to be working, too, because all he could scent was her desire, pushing the subtle smell of Pine Sol right out of the vehicle. 
And her hunger was sweet. The soft, delicate scent mixed with something harsh, more edgy. And it rolled through him like smoke, seeping into his pores, filling him with her essence. 
“So what’s going to happen to me, Sean?” He shrugged. “I told you, nothing. If Kieran becomes a problem, I’ll leave the pack, and go with you.” He could feel the heat of her surprised stare even as he drove down the road. 
“Now why would you do that?” 
“I told you, you’re mine.” The words came out a growl, and he swallowed, forcing the wolven instincts back where they belonged. 
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“And just like that I’m supposed to bow to your will? 
Come on, Sean. You know me better than that. You sat next to me for hours in the hospital, pretending to be a damned dog. You probably know more about me than I know about myself.” 
He cut a look her way before returning his eyes to the road. He smiled. “Yes, I do. And I know you won’t run from this.” 
“Too late. I already did, though I didn’t get very far.” He nodded. “That wasn’t your fault. Anyone would have run. I didn’t intend for you to find out that way.” He didn’t say that he’d screwed up again, like always. She had enough issues on her plate without learning how much of a fuck up he could be. 
“And your point?” 
“The point is you ran because you were shocked. You learned that humans aren’t the only ones in this world in a very sudden way. Any preconceived notions you had about your world are gone. Now, you’ll face what you learned, head on.” 
She arched her brows. “Or die trying, is that it?” He scowled. “I told you, you aren’t going to die.” She pursed her lips and stared out the windshield. This wasn’t going exactly the way he wanted. The scent of her desire had begun to fade. She was thinking again, with her head. She was a smart woman, and that could bring both danger and comfort, depending on the direction she chose. 
If she thought she could convince people of what they were, Kieran would order her death. And then he’d have to kill his own brother. 
“You can’t tell anyone, Caden,” he said, finally stating the obvious. 
She whirled toward him, her wide eyes bright in her pale, and still bruised, face. “Duh. Even if I did, everyone would just think I’m insane. At least the police would believe me if I said Clinton was after me, so long as they 99
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weren’t local. But if I told them what you were? They’d have me in the loony bin before I could bat an eye.” He couldn’t make out what she was trying to say. “Are you comparing me to your ex-husband?” He tried to hide the sudden surge of anger, but he wasn’t successful. Either way, she didn’t so much as flinch. 
“At least the ex was honest with me. Well, at least about the part where he wanted me dead. You keep acting as if you aren’t going to kill me the first chance you get. I know your race hasn’t survived this long by letting people live once they find out you exist.” 
“Damn it, Caden.” Sean slammed on the brakes, the truck careening to the side of the road. He shoved it into park and got out, circling around the vehicle. He yanked open her door and dragged her out, pushing her against the warm metal. “I’m not planning to kill you.” Her eyes glittered hard, and her chin rose. “Prove it.” Every time she did that, raising her chin like that, he nearly lost control. God, the notion of her bravery shook him to his core. This woman had faced death and survived, but only because he’d happened along. She knew her mortality, and, still, she stared into his eyes, waiting for him to end her life. 
“Damn you,” he snarled, yanking her against him. 
“Mine. Do you understand that? I protect what is mine.” She was human. Small, fragile. Yet she glared at him with the fierceness of an alpha shewolf. Her anger should infuriate him, but instead, it only sent his body into a rage of hunger. 
He curled a lip, and her chin only tilted higher. 
“About that. See, I don’t agree. I belong to me. Not you. 
I’m not your plaything to keep you occupied while you wait for another to come along.” 
She had no sense of self-preservation. Had she been this way with her ex? Was the man so weak he’d feared her strength, and that’s why they’d clashed? Or had she learned 100
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to like the adrenaline that came with the taste of death? For if Sean was any other male in his pack, she would die where she stood. 
“One day, you’ll understand.”And even as her eyes glared at him in fury, her body answered. The slide of her feminine heat seeped from her body. Calling to him. Her frustrated lips frowned at him. They were still swollen from his earlier kiss. A kiss he wouldn’t forget as long as he lived. 
Her cheeks flushed, visible to his eyes despite the darkness. 
He crowded her against the truck, relishing the feel of her soft body against his. There was no more holding back. 
“Until that day, here’s my proof.” 
When his mouth came down on hers, she closed hers tight, stiffening in his hold. He nipped at her lips, pressing his body against hers. Her soft belly cradled his hardness, teasing him, offering him a taste of her charms. 
He didn’t dive in like he had before. This time, he eased in, torturing her with slowness. He wanted this to last, but more than anything, he wanted her to remember. He slid inside, testing her. Her taste was hard, powerful, with just a hint of sweetness. He could lose himself in her for the entire night, relishing her flavor and strength. 
He moved to pull back, but she grabbed hold, her mouth becoming the aggressor. He liked that. Needed that. He let her win for an instant, letting her devour him. A sound rolled up her throat so close to a growl he almost shuddered. For a moment, he was powerless to her whims. 
At last, he pulled back, struggling for the edges of his tattered self-control. Her lips were now wet, with his kiss. 
He licked one last time, and they both shuddered. 
“And that,” he said, “is just a taste.” Desire glazed her eyes, and he almost leaned in for more, but steeled himself. Not here. Not in the woods. She was human and deserved a soft bed and silk sheets. She’d like that. Even as the thought rushed past, he remembered her strength. In some respects, she seemed more wolven 101
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than human. He brushed away a stray strand of blonde. 
He smiled. A true red head. Hair that just wouldn’t be tamed, and he had a feeling neither would she. “Later, I’ll explain, but you are not a toy. You are not something to play with, because no one else will come along. Ever. You are mine.” 
Her eyes cleared, hardening, but he leaned in, whispering in her ear. “And I am yours.” The absence of her breath told him all he needed to know. She heard and understood. “Get in the truck. If we don’t join the pack tonight, they’ll come looking for us.” 
“Why?” she queried, her breath coming in short gasps. 
“Because they aren’t sure of you yet. You’re an unknown. They’ll come around, once they get to know you, but for tonight, we must head back to the cabin.” 


* * * * 
 Caden shook her head, and when he stepped back, the loss of his body heat sent her wobbly knee out of commission, and she grabbed for the truck. A firm hand caught her instead. “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she muttered. 
“Doing what?” 
As if he didn’t know. The man was absolutely lethal, in more ways than one. He did something to her she couldn’t begin to describe. And one of the odd symptoms of the illness he created inside her was her loss of intelligence. 
“Walking into the wolf’s den. Literally.” She’d obviously gone insane. 
He chuckled and helped her into the truck, pressing a kiss on her lips before he wrapped the seatbelt around her. 
Why did he have to be so considerate? 
“You were already there last night. I don’t think anyone is going to be surprised.” 
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come looking for her. She got that. “So this is why your pack, as you call it, freaked when I helped that little boy? 
You allow that kind of behavior?” 
“No. We don’t. Why they freaked  had less to do with the fact someone stepped in, but who stepped in. You’re human. You aren’t supposed to be an alpha-bitch. Jenna tried to stare you down, but couldn’t. That’s not supposed to happen.” He slammed his truck door and started the engine, pulling out onto the quiet highway. 
She arched a brow. “Really? And here I just figured she was like all the other witches in my town. A miss high, almighty bitch that needed to be taken down a notch. I’ve been around that type, and trust me, I don’t suffer fools easily.” 
“Just be careful. She’s pissed at you, and now that you know what she is, she won’t hesitate to try to put you in your place.” 
“What kind of fool place are you taking me? No,” she put up a hand to stop him, “don’t answer that. I know what type.” She ran through in her mind what she knew of wolf behavior. “Is your pack structured like a regular wolf pack?” He nodded. 
“So who is the alpha bitch?” 
“Anna. Kieran is the alpha male.” 
“You mean that sweet woman who came to see me is the alpha bitch?” 
He smirked. “Don’t let her hear you say that. She’s rather new to the position, but she managed to win it without a fight. Even my ex backed down when she met her.” 
Something about what he said bugged her. But she couldn’t quite find what it was that was out of place. “Wait a second. Your ex-wife was the alpha bitch? That means you….” 
He nodded. “I was once the alpha male, yes.” Her eyes narrowed. “And why aren’t you now?” 103
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The shrug he gave was an attempt to be nonchalant, but she knew better. 
“I know wolves don’t just step down, Sean, and I have a feeling the wolven are the same. What happened? Did you and Kieran fight?” 
“God, no. It’s just it’s a long story.” He pulled into the compound and to the cabin. Her dreams intruded again. Dreams of him touching and kissing her. Only problem was she had no intention of sleeping with him. For God’s sake, he wasn’t human. He could kiss like there was no tomorrow, but that wasn’t a good enough reason to open herself to more pain. 
He yanked open her door. “Get out.” 
“You are really going to have to learn to be more polite, Sean. You should take me back to the hotel. I was comfortable there.” 
“It’s not safe.” 
The bald words told her much more than any of their other conversations. It wasn’t just that the pack wasn’t used to her. He really thought one of them would try to kill her. 
Hell, they hadn’t even talked about the hyena that had attacked her. Between her ex, the hyena, and now Sean’s pack, she was just inviting death. 
She got out of the truck, wishing she at least had her makeup and some heels to make her feel more confident. 
Instead, she had a cane. It would just have to do. 
She straightened her shoulders and stepped into his home. 
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Chapter Twelve
Caden paced the living room, the cane lying against the couch. Her knee seemed to be improving, more and more as the night wore on, as were her ribs. Yet she’d come close to death tonight. Maybe even several times, it was hard to tell. 
And instead of worrying about it, she was staring at Sean’s walls, trying to think how to display his art. 
Things were starting to make sense, though. She hadn’t understood before why a man so powerful in his own right was so quick to take Laura’s rules. The bitch had ridiculed his art—something Caden knew had to be very personal to him. And he had still obeyed her ridiculous rules. 
As a teen, she’d researched wolves. Most people didn’t understand that while the alpha male ruled the pack, the alpha female ruled the alpha male. He would do anything for her, no matter how strange the request. She’d seen images of wolves during mating season and read how the male rarely ate during his mate’s heat cycle. She wouldn’t let him. She used her will, and his desire to mate, against him. 
Knowing that any female could control someone as powerful as Sean was frightening. And yet at the same time, she wanted to strangle the bitch. He hadn’t admitted it, but Laura had hurt Sean in the most personal of ways. How did you do that to your own husband? 
Her ex had done many similar things. He’d called her fat. He’d been just like her mother, insisting every stitch of clothes be perfect, every hair in its place. But instead of cowering beneath his rules, she’d used them as her armor. 
Her clothes had begun to protect her from his wrath. It had worked too. So long as she was pretty eye candy, he’d ignored her. He’d grown careless, and that’s how she’d found his Blackberry and everything inside it. 
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Speaking of careless…. Caden turned toward Sean. “So that hyena thing. It was a shifter, wasn’t it?” His jaw hardened. “Yes.” 
“A friend of yours?” 
He shook his head. “More a casual enemy. But the hyenas have never come after any of our mates before.” 
“What do you mean ‘mate?’ I’m not your mate.” Sean’s eyes narrowed. He cleared his throat. “My scent is all over you. He would assume you were my mate. Either that, or he was coming for me and was careless. If you didn’t trash my truck, that means he did, or someone with him.” 
“Uh uh.” She shook her head. “That thing was after me. 
There was no surprise in its eyes when I was the only one there. 
Sean growled. Caden arched a brow, but for some reason, the sound didn’t frighten her. Hell, he didn’t frighten her anymore. Maybe later, when she was alone, she’d stop and think about why that was. Maybe all that kissing tonight had something to do with it. He could have been lulling her into a false sense of security, but she didn’t think so. No man kissed like that unless he meant it. But he wasn’t a man. 
“Look, I need to go to bed. I’ve had enough excitement to last me a month of Sundays. I need to get to bed before I drop.” No sooner had she said the words than her knee started to throb. So did her head. Maybe she wasn’t healing after all. Her body wobbled, and strong arms grabbed her before she fell, drawing her into the safety of his body. 
“The adrenaline is wearing off. Come. Let’s get you to bed.” 
She tried to push him away, but dizziness stole her sense of balance, the room suddenly spinning out of control. 
Sean lifted her, cradling her in his arms, and carried her to the bedroom. 
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“You overdid it, and your body is letting you know.” 
“What if something’s wrong?” she asked, staring at his strong jaw. If she stared hard enough, the room quit spinning. 
“Nothing’s wrong. I can smell sickness, and all I sense is a sudden drop of adrenaline. You’ll be okay after a night’s sleep.” 
He laid her on the bed and pulled the sheet up over her. 
It still smelled of Sean, and she snuggled into it and sighed. 
She let his scent rush into her blood. “You’re a good man. 
Wolf. Whatever,” she muttered. Darkness descended, and, with it, her eyes drooped. 
“Get some sleep,” he said. “We’ll talk more tomorrow. 


* * * * 
 Sean sat on the foot of his daughter’s bed. Tanya didn’t live here anymore. She lived with her mother, but he still thought of this as her room. 
And he liked to sit in here and find peace. But tonight, peace eluded him. 
He stared into space. Nothing made sense. Why would his body tell him his mate was human? She was too fragile for a wolven. Too slow to heal. If he didn’t feel and smell her heated scent all the way into his soul, he’d think he had made a mistake. But there was no doubting the power of her scent. It was as though she reached out and wrapped her hand around his heart that first night. 
Him. 
He growled softly. He couldn’t soften. He couldn’t fall for this female. She could destroy him already, if she so desired. She deserved better. Someone who had confidence. 
Maybe this was a joke. Maybe fate was playing with him, knowing he’d screw this up, just like he had everything else. 
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didn’t deserve a wolven for a mate. 
Damn it. 
She was his. And there would be no other. He no longer wanted a wolven. He wanted Caden, with her laughter, and with her courage. And there was the way she had stood up for him when he told her of the way Laura thought about his carving. 
And the way she’d kissed him. During that instant, when he’d let her take control, she’d shown her lack of inhibition. 
Her hunger for him. It had nearly taken him to his knees. 
He grew hard now, just thinking about it. 
She’d taken the knowledge of what he was very well. Or seemed to. Her running away didn’t bother him. It showed she had some sense of self-preservation, or had at that moment, anyway. Because once he’d gotten there, she’d expected to die. There was no way to know if that was because of what her ex-husband did to her, or if it was because she truly understood her predicament. 
He remembered the look of terror on her face when he leapt through the window. The hyena had backed her up against the wall, ready to spring. If he’d been one second slower, she might have died. His blood turned to ice, and he bolted upward, pacing the room. He couldn’t let her die. 
Not for him. Not for her ex-husband. Not for any reason. 
He’d recognized the bastard. His ex-brother-in-law. 
Laura’s brother. Had the bitch found out he was mating again and sent her brother to stop the joining? 
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Chapter Thirteen
Sean selected the button to add the truck seats to his online “shopping cart.” He hated shopping on the computer, but right now he wasn’t ready to leave Caden on her own long enough to get the new seats. Discovering what he was had most likely destroyed all her preconceived notions of life and science, and the sudden knowledge would have been traumatic. Just because last night she looked like she was handling it, didn’t mean she was. Often reality was far different from expected. So he waited for the explosion. 
Plus he had to help with the Blood Moon festival preparations. In just twenty-four hours, most of the wolven along the eastern seaboard would arrive in the Uwharrie forest, ready to take part in the annual hunt. Anna and Kieran had been scarce the last week while he sat at Caden’s side, working on the preparations he normally helped with. 
He’d promised to cook the pig for the pig pickin’ part, even if Anna took on the rest of the preparations. He’d have to contact her and ask her to help prepare the meat so he could spend more time with Caden. 
He typed in his credit card number and clicked the mouse just as a scent seeped into his lungs. Sweet floral scent with a hint of spice. Caden. She was awake. And behind him. Just that fast, he grew hard. An instinctive, hungry reaction he didn’t want to control. While the scent rushed through his veins, he patiently printed his receipt on his rickety printer, waiting. Absorbing. He could lose himself in her scent alone. 
“Good morning, Caden,” he said at last, breaking the silence. 
“Morning. What are you working on?” 
He steeled himself as she stepped behind him and peered over his shoulder. The heat from her body seeped 109
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into his skin, and he fought the urge to spin his chair around and wrap himself around her. 
“Ordering some new seats for my truck.” He closed the page and turned to face her. She was back in that same white dress. It looked good on her, but he had a feeling she would want something new by now. He was going to have to do something about that. “I should ask Tanya if you can borrow more of her clothes.” 
“No. As much as I think Tanya is probably a sweet girl, I’m sure she doesn’t want to share her wardrobe with me. 
I’m going into town to buy some clothes. Mind if I borrow your truck?” 
“My truck?” He stared at her, his mouth slightly agape. 
She’d driven his truck once and already he was ordering new seats for it. 
“Yes, you know. That great big monster of a thing you drive around on the road? The one with four tires and a steering wheel?” 
“Ha Ha. Very funny.” He studied her. “What happens if your ex sees you?” 
“My ex doesn’t decide my future life.” She rubbed her arms as though she was cold. “He’s the past. Besides, if I make myself visible downtown, he won’t be able to touch me.” 
He still didn’t like it. “I’ll go with you.” 
“Right. That’s what I need, a big man at my back while I try on clothes. I don’t think so. Besides, it’s going to take me all day.” 
Sean narrowed his eyes, imagining the delectable picture she’d make. He’d love to watch her slide out of that dress and into something sexy and hot. The image of her sliding silk stockings over her legs rushed through his mind, and he groaned. 
“Earth to Sean,” she said, snapping her fingers in his face. “I mean it, I have to go shopping.” He focused his attention back on the real Caden and 110
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inhaled. He smiled. She wasn’t as unaffected as she pretended to be. She was very definitely aroused. Maybe not as much as he, but it permeated the air. The scent of her hunger swept over him, rushing inward until all he wanted to do was to respond. Not yet. 
He sighed. “Okay, Nora said she’d come over today, so maybe she’ll go shopping with you.” 
Caden frowned. “Are you sure that’s smart? After the way Tanya reacted, I’m not so sure your daughters are ready for me. Tanya doesn’t believe me when I say I’m leaving once I’m healed up. It’s like she thinks I’m here for some reason besides recovery.” 
Sean raised a brow, but didn’t answer. Later, when she was ready, he’d share everything, but for now, it was best to remain silent. Instead, he lowered his eyes, and then wished he hadn’t. The dress stretched across her breasts, pulling the material tight, exposing every curve. His fingers itched, ready to reach out and touch. He frowned. 
If Caden looked this sexy in his daughter’s clothes, he was going to have to talk his daughter into more modest clothes. Ignoring her words, he rose and strode toward the window to stare into the bright sunshine. Anything to take his eyes off her body. Damn. He’d always admired strength and muscles, and while Caden had that in spades, she had curves his fingers itched to grab. To hold. 
“Nora will be fine. She’d older and married herself. 
Tanya is just a bit out of sorts of late. She’ll come around.” Her mood changed. He could sense the switch, but couldn’t tell exactly what she was feeling. But he knew what he felt. Hot. Too hot. And it wasn’t just the temperature. 
Having her here, so close, so desirable, was taking its toll. 
His skin itched with the need to give in to the wolf. He wanted to touch or be touched. And it was as though instinct was telling him she would accept him more as a wolf. Trying to give her time was becoming torture. 
“Why did she leave you?” 
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He tensed. She was back to that. He’d told her before he wouldn’t share, but every time she asked, he found it harder to ignore the question. “It doesn’t matter. I’m just glad she finally did.” 
“I thought wolves mate for life?” 
He finally figured out the scent. Confusion. She was trying to figure out his relationship with Laura. “Few wolves truly mate for life. They mate for strength of the pack. While some wolves do stay together their entire lives, it’s more coincidental than an actual behavior pattern. 
Researchers have misunderstood. Usually, the strongest female mates with the pack leader because he’s the strongest, but sometimes she changes her mind. Scientists think maybe it’s to add diversity to the bloodline. Either way, in our world, there are two kinds of mates. Mostly, we mate just like the rest of the humans. For love, money, or prestige.” 
“And your marriage?” 
“Prestige,” he spat. 
He heard her intake of shock. “You hate her.” Sean almost turned to face her, but didn’t. He wasn’t sure he could look at her without touching her. He wished she’d drop this discussion, but maybe it would help cool the hunger burning inside him. He steeled himself and took a deep breath. “Yes.” 
“Why?” 
“She betrayed me.” 
He scented her surprise, but she didn’t hesitate. “And yet you stayed with her?” 
“For my daughters.” 
A wild rabbit ducked beneath a bush outside the window, and, for an instant, he considered running outside and shifting to his wolf form because, if he stayed here, trapped in this house with her and her delectable scent, he might lose the grip he had on his hunger. Already his need pushed at his body, growing more intense with every 112
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passing moment. He tried to breathe through his mouth. 
That only made matters worse. The taste of her scent rested on his tongue. Feminine. Sharp. Strong. He shuddered. 
Heat swept over him, and instincts shifted into high gear. 
“I’m sorry.” Her hand touched him on the back, her heat sizzling against his flesh. 
The hunger inside him exploded, and he whirled, grabbing both her wrists in his hand and pushing her to the wall. “Don’t.” 
He’d meant only to put distance between them, but the instant he touched her, he knew he was doomed. He didn’t want to let go of the soft, feminine skin beneath his fingers. 
Not unless it was to touch even more of her. Her eyes widened in surprise, but she didn’t fight him. In fact, her eyes darkened, and the sweet scent of her arousal wrapped around him. Sliding her arms above her head, he wrapped one hand about her wrists and held her in place. She gasped, and her body arched. 
“I’m at the end of my control, Caden. One touch is all it will take. One wrong move, and I’ll be inside of you in seconds. I’m not human. I’m wolven. Never forget. Once we choose a mate, we don’t take our time.” His hand slid along her side, cupping one sweet breast. “And never mistake me. 
You are my mate, and I do want you.” 


* * * * 
 “I’m not your mate.” Caden barely recognized her own voice. Yet the word mate seemed to resonate deep in her soul. The rightness of it settled her, which in itself made no sense. His palm slid over her breast, and she closed her eyes, hiding the tremor running straight through to her belly. Her body ached with the need for a stronger touch. 
“So you say,” he murmured. “But you know you feel our connection.” 
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His breath brushed against her lips. Just a taste. Truly that’s all she needed. Using his fangs, he lightly nipped her lips. Damn, that shouldn’t feel so good, but it did. 
“This is moving too fast.” 
“Not fast enough.” He leaned toward her, inhaling. 
No man had ever found her scent so fascinating. That alone was erotic. Knowing she could capture his attention without perfume or soaps. 
“I’ve been at your side since the day I found you in that ravine. You touched me. Caressed me with your fingers, combing my hair while in my wolf form.” He nipped her ear. “I want that, Caden, but I want to feel your skin against mine. Your heat.” 
Caden shuddered. His words rushed over her as though they had a life of their own. Intoxicating. Drugging. She thought of the times he’d lain by her side in the hospital, his eyes closed in bliss. Somehow, she’d known he was more than he seemed. The way he watched her, the way he knew when she needed comfort. 
And the way his body shook when she’d touch his stomach. 
Her gaze swept downward, taking in the hard muscles of his chest, of the carved definition of his abs. She wanted to run her hands down his chest now, to feel each sculpted edge of his muscles. 
When she didn’t answer, her eyes focused on all that hot, sinful flesh, he continued. “But don’t touch me, Caden, unless you’re ready for more.” He ran a hand down her other side, skirting the curve of her breast. 
She did want more. A lot more. But she couldn’t. The reason, however, had escaped her now, with him so close, his hand holding her in place, his scent filling her lungs. 
Damn. She rested her head against the wall and closed her eyes. 
Bad move. His presence filled her, in a way he never could with her eyes open. Her skin tingled with heat and 114
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passion. Her breasts ached with need, and her arousal slid through her blood, feeding every cell within her body. 
As abruptly as he’d touched her, he let go. The cool air returned, and she shivered, dropping her hands to her side. 
“Nora should be here soon.” He hesitated and reached toward her hair. “I’d like to see the natural color some day,” he murmured. 
And there it was. Said so simply. As though he knew she would stay with him for the rest of her life. They barely knew one another, and here he was making plans. Hell, he wasn’t even human. 
“It took me a long time to go from red to blonde.” A soft smile curved his lips. “I’m sure, but I want to see the real you, Caden.” 
“I don’t understand.” 
“Understand what?” 
Shit. She’d hadn’t meant to say that out loud. “I don’t understand why you want me.” She shrugged. “It’s not like I think I’m ugly or anything, but you’ve never even seen me without bruises. And I’m not….” 
“You’re not wolven?” 
She nodded. Her questions and thoughts ran rampant inside her. While the logical side of her brain kept reminding her he wasn’t human, the more insecure part of her was confused. Her mother raised her to believe appearance meant everything, and the only face she’d shown Sean was one filled with bruises. She hadn’t even dressed in any of her own clothes since they’d met. 
Even being another species, he was a better man than any she’d met. He protected and respected her. He was an artist. He was sensitive and a loving father. And sometimes he was downright aggressive. He’d dragged her into his world without so much of a “how do you do?” 
“Don’t try to understand.” He smiled, leaning close. 
“Just accept it. You are everything I want in a female.” He leaned in, his lips brushing her neck. 
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The touch sent shivers down her spine, and she arched, subconsciously turning her head, offering her throat. Caden couldn’t breathe. His scent stole her every breath, turning it into something she couldn’t control. Her breasts rose and fell with each ragged breath. 
A knock sounded at the front door, jolting her back to reality. 
“Nora’s here,” he whispered. 
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Chapter Fourteen 
Sean hugged his daughter before taking the babe from her arms, smiling when the child wrapped her chubby arms around his neck. He buried his nose in her soft skin, drawing her scent inside him and sighed in contentment. A grandfather. How could he possibly be a grandfather? 
But he was. 
“So, Dad, don’t keep me in suspense any longer. Who is this woman I hear you’re hanging out with?” He pulled his nose from the child and frowned at his daughter. “I’m not ‘hanging out’ with her. She’s my True
Mate.” 
Nora grinned, her dark brown eyes lighting. “Really? 
That’s great! So when do I get to meet her?” 
“In a moment. I want you to do me a favor.” 
“Name it.” 
He loved how happy she looked. She’d been so quiet and withdrawn after the kidnapping, and here she was now, mated, and with a child of her own. It was as though those horrible days had never happened. If only he could get rid of his own guilt as easily. Ryland had been good for Nora, despite his own misgivings. That first day when she’d admitted she was with the rogue wolven, he’d ordered her home. 
And for the first time in her life, she’d denied him. 
At the time, he’d thought it was because he was no longer the alpha, and she’d lost respect for him. Now he knew it was because Ryland was her True Mate.  The male she was destined to be with all along. Thank the full moon the male had turned out to be more worthy than he’d expected. 
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would that embarrass her? “What?” 
“Oh nothing.” She took the baby from him. “Don’t you want to go with her? I mean, you’ve just found her and all.” 
“She doesn’t want me to,” he said more roughly than he intended. “I think she believes I’m overbearing.” 
“Imagine that.” She laughed. “All right. I’ll take her.” 
“When?” 


* * * * 
 “Now,” Caden interrupted their conversation. She needed to go shopping today. She’d had all she could take of childish clothes and clunky sandals. When she took a shower later today, she wanted to put on her own clothes, with her own shoes. 
Clothes would give her confidence and bearing. She needed that if she didn’t want to end up in Sean’s bed by the end of today. No matter how hot he was, that couldn’t happen. He wasn’t human, and even if he were, she had enough crap trailing behind her to know she couldn’t saddle someone else with her problems. 
The dark-haired young woman nodded and smiled. 
“Sounds great to me.” 
Their eyes met, and Caden shuddered. She’d felt a tingling sensation on her flesh since the moment she’d met Max, the wolf. Of course, Max had turned out to be Sean. 
But it seemed as though she could identify a wolven just by that feeling. Maybe it was a reminder that they weren’t human. Nora was definitely wolven and, as such, had the strength and power to shift into an animal that could kill with a single bite. These people were dangerous. Far more dangerous than Clint. 
“Caden, this is Nora.” Sean grabbed her hand and pulled her forward. “My daughter. And this is my grandson.” Caden shot a searching look toward Sean. Grandson? 
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married, and she knew Tanya was already over eighteen, but a grandfather? 
Nora cooed to her son and placed him in the child seat. 
“It’s so great to meet you. Dad has been telling me about you, and I think it’s great he’s found someone who can finally take his attention off me.” 
“Yeah, about that—” 
“Nora—” 
“Oh, don’t worry about me,” said Nora, ignoring the warning from her father. “I understand more than you know. When I met Ryland, I thought I’d rather strangle him than mate with him, and now look at me.” 
“Nora,” said Sean again. “I’m sure Caden doesn’t want to hear about your courtship with Ryland. I certainly don’t think I could handle it.” 
“Come on, Caden.” Nora grinned and picked up the child’s car seat. “Let’s get to a store and get you some clothes before grumpy here has a fit.” 
“Stay off the main streets. And whatever you do, don’t contact anyone.” 
Caden whirled back to Sean. “Why not?” He studied her, but didn’t answer. “You don’t trust me?” He rubbed his face, one hand propped on his hip. “Your knowledge is too fresh. I have to protect you from the pack as well as your ex-husband. I trust you, but they don’t.” Nora faded into the background, waiting. 
“So you’re saying they’ll think because I need to go shopping, that I am sharing my news of their pack? Don’t they understand that nobody would believe me?” 
“It doesn’t matter. What matters is whether they trust you, and they don’t.” 
Her eyes hardened. “Trust is a two-way street, Sean. I don’t trust any of your pack members either, except maybe Anna. The rest have been standoffish or plain rude. Maybe they’re more afraid they know they don’t deserve my trust. 
Besides, I don’t keep your secret for them. I keep it for you. 
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Let’s go, Nora.” 
Caden stormed out the door. 


* * * * 
 Sean watched Caden stomp out of his home. 
“Don’t worry, Daddy. She’ll be fine.” Nora kissed his cheek. 
“Humf,” he growled and shrugged away. 
“She’s fighting what’s inevitable, Dad, and you know it. 
She does, too, and that’s probably why she’s so angry. I’ll take care of her.” 
“You won’t be alone.” He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t let her leave the pack and step into danger. Her ex-husband still wanted her dead and would stop at nothing to kill her. 
And they still hadn’t found out why the hyena shifter had come after her. She wasn’t safe. 


* * * * 
 Caden flicked through the dresses in the used clothing store. When she’d dropped off some of her old outfits here a few weeks ago, she hadn’t expected to be the one buying them later. But, until she felt safe enough to go back to her house, this was the best she could do. 
The hairs on her arms raised, and she rubbed them, the energy seeming a constant presence on her flesh. Since the first day in the hospital, she’d felt the sensation, and she’d learned to associate it with Sean, yet when she scanned the store, he was nowhere to be found. 
“What’s wrong?” asked Nora. 
“”I just wondered what your father was up to?” Nora shrugged and lifted the baby to her shoulder. “He’s probably still moping about somewhere. So what’s with you two? Did you have a fight?” 
Caden shrugged and pulled out the silk blouse she’d 120
Blood Moon Betrayed 
sold here just a few weeks before. “Not so much a fight. He just expects more than I can give right now.” 
“More than you can give? Or more than you want to give?” 
Caden turned and stared at the young woman. “What are you getting at?” 
The younger woman’s smile was as mysterious as her eyes. “Don’t get me wrong, Caden. He’s my dad and all, but I also know he’s an alpha male. He’s not used to sitting by and watching while anyone adjusts to who and what he is. 
But I also know he’s a good male.” 
Caden grabbed a dark blue-green suit. It had gone well with her red hair. It would go just as well with her blonde hair. “Yes, he is. And for the life of me, I can’t figure out why he’s so focused on me. He barely knows me.” She rubbed her arms again. 
Nora grinned. “Ask him to explain it to you. He probably hasn’t thought to do so because, to him, it’s natural.” 
“I asked him why. He said to not try to understand, but to just enjoy it. How the hell can I enjoy when I have no idea of his intentions?” 
“His intentions are very clear.” Nora draped a blouse over her body and stared at the mirror. “He wishes to mate with you.” 
“I’m not ready to fall into bed with him.” Caden blushed the instant the words were out of her mouth. This was Sean’s daughter she was talking to. 
But instead of being embarrassed, Nora laughed. “Yes, you are, but don’t worry, that isn’t what I mean.” She dropped the blouse into the basket on her elbow and glanced at her son, who cooed happily at the bright colors throughout the shop. “For us, the term mate can also mean what you might think of as marriage.” 
“Marriage?” She gaped at the younger woman. She’d been afraid of that. She couldn’t even think about marriage. 
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Blood Moon Betrayed 
than enough to deal with. 
Nora glanced at the clothes in her hands. “Don’t you want to try those on?” 
Caden shook her head. “No. These are clothes I left here two weeks ago when I was trying to get ready to move.” She put the three outfits she’d chosen in her buggy and moved toward the lingerie bin. At least these would be new. She snatched a few pairs of panties and dropped them into her basket, along with some bras. 
“Move?” Nora walked beside her to the cashier. “Where were you planning to move to?” 
“Anywhere.” She handed her credit card to the cashier. 
Not the one with her Loftus name on it, but the pre-paid one she’d purchased weeks before in preparation of her escape. The cashier bagged her clothes and Caden turned to Nora. “I needed to get away from here. My goal was to leave before the shit hit the fan.” She shrugged. “I was too late. So I may as well gather back all my clothes and find a new place to live.” 
“With my father?” asked Nora, a grin forming on her face. 
“I can’t answer that, Nora. It’s way too early to even think of that.” 


* * * * 
 An hour later, Caden felt more like herself. She’d changed into a soft gray suit, the knee length skirt more a business style than for comfort. The silk lining slid over her thighs with every step. Her heels clicked on the sidewalk with confidence. She’d purchased a new batch of makeup and had borrowed the shop’s bathroom for the application. 
She sighed and turned her face toward the sun, drinking in the bright light. 
“You look happy,” said Nora. 
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in a week.” 
“I don’t understand why you would want such high heels.” 
Caden glanced down at her shoes. They were the favorites of her purchases today. The spiked heels weren’t quite four inches high and made her look taller than her five foot nine inch frame. They gave her confidence. And she loved the sound they made when she walked. Solid. 
Powerful. 
“These are not that high. In fact, they aren’t even as high as the other pair I bought.” 
Nora frowned. “I don’t know, Caden, maybe you need to buy something more comfortable to walk in? Like maybe some flats?” 
Caden shuddered. “Not right now.” She stopped and cocked a leg to admire her new purchase. “I need these. 
Like I need air to breathe.” 
Nora shook her head and grabbed one of her bags. 
“Ready to go home?” 
Caden frowned. Home. Right now, she didn’t have a home. She had an apartment, she had her husband’s house, and she had a guestroom at Sean’s. None of which she considered home, but she nodded anyway. 
“I need to do one more thing,” Caden said. She rushed before Nora had a chance to stop her, heading straight for the candy shop. A little bit of sweet in her life might just be what she needed. 
She hurried forward, careful to dodge the cracks in the sidewalk, when a hand clasped around Caden’s arm and yanked her down the alley between the two stores they passed. 
She yelped, struggling to fight the hold on her arm. Her packages dropped all around her. The man swung her about to face him and slammed her backward against the brick wall behind her. Her cane clattered to the concrete sidewalk. 
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“Damn it, Clint, if you mess up this suit, I swear to you I’ll—” 
“You’ll what, bitch?” His once handsome face, now distorted in hatred, snarled in her face. “Where’s your bodyguard, slut?” 
Her heart thudded against her ribs, but she refused to show her fear. Not this time. 
“He’s just around the corner.” 
“You’re lying. Like always. Where’s my Blackberry, bitch?” 
She raised her chin. “I sent it to the State Bureau of Investigation,” she lied. “Along with photographs of what you did to me that night. And information on the murder you committed. You’re going down, Clint. And I’m the one taking you there.” 
His face reddened, and the vein in his forehead pulsed. 
“You’re going to die.” He pulled back his fist. Caden closed her eyes, refusing to flinch or duck. The slap of flesh on flesh caught her by surprise, and her eyes popped open. 


* * * * 
 From across the street, a low rumble startled a woman, and she darted away, searching for the apparent aggressive animal. He’d saved the female again, and from her ex-husband. The loud argument drew the attention of the humans walking past. 
Through narrowed eyes, the watcher waited, and then followed the human male. He could be useful. He was violent, and aggressive, and maybe a little bit insane. 
Perfect. 


* * * * 
 Fury vibrated through Sean’s body, shaking him to his very soul. He’d tried following Caden at a distance, and by 124 
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doing so, had left her at risk with this asshole. His fingers tightened on the man’s fist, and he heard the satisfactory sound of cracking bones. 
“Touch her,” he snarled, the man’s scent rancid and evil, raced through Sean’s blood, “and you’ll wish you hadn’t.” Sean’s skin itched with the desire to shift, to rip the son of a bitch’s throat out. 
He shoved the man’s fist away, knocking Clinton off balance. The bastard fell to the ground and grabbed his hand, grimacing in pain. 
“You won’t protect her when you realize what she’s like.” The man’s whiny response grated on Sean’s nerves. 
Sean stepped closer, his lips curled, fighting to hide the fangs now descending in his mouth. 
Clint’s face blanched, and he scrambled toward the street. “The bitch will turn on you, just you wait and see.” He spun and trotted off toward his car. 
Sean turned to Caden. She stood, her back to the wall, her face pale and trembling. 
“You okay?” he asked. 
She nodded. “I can’t believe he did that. In broad daylight.” Her voice trembled. 
Sean did the only thing he knew to do. He leaned in, pressing his body against hers, offering her a semblance of comfort. 
The bitch will turn on you. 
He couldn’t do this. He couldn’t have another mate he couldn’t trust. One he wouldn’t touch because of her actions. 
Suspicion twisted inside him. What had she done to her ex? “Let’s go,” he said, letting go of her. He stepped back, and she pushed away from the wall, her eyes confused. He stormed over to her packages and picked up several of the bags. 
He’d let her appreciation of his art color his emotions, but that would have to end now. He couldn’t trust women. 
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Experience had proven that. Only his daughters. They were the only ones who wouldn’t turn against him. 
She bent and retrieved the cane, her skirt rising to barely cover her ass. Both his heart and body hardened. 
Like two adversaries from the same team. He wanted to press up against her, to fuck her just as she stood. But he didn’t. He ground his teeth and waited. Maybe if he never trusted her, maybe she couldn’t betray him. And then he could fuck her and protect his heart. 
Caden straightened and turned back to him, cocking her head. Fake blonde color contrasted with her makeup. She looked the essence of female. Whatever she’d done to her eyes made their green look more brilliant and her skin more translucent. But she also looked like someone he didn’t know. Just another reminder how changeable the female heart could be. 
He led the way to his truck, where Nora stood, her brow furrowed, concern glittering in her eyes. 
“Are you okay?” she asked, the instant they arrived, her concern all for Caden. 
Caden. So damned beautiful. So damned feminine. 
He helped the human into his truck and fought the urge to reach in and put on her seatbelt. Damn it. She was still a female. And she’d proven she could betray another. Her husband. He’d learned long ago, once a female got away with betrayal, she continued. 
He climbed in beside her and slammed the door. 
“What’s wrong with you? It’s not like I called him in there.” 
He turned and his eyes caught on her lips. The dark red lipstick called to him. Did she get a sweet strawberry flavor? 
Or would he only taste wax? 
“Nothing.” 
She continued to watch him and shrugged, her eyes wary. “Look, I’m glad you were there, but why were you following me? And I’m riding with Nora” 126
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He cut her a look and inhaled, smelling the pique from her pores. Lust rushed through his veins. His fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “I did what I had to. You didn’t want me over your shoulder, so I wasn’t. And no, you are not riding with Nora. I’m taking you back to the house.” True to his words, Nora waved and drove off. 
She stared at him for a long time, and when she spoke, her words caught him off guard. 
“I tell you what, Sean, there’s no need for me to go back with you. You’ve made it quite clear I’m more a nuisance than anything, and you’ve also made it clear to Clinton to leave me alone. So just pull over at the next hotel, and I’ll get a room.” 
“No.” 
“You don’t have a choice in this. Pull over and let me out at the hotel. I’ll handle the rest on my own, thank you very much. This is my life. Now take me to a hotel.” 
“You aren’t going to a hotel. It’s not safe.” He couldn’t explain to her the perplexing emotions running through him. He didn’t want to need her as much as he did, and he definitely could not allow her to leave his side while she was in danger. 
“And being with you is?” she exclaimed as he slammed on the brakes at a red light, nearly tossing her into the dash. 
“Either get your head out of your ass and trust me, or you can take me to the hotel. Alone.” 
He snarled, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. He couldn’t hold in this type of fury. He would not live with another female out to destroy him. “You betrayed your husband.” 
“I did what?” Her eyes widened. “Oh, give me a break. I left him long before I betrayed him. He murdered a man right in front of me. I held that damned Blackberry of his for more than a year before I found out he was a killer. Do you really think I should keep my mouth shut about that?” Sean snarled, ignoring the sudden twinge of guilt in his 127
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own chest. 
“Besides, I lied to him.” 
“You lied about what?” 
“I haven’t turned him in. The Blackberry is in a safe place. So long as I have it, I’m safer than if I don’t.” He glanced in her direction, before turning back to the road, driving down the long highway to the Uwharrie forest. 
The leaves were starting to turn at last. Fall came late this year, and it was only just now cool enough for the trees to accept the color transition. Soon, the only green would be from the thousands of pines backed up along the forest and to the mountain. 
“He said you’d turn on me.” 
“Because he’s insane.” She gaped at him. “You mean you honestly believed him?” She expelled an exasperated sigh. “Sean, I thought better of you. He’s been trying to kill me since I left him. I won’t sleep with a killer, and I won’t live with one. At least, not someone who kills for the wrong reasons,” she corrected quickly. 
Because Sean had killed. To protect her. And would do so again, even if he let her walk out of his life. She was his True Mate. 
She swallowed and continued. “I was ready to leave town. I colored my hair and bought a fake passport. I bought prepaid credit cards in the name on the passport. I was on my way out when he caught me at the parking garage that night. The night you found me almost dead.” Acid crept into her voice, the scent of her anger filling the truck. 
He had to give her credit, either she was a damned good liar, or she was right. He’d jumped to conclusions. Again. 
Damn it. 
He nodded. “Maybe I jumped to conclusions.” 
“Ya think? You knew who I was afraid of. Damn it, Sean, grow up. Think for yourself. Either trust me, or let me go.” Trust me or let me go. 
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He’d trusted a female once. And she’d destroyed his life. 
The memories plagued him every day. The night his parents and Kieran’s wife died. The hyenas had been on the prowl, and he was supposed to pull night guard, but Kieran had sent him on a wild goose chase into town. To talk to a hyena that supposedly knew why they were so agitated and ready to attack the Uwharrie pack. 
When he returned to their cabin, Laura was there. The scent of his parents’ blood had slapped him in the face, and he’d found his wife, scrubbing a silver blade, dipping it in Pine Sol to remove their scent. She’d broken down and cried in his arms, sobbing about how his parents had found out she was half hyena and were going to tell the entire pack. She hadn’t wanted to be kicked out. 
He’d held her, a piece of his heart dying even as his parents’ blood trickled down the drain. He couldn’t turn her in. She was his mate. The mother to his daughter. Nora was but a child. Five years old. She hadn’t understood her parents’ constant arguments. She’d cry when they fought, and he’d hold her, letting out his own tears into her dark hair. 
His wife had killed his parents. 
That’s when her treatment of him changed. She turned cold. Maybe it was because he couldn’t touch her without remembering his mother’s blood on her hands. Maybe she thought he was weak for not destroying her. Either way, he’d retreated to his carving. 
She’d pushed him to have sex with her one more time, when she was in heat. He’d hoped maybe it would change their relationship. It hadn’t, but it had brought him one more daughter. 
Tanya had been the love of his life, and he’d wanted to immortalize her childhood in his art. Laura had walked in to find him carving their second daughter’s likeness, and she’d lost it. They’d fought, and he’d retreated to the woods. 
The forest was the only place he could find the peace and 129
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control. It wasn’t long after he smelled the smoke. He’d returned to find her burning all his wood carvings. Every sculpture, every wall plate. Everything. He’d managed to save a few of the pieces, but the one of Tanya had burned, the fire devouring her child-like image. 
From that moment on, he hadn’t trusted anyone. 
Eighteen years he’d lived in a cocoon. 
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Chapter Fifteen
When he pulled into the forest, Caden knew immediately someone was at the cabin by the way Sean stiffened before releasing a calming sigh. He had been quiet on the last part of the drive, and she wondered what he was thinking. She’d watched the pain flood his face before it hardened again in anger. They both had their secrets, and she wanted to know his. 
He put the truck in park after stopping the vehicle in front of his cabin just as Tanya stood up from the swing hanging on the end of the porch. She didn’t look quite as goth today. Her eyeliner wasn’t as heavy, and instead of wearing all black, she wore jeans and a white shirt. She looked like a totally different person. 
Sean wrapped his arms around the girl and murmured in her ear. She nodded and grinned before stepping back. 
Stifling a sigh, Caden climbed the steps to the porch and set her bags down. More than anything she wanted to know why Sean had become so quiet in the truck. But that was going to have to wait. 
“Dad, I just dropped in to bring Caden some more clothes.” 
Sean smiled and tightened his arm about the girl for an instant. “Thanks, baby, but as you can see,” he said, nodding to Caden’s purchase, “she’s been shopping. I don’t think she’ll be needing them.” 
She smiled brightly. “Oh, all right. I’ll just go.” Caden frowned. This was going to hurt. A lot. She took a fortifying breath and opened her mouth. “Don’t go.” She smiled at the girl. “Why don’t you join me while I put these things away? Maybe your dad and I can scrounge some food and you can join us for dinner?” Not that she had a right to invite anyone to dinner at Sean’s, but it seemed the right thing to say. 
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The teenager’s face lit up. “Cool. Okay with you, Dad?” 
“Of course.” He smiled. “Having my girl near me is always okay with me.” 
He opened the door, and Tanya helped by grabbing a couple of the bags from the porch. They moved into the living room. 
“Let’s go put these things away first,” said Caden. “It’s still a little early for dinner.” 
“Sounds good to me.” Tanya beamed and followed Caden into the bedroom. 
Caden hoped she hadn’t made a mistake. It wasn’t like their last meeting had gone all that well. At least she seemed willing to try. Her smile hadn’t even faltered when she realized Caden had her own clothes. Hopefully, the young woman wasn’t waiting for an apology, because one wasn’t forthcoming. Not with the way she’d stuck her nose into her father’s business. At the same time, she had a strange desire to make friends with Sean’s daughters. 
God, she was acting like a stepmother. 
Swallowing the sudden realization, she turned to Tanya. 
“So Nora was with me on my shopping trip. She helped me pick out a few things. You want to see?” 
“I’m more interested in seeing what you picked out.” The girl dropped onto the bed and dumped the bags she held. 
Caden sent a silent prayer of thanks that the girl wasn’t holding the bag with all the lingerie she’d bought. It wasn’t like she’d bought it to impress anyone, but it might not seem that way to Tanya. The young shewolf didn’t know Caden wore silk underclothes day in and day out. 
The suits and blouses tumbled out, their hangers skewed where she’d shoved them into the bags after her ex’s attack. 
She reached to sort them out, but Tanya grabbed a blouse and held it up. A high whistle filled the room. “Wow. 
You must really like clothes. I like clothes, too, but for 132
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shifters, it’s hard—” The girl bit her lip and shot a glance at the door. “You do know about shifters?” Caden smiled. “I do, don’t worry, and, yes, I like my clothes.” She handed Tanya a hanger, and the girl tucked it into the shoulders of the silk garment. “I picked up the trait from my mom. She believed a woman should never step out of the bedroom without being fully dressed to the nines.” 
“I can see you do dress nice,” Tanya said, sorting through the silk blouses. “You’ve got almost every color here.” 
“Not really.” Caden laughed. “These are just a few things to get me by until my life settles a bit, and I can go home.” 
“Do you really think you’ll leave here? I mean, leave my dad?” 
Caden shrugged. “I suppose I will. I can’t impose on him forever. This is his house, and while I now have my own clothes,” she moved to the closet and opened the door, “it doesn’t mean I’m moving in.” 
Caden whistled in surprise when she stepped into the closet. It was a walk-in, yet there was hardly anything inside. Just a few pairs of jeans. Maybe Sean kept his clothes someplace else? She hooked the hangars over a rod and returned to the bedroom. 
“So, I take it your father isn’t much into clothes.” The girl shrugged. “No, not really. He’s always been a jeans and tee shirt kind of guy. So what’s in this bag?” She grabbed the lingerie bag and, before Caden could stop her, dumped it out onto the bed. 
For long seconds, silence reigned in the room. “Not planning to stay, eh?” 
Caden merely grabbed a handful of satin and silk panties and moved toward the dresser. “A girl’s got to wear underwear, and I happen to like the nice stuff.” 
“Yeah, no cotton panties for you.” 
“Nope, I can’t remember the last time I wore cotton.” She opened a drawer and found it filled with men’s boxers 133
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and briefs. Someone else obviously did like cotton. She shut the drawer and tried to hide the blush stealing up her face. 
“I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” 
“You didn’t,” said Caden, finding the next drawer almost empty. She shoved the few pairs of socks to the side and folded her clothing with meticulous care and placed them within. 
“I can smell it,” the girl said. “I’m wolven, remember?” I’m wolven. Don’t forget that.  Sean’s words from this morning echoed in her ears. He was right, of course. So was Tanya. “All the more reason for me not to stay forever.” Caden turned to face the girl. “Look, Tanya, I know you don’t want me here. You think because I’m not wolven I can’t sense the anger and frustration in you. Of course I do. 
I’m not here to replace your mother. If something turns out to happen between your father and me, then it happens. 
But I’m not expecting anything. Like you said, you’re wolven, and so is your father. I’m not. Somehow I don’t think the two races are supposed to mix. The thing is, I can’t see your father wanting me to hang around for long. 
And I’m not ready for a relationship.” 
“I must not have been clear.” Sean glared at her from the bedroom door. 


* * * * 
 Now wasn’t when Sean intended to have this conversation. Not when he could still hear her ex-husband’s words echoing in his mind, but if he didn’t, she’d be gone. 
And he’d fail again. 
“Tanya, why don’t you head on out? We’ll take a rain check on that dinner, if you don’t mind. I think Caden and I have a few things to discuss.” 
Tanya’s face darkened with anger, and she bolted out the door, the screen slamming behind her. 
“You upset her,” Caden said. 
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“She’ll get over it. She knows why I asked her to leave.” Caden finished gathering up the now empty bags on her bed. “That’s good, because I don’t.” 
He stepped forward, taking the bags from her hands and dropping them to the floor. “You think I’m amusing myself with you?” 


* * * * 
 Fury was the only way to survive. Without it, there was only defeat. Never! 
Soon it would be too late, and Sean would mark the human bitch. Everyone knew that’s what Sean had in mind for his mate. And everyone knew where it would lead. 
Mating was one thing. To a human was another. The pack was just going to sit by and let this mating happen. Soiling the blood of a once powerful race. 
Only one thing would stop such travesty. 
Across the courtyard, a child sat alone, tears filling his eyes. He was a smart pup. 
He would be the perfect distraction. 


* * * * 
 Caden tried not to think about how strong and masculine he looked standing before her. Now wild and strong. Yet in his gaze lingered something else. A soft vulnerability she hadn’t seen before. Caden dropped her gaze. A second later, a finger touched her chin, tipping her face until she met his gaze. His eyes were dark and filled with pain. They reminded her of the forest, just as the sun set, when the leaves were at their darkest. She inhaled, her eyes fluttering closed in pleasure. And how the hell did he manage to smell so good? There was no men’s cologne in that bathroom, and yet he smelled the very essence of man. 
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herself back to reality. “Once the idea of being with a human woman wears off, you’ll push me aside. Besides, I’m not interested in a relationship. I’ve already had a strong man ruin my life. I don’t need another.” His jaw tensed. “You had a bully. He doesn’t matter. 
And I’m not playing with you. You need to understand what I want from you.” 
She tried to pull her chin away, but he drew her close, making it impossible to escape him. Trapped, both mind and body. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t look away from him. His heat swept over her, and it was just like every other time he’d drawn near. A thousand joules of energy shot through her every cell when his fingers touched her skin. She bit her lip, fighting the need to close her eyes, relishing the sweet hunger burning inside her. 
He inhaled, his eyes flooding with pleasure. “The instant I caught your scent in the woods, I knew you were mine.” She opened her mouth to interrupt, but he continued, drawing even closer. “Your scent was like a fresh breeze amid the darkness. Sweet and tantalizing. With just a hint of sharp spice. I knew then no other female would work for me. You are my True Mate.” His jaw tightened, and she knew he was remembering the condition she was in that night. 
Her stomach twisted, and her pulse pounded. She wanted to pull away, to stop this conversation before it continued, but she wasn’t that strong. Her body was too hungry for his touch, filling her with the torturous compulsion to lean even closer. 
“You keep using that phrase, Sean. What is a True
Mate?” Her voice was husky, but she didn’t care. 
A hint of a smile curved over his lips. Such sexy lips. Her mouth watered for another taste. She swallowed and stared into his knowing eyes. 
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minds can’t process. We are one. I think humans use the term Soul Mates.” 
“And do humans usually feel this connection too? I mean, I’m not wolven.” Please say yes.  Because otherwise she was going absolutely insane. She couldn’t get him off her mind, no matter how hard she tried. Even when they argued, she wanted to sidle up against him and feel his hard muscles against hers. Skin on skin was what she really wanted. The satiny slide of his flesh against hers. Never in her life had she been so drawn to a man. Not even her ex-husband when they first met. 
Despite the overwhelming sensual desire burning inside her, logic told her to say no. She wanted a choice in her future, and this entire True Mate  thing made it sound as though she didn’t. 
She held her breath, waiting to see which desire would win out. 
“It doesn’t matter who you are, you feel it.” His voice softened. “And I know you do. I see it in your eyes.” His fingers brushed against her cheek. “In your scent. I know you want me as much as I want you.” 
The sexual part of herself celebrated, and a shudder ran through her. At the same time, fear trickled through her mind. If he were right, this would be her life. Was she really willing to commit to living with a man who wasn’t human? 
“So you’re saying I have no choice?” Why did she sound so breathless? Hell, why did she feel  so breathless? 
He shook his head, and his smile widened. She fought the urge to brush a finger across his lips, to feel them with the tips of her fingers. “Females hold the power, Caden. You will always be my True Mate, but I will not take you against your will.” A hand brushed against her cheek. “My choice isn’t the one that matters. If you wish, walk away.” He leaned close, his breath feathered across her cheek. She shuddered. Somehow, no matter what he said, she didn’t feel like she had any power at all. “But be sure, if you walk 137
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away, that it’s what you really want.” The war going on in her head seemed to have a winner, and it wasn’t the logical part of her brain. Her hands trembled with the need to rip his shirt off, to run her hands over his stone-carved chest. This morning, he told her not to touch unless she wanted more. But she couldn’t stop herself. She slid her hands over his body and almost smiled when his muscles flexed beneath her touch. Damn, it was nice to know she had such an effect on him. His hand slid down her sides, teasing her with a soft, delicate touch. The arm around her waist kept her flush against him. Every taut muscle pressed against her body. His need for her pressed against her pelvis, and she ached to grind herself against him. 
She felt as though the floor had disappeared beneath her feet and her only anchor to reality was Sean. 
“You are my mate, Caden. For now. For life. I want you at my side. I want to trust you.” 


* * * * 
 Sean did what he’d wanted to do since the moment he’d let her out of his arms this morning. 
He kissed her. 
The instant he touched her lips with his own, her mouth opened, and her body arched against him. Their scents wrapped around him, twisting and tying them together like invisible bonds. He’d tried to hold back, to stay un-phased, but with every taste and sweep of his tongue, he lost his tight rein upon his heart. 
He’d very nearly bared his soul to her. Before he even knew if she could accept him as wolven, he was sharing his weaknesses. But his instincts refused to be ignored. She was his. What mattered was the soft, pliant body he held in his arms. 
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reaction caught him by surprise. He’d expected shock. He’d expected anger. But with every word of his explanation, she’d grown hungrier for him. The scent of her arousal seeped into his blood, his need mixing with hers, pounding through his veins. 
He liked that she didn’t try to hide her desire. She met his every stroke with one of her own, challenging him, driving him to an even deeper need. The same way she had last night outside his truck. He slid a hand to her breast, needing to feel the feminine softness in his palm. And when she pressed harder into his palm, he groaned in sensual approval. His fangs slid into place, and the instincts inside him stirred, pushing him to mark her. 
Small hands trailed up his chest and to the back of his neck. Her fingers gripped his hair with surprising strength, holding his mouth against hers. 
An incessant tone echoed in his ears, pulling his mind in another direction. He tried to ignore it and, instead, pulled her tighter against him. She snuggled even closer, arching her back, her breasts rubbing against his chest. 
But the tone wouldn’t stop. He growled under his breath, forcing himself to pull away from her. 
“Ignore it,” she breathed. 
But he couldn’t. He knew who was on the other end. 
“It’s Kieran. I have to.” He pulled away, silently cursing his brother. With the last of his strength, he let go of the female and grabbed his cell phone, snapping it open. “Yes,” he snarled. 
“Watch your tone,” his brother said. But rather than waiting for an apology, he continued on. “The young pup, Keith, is missing.” 


* * * * 
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the way he straightened and stiffened, his eyes already tracking through the room, as though searching. 
“I’m on my way.” He snapped the phone shut and turned to face her. 
His mind was far away. 
“That pup, Keith, the one you broke up the fight for, he’s missing.” 
“Missing? Oh, God.” Caden’s throat tightened. “In the woods?” 
“Nobody knows. His mother tracked his scent into the woods, but it disappeared. The only scent mixed in the area was Pine Sol.” He spat the words, a snarl curling his upper lip. 
“Pine Sol?” 
He was already moving toward the door, but turned back. “Pine cleaner affects our sense of smell. It covers other scents, and it makes it hard for us to track.” 
“So you’re saying your senses aren’t going to help find him?” 
“We’ll find him.” 
“I’ll look too.” 
He whirled, his eyes blazing. “Stay here.” 
“I will not. That boy is out there in the woods. It will be dark soon, and I’m not going to sit in here and wait while the rest of your pack searches for him. I won’t go far.” 
“You’ll get lost.” 
“I’ve never been lost in my life. I’m sure they have a search organized. Let’s go find out the system, and I’ll help.” 
“We’ll call to him; he’ll answer.” 
“Unless he’s hurt.” 
His jaw tightened, and at last he nodded. “Let’s go.” 
“Wait, one second.” Sean arched a brow as she took off the heels she’d spent so much time shopping for and put on the sandals he had brought her that day in the hospital. 
“Let’s go.” 
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His lips curved in a smile, and as he opened the front door, he murmured in her ear. “A good idea. You can leave those sexy shoes for when we’re alone.” She shot him a hard look, and he chuckled as he closed the cabin door behind them. 
The entire pack had gathered outside of Kieran and Anna’s cabin. Kieran had a map out, already tacked to the side of his house and was assigning wolven to different areas. This was the first time she’d seen the man at work. 
Now she understood. He radiated power and control as the alpha of this pack. Every word and every motion designed to minimize panic and boost confidence. 
The only male here who rivaled Kieran was Sean. 
“We’ll pair up in twos. Males, you handle the calling. Get out there and make noise until we find him. Don’t forget to listen. If you find him, send out yips. If any of the females howl, we’ll know it’s because you found him yourselves.” The crowd dispersed, and Caden found herself paired with Tanya. 
“Let’s go this way,” the girl said, pointing to the section they were to search. “There’s a lot of places to hide in this section of the woods. I’m sure he just got upset and hid somewhere.” 
“You know the boy well?” Caden asked, following. 
“Well enough. We’re a pack, Caden. We all know everyone. We know our place here. We aren’t like humans who live in a neighborhood and never speak. The boy is destined to be the omega. The older boys already know and pick on him. Chances are he just wanted to get away.” Caden remembered the boys teasing young Keith. 
Omega, they’d taunted. She hadn’t understood at the time. 
“Can you guys really tell the difference between a male and female howl in the distance?” 
The girl stopped and glared. “Can you tell the difference between a man or woman’s voice?” 
“That’s different.” 
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“Really?” For a moment, Tanya looked much older than her eighteen years. She was a proud young woman. Proud of her race. 
“Maybe you’re right.” 
They picked through the forest with them both calling the boy’s name. In the distance, they heard the howls, as the males called in their own way. The sound was eerie, echoing through the trees. There was no way the pack could hide their presence in the woods if any other human happened by. They needed to find the child, fast. 
“Tanya, we really should split up. I have a really bad feeling about all this howling. We need to find him before some hiker reports they hear wolves.” 
The girl let out a frustrated breath. “I think you’re right. 
You take that half of the block, and I’ll take this,” she said, pointing to the south. “We’ll meet again in the middle.” Caden nodded and headed off. 
“Don’t get lost,” the girl cried. 
“I don’t get lost,” said Caden. 
Caden moved north, calling for Keith. She reached a brook, the banks filled with large stones. He could be hiding behind any of them. She pictured him, terrified, burrowed between stones, avoiding the taunts of his friends. What kind of culture labeled a child as weak at such a young age? 


* * * * 
 Eyes watched the human female pick her way through the forest. Disgusting. Nothing was worse than watching a city dweller, who rarely stepped on grass, try to make their way through the forest. Soon, though, it wouldn’t matter. 
The little bitch would be dead. 
Fingers tightened in the fur of the young wolf’s neck. 
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searched for an outlet to take out his fury. The human would be all alone. Nothing would be more perfect. 
“Soon, Petey.” The whispered words were so soft not even the wolven with the best of hearing could hear. But the wolf did, and his lips curled into a vicious snarl. Yes, it was time. 


* * * * 
 The sound of the water rushing through the bed of stones blurred the sound of the howls from the males. She listened. Nothing. They’d been searching for more than an hour, and it was getting late. Soon it would be dark. Could the wolven pups, as they called them, really see as well at night as could an adult? 
“Keith,” she called. “It’s me, Caden. You can come out now.” 
For long moments, there was silence, with only the sounds of the forest and the howling of the wolven as her response. She strained, trying to separate the sounds around her. It was then she caught the soft sobbing of a child. 
“Keith?” She followed the sound toward the water. 
Maybe she was hearing things, and it was just the brook she heard. But then she heard it again. 
She moved closer, climbing over one of the boulders, and there he was, just as she’d imagined, tucked between two large stones. Just as she would have done, had she been his age. 
“Keith?” she whispered. 
He jumped up and started to run. 
“Its okay, Keith. I’m not calling anyone yet. Want to just talk?” 
He backed away, his eyes wide, shaking his head. 
“I won’t hurt you.” 
He didn’t seem to hear her, his eyes focused on a point 143
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behind her. She stepped closer, ready to soothe his fears, when he raised a hand and pointed over her shoulder. 
Her hair raised on the back of her neck. Whatever was there was dangerous. Careful to not make any sudden moves, she eased around and stared straight into the eyes of a wolf. 
A real wolf. 
The beast glared down at her, his eyes red with fury, his lips curled into a snarl. The creature’s body vibrated with violence, a vicious growl emanating from his throat. Saliva dripped from his lips, and he licked his lips and continued his thundering rumble. Raw animalist power rolled toward her and chills ran over her flesh. This was pure animal. And he was in prey mode. 
The beast’s gaze darted between her and the boy. A surge of protective instincts spurred her into action. She stepped toward the animal, keeping the beast’s attention on her and not the boy. “Keith, you need to go home now.” 
“Wh… what’s wrong with Petey?” asked the child between sniffles. 
“I don’t know. But Petey isn’t feeling very well, I don’t think. Why don’t you go find Sean and tell him where Petey and I are, okay?” Her voice trembled, and her throat grew tight. She didn’t know how the boy knew the wolf’s name, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was the vicious animal in front of her, and keeping him away from the boy. 
She took another step forward, and the wolf lowered its head, his entire muzzle wrinkled in fury. Caden swallowed the lump of fear threatening to stifle her voice. “Go on, Keith. Head home. Your mother is worried. Just move really slow at first, okay?” 
The boy slid to the side, exposing himself to the eyes of the angry beast. The animal’s eyes followed him, the low growl still rumbling between them. 
“Petey, look at me,” she called. 
The animal’s head turned when he heard his name, and 144
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he stepped toward her, his body a study in pure predatory fury. The hair on his back stood straight up, his body crouched, ready for sprinting. 
Caden slid to the side, trying to distract the animal. He turned toward her, taking a single, stalking step forward before his body froze. 
Keith exploded into a sprint, charging toward his home. 
“No,” cried Caden, but it was too late. The wolf leapt. 
Caden reacted in an instant, throwing herself between animal and child, rolling to the ground, and bounced back to her feet. She crouched, readying herself for the blow she knew was about to come. 
The beast lunged again. She slammed her cane across the animal’s face, but it didn’t slow him down. Fangs closed in. The teeth hit first, piercing the flesh of her upraised arm. 
The animal’s body slammed into hers, knocking her backward to the ground. A sharp rock stabbed her in the back, mirroring the sharp fangs slicing into her arm, and she gasped for breath. 
“Go!” she cried. The sound of the child’s running feet gave her a rush of confidence. 
She froze, staring the beast in the eye, his fangs still gripping her arm. Blood trickled, a drop landing upon her forehead. Time slowed, or else her mind sped up. 
Thousands of thoughts flashed through her mind. He was a pet; otherwise he wouldn’t have a name. He was used to the power of the alpha. He was a pack animal, and pack animals tended to attack the weakest. They also only bite for protection, or to take down prey. 
She glared into the beast’s eyes, willing him to release her. She even curled her lip, daring him to go further. He didn’t back down. His eyes were glazed with pain and illness, the whites now blood red. Petey gripped her arm. 
His strength terrifying, and she waited for the bones to crush, but they didn’t. 
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as she could make it from beneath the heavy weight of the animal. His filled with anger, yet just beneath the violence, she sensed confusion. The pressure on her arm eased, and the fangs withdrew. A sound caught her attention, but before she could react, brute force slammed into the animal. His body jerked, and he rolled over the ground. 
Caden leapt to her feet, crouching, ready for the next attack. 
Sean, in wolf form, was already back on his own four feet and prepared to leap. 
“Stop,” she cried. 
The wolven hesitated. Why? 
The word whispered in her mind. She dismissed it. 
“He’s sick. Look at him.” Her arm throbbed, and she tucked it against her body. Blood dripped, but she ignored it. 
He hurt you. 
Sean never took his eyes off the other wolf, and Caden turned to stare at him in surprise. Had he talked in her head? Was that possible? 
Petey stood, just feet from her, his head still lowered, his sides heaving as though breathing was difficult. 
“Just wait.” She stepped toward the wolf, and he growled. 
His entire body trembled, and saliva dripped from his mouth. The animal stiffened, his head bowing backward. 
He dropped to the ground, his limbs thrashing and twitching. The seizure ripped through his body, his legs thrashing frantically. Muscles tightened, drawing his body backward, his lips drawn back into a painful parody of his earlier snarls. 
Horror replaced fear, and Caden ran to the animal, dropping to her knees. A bright light flashed in the corner of her eye, but she kept focused on the wolf. 
“Easy, Petey. We’re here,” she said softly. 
Sean moved up beside her, in human form now. Naked. 
“He’s having a seizure. We need to get him to Anna,” she cried. 
146
Blood Moon Betrayed 
“Leave him.” He took her by her uninjured arm and pulled her away. She yanked her arm back and dropped beside the animal again. 
“No, damn it. He didn’t attack because he wanted to. 
And he tried to fight it. I could tell.” Sean stood beside her, his hand on her shoulder. He sighed and lowered beside her. “I’ll carry him.” 
“You could hurt him.” Seizures weren’t typically damaging to dogs, and she assumed wolves as well, but this was no ordinary seizure. She’d seen the anger and confusion in his eyes. Had Sean not come when he had, she was pretty sure the wolf had been about to let her go. He wasn’t naturally vicious. 
“I promise to be careful.” He lifted the animal, leaving the thrashing legs outstretched in the air as he moved. 
“Let’s go.” 
He moved briskly, but she kept up with him. 
“What were you doing out here alone? Where’s Tanya?” 
“We split up, hoping to search faster. Did Keith find you?” 
He nodded. “He did. But I almost didn’t get here in time. You could have been hurt even worse than you were.” 
“And a boy could have been killed. I’m glad I was here when I was.” 


* * * * 
 Sean struggled to control his fury at the animal he held. 
He wanted to carry Caden instead of this damned wolf. 
Common sense told him the danger was over, but his instincts were on high alert. The need to rush her to safety and lock her in the confines of the cabin nearly overwhelmed him. No matter how much he wanted his heart to steer clear of this thing between them, he couldn’t fight his own hungers and instincts. 
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control. Violence burned inside him for this beast, the one who’d hurt his mate. Instead, he held the animal gently, carrying him to their veterinarian. 
And Caden. Frustration fought with admiration when he shot her a look. She strode beside him, her eyes only for the animal who’d wanted to kill her. He wanted to snarl at her, to force her to leave the beast to die, but she’d been right. 
He could smell the sickness on the wolf. Rat poison. How the animal managed to find some to ingest in a compound that never used such poisons he didn’t know. 
They entered the clearing, and the pack was already dispersing. Keith must have reached his mother by now. 
Only a few stragglers remained, curiosity over the wolf uppermost in their minds. Caden had nearly died, yet there was no concern for her life. Only curiosity. 
Sean fought the urge to snarl at every one of them. He wanted to shout that Caden was now an integral part of this pack. Instead, he focused on the heart and breath of Petey. 
Because deep inside, he knew that’s what Caden wanted. 
Anna met them at the door of the cabin she and Kieran shared, her expression showing her already in her doctor persona. “Bring him in.” She guided them to a back room she’d turned into a veterinarian’s examination room. A surgical style table sat in the middle, so he placed Petey on top. 
“When did you build this?” he asked in surprise. 
“A few months back. With all the animals the kids bring in, I thought it best.” 
He shook his head. He had really been out of touch the last few months. He hadn’t realized how lost he’d been in the last year, until now, when he had someone to protect. 
Someone at his side. 
This time, he wouldn’t fail. He would protect the female, and he would protect those he cared for. There would be no more death because of him. 
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Petey, her bleeding arm already so close to the beast’s mouth. He wanted to pull her away, but knew she would be furious with him. 
She was stronger than she let on. She hadn’t let her ex-husband ruin her life. She’d fought back. Yes, she’d almost died, but she’d been brave. She was easily as strong emotionally as any shewolf. And when her husband had killed an innocent man, she had not protected him. 
Not the way he had Laura. 
Shame burned in his cheeks. He didn’t deserve her. He fisted his hands and turned away. He could still taste her sweet kisses. She’d wanted him tonight, even asking him to ignore the phone when it rang. But would she want him after she found out how weak he was? 
The walls closed in, and for a moment, he wanted to escape all over again, to step back out into the forest and not return. He needn’t have worried about trusting her. He should have worried about his own worthiness. 
He turned back to watch her. As though feeling his eyes upon her, Caden looked up and smiled. His world tilted, and he knew he couldn’t let her go. 
“I have to go check on Keith.” 
Caden nodded. “I’ll stay here with Petey. And Sean?” He turned back to her. 
“Be careful with the boy. I think he was hiding out there, crying. Whatever drove him into the woods, whether he chose to go on his own or not, it runs pretty deep.” He stared at her a moment. Definitely a shewolf. 
“Anna, can you care for her arm, or do I need to get Doc Matthew?” 
“I’ll take care of it,” she said, with a smile. 
Afraid he’d show the depth of his bewilderment, he turned and left the cabin. 
Quiet had settled on the pack again, and they milled about, taking care of their business. Sean stared up at the sky. The Blood Moon was almost upon them. One more 149
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night. He’d been looking forward to it. He’d planned to return from his self-imposed exile today. That is, before he found her bloodied and beaten. The Blood Moon Festival had always been a time of celebration for their kind. The celebration of life. Of another year where they were strong. 
Of another harvest. Though they were no longer farmers, they still celebrated as though they were, feasting on the memories of the year. 
He hadn’t had any memories to celebrate for the last year, but he’d hoped to spend time with Tanya. It was an every year hunt, always planned for the night of the full moon, when their senses were at their peak. Each pack did it a different month. For the Uwharrie pack, it was October. 
The Blood Moon. 
When Sean reached the Omega’s house, he knocked on her door, and she opened it right away, her face still red and splotchy where she’d cried fearful tears over her son’s disappearance. 
“Oh, Sean, I’m so glad you stopped by.” She escorted him inside. “I wanted to thank you for saving my boy.” 
“I didn’t. Caden did. Petey was pretty sick and was aggravated and lost. Caden had just found Keith when the wolf found them both.” 
She nodded. “Did you bring her with you? I wanted to thank her.” 
“No, not tonight. She and Anna are with Petey, trying to figure out what happened. He’s never done anything like that before.” 
Marguerite motioned to the couch, and he sat. She dropped to the edge of an overstuffed chair, her body still tense and uncomfortable. 
“Keith told me how scared he was.” 
“Can I talk to him, Marguerite?” 
“Of course. Wait here.” She turned and scurried out of the room, only to return in a few minutes with the boy. 
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to one knee and smiled. “Hi, Keith. Do you remember me?” The boy nodded. 
“Good. I wanted to ask you why you were out in the woods alone?” If possible, the boy paled even more, and his lower lip trembled. “You aren’t in any trouble, Keith. We just need to know what happened.” 
A single tear trailed down the child’s cheek. “I was trying to hide from Toby. He kept yelling at me, and pushing me.” 
Sean smiled and brushed a stray lock of hair out of the boy’s face. “I understand. But how did you do it? We looked everywhere, but we couldn’t find your scent?” The boy glanced at his mother, who nodded her approval. He turned his eyes back to Sean. “I used this,” he said. He pulled a small bottle from his pocket and handed it to Sean. “I heard before that it hides your scent, and I didn’t want Toby to find me. So I hid all of me. Even my scent.” Sean blew out a breath and smiled. “You’re a very smart boy, Keith.” 
The child grinned. 
“How did you know to do this?” 
The boy pursed his lips. “I don’t remember.” Sean smelled the lie even before the words were finished. “Keith, you aren’t in any trouble. I just want to know how you got it.” 
“A friend gave it to me. A friend who said it was okay if I got away from everyone for a little while.” 
“Who is this friend? It’s very important.” The boy lifted his chin, his face mulish. “I promised I wouldn’t tell, and you can’t make me.” Sean blew out a breath. The boys who’d dubbed him the Omega of the pack had made a mistake. Omegas showed loyalty, but they never challenged authority. 
“Marguerite, find out who gave it to him. Come and get me as soon as you know.” 
She nodded, ducking her head. He hated ordering her 151
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about, especially inside her own home, but how could he, as the enforcer, protect the child if he didn’t know all the information? 
“And, Keith, just promise me one thing. The next time you want to hide from Toby, you hide in your house, or in my house, okay?” 


* * * * 
 Damn the power of the fucking full moon, Petey hadn’t done the job. Oh, he’d cut the bitch, but that only made Sean even more possessive of the female. Violent anger vibrated through the watcher’s body. There was another, though. One more who would destroy the bitch. The only problem was convincing him to do it on wolven terms. 


* * * * 
 Caden sat still while Anna stitched the bite marks on her arm. It wouldn’t have been this bad, but when Sean had slammed into the animal, Petey had ripped away from her without opening his mouth. 
“So, Sean tells me you weren’t born in the wolven pack.” Anna glanced up from her work and smiled, before returning to her needlework. “He’s right. I was only part wolven and raised human. My mom, in her infinite wisdom, even gave me a silver scalpel as a graduation gift. I think it was her way of ignoring the possibilities of the future.” 
“What’s so surprising about a silver scalpel?” Anna pulled the thread through the ski, being as careful as she could. Caden grimaced at the painful tug. 
“Silver can be deadly to shifters. The metal does something to the blood and stops the clotting process. With most injuries, they can shift and it will heal, but with silver, they can die from heavy blood loss.” 
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Anna shrugged. “She seemed to be in denial. In her mind, if I wasn’t allergic to silver, then I wasn’t wolven.” 
“That had to have been a shock, finding out you weren’t human.” 
Anna frowned and met her eyes for an instant, sliding the needle through her flesh again. “In a way. But I think it was more a relief. I already had a lot of wolven instincts, even though I’d never changed. I’d spent most of my life thinking I was just strange.” 
“So can you change now?” 
Anna nodded. 
“But Sean told me being wolven wasn’t contagious.” The alpha female laughed. “It’s not. I was three quarters wolven. All it would take to turn me would be a single bite. 
When Kieran marked me as his mate, the change in my DNA started. The next thing I knew, I was four-legged and furry.” 
Caden studied the woman. Just how honest could she be with her questions? 
“Are you happy?” 
Anna beamed. “More than I ever dreamed possible.” Caden nodded. “So you are True Mates, right?” 
“We are. And I’m glad to hear Sean is starting to open up with you.” 
“Yeah, that’s what we were talking about when Kieran called.” 
Anna grinned before letting her smile fade. “No wonder he was so short with him. Sean and Kieran seem to have this love/hate relationship sometimes, but neither have ever been flat out disrespectful of the other. I could tell the way he answered the phone really upset my mate.” The glare in the veterinarian’s eyes sent a shiver through Caden. She could see now why the woman was the alpha female of the pack. There was steel beneath her gaze. 
“As Kieran’s True Mate,  do you….” Anna cut the thread and picked up a roll of gauze. “Do I 153
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what?” 
Caden bit her lip. What if she’d imagined it? “Do you ever hear his voice in your head?” 
Anna’s eyes widened, and a smile lit her features. “Yes. 
Have you heard Sean’s?” 
“I think. I mean, I’m not sure. I might have imagined it. 
But when he was about to attack Petey, I called him off. I didn’t want him to hurt what was obviously a pet here in the pack. Especially when that pet was ill.” Anna remained silent while she wrapped the gauze around the wound and tore off a few pieces of medical tape. 
When she spoke, she was serious. “I don’t know how far you got in your discussion with Sean, but True Mate bondings are very serious. They aren’t like a marriage in your world. They’re for life, and they are deeper than anything you would ever experience with a human male. If you can hear Sean in your head, it means the bond is already forming. Tread carefully, Caden. Kieran and I are very protective of Sean. He’s been in a real bad spot this last year, and I don’t want to see him hurt.” Caden arched a brow in surprise. “And you think I’m more capable of hurting him than the other way around?” 
“I didn’t mean it that way. Just be careful. If you aren’t willing to commit to his lifestyle as a wolven, then you need to leave. And soon. Tomorrow night is the Blood Moon, and there will be a several wolven dignitaries visiting. Members of other packs. Sean will want to show you off as his mate. 
Don’t let him do it if you don’t intend to stay. It will destroy him if the rest of the wolven world finds out a second mate left him.” 
Caden remained silent, rubbing her hand over the bandage. The arm was starting to throb now, but she wasn’t ready to let this subject drop. Sean was way too closed-mouthed to get this kind of information from him. 
“She did something to him, Anna. I don’t know what it is, but he doesn’t trust me. One minute he’s open and 154
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friendly, the next, I worry that he’s going to bite my head off.” 
“Sean wouldn’t hurt you.” 
“That’s not what I mean. Sometimes, it’s like someone else is in that head of his with him, whispering things to him. Things that make him not trust me. Memories of what Laura has said or done, I think.” 
Anna sat on the stool on the other side of the examination table. Petey lay between them, silent, but breathing. “I don’t know what happened between the two of them. She visits now and then. I thought I saw her earlier today, watching the children play. But I could be mistaken.” She shook her head. “I expect her to make an appearance tomorrow, with the Blood Moon celebration. But don’t worry about Laura. Sean cares about you. You didn’t see him when you were in the hospital.” 
“He didn’t know me when I was in the hospital,” scoffed Caden. “He barely knows me now. Look at me.” She motioned toward her tattered clothes. “I don’t even dress like me yet. Today was the first time he saw the real me, not someone wearing borrowed clothes and unsure of herself, and already I look like the local bag lady.” Anna gave a knowing smile. “The clothes don’t make the woman, Caden.” 
She’d heard that line before. And she hadn’t believed it. 
She glanced at Anna’s scrubs. They said exactly what she was. A veterinarian. Caden’s said the only thing she was: A trophy wife. Or ex-wife. But someone as smart as Anna would never understand that. Standing next to her, a wave of inferiority swept over Caden. She didn’t fit here. She wasn’t as strong or capable as this woman. She wasn’t as strong or capable as any of these women. Their confidence leaked from their every pore. And then there was Caden. A woman who didn’t feel confident unless she was dressed in silk and heels. 
“So what is this Blood Moon?” 
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Anna’s face softened. “The Blood Moon is the name of the first full moon after harvest, or the full moon in October. It’s an old title, but one the wolven adopted a few hundred years ago. We’ll have a lot of food. This year it’s a pig pickin’ cooked over open flame. There are usually some games and other fun. After dark, we’ll go out for an open hunt.” 
“As wolves?” 
Anna nodded. “But don’t worry, you won’t be the only human. If you want, you can hang out with the rest of the mates who’ll be coming with the other packs. Our pack hasn’t had a human mate in some time, but it doesn’t mean the wolven as a whole don’t. But our pack has something most others don’t.” Anna put away her tools, dumping them near the sterilization equipment. She gave a secret smile. 
I’ll bite. “What’s that?” 
“True Mate  bonds. It seems the wolven were starting to die out, so they started taking mates from among themselves only. That’s how Sean and Laura mated. But it appears that’s not the perfect answer. Most of those matings only produce boys. Yet most matings with mixed ancestry produce girls.” 
“But Sean has two daughters.” 
“I know.” Anna moved her stethoscope over the wolf to check his breathing, and when satisfied she pulled it from her ears. “I’ve been trying to get him to let me do DNA research on him and Laura, to see if we can figure out why, but he wasn’t interested.” 
Caden frowned. Why would Sean’s family be the exception? She thought over everything Anna had revealed and remembered one unanswered question. 
“Anna, you said Kieran marked you. What did you mean?” 
For an instant, Anna looked far away, lost in a very pleasant memory, a smile upon her lips. “When wolven mate, the male will bite the female. He’ll mark  her, for want 156
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of a better term.” 
Caden tried hard not to make a face, but she must have been unsuccessful, because Anna laughed. 
“Don’t worry, it’s very pleasurable to both. In the case of True Mates, the mark is permanent.” 
“And you have one of these?” 
Anna pulled her scrubs to one side. “Here.” Caden leaned over and studied the scar on Anna’s throat. It looked like four fang marks, and while it wasn’t exactly an open wound, it looked bruised and uncomfortable. 
“Does it hurt?” 
“Not at all. When he first bit, I was too aroused to even notice any pain.” 
Caden’s skin tickled along her arms, and she knew Sean was nearby. She turned just in time to see him step into the room and stride toward her. She pulled away from Anna and watched him. He was still so damned sexy, even for something that wasn’t human. Or was it because  he wasn’t human? 
The average person would never notice the difference, but she could see it. Every muscle always ready to strike. 
His eyes, dark and haunted, never at rest. Like a wolf. 
He wrapped an arm about her waist and leaned toward her, inhaling her scent. 
“How’s your arm?” he asked, stretching it out and examining the bandage. 
“I’ll live. But it’s kind of sore.” 
“I’ll get something for you for pain,” said Anna. The veterinarian left the room, leaving the two of them alone with only the wolf upon the table. 
Sean pulled her to her feet, and Caden almost cried when he wrapped his arms around her, dragging her against his chest. He made her feel safe. And for just a moment, she felt as though she belonged. 
“I was so afraid he would kill you,” he whispered. “I 157
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wanted to destroy him for touching you with his teeth.” 
“He didn’t mean it, Sean.” 
“I know, angel eyes. But it didn’t change how I felt. The last time I felt that way was—Never mind.” She wanted to ask him questions, but Anna stepped into the room and handed her a couple of pills. She extricated herself from Sean’s arms, took the offered glass of water, and swallowed them. 
“They may make you a bit sleepy.” 
Caden nodded. “So, what happened with Keith?” 
“That little boy, it turns out, is much smarter than the bullies in the pack. It seems he was trying to hide from Toby, so used a spray bottle of Pine Sol to hide his scent, and used a branch to hide his footprints until he was well into the woods.” 
Caden grinned. “That little shit. I knew he was more than what Tanya said.” 
“Speaking of Tanya, where is she?” he asked. 
“I haven’t seen her. Have you?” 
He shook his head. “She’s got a good head on her shoulders. I’m sure she realizes the search is over, and she’s headed off to her mom’s. You ready to go?” Caden shook her head. “I’m going to sit with Petey for a while. We had to pump his stomach, and he’s not feeling so hot.” 
“So what was the verdict, Doc? Rat poison?” 
“Yes. Quite a bit, too. If you hadn’t brought him straight here, he’d probably have died out in the woods.” 
“Is it common for that type of aggression with poisoning?” Curiosity got the better of Caden. 
She shook her head. “It’s not the most common reaction, but he’d ingested enough to send his system into major shock. He’s a wild animal, and when he doesn’t feel well, he’s going to react negatively anyway. In a dog, you’d see pacing, or maybe even stress. While it’s rare for dogs to show aggression with this type of poisoning, it’s not so 158
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unusual among wolves.” 
“I’ll sit with Kieran for a while. We have some last minute plans for the celebration tomorrow.” Caden glanced at Anna and back to Sean. “I heard about the Blood Moon Celebration. We should talk about it tonight. Let me know what’s expected.” 


* * * * 
 For the first time since he’d rescued her from Petey, Sean smiled. He knew if Anna told her about the Blood Moon, she would have also told her the others would consider her his mate. He couldn’t wait. “Let me know when you’re ready to leave, Caden.” 
Kieran waited for him in the living room. 
“So how is it going?” he asked. 
“With what?” 
Kieran raised an eyebrow and glanced toward the exam room. 
“Too early to tell.” 
“Better make a decision and fast. Tomorrow, there will be a lot of wolven running around here, and if they don’t think she can be trusted, her life is at risk.” 
“I’m well aware of what tomorrow is.” Sean rubbed a hand through his short hair. “Well aware. But she’s interested in learning about the Blood Moon. That’s a positive sign.” 
Timing sucked. Convincing a human female to mate with a wolven was difficult enough. But to do it in only a few days was nearly impossible. 
“She could have been killed today.” If he hadn’t been there…the thought sent a shudder through him. 
“Agreed. But then, so could have Keith.” 
“She doesn’t know our world. She should never have separated from Tanya. I’m going to have to have a talk with that girl.” 
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Kieran slapped a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. 
“She’s your daughter. She’s probably jealous of the time you’re spending with the human. Separating was her way of dealing with things. It’s done. Let’s just get past it.” Sean stared out into the darkness and nodded. Done. 
But he still couldn’t get the image out of his mind of seeing Petey leaping for her throat. If not for her cane slowing down his charge or her arm thrust upward as it was, she’d have died. He fisted his hands. It wasn’t Petey’s fault. The wolf was sick, but it didn’t make the fear in his heart any less. 
The idea of living without her terrified him. And that alone was enough to scare a male half to death. Even one as untrusting as himself. 
Her blood had smelled sweet, but the scent had terrified him. He’d thought only of the pale face, with the large green eyes. For that moment in time, he’d only thought of her. 
And her pain. 
“You okay?” asked Kieran. 
“Fine,” he ground out, resting his hands on the window frame, his head against the glass. He was falling for her. 
Shit. He was supposed to keep his heart out of their relationship. 
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Chapter Sixteen
Caden dressed with meticulous care, choosing dark brown slacks and a white blouse to go with it. Last night, she and Sean had discussed the Blood Moon Celebration. 
He’d told her about the pig pickin’, and how he’d be busy preparing and cooking the meat. He’d also told her other packs would be visiting. She wanted to look nice. Why? She frowned into the mirror as she arranged her hair. She shouldn’t care what a bunch of half animals thought, but she did. 
They were a hell of a lot more than half animals. They had families. They loved their children, and when one of those children was at risk, the entire pack came together. 
Even the mother of the child who’d taunted the youngster. 
Things like that didn’t happen often. 
The pack was like its own little town. With a leader, and an organization. 
Caden dropped her comb and stared into her reflection. 
Last night had taught her more about these people than anything else. And about Sean. The way he’d held her in Anna’s little veterinarian office had been tender. And, at the same time, so possessive. He truly had worried. And his arms were so strong and comforting. She’d wanted to lean into him for the rest of the evening. But responsibility had tugged at her heart when she looked at the wolf. He hadn’t intended to hurt her, and he’d almost died for his crime. So she’d pulled away and sat beside the animal as he’d slept. 
Her hands slid up her arms. The electric sensation of Sean’s aura hadn’t faded yet. So far it had been like this every morning. His presence filled his room, and when she woke, her body always tingled the way it did when he stood next to her. 
All wolven made her skin react. It was how she knew Petey was a real wolf. He never gave her those chills. But 161
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her reaction to Sean differed. Instead of a light prickly sensation, his traveled from her flesh, into her blood, and did strange things to her heart. 
It was time to make a decision. Go or stay. Commit or get the heck out of Dodge. 
She went over everything she’d learned. Sean’s revelation about them being True Mates wasn’t as surprising as it should have been. It wasn’t as unwelcome as she’d expected either. 
Somehow, his mood swings and alpha behavior had begun to grow on her. Maybe later she’d have a chance to hang some of his gorgeous carvings. Laura had damaged his confidence, but she wanted desperately to see them receive the acclaim they deserved. She had pride enough for the both of them. 
She smiled and left the bathroom. 
A quick glance in the kitchen told her Sean wasn’t there either. He must be out of the cabin. Good. Maybe she could surprise him by putting up some of the carvings before breakfast. First, though, she’d get a little fresh air and enjoy the morning scent of natural pine trees. That, too, was starting to grow on her. 
She crossed the living room, and her fingers reached for the doorknob only to have it yanked out of her hand. She stepped back, almost tripping over her cane in her rush. A woman strode in, her eyes furious. 
“What are you doing here?” she demanded. 
Caden glared at the woman. 
For a moment, she wondered if she’d stepped back into the 19th century. The female was dressed more like a Native American of the late 1800’s than as a woman of today. Her peasant blouse was the perfect match for the long, loose skirt, which hung to nearly her ankles. Long, dark hair completed the picture. 
“I’m an invited guest. What about you?” 
“This is my house,” snarled the woman. 
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Caden arched a brow in the woman’s direction, absorbing the sudden acid in the female’s voice. “You must be Laura.” She studied the bitch from hell. Her eyes were hard, and her fangs were already exposed. Yep, bitch from hell was the perfect description. “From my understanding, you don’t live here anymore.” Caden kept her voice civil, which was a difficult task. She didn’t have to know everything about Sean’s relationship with his ex-wife to know this woman had hurt him. Bad. 
“You have no business in my house. Sean is mine. Get out.” 
Caden shook her head. For an instant, she marveled at her lack of fear. Or was it foolishness that drove her? Caden put on her most haughty face, the one she’d learned in high school when the other kids were having fun and she had to sit and watch, afraid she’d stain her fancy clothes. “You can’t just leave a man for no good reason, and then come back more than a year later, claiming you want him back. 
He’s not yours.” 
The woman snarled, stepping forward. Caden merely tapped her cane on the floor, bringing the woman’s attention to it. She would not be cowed by anyone. 
Especially not a conniving bitch who thought she was something she wasn’t. 
“I’m here for my daughter.” Long, sharp fangs flashed. 
“She said she was going to stop by here this morning.” Caden cocked her head. The change in the female was unexpected. “If either of your daughters show up, I’ll tell them you’re looking for them.” 
“Tanya, not Nora. You can keep the other bitch to yourself. She’s too damned weak.” 
“Weak? Your daughter is weak?” Anger rushed through Caden. “I’ve met Nora, she’s not weak—” 
“Just like her father.” The bitch growled and stepped closer. “He’s a coward, but he’s still mine.” 
“Coward!” For an instant, Caden considered slapping 163
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the shewolf across the face. “I know cowards, you bitch. 
And I know all kinds of men. I don’t have to be wolven to know when a male is powerful and strong.” She curled her fingers around the wooden cane. “Get. Out. Now.” 
“You know nothing.” The woman’s snarl turned ugly. 
“I know enough. I know a real man when I see him. And I don’t marry him, or mate him, or whatever you call it, and then walk away when things get tough. And I would never call a child of mine weak.” Anger rolled down her spine, and she tightened her fist over her cane. “I think I speak for Sean,” she said, advancing on Laura, “when I say…. Get. 
Out.” 
For a moment, she thought the woman would stand her ground, but at last she took a step back, her face tight with fury. “You haven’t heard the last of me,” she ground out. 
“You’ll get out of my house, or you’ll die.” 
“Really? See, where I come from, I’m the top bitch, so I know a thing or two about bitches too. You’re nothing but a wanna be. Do you know what that is, Laura? It’s a bitch who thinks she’s something she’s not. And one thing you will never get is Sean. He’s not yours anymore, Laura. He’s mine. So get out.” 
The woman spun, her dark hair flying around her body in her haste to depart, and charged from the home. 
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Chapter Seventeen
Caden grinned as the sound of the slamming door reverberated through the house. That felt damned good. It shouldn’t. Being rude and obnoxious was something her mother had taught her wasn’t the sign of a true lady. Kill them with kindness, she’d always said. But sometimes blunt rudeness had its place too. 
“You sent her away.” 
The cold wash of shock rushed over Caden, and she turned to find Sean leaning against the doorjamb, one hand on his hip, the other propped against the doorway. Just like yesterday, he wasn’t wearing a shirt, and she had the strange urge to lick that delectable chest. Remembering the confrontation, she cringed. 
“How much did you hear?” 
“Enough.” His eyes were dark with lust, as though he was privy to her thoughts. “You claimed me.” Okay, maybe it wasn’t her thoughts, but what he’d overheard. He dropped his hand and stepped toward her. 
Stalking. For the first time since discovering what he was, she felt like the prey. 
“I didn’t mean it the way you took it.” He stopped, cocking his head. He looked every bit the predator, his eyes narrowed. Power rushed over her, sending tingles through her arms and legs. It was like a physical force, rolling off him, mixing with sexual hunger. 
His scent filled the room. 
“What do you mean, the way I took it? You claimed me. 
You told her I was no longer hers, that I belonged to you.” The low rumble of appreciation ran through his voice. 
A tremor zipped through her body. What was it about the sound that drove her insane? “It was just an expression. 
You guys use it all the time, and I just wanted her to back off.” 
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“Do you think I can’t sense when a female wants me?” He moved closer, and she swallowed, but didn’t step back. 
She put up a palm to halt him. “Stop, right there. I know you keep saying I mean something to you. That this mating thing is real, but how am I supposed to believe it? And even if I did, I’ve already had a husband who liked to control things. I don’t want another controlling man in my life.” He froze. “Is that what you think? That I want to control you like your ex-husband did?” 
“Just look at you, Sean! Of course you do. You couldn’t even stay out of it when I went shopping.” How could he not see his own behavior? 
“And I was right,” he said, his fists tightening as though remembering the confrontation. “The bastard came after you.” 
She sighed and spun toward the kitchen. “That’s not the point.” 
He grabbed her arm and pulled her to a stop, drawing her near. “It is the point. I made a decision based upon your safety. I will always do so, Caden. I will always put you first.” 
“By ordering me around?” She already knew where such behavior led. She’d spent way too many days stuck inside her home because her ex demanded it. It wasn’t until later she’d found he’d been protecting himself and not her. 
“By finding compromise.” Sean pulled her closer. “By finding a way to protect you without controlling you. You can’t ask me to stand by and let you get hurt.” 
“So what are you saying?” 
He caressed her cheek. “I’m saying I want you to stay with me. Here. Not only to keep you safe, but to be at my side. As my mate.” 
Now he’d done it. He hadn’t just said she was his True
Mate. He’d proposed, kind of, if what Nora had said was true. Caden’s heart stilled, and she stared up at him. Mate. 
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Damn. She should run away as fast as she could. A relationship wasn’t what she wanted. Yet her body warmed, emotions swelled in her heart. 
“Why?” 
“Why?” he asked, incredulously. 
“Yes, why. I can’t say I want to be your mate yet, but I’m not saying no. But why do you want me with you?” He searched her eyes, and, as though coming to a decision, he nodded. “Because you are what I want in a mate, Caden. You are strong. Honest. You stand up for what you believe. Most of all, you are my True Mate. Do you think I could walk away from you knowing that?” Hurt rushed inward. It wasn’t her he wanted; it was the title. “So I could be green-haired and bucktoothed and you’d want me?” 
He chuckled. “I don’t know. I only know how you are now. You’re beautiful, warm, kind. You care about others. 
And you have overcome your fears of the unknown to stand here beside me. You are a human female with the heart of a shewolf.” 
The heat of a blush stole into her cheeks, and Caden closed her eyes. Could it be he cared for her? “I want to believe you.” 
“Then believe.” His breath whispered delicately across her face; his lips were so close. So hauntingly close. 
She wanted him to kiss her. To slide those lips over hers and take full control of her mouth. Unable to resist, she slid a hand up his chest. Damn, he felt good. His muscles flexed beneath her palm, and it took everything she had to contain her desire. Everything about Sean was more dynamic than with any other man she’d met. More powerful, and more intense. He would always be that powerful, protective male, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for that. But damn, she wanted to believe. “And if I disagree with how you want to protect me?” 
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rules, except when it comes to your safety.” 
“And I have input on those rules?” 
A soft smile curved his lips. “Absolutely. I would never try to make a decision you weren’t involved in. Just work with me, Caden.” His hands ran down her sides and pulled her tight against him. “Let me show you what we can be together.” He leaned lower, his nose in her neck, taking in her scent. 
She trembled. No man had ever taken such a fascination in her scent alone. If she didn’t know better, she’d think that’s all Sean wanted from her. But his body belied that, the hard evidence pressing against her belly. 
“Make me yours, Caden,” he whispered. His lips trailed along her throat, leaving soft, nibbling kisses. “Let me show you.” 
Her body yearned for his touch, and her heart melted more with each word. Only one thing was missing. He never claimed to love her. 
Maybe that’s not what this was about. She’d loved Clinton, and he’d turned out to be an asshole. And a bookie who killed people. Maybe this time, if she went in with her eyes open and her heart shielded, it would work. 
Her body sizzled with heat where Sean touched her. 
Washing away her thoughts. 
Taking a deep breath, she tipped her head back and met his eyes. “No marking?” 
He chuckled softly. “You know about marking?” She nodded, and his eyes flashed bright for an instant, before darkening again. 
“No marking. Yet.” 
Heat burned inside her, and she needed him with a hunger she knew she’d never understand. God, don’t let this
be a mistake. Her hands fisted in his hair, and she guided his mouth to hers. “Mine,” she murmured. 


* * * * 
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Sean growled in victory, his tongue sweeping into her mouth. He lifted her, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. He groaned when her feminine heat pressed against his own hunger. With a hand under her butt, and the other at the back of her head, keeping her mouth against his, he carried her to the bedroom. 
For today, he would be hers. Tomorrow, she would be his. There would be no more waiting. Her mouth was perfect beneath his. Her soft body flawless beneath his touch. A surge of possessiveness burned inside him. Mine. 
The one and only female he would always want. Her scent stole into his lungs, her taste ripping away conscious thought. The need to mark her pounded at him, his fangs sliding and setting into his gums, at the ready. Hungry for a taste of her blood. The wolf growled his need, twisting inside him, ripping him apart. All the while, the human part of him fought for control. 
When he laid her on the bed, he followed her down, still feeding on her kiss. Every sweep of her tongue nourished his soul, building the need inside him. They battled, each wanting to lead the other. For an instant, he pulled back, giving them a chance to catch a breath, and then dived back in. To home. By the full moon, he’d never tasted kisses so sweet. Sean groaned under his breath, and she moaned, arching upward. 
Without warning, she rolled over, his body suddenly beneath hers. Her hair curled wildly around her pale face; the sun from the window shone over her. She reminded him of a Valkyrie, powerful and strong, ready to take control. His lips curved into a smile. Damned perfect. 
That’s all she was. 
“I thought I was supposed to make you mine.” Pure possession vibrated in her tone, her eyes sharp and bright, demanding his submission. 
The beast in him rose, ready to meet the challenge. His eyes changed, his vision sharpened, and all of his senses 169
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turned animalistic. He knew his eyes were glowing, even in the bright morning sun. But she didn’t back down, only glared at him. 
“You are,” he snarled, forcing his wolf back under control. 
“Good. Behave.” She slid backward, resting upon his thighs, her hands tugging at his jeans. He moved to help, and she stopped, raising a finger. 
“Uh-huh.” She shook her finger back and forth. “Mine, remember?” 
He dropped his head back with a soft groan and forced himself to remain still. He’d opened the door when he asked her to claim him, and now he had to suffer the consequences. And such sweet consequences they were. But he wasn’t sure he was going to survive this. 
She yanked his jeans down his legs and, before he could move, was back over him, her hands sliding over his chest. 
He tried to ignore the heat, wanting instead to play with her, to tease her and drag her to the edge of nirvana over and over again, before letting her find release. He wanted to slide into her and watch her shudder with pleasure. 
“Not fair. Off with the clothes.” 
She cocked her head and smiled, mysteriously. “I thought this was my claiming.” 
Hunger burned in his body, and he flashed his fangs, unable to resist. “If you don’t take those damned clothes off, all bets are off, and I’ll do it for you.” A grin swept over her face. “Fine. Just don’t touch.” Like she would stop him. The instant his hands were on her, he’d be back in control. Her body would shudder with desire, and she’d melt against him. But he had promised. 
She slid the bottom button open, her head lowered, yet watching him from the top of her eyes. A smirk shone in her eyes an instant before her hair fell forward, hiding her face from him. Even so, he smelled her need. Taking her time, she moved upward, opening another button. And then 170
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another. Each one revealed a bit more skin. The shadows of bruises still remained, but he didn’t care. The soft, creamy flesh peeked out from beneath. At last, only one button remained. The one hiding her breasts from his sight. He held his breath, waiting. 
“Not yet,” she said, her voice deep and sultry. 
Sean growled in response, the low rumble vibrating between them, but she ignored him and slid off him, moving to stand beside the bed, her shirt still closed with that pivotal button. Sean rolled to his side, propping his head on his hand to get a better look. And look he did. The hidden curves of her breasts tantalized and teased him, protected by that single barrier. The tails of her silk blouse hung low, to mid thigh, and he wondered if she’d had this little strip tease in mind when she’d bought it. 
“Take off the rest.” 
Her eyes fluttered closed for a moment, and the scent of her need swept over him. He fisted his fingers, forcing himself to stay in place. If this was what she needed this first time from him, it’s what he’d give her. Even if it killed him. 
Her hands disappeared under the blouse and pulled down her panties, bending over to offer him an enticing view of the deep cleavage still protected by the soft silk. He wanted to see her bra, to see those delicate curves cupped in fragile lace. 
When she rose, her gaze caught his, and she froze. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes dark with lust. 
She reached under her blouse again and reached for her bra strap. 
“Don’t,” he said. “I want to see.” 
A blush stole up her neck, and he grinned. 
“Do I have to wait forever?” 
“No,” she whispered. 


* * * * 
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Caden bit her lip and, for an instant, closed her eyes. 
She couldn’t believe what she was doing. Taking control had started out as a battle to protect her heart, but the way he watched her was destroying every battlement she held in place. He followed her every move, stroking her with his eyes instead of his hands. His low, demanding voice was like the deep rumbling of the timpani drums. Rough yet sensual. Every time he spoke, a vibration rolled upward from the deepest recesses of her body. 
She shouldn’t like it when he ordered her around. Yet when he’d ordered her to leave her bra, her knees had nearly buckled. She reached up and cupped her breasts through the silk of her blouse. Could she do this? Could she really finish this impromptu striptease without embarrassing herself? 
“Don’t stop, angel eyes,” he encouraged. “I’m enjoying this.” 
“I don’t plan to stop.” 
Her fingers teased the last button, and his eyes darkened. His lips parted in anticipation. He lay on the bed, like some king awaiting his queen. Naked of everything but his lust, which shone in his eyes and in every tense muscle of his body. Her mouth watered, hungry for a taste of all that masculine flesh. Never before had she felt the urge to take a man into her mouth, to taste him and pleasure him. 
Yet it was exactly what she wanted now. 
She slipped open the last button and shimmied out of the blouse. It fluttered to the floor, and she left it, caught like a rabbit in the dark, hungry eyes staring at her. Sean rose from the bed, stalking toward her. He hooked an arm about her waist and jerked her against him. He was all hard planes and edges, and Caden arched toward him, hungry to feel every single edge. His presence, his scent, and his body filled her every sense until she could barely stand. 
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came down on hers, stealing away any semblance of her control. 
She gasped, her lips momentarily tightening into a quick smile. Sean had more control than she’d given him credit for, but at last he’d broken, unable to resist her further. The games disappeared, buried in an inferno of passion. His tongue parted her lips, delving inside like a conquering hero, stealing away the last vestiges of her control. She whimpered, losing herself in his taste. Wild and free, dark and smooth, and fiery hot. 
He cupped her left breast, his thumb running over the edge of one hard nipple. Electricity shot through her body, and heat seeped in a hot, thick rush downward. When his mouth pulled from hers, she groaned, wanting more. 
But he ignored her, instead trailing kisses down her neck, down her chest. His tongue traced along the top of her bra. Her world narrowed until only Sean remained. All that taut, masculine flesh twitched beneath her palms when she slid them downward, shifting to tighten on that absolutely delicious ass she’d been watching for days. The backs of her legs crashed into the bed, and she wondered how she’d ended up there, having turned without even noticing it. 
“Now it’s my turn,” he said, pushing her back on the bed. 
“Then I think you should get started, don’t you?” There it was again, that strange part of her that loved to drive him insane with anger, lust, jealousy. Anything. It didn’t matter, so long as he showed her the depths of his emotions. 
And it worked. He growled, nipping her breast. She gasped, but before she could recover, he ripped the bra open, exposing the last of her secrets. 
She gasped. “Damn, I liked that bra.” 
“Too damned bad.” 
Before she could respond, he latched onto her breast. 
The sharp tips of his fangs scraped against her flesh, 173
Blood Moon Betrayed 
bringing her to the point of both pleasure and pain. And when she bowed upward, he moved between her thighs, pushing them apart. 
“I want you inside me.” 
“Too damned bad,” he repeated, only this time she heard the masculine laughter in his voice. 
Soft, hot kisses trailed down her body, and she writhed, aching and hungry. Wishing he would move faster. She needed more. To be touched. To be kissed. To be filled. 
When a finger traced between her thighs, a shudder of pleasure ran from the center of her being in both directions. 
To her toes and all the way to her heart. 
“Pretty,” he whispered as he petted her. “So damned pretty.” 
She lost herself in every masculine stroke of his hand, trying not to anticipate and losing badly. Every stroke sent fire across her flesh, burning her from the inside out. Her hips had a mind all their own and thrust toward him. A brush of hot breath reached her center, and she gasped. 


* * * * 
 Sean settled himself between her thighs and breathed across the beautiful flower opening before him. Thirst roared in his mind and soul. He needed to taste what was inside her. Her very essence. If he couldn’t have her blood, he would take the next best thing. 
His tongue swept over her, and she cried out, her body trembling. He licked inside, gathering the sweet nectar that was all her own. His body shuddered as her honey rushed over his taste buds. Delicious. So sweet. So wild. 
Indescribable. He lost himself inside her, taking all she had to offer. Her body shook and trembled beneath his ministrations, and still he continued, ignoring her mewling sobs and cries. He teased her to the edge and back down again. 
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His hardened shaft brushed against her leg. The touch jolted him like lightning, piercing through from root to tip. 
He groaned, his body shuddering with pleasure. The wolven instincts pushed harder, his fangs piercing his own lip while he fought for control. 
“Sean,” she cried. “Please.” 
It took all of his strength to pull away from the wicked indulgence of her body, but her cries tugged at his soul. Her hunger was out of control and bringing her pain. He could not have that. He ripped away from her, but not before he took one last lick, and crawled up her body, staring into those eyes as green as the spring grasses, glazed over with hunger. For him. 
He rumbled again. Something he’d rarely done in his life. A sort of canine purr. It started at the base of his spine, rolling upward to his throat until he couldn’t contain it. She stole his reason, leaving him drunk on her scent and taste, until she was all he could think about. 
He wanted inside her more than he wanted to breathe. 
To feel her wrapped around him. Yet still, he stopped to take all of her in. She was so damned beautiful like this, lying beneath him, her body undulating in her arousal, unable to hide her need. 
Everything about her felt right. Perfect. 
He positioned himself at her center and stared down at her. Her eyes were closed, but he wanted them open. He wanted her to experience every part of his possession. 
“Look at me,” he said. 
She didn’t hesitate, but stared straight into his eyes, as he knew she would. Challenging. Commanding every part of him. She matched him in every way. Complimented his strengths, covered his weaknesses. Despite being human, she was more powerful than any shewolf he’d known. And now he would stake his claim. 
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him like a fist. Pleasure rolled over him, and he bit his lip, struggling to keep from coming that instant. By the moon, he’d never known such pleasure. He groaned and savored her sharp gasp at the sudden fullness of their joining. 
“Yessss,” she hissed. Her legs twined and tangled with his, pulling him in tighter. 
He moved inside her, slowly. Torturously. Her heat swept through and over him. He fought for control, watching the sexy blush of her skin turn darker. His body cried out for more, hungry to thrust and pound inside her. 
His fangs punctured his lip. The coppery blood trickled over his tongue, but it didn’t matter. 
Her hands grabbed his head and yanked him down to her. Her small hands tugged at him, trying to drag his entire body onto her. He pulled back, afraid to press his weight against her bruised body. More than anything he wanted to give her what she needed, but he wouldn’t allow himself to hurt her. Attempting to distract her from her course, he kissed her. Hard. His hips pistoned, matching every stroke of his tongue. He closed his eyes. She was like pure silk, her essence pouring over him, washing away the last of his control. 
He yanked away from her kiss, gasping for breath. His gaze zeroed in on the pulsing vein in her throat. His mouth watered, and his fangs ached. The need for her blood sent a shudder of dark hunger through him. Never before had he hungered for the sensation of his teeth sliding into a female’s flesh, or the urge to drink her blood. Yet Caden drew the animal to the surface, filling him with an instinctive need to feed upon her essence. A shudder ran through his body and he moaned, fighting his true nature. 
For a moment in time, he was nothing more than a ravenous beast, starved for the one thing he shouldn’t have. 
Her blood. But he’d promised. A promise he had every intention of keeping, despite the soft sounds of her pleasure combined with the teasing scent of her sweetness, taunting 176
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him, like the honeyed and tart scent of a cherry pie, but unable to partake. 
He leaned down, still thrusting inside her, his fangs scraping the sides of her throat. 
Her body exploded, her muscles tightening and quivering, driving his needs even higher. She arched and stiffened, her throat exposed, as though offering him that forbidden taste. 
She cried out, her voice low, and animalistic. 
He leaned forward, ready to strike, instincts shoving away what was left of his human control. His teeth touched her flesh, and she shuddered. 
No marking. 
He’d agreed. 
God, why had he agreed? 
Sean roared his primal need, his hunger nearly ripping the last vestiges of his control away. The wolf inside struggled, instinct against a promise. The wicked desire rushed through him, and he clamped his jaw tight, fighting the urge with all his control. She felt so good; her body tightened around him to the point of pain. When he finally exploded, he lost himself to the pleasure, focusing only on the sensations coursing from his spine, rushing through his blood, and ignoring the building hunger inside him. 
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Chapter Eighteen
Peace settled into a part of Sean’s heart he’d thought long dead. An unexpected smile curved his lips. His female lay in his arms, and her finger absently traced a pattern over his chest. Every swirl and sweep of her hand sent shivers through his body, and he was sure that’s why she did it. 
“Sean, what happened a year ago?” 
He stiffened, the peace seeping out, fading before the face of her question. “What are you talking about?” 
“Both Anna and Nora hinted that something happened last year, around the time Laura left you. Something that hurt you.” 
“Why do you want to know?” 
She sat up and studied him. “Because I care about you. I already know Laura was a bitch, but I had a feeling it was something more than that.” 
He sighed. The time had come, and he couldn’t hide his past any longer. “I guess you have a right to know.” He pulled her back down to his chest. Her warmth soothed him some, so he caressed her shoulder. A dark fear nagged inside him. Would this be the one and only time he would get to hold her this way? 
“Last year, Nora was taken captive. I didn’t know at first. She was supposed to be away at college, but someone had called her, telling her I needed her. I never did find out who made that call. When she arrived near the pack, she was taken hostage.” 
Caden didn’t speak, but the muscles in her body stiffened. He went on before he could think better of it. 
“A couple of weeks later, I was on an afternoon run in the woods with Tanya and Matthew, our physician. The doctor who cared for you. Petey was with us. A gunshot rang out, and Matthew went down. I turned to rush Tanya 178
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home when I ended up caught in a hunter’s net. The kind they use to capture unsuspecting animals alive. Petey was shot, and another bullet ricocheted off a tree and hit Tanya.” 
“Oh, my God,” exclaimed Caden. 
He squeezed her shoulder, searching for the words to explain his failure. “That wasn’t all. The bullets were silver. 
Here I was, caught in a damned hunter’s net, while my daughter lay bleeding on the ground. I howled, but nobody in the pack seemed to hear me. Then I was struck with a sedative.” 
“Were you hurt?” 
“No.” He waited for her disgust. Waited for her to realize he’d let all those around him suffer, and he hadn’t even received a single wound. But it didn’t come. Instead, he could sense her quiet acceptance. For now, anyway. 
“When I came to, I was chained to a wall, with silver. I was sure Tanya was dead. I didn’t know Kieran’s mate had come up with a way to save those who had silver poisoning. My captor was a hyena. A cousin to the one who attacked you.” 
“Do you think that’s why he came after me?” Sean frowned. “I don’t know. Maybe. We’re still at a loss as to why things happened like they did last year.” He stopped talking. He didn’t want to say the rest of this. He wanted, instead, to lay here in Caden’s arms and forget the past ever happened. But there were so many unanswered questions. 
“So what happened? How did you get free?” He closed his eyes, still seeing that fateful afternoon as though it was yesterday. “They had Nora. I didn’t know until they dragged me down into the basement. There was no way out. We were left alone with nothing but water and a little bit of food. After three days, they came down the steps, and the first thing they did was drug me again with one of those damned darts. I tried to fight it, but I finally lost consciousness. When I woke up, I was handcuffed to a 179
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chair, using silver handcuffs. Nora was handcuffed to the wall, facing it. She was naked from the waist up.” Caden shuddered in his arms, her body still strewn half over his. He dreaded this, waiting for her to stiffen and pull away. What woman would want a man who let his family down? He was the protector. The alpha. And he failed. 
“They kept saying they wanted control of the Uwharrie pack, and they wanted me to hand it over to them. I still don’t understand it. Hyenas are ruled by the females, so why was this male hyena demanding my pack? It didn’t make sense.” Her hand slid up his chest, as though offering him comfort. “I couldn’t give in. And every time I refused, they cut her. Nora. Somehow, they’d stolen a silver scalpel from Anna and were using it.” 
“Why?” Caden’s voice was soft, but he could hear the pain in the single word. 
“To force me to give up the pack. I couldn’t, Caden. And I had to watch them torture my baby.” He shuddered, seeing her again, her body pressed against the wall, her hands fisted on the chains holding her in place, absorbing the fierce pain with hardly a sound. “She was so damned brave. She didn’t cry. She didn’t scream when they hurt her. 
She just bore it.” 
“What did you do?” 
“I cursed. I railed at them, promising to kill every last one of them. I could feel my wolf trying to overpower me, to escape and save her, but I couldn’t shift. The silver in their cuffs held the wolf at bay. My instincts were to shift, to fight, to save my daughter, but I couldn’t.” He pulled away from her and swung his legs off the bed to the floor. 


* * * * 
 Waves of pain rolled off Sean, and tears stung Caden’s eyes, but she blinked them back. This was Sean. A male so 180 
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powerful he sent shivers down her spine. He would not want her tears. 
“They kept you chained all the time?” 
“No.” He bolted from the bed. “When they weren’t torturing Nora, they locked us together in the basement. I kept trying to find ways to attack them as they came down, but they always had that damned rifle with silver bullets trained on her.” 
“How did you escape?” 
“I didn’t,” he said, closing his eyes. “Anna and Kieran rescued us. I spent all that time a captive of people who tortured my baby, and it was my brother and his newly turned mate who saved us.” His hands fisted at his side. 
“While I did nothing.” 
“You did the right thing, Sean.” 
“No, I did nothing!” he roared. “I could have killed them like I wanted to. I could have ripped their throats out.” 
“And why didn’t you? If you could have, why didn’t you?” 
He turned toward her, waiting for the condemnation. 
“Because I couldn’t let them kill my daughter. I couldn’t move fast enough to take down the rifle. “ 
“If you had tried to go after them, what would have happened?” 
He rubbed his face. “She would have died. I couldn’t do it, Caden. I couldn’t lose another of my children. I thought Tanya was dead. I wanted Nora to live.” Caden swallowed. She’d begun this, and she would finish. He needed to learn what he did should bring no shame. She’d seen enough cops involved in shootings or robberies where they’d had to make split second decisions to save someone’s life or to take down the culprit. They always saved the person’s life, and they always felt guilt. 
“And you think that’s wrong? Sean, you need to take a step back and look at this realistically.” She stepped toward him, not even caring she’d left the sheet behind her on the 181
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bed and she was nude. 
“Do you think I don’t think about it? I relive those moments every single day. I was the pack leader. It was my job to protect my pack.” 
“And you did. Did you give those bastards what they wanted?” 
He scowled. “No.” 
“And did you let them kill your daughter?” 
“I might as well have. She was tortured because of me.” 
“No, damn it. Sean, think about it. She was tortured because of the son of a bitch who kidnapped her. Because of the asshole who chose to take control of your pack. She wasn’t tortured because of you.” 
“You don’t understand.” 
“Don’t I?” She wanted to shake some sense into him, to make him see what he was missing. “Was it my fault I was beaten? Was it my fault my husband killed a man because he was owed money? No. It wasn’t. How is it more your fault that someone else acted without honor? Explain that to me.” 
Sean stared at her. “But I didn’t rescue my child.” The hopelessness in his voice tore at her heart. Her arms ached to hold him, to tell him it was okay, but she had a feeling that’s what Anna and Kieran had been doing for him and look what it got them. No, Sean, needed a stronger approach. One that spoke to the alpha inside him. 
“So when Anna and Kieran came along, what did you do? Did you fight?” 
“Of course.” 
“Then I don’t get it. What’s the problem here, Sean? Yes, you lived through something horrible, and so did your daughters. Nora is a healthy and happy female now, married to a man she loves. I don’t see Tanya any worse for wear either. Snap out of it, damn it. Self pity doesn’t become you.” 
“It’s not self pity,” he roared. 
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“Then what the hell is it?” She snatched her clothes and headed for the bathroom. “I’m taking a shower. I hear today’s a busy day, so it’s time to get started.” He rumbled as she moved closer. She couldn’t stand it anymore; she had to touch him. He was wolven, and wolves thrived on touch--she remembered that from the books she’d read as a teen. And so did humans. Sean was a part of both. 
She cupped his face, pulling his head down to her lips, and gave him a hard kiss on the mouth. “I’m glad you told me. And I’m glad you and everyone else are safe. It’s time to heal now.” She rested her forehead against his. “It’s time to let go and forgive yourself for what you can’t change.” He pulled her close, and, for long moments, they stood there, their heads together. 
The tension eased in his shoulders. She smiled. The healing had begun. He would always blame himself for what happened, but maybe he could let most of the pain leave. 
Caden pulled away. “Let’s start that by getting that pig ready for the pig pickin’, and I’ll be out there soon to help Anna.” 
“Thank you,” he whispered. 
“For what?” she asked. “Telling you the truth? 
Sometimes, it just takes another person to recognize what we don’t see for ourselves. You are a strong and powerful male, Sean. One with the wisdom to know when to mark his time in a horrible situation. The only thing you lack is the wisdom to understand that what you did was right.” 
“Wait,” he said, as she stepped into the bathroom. 
“What are you doing?” 
“I told you, I’m going to go shower.” 
“Don’t.” 
“Don’t what?” 
He stared at her, and she cocked her head, waiting. 
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She sighed. “I’m sorry, Sean, I have to. I am not going out there to meet those people without showering off. I stink, Sean. We’ve spent hours in bed.” His lips thinned, and he gave her a curt nod and left the room. 
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Chapter Nineteen 
“So tell me a little bit more about this Blood Moon Celebration. It sounds kind of freaky,” said Caden. 
Sean set her breakfast on the table. It was already late morning, but they’d spent so much time in bed, they hadn’t eaten. The scent of sausage filled the room, and Sean’s stomach rumbled with a different hunger for a change. “It’s just another name for the harvest moon. Each of the packs on the east coast is responsible for one full moon to host a hunt. Members of other packs visit to participate. It’s a full day, usually starting with a cookout, and then the hunt after dark. The kids play in the woods all day, and the adults hang out, talk wolven policy, and just get to know one another again.” 
“So how many people are we expecting?” Sean snuck another glance at her when she wasn’t looking. It was all he could do not to stare. She looked good. 
Damned good. The silk suit wasn’t what he’d expect to see on a woman living among the wolven, but on her, it worked. 
The sharp, sexy librarian look fit well upon her body. As did the look of a well-satisfied female. 
If only she hadn’t showered. He’d started to explain to her why he didn’t want her to bathe, but pulled back. She was human. She couldn’t be expected to understand everything about his world in just a few days. After the hunt, he would mark her, so, soon, scent wouldn’t make any difference. 
He dropped into a chair across from her. “We never know how many until they arrive. There are twelve packs throughout the eastern seaboard. Thirteen if you count Ryland’s new pack. There will be representatives from each pack, but others are invited as well.” 
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here.” A tinge of uncertainty seeped into her voice. 
“You will not. You’re my mate. They will accept you, or deal with me.” 
She let out a heavy breath, and Sean almost smiled at her exasperation. 
“You can’t expect everyone to accept me for what I am. 
I’m not wolven.” 
“I can, and they will.” 
She frowned and nodded. “Fine. But don’t think this means anything, Sean. I still haven’t made a decision about this mate thing.” 
It meant everything. Her feminine scent still coated his skin, her taste on his tongue. And her warmth around his heart. He tried to be angry with himself for allowing her to slip inside his defenses, but he couldn’t. He’d known it was a useless hope to begin with. No wolven failed to lose his heart to his True Mate. Ever. 
He kissed her hard on the lips and guided her back to her chair. “Finish your breakfast. We have a big day ahead of us.” 


* * * * 
 Caden’s skin sizzled with the heat of his touch, even after he let her go. It’s like she was going insane. Just being in the same room with him was almost torture, unless they were touching. And when he did, it was like pure heaven, short-circuiting her brain for minutes at a time. Last week, she didn’t even know his kind existed, and here she was considering the idea of being a wolven mate. It was difficult to wrap her head around the idea. 
A knock at the door distracted her, and Anna poked her head in. 
“Caden?” 
Caden bolted from her chair. “Anna, hi. Is Petey okay?” 
“He’s fine. In fact, he’s up and moving around.” The 186
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alpha female opened the door wider, and the wolf trotted in, moving to Caden’s side. “I think he misses you.” Caden stared at the animal dubiously. The last time she’d seen him on all fours, he’d been trying to tear out her throat. Only now his tail wagged, and while his teeth showed, it was more a wolfish grin than an aggressive curl to his lip. 
“Hello, Petey.” She held out her closed fist, and the animal sniffed and nuzzled her hand. 
“I thought maybe you could help me with the food table,” said Anna, watching the reunion, a smile lighting her eyes. “Most of the females are busy trying to find themselves a mate if they don’t have one and fending off other females from theirs if they do. Not that it’s much use. 
We all know which females are taken, and who has them.” She shrugged. “But it’s the wolven way.” 
“Sounds like it’s going to be a zoo here,” said Caden. 
Crap. Open mouth. Insert foot. “I mean, well, crazy, you know?” 
Anna laughed, and Sean came up behind Caden and nuzzled her neck. “We like it that way.” She heard the laughter in his voice and smiled. It was nice to hear him enjoying himself. 
Sean peered over her shoulder. “Have you seen Tanya today, Anna?” 
She nodded. “I saw her a little while ago, already checking out all the single males as they arrived.” He nodded. “Good. I want to talk to her about leaving Caden last night.” 
Caden whirled in his arms. “You’ll do no such thing. It was as much my idea as hers. We’re both adults. So if you want to yell at someone, yell at me.” 
He released her, his hands lifted in surrender. “All right. 
I get it. I won’t say a word.” 
She turned back to Anna. “I would love to help out. I’ve been trying to figure out how I was going to fit in.” 187
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“Great. Sean, you can find her over by our cabin any time you need her.” 
Anna reached to grab Caden’s hand, but Petey stepped between and growled, they both froze. 
“Stop,” said Caden, before anyone could move. The wolf looked up at her and backed up, lowering his eyes. 
“Now wasn’t that interesting.” Anna frowned. “Looks like Petey has adopted you.” 
“That’s good,” said Sean. “Another protector is always a good thing.” 
Caden glared at him before following Anna out into the bright sun. She didn’t need another protector. Sean and she managed fine on their own. Though it wouldn’t be so bad to have another wolf at her side. She kind of missed Max. 
She scanned the crowds already gathering in the courtyard. Males and females of all ages and sizes wandered in small groups. They talked and laughed, just like people at a fair. Or maybe a very big family reunion. 
Motorcycles roared into the clearing, and Caden shook her head. How could so many shifters be around and nobody know? “I thought Sean said there would be representatives from twelve packs. That looks like a lot more than that.” 
Anna glanced in the direction of the riders. “Well, he’s right, in a way, but the Blood Moon hunt has always been one of the most popular. In old times, it was because the harvest was in, and it was a celebration, not much different from Thanksgiving. Every year, it gets bigger and bigger. 
Plus, we’re one of the smallest packs on the eastern seaboard.” 
There it was again. That strange, crawling sensation caused by any of the shifters, only now it was stronger than ever before. Caden rubbed her arms. She was going to have to get used to that strange tingle, considering she stood amid more than a hundred wolven. 
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filled the picnic tables strewn through the courtyard. 
Motorcycles were parked in every spot they could find between homes and hidden in the trees. 
Narrowing her gaze, she studied the people. She’d never seen so many prime specimens in one location. Strong and muscle-bound males laughed, holding a beer or a soda in their hands. No matter how big they were, they were varied in build. Some were wide as trucks with enough muscle to take down a tree. Others were like Sean: sleek and dangerous. 
One particular male looked as hard as stone. And it wasn’t just his body, either. His eyes glowed with menace. 
He caught her staring and curled his lip. 
Caden’s throat went dry. She nodded and slowly slid her gaze downward. She was new, and it didn’t seem right for her to challenge anyone, even by accident. She took a deep, fortifying breath. Today would be difficult. She cut a glance toward the cabin. But Sean was worth it. 
Caden stilled. Was he? Memories of his touch sent a shudder of need through her. Yes. He was worth it. She smiled and stepped into the crowd, her confidence higher than before. 
Wolven stared at her, and with some, she stared back, others, she turned her eyes away. How she knew which to apply to which person, she didn’t know. Maybe it was their attire. Most wore blue jeans, with some sort of dark shirt. A few still wore their leather jackets from their ride in, looking rough. Animalistic. The rougher the dress, the more aggressive they seemed. 
The females, though, were something else. It was like a study in style. Clothes of all types were present. Loose-fitting skirts that hung to their ankles all the way to mini skirts that barely covered their crotches. One dark-headed female wore nothing but a black fish net top over her breasts, with tiny black shorts. 
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quick to touch every male she passed in some way, as though giving her approval of their appearance. The shewolf noticed Caden staring. Unlike the male from before, Jenna merely gave a mysterious smile before rubbing her hand along a thick, well-muscled arm. 
Caden felt about as out of place as a cat in the middle of a pack of dog. Or wolves. 
“I thought Jenna was mated.” 
Anna looked up and followed her gaze. “No, her mate left her years ago, back when her son was just an infant. She uses this hunt every year to try to find a new one.” 
“Interesting.” And it was. There were probably three men for every female, and yet Jenna had gone unmated for a very long time. Maybe wolven males weren’t partial to her particular bitchiness. 
Caden scanned the courtyard again, coming to rest on the dark-haired woman with the netted top. As though noting her attention, the woman stepped forward, and with her, two males. One being the male who’d snarled at her before. Caden fought the urge to rush back into Anna’s cabin for more supplies. 
“Dierdre, welcome,” said Anna. “Let me introduce you to Caden.” 
The woman sniffed, a sneer on her face. “She’s human.” 
“I am,” said Caden, lifting her chin. 
“And so am I.” Anna’s voice was like ice. 
Dierdre’s eyes widened, before lowering in submissiveness. “My apologies, Alpha.” With a regal nod, Anna turned toward the males with her. “This is Roman and Declan. They are in the Alabama Pack. They’re a bit secluded down there and forget their manners at times,” she said, again glaring at Dierdre, who stepped back and averted her eyes. “Declan is an enforcer. 
His job is to keep the wolven in line, the same way Sean does. Only, his pack leader is also a council member. His name is Nathan. He’s around here somewhere.” 190
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Declan nodded, his eyes shuttered, as though hiding the glow she’d seen before. At least this time he didn’t snarl. 
Roman, on the other hand, let his eyes track up and down her body, his lips curved into a smile. He was good looking, and he knew it. Broad shoulders and flashing blue eyes. Yet the more he watched her, the more she wished he wouldn’t. 
She raised her chin, refusing to look away. “Pleased to meet you,” she said, doing a quick scan of all faces and glared again at Roman. His smile widened. 
“Pleased to meet you,” he mimicked. 
Dierdre growled, and Caden frowned, trying to figure out what she’d done wrong. 
“Don’t mind Dierdre,” said Declan, his hands on the female’s shoulders. “My sister is tired after the long ride and gets irritable.” 
“I’m not worried.” She really wasn’t. She was a hell of a lot more concerned about Declan. Something about the male wasn’t right. Too aggressive. Too wild. While Sean radiated more power, he also had more control than this one. 
“So can you tell me, what does a councilman do? Is there some kind of wolven organization above the pack?” Declan’s eyes narrowed, and he nodded. “There is. The council is five members. They are our ultimate law. They set the rules we are to obey. Their job is to keep us from being discovered by the world. And it’s my job to enforce those laws.” 
Caden heard the threat in his words, but didn’t look away when he studied her. “You must be very good at your job to work for the council.” 
He shrugged. 
Roman stepped forward, his nostrils wide, a smile teasing his lips. “You’re very strong for a human. I like that. 
I like a woman with confidence.” 
Declan popped Roman on the back of the head. “Leave the human alone, Roman.” 
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“I was just saying….” The sound trailed off when they turned to walk away, but Caden noticed Roman watched her from over his shoulder, his eyes narrowing before turning away to catch up with his companions. 
Caden glanced at Anna. “Wow. What was that about?” Anna shrugged. “Some wolven are a bit prejudiced is all. 
But I’m part human myself, and I won’t tolerate it.” 
“Not that part. The males. Declan looks like he’d attack at the least provocation, and Roman, well, he gave me the creeps.” 
“Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention. What did he do?” 
“He just kept staring at me. I felt like I was suddenly on the dinner menu.” 
Anna frowned. “Well, that can’t be good. Steer clear of him, Caden. He’s a good guy and all, but he gets rather focused at times. And if he focuses in on you, it could mean trouble. Sean will kill him if he gets too close.” 
“Don’t worry. I’ve got my hands full enough with Sean.” 
“Caden!” 
Caden turned. Nora was moving toward her, her son in her arms, her husband behind her. 
“Hi, Nora. It’s great to see you.” 
“You too. Anna, you’re looking wonderful. I see motherhood suits you.” 
Anna laughed. “And you too.” Anna nodded toward the big male hovering behind his wife. “Ryland. Good to see you.” 
“And you.” 
Caden studied the wolven. He was huge. Probably the biggest of all the males she’d seen so far. A scar ran down the side of his face, adding to the already dangerous air about him. Low and guttural, his voice fit what she’d picked up about him from Nora when they went shopping. In some ways, he reminded her of Declan, but without the wildness in his eyes. 
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are things working out between you and my dad?” The heat of a blush rose to her cheeks. “Still in the working phase.” 
Nora chuckled. “Don’t worry. It’ll work out.” 
“One way or the other,” Caden said under her breath. 
“Speaking of Sean,” said Anna, “I don’t want to hog all your time.” She laughed. “Get it? Hog?” She pointed toward Sean, where he was working the spit roasting of the pig. 
Caden laughed. “Very funny.” 
“Seriously, though,” said Anna, “why don’t you take a walk and get to know people. Sean might like a visit too.” Caden’s eyes tracked to where Sean worked over an open flame, dousing the hog with barbeque sauce. He looked good enough to eat. 
Sean, not the pig. 
He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and the reflection from the flames in the fire pit added luster to the light sheen of sweat coating his chest. Her mouth watered, wishing she was brave enough to lick it off right now, in front of everyone. 
“But—” 
“Go on.” 
Caden frowned. She couldn’t very well admit she was afraid of the open fire and had no intention of going near it. 
“All right,” she said at last and nodded to the three of them. 
She picked up her cane and moved away, milling through the crowd. She made her way across the courtyard, moving toward Sean, averting her eyes from the blaze. She would not let her natural fear of fire hold her back today. Not when she could see females clinging to him on all sides, grabbing at his arms, petting his bare skin. Tension lay in his shoulders, and she wanted to step behind him and ease the stiffness with a massage. Shoving the women away from him wouldn’t be such a bad idea either. 
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shewolf. 
A growl of fury rose in Caden’s chest, and she fisted her hands. 
Mine. 
She’d claimed him, he’d told her that’s what her words had meant. But still, he didn’t shove the bitch away. 
Dierdre stared right at Caden, her eyes glowing with power, a sly smile upon her face. She turned back to Sean, her hand upon his arm, caressing the hard muscles that only Caden should touch. And then, before Caden could react, he smiled down into Dierdre’s face. 
Jealousy slammed into Caden’s chest, twisting with raw fury so powerful her body shook. Fantasies of yanking the shewolf away from him, and kissing him full on the lips rushed into her. And if the female interfered, she would die. 
She took a step forward, intent on doing just that, before stopping. 
Damn that bitch. Caden was human, and no amount of acting like a wolven was going to change that, and Dierdre knew it. No matter how much she wanted to rip that bitch’s face right off, it wasn’t going to happen. She didn’t have the teeth, or the claws. 
She took a steadying breath, ignoring everyone around her. She had to get away before the anger sizzling inside her became something else. Something more powerful than her control. 
She turned on her heel and ran smack into a rock hard chest. Her eyes traveled upward to find a man staring down at her, amusement evident in his eyes and in the quirk of his lips. 
“Hello, and who are you, little human.” 
“Caden.” 
“And I am Nathan.” The council member. Great. Only she could run over the political leader of this group. And a pack leader. 
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touched her arm. 
“No apologies necessary. Tanya was just telling me about you.” 
“She was?” She hesitated. That didn’t exactly bode well for a positive conversation. 
He nodded. “Indeed. If you find yourself in need of assistance, our pack is always looking for new females.” He looked pointedly at the fading bruises on her face. Damn. 
She thought she had hidden those well enough with makeup. 
Alarms rang somewhere in the back of her mind. He thought she needed help because he thought she wanted to leave the Uwharrie pack. What had Sean’s daughter been up to? 
“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, Nathan. If I stay with any pack, it will be this one. I have no need of assistance.” 
He smiled. It was an oily smile, as though he knew something she didn’t about her future. “Come, Caden. We both know it’s not working between you and Sean, or you’d be over there, right now, tearing Dierdre’s face off.” Caden stiffened. Anger rolled over her, and she lifted her chin, meeting the male’s eyes. 
“What happens between me and Sean is no one’s business but our own.” 
He nodded, grinning. A female stepped up beside him, her long, blonde hair like flaxen wheat beneath the hot sun. 
“This is my wife, Angelique.” 
“How do you do?” The blonde held out her hand. 
Caden cocked her head and stared at it, in surprise. 
“Yes, I’m human,” Angelique said with a smile. “I thought you might appreciate a friend. Just ignore my husband. He tends to take this politics thing a little too serious.” 
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wife. Human or wolven. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Angelique.” 
“So this must seem a bit overwhelming to you?” Caden shook her head, wishing more than anything she could escape. “Not really. I’ve dealt with politicians and cops for years. I don’t think a few wolven can send me running for the hills.” Just a few bitches. She cut her eyes toward Sean. Dierdre was gone, and Caden swallowed her sigh of relief. 
The problem was others had taken her place. Each running their hands over his body whenever they got the chance. 
Funny, she’d had the impression there weren’t enough females to go around. How was it so many were around Sean? 
“He’s a handsome male.” Angelique’s voice interrupted her thoughts. 
“I’m sorry?” 
“Sean. He’s a very handsome and capable male. This is the first year in many he’s been considered eligible.” 
“Right.” Caden couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of her voice. “Eligible.” 
“So I hear the pack here has adopted you.” The slyness in Nathan’s voice told her he wasn’t about to share his earlier conversation with his wife, how he wanted her to come to his pack. 
Caden forced her attention back toward the councilman. 
“I guess you could say that.” She smiled. 
He nodded, knowingly. “That happens from time to time amid packs with few females. They will adopt a human into their midst if she is undergoing turmoil in her life. The hope, of course, is that she will find a handsome wolven male with which to mate.” 
Caden laughed, refusing to be cowed or put in her place by this man. He wanted to play politics? She’d played with men equally as powerful as him. “Oh, I’m sure there are 196
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more reasons than that. However, I don’t think that will be an issue. How was your ride down? Did you come on a bike like the others?” 
Angelique smirked beside her husband. There was no way either of them missed her quick change of subject. 
“We had a great ride up,” he nodded. He studied her, and for a moment, Caden felt as though she was the rabbit in the wolf’s den. Raw masculinity dripped from every word and motion. “You would like it.” 
Again, Caden felt he had more on his mind than her happening to drive past. “So which bike is yours?” There was no way she was getting caught up in any internal politics, but it seemed finding a safe topic was a lot harder than she’d expected. 
He glanced toward a copse of trees across from them. 
“Mine is over there,” he nodded. “One of the masses.” 
“Nathan, I’ve been looking for you.” Declan stepped forward, his dark countenance casting a shadow on the otherwise bright day. He glowered at Caden before turning back to the councilman. “Roman wished to speak with you.” 
“Duty calls, Miss Caden. Do consider my offer. Our pack could always use someone like you.” The man nodded and followed Declan, wrapping his arm about his wife’s waist, urging her along. 
This time, Caden didn’t hide her sigh of relief. Maybe she was better off helping Anna anyway. She cut a last glance toward Sean, unable to avoid looking at the flames licking and snapping at the pig’s carcass. She shuddered and gasped for breath. 
A cool breeze brushed over her, and she shook her head, clearing it. Every time she saw flames, she could feel the smoke filling her lungs, stealing her oxygen. Even if they were as far away as the spit. She’d seen a psychologist as a child, and he’d said she would grow out of it. 
The only problem appeared to be she hadn’t. 
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here.” 
“Back already?” the shewolf asked in surprise. 
“I’m not sure I’m ready to wander through the pack. Not when everyone can sense my mood.” 
She glanced toward the fire, and toward Sean. 
Anna smiled. “I suppose so. But you can’t hide all day, you know.” 
“I know. Once Sean finishes with his tasks, I’ll pester him for a while.” 
“Good. Why don’t you go inside and help me carry what’s in the fridge out here.” 
Caden nodded. It felt good to help. And it was better than wandering around like the red-headed stepchild. Of course, her hair wasn’t red right now, but that didn’t mean much. 
“Funny,” said Caden, putting the bowl of potato salad on the table. “I’d have thought wolven ate more meat than vegetables.” 
Anna grinned and set the napkins and paper plates at the other end of the table. “They do, but I guess they’ve evolved in the last few hundred years. Most canines love vegetables. Even our guys.” She looked up and smiled as Kieran stepped behind her, wrapping his arms about her waist. 
“I wouldn’t exactly call potato salad vegetables. How’s it going?” He gave her a quick peck on her cheek with his lips. 
“I’m ready to start the grill.” 
“Why don’t you fire it up, then. We’ve got all the food out. The pig smells ready and so is the venison. Once the charcoal is ready, we can cook the basic burgers and hotdogs.” 
Caden snorted. “Right. I’m sure these big burly men are going to want burgers and hotdogs.” 
“I love burgers.” Sean stepped up beside her and winked. 
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had the burgers for.” 
Just being close to him eased the tension in her muscles. 
He looked good enough to eat. Her mouth watered with the urge to lean forward and take a taste of all that exposed, hot flesh. Either that, or make him go get a damned shirt. Even standing beside her, he was drawing the attention of his little female minions. 
Sean leaned in and inhaled. “You’re jealous,” he whispered. 
Caden’s eyes narrowed, and before she knew it, a low rumble escaped her throat. 
Sean smiled and brushed his fingers across her cheek. “I like it. Don’t worry. Those females are nothing next to you.” The brush of his hand sent a rush of heat through her skin and into her blood. The jealousy, anger, and arousal all mixed together, creating a fusion of heat through her body. She tried to maintain her civility, but it was as though something else was living inside her, feeding off the sudden flash of fury. 
Sean leaned in, taking in her scent, his own soft rumble of arousal whispering in her ear. He set his beer on the table and pulled her to him, wrapping his arms about her waist. “Don’t worry, angel eyes,” he said in her ear. “What you’re feeling is natural.” His fangs scraped along her throat, and she shuddered. 
Damn it. The feel of his body, his scent, it all swirled around her. Heat swelled inside her, rushing into her veins, mixing with the already present jealousy and anger. She needed fresh air. Something to keep her from pulling him into the nearest empty cabin and ripping off his jeans. 
She’d never been so far out of control. 
She shuddered and stiffened her spine. “There are people here.” 
He chuckled softly in her ear. His breath sent another round of shivers through her, and she leaned against him. 
She hated being a spectacle, but she couldn’t stop the 199
Blood Moon Betrayed 
driving need to feel his body against hers. His scent and touch were like a drug, one impossible to ignore. 
His hands strayed to the waistband of the nice charcoal suit she wore. Elastic. She smiled. So easy to lose when she had to. She pressed closer, and his arm tightened at her waist. The sound of far distant laughter filtered through the sensual fog filling her brain. Laughter. People. Wolven. 
Shit. Her body stiffened. 
“Stop it,” she hissed. 
Part of her wanted to grab Sean and shove her tongue into his mouth, stating a claim over him she had no right to. 
While the human side reminded her of who and what she was: A lady. Ladies didn’t show affection in public. They were prim and proper. For the first time in her life, she didn’t care about prim and proper. But she wasn’t into stripping her clothes off in public, either. 
He pulled back and gave her a quick kiss, his eyes twinkling with humor. “Spoil sport.” 
She shoved him away, regretting it the instant his body left hers. “I’ve got work to do.” 
“And I have meat to attend.” He winked again and strode away. 
Caden couldn’t help but watch his fine ass move across the courtyard to the pig hanging over the fire. The scent of the meat filled the air, mixing with the scent of the wolven. 
Yet through it all, the scent of Sean still clung to her lungs. 
Calling her. He looked almost happy. And hungry. Fire burned in his eyes when he slid the basting brush over the meat, offering a sizzle of juices for the fire beneath the pig. 
He stared straight into her eyes. 
Soon, Caden. I’ll make you mine. 
His words whispered in her head. 
She closed her eyes and shuddered. Now look what he’d made her do. 
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Caden jolted out of her daze at Anna’s words. “What do you mean?” 
“The picnic and hunt are organized by the pack leader and his mate. This is Sean’s first time not being in charge. 
He should be letting loose and having fun.” Try as she might, Caden couldn’t take her eyes off Sean. 
“So are you saying he shouldn’t be handling the pig?” 
“I’m saying he needs to have a little fun.” Caden nodded, an idea forming. “So if I drag him away from that thing, is there someone who’ll take over?” Anna chuckled. “I’m sure Kieran and I can handle it. Go. 
Have fun.” 
Dragging her attention away from Sean, Caden nodded. 
“I’ve got the perfect idea.” 
He’d said he wanted her to save her heels just for him, but after seeing the females in the visiting packs, maybe she needed to spice things up a bit. Her dull brown pants would have to go. A secret smile slid over her lips. Yes, the clothes certainly made the female, and it was time to strut her stuff. 
She cut behind Kieran and Anna’s cabin, surprised to find Petey at her side as she picked her way over the plant life. 
“Hey, boy, you ready for some fun?” 
He yipped, and she grinned. Her fingers caressed the cane Sean had carved for her. He’d barely known her when he’d whittled the wood away, carving both himself in wolf form and her face all into the dark wood. Though she no longer needed it for support, it offered comfort when she felt insecure, and she rubbed her fingers over the shape of the wolf, feeling the tiny fangs upon her flesh. She took a step, stabbing the tip into the soft, sandy forest floor. 
“You know, Petey, There’s something about Sean that kind of makes me want to hang around here.” Petey woofed. 
Caden laughed. “Yeah, I know. I can’t help it. I promised myself I’d leave as soon as I felt better, and look at me now. 
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Still hanging out with wolf boy. I must be insane.” She was doing more than hanging out with him. Hell, this morning she’d announced he belonged to her, in the most primal way. 
Caden stepped over a large bush. When she put weight back on her leg, her knee twinged with pain. “Damn. Maybe I should use this cane after all.” 
She took another step only to freeze. 
A couple stood no more than ten feet from her, the shewolf stood with her back against a pine tree. No, lounged was more like it. The male pressed against her, his wide shoulders almost blocking her from view. He dominated her, his hands gripping her body possessively. 
He kissed her, growling, humping against her, mimicking the act of sex. 
Caden couldn’t look away. Heat crept inside her. The heat of embarrassment. The heat of arousal. Just that fast she ached for Sean. 
She couldn’t take her eyes off the couple. They were hot. 
Damned hot. The female arched her back, encouraging the touch, and their soft rumbles filled the hot afternoon. He slid his mouth along her throat, exposing sharp fangs teasing the shewolf’s skin. 
Sean had done that to her. Teasing her with the mix of soft lips and sharp teeth. Caden shuddered at the memory. 
The man pulled back, murmuring so soft she couldn’t hear him from here, and she fought the urge to step closer. 
She bit her lip, struggling to control her ragged breathing. 
“Hot, aren’t they?” 
Caden jumped back, slamming into a hard male body. 
He wrapped his arms about her and pressed against her back. “Let me go,” she whispered. 
“No need to whisper.” He chuckled. “They can hear you. 
They just don’t care if you see them.” 
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response was not pleasant. 
“Let me go.” 
A growl echoed from her left. 
She felt Roman turn his head. “The little human has her very own wolf to protect her. How sweet.” 
“Let her go, Roman.” So Declan was here too. Just what she needed. The two peas in a pod. Maybe Declan would smack Roman upside the head again. 
Thankfully, it wasn’t needed, and Roman loosened his grip. Caden pulled away, rubbing the sudden chill from her arms, and Petey stepped to her side, his eyes focused upon Roman. 
“But, Declan, she’s such a sexy, little human. And she smells good. Human. And unmated. Sean’s touched her, but he’s nothing. I can handle him. I think I’ll take her.” 
“You might want to ask her if she’s interested.” Declan didn’t really sound as if he cared what her response was. 
They were exact opposites. Roman, with his blonde hair and good looks, combined with a smile as bright as the mid afternoon sun. The other dark and broody, a grimace painted forever on his face. 
The darker man turned his attention toward her, and Caden fought the urge to step back when Declan met her gaze. He made her uncomfortable. Violence lived in those glowing eyes. She couldn’t even tell what color they were, for the wolf rode him hard. 
“Look, guys, I’m a bit busy here. Why don’t you join the rest of the group by the fire. I hear the pig roast is almost done.” 
She moved to continue forward when Roman wrapped his arms about her waist and pulled her back. Petey charged, his teeth piercing the man’s thigh. 
In a flash Declan was there, pulling the wolf from his friend, holding him by the scruff of the neck. “Maybe I should get rid of him.” 
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away from Roman. “Don’t you dare touch him.” She brandished the cane. “What kind of bully threatens to hurt an innocent animal?” 
The blonde stepped back, his hands lifted in supplication. “Hey, sorry. Didn’t mean to upset you.” 
“The female has spunk. You know, even Nathan likes her. Maybe we should try to take her home with us anyway. 
We could always use a few more females in our pack.” Declan’s voice was low, a vibration evident, sounding more wolf than human. 
Females. Right. To mate. That’s what Nathan was looking for. Anger burned inside her at their casual discussion of her future as if she didn’t matter. She rounded on the dark male, letting her anger rush into her voice. 
“And maybe you should get your ass back to the courtyard. I have things to do, and I don’t want your scent anywhere near me.” She sniffed her disgust, staring pointedly at Roman. “Now I have to take a damned shower. 
Touch me like that again, and you’ll live to regret it.” Caden whirled, ignoring the masculine laughter behind her. Bastards. Now she was going to have to wash Roman off her before she could step up to Sean again. And how dare Roman brush Sean off like that. He may think Sean didn’t have balls since he’d stepped down as pack leader, but Caden knew different. Inside her male was the wisdom and strength matched only by his own brother. Not even Nathan radiated the pure lethal power Sean did. 
“I think it’s time I took what was mine, don’t you think, Petey?” 
The wolf gave her his rendition of a grin and shuffled toward the exit. She opened the door and with a wag, Petey was off, ready to chase rabbits, she was sure. 
She rushed to the bathroom, stripped off the suit, and dragged out the clothes she’d bought the day before that she’d tried to hide from Tanya. Too bad she hadn’t been successful. 
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After a quick shower, she slid into the bikini briefs and matching bra. The jeans were tighter than she’d remembered, but after she buttoned and zipped, a quick glance in the mirror told her they were worthwhile. They hugged her every asset in all the right places. 
She decided not to go too hot on the top. Sometimes, subtle was way more sexy than slutty, and that’s what she was competing against. So she chose a crisp, button up white, sleeveless blouse. She left the buttons undone just enough to show a hint of curve along her breasts. 
This was going to knock Sean’s socks right off, and she couldn’t wait to see his eyes. She glanced at the perfume, but decided to leave it right where it was. One thing she’d picked up today was how important scent was to their race. 
Everyone sniffed everyone. Not like dogs, who go running in noses first, but more subtle. She’d seen their nostrils flare, their heads raised, taking in the scents of those who stood close to them. And even the bastard, Roman, had commented on her scent. 
Every male, every female. They all did it. The more she was around these people, the more she understood them. 
Hiding one’s scent was tantamount to hiding one’s self. 
Maybe that’s why Sean hadn’t wanted her to shower this morning. She grimaced at her major mistake. If she hadn’t showered, those bastards would have known better than to try to step up to her that way. 
Either way, it was time to take what she wanted, and that was Sean. 
She removed the towel she’d used to protect her hair and ran a brush through the blonde tresses. A pang of regret twisted in her stomach for an instant, wishing she’d had time to get her hair back to its natural color before today. 
The wolven she’d seen were blonde, or brunette. Even black-haired, but none had the natural auburn she’d always been known for. Right now, she’d do almost anything to 205
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have her natural color back. 
“Nothing can be done about it now,” she said to her reflection. She slipped on the strappy heels. If she was really going to dress for Sean, she was going to suffer the indignity of walking in the sandy soil outside by wearing the shoes he found sexy. 
Her shoulders back, she took one last look in the mirror. 
She didn’t feel protected. For once, her clothes weren’t armor. 
They were a statement. 
And that statement was all about sex. 
She didn’t know if this True Mate  business was real, but she knew what she wanted. Watching those females with their hands on her man had done something to her. 
Stripped away her inner fears, perhaps. Either way, she was going to enjoy today with Sean. His touch this morning had awakened an inner femininity she didn’t even know she had. 
After she’d claimed him. 
The thought sent a delicious shiver through her. 
And he liked her claiming, even if it was accidental. Her single word had thrown them both into a fury of heated sex like nothing she’d ever experienced. He’d told her that by now everyone in the pack knew about what she’d said. Yet still the bitches watched him. Touched him. Anger sizzled through her. She’d never been the jealous type before, but after watching the shewolves flirt with him, openly, in front of her, it was time to stake her claim. 
Sean was hers. 
A shudder ran through her body. Knowledge swept over her like a hot summer breeze. Her skin sizzled with desire, and her leg wobbled. Her fingers tightened on the doorknob. The room spun. She struggled to fill her lungs with air. 
Sean was hers. 
Damn it. 
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She loved him. 
Tears stung her eyes. 
When had this happened? Was it because of this morning? When they’d made love? When he’d let her take control, until he couldn’t stand it anymore? 
No, it was before that. 
Did it matter? She breathed slowly, letting the emotions ease through her. 
She loved him. 
But he didn’t love her. He may want her as his True
Mate, but he had not one time mentioned the word love. 
She sucked in a breath. Well, she’d just have to change that. 
With a newfound confidence and a smile, she opened the door and stepped onto the porch. 
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Chapter Twenty
Sean basted the pig one more time. In a way, he was happy he was relegated to just the pig pickin’ part of the celebration. Being away from Caden gave him a moment to think. She terrified him. Yet she was also like coming home. 
He’d seen her eyes sending daggers at Dierdre when the woman had put her hand on his chest. He’d started to shrug it off, but seeing Caden’s reaction, he’d let it stay. 
That had been a mistake. Not only had Caden not taken the action he’d hoped she would, but Dierdre now seemed bound and determined to hang all over him. She’d disappeared for a short while, but now she was back, her icy cold hands scraping against his nerves and his skin. And she smelled like another male. 
He hadn’t seen Caden in more than half an hour, which made him an irritable mess. At least she wasn’t in danger. 
His bond with her would let him know if she was. When Petey had backed her up against the stone, he’d felt her fear like a living entity spinning around inside him. The only emotion he felt today was anxiety. But that was normal. She had been anxious since the packs had begun arriving, but she wasn’t truly afraid. And in the last thirty minutes her emotions had stilled within him, as though she was calm. 
As though she’d found her center amid the chaos. 
A sound caught his ear, and he turned toward his cabin. 
Caden stepped out. 
Every cell in his body seemed to go on alert. 
The last time he’d seen her, she’s been wearing those brown silk slacks, reminding him of a sexy librarian. The only thing missing had been glasses. 
Now, she looked all shewolf. 
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surrounding him, she’d donned a white, almost virginal, button up, sleeveless blouse. Only it sure as hell didn’t look virginal on her. The top buttons were open, offering a teasing view of her feminine curves tucked inside, yet still pushing against the buttons enough to let every male here know they were there. 
His fingers itched, wanting to slide open one more button, while at the same time he wanted to close them up and drag her away from the males swarming toward her. 
Among them, Roman and Declan. How he hated those two. 
Every year they came to the Hunt, only to try to steal away with anything female. 
Now they were focused in on his mate. 
He growled low in his throat, and the females around him scattered, sensing his change in mood. Only Dierdre stayed. 
Caden strode toward him, her stare fixed on him, totally ignoring the males trailing on either side, vying for her attention. 
“Here,” he said to Dierdre. He didn’t even remember if she took the basting brush from his hand, or if he dropped it. Right now, the only thing in his mind was the need to touch his mate. The wolf inside him paced, furious to know she wasn’t yet marked. His fangs slide into place. He needed to mark her. Now. Before another male tried to step in. 
Logic told him she was already bound to him, but the throb in his fangs, the thirst in his throat, neither cared. 
The proximity of the males near her only drove him more insane with need. His skin itched, and he struggled for control over his beast. The animal part of him fought and struggled against the man as he stepped toward her. 
Roman stepped between them. 
Sean’s vision tunneled, and the last hold he had on his common sense dissolved. Feral wolven instincts reared to the surface. Males knew never to interfere with the line of 209
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sight between mates. Fury rushed through his blood, charging his organs, sending his body into overdrive. 
Muscles tightened, preparing for the shift. He needed to see her. He needed to shove the bastard out of the way. 
More animal than man, his lip curled, and he growled. 
And then Roman touched her. 
“Release her.” The vicious rumble of his voice carried through the courtyard, and every head turned in his direction. He didn’t care. His skin hurt, nerves sensitizing. 
He used the pain, letting it fill his body with rage. Roman had flirted with his last female. 
Caden jerked her arm away from the male. “I told you not to touch me again.” 
Roman ignored them both, laughing at her frustration. 
He wrapped an arm about her waist and yanked her to his side. “Attention, everyone! Attention.” Silence filled the courtyard and every head turned. 
“I claim this female as my mate.” Roman grinned, holding Caden tight against his side, as she tried to pry his fingers from her body. 
Sean roared with fury and charged. Strong hands grabbed his arms, dragging him backward. Something was wrong, the way the hands were there ready to stop him. He turned to fight, only to hear Caden’s voice pulling at his psyche. 


* * * * 
 Caden yanked away from Roman. “I’ll do no such thing. 
I have a mate.” She rubbed her wrist where he’d touched her. Her skin burned as though his palm held fire. And not in a good way. 
“You are unclaimed. You have no mark and are amid multiple packs of shifters. You must be looking for a new mate. And I am him.” He smiled at his audience, pleased with himself. “I’m your True Mate, and you and I shall be 210
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together forever.” He grabbed her and pulled her against him. 
The courtyard exploded in murmurs and whispers. 
“You are no such thing!” She pinched his arm, and he yelped, releasing her. She turned and shoved him backward. “You are an ass who thinks this is all fun and games. Release me.” 
“She’s mine,” roared Sean. 
“Wrong.” Dierdre stepped up, sliding her palm over Sean’s bare chest. 
Caden spun around, her eyes honing in on the shewolf. 
The bitch was touching him again. For a moment, she forgot about the bastard with his hand now gripping her arm. The growl rose from her throat again. How, she didn’t know, and right now she didn’t care. All she knew was someone was touching her mate. 
“Don’t touch me,” Sean snarled. 
“And I claim Sean as my mate,” Dierdre announced. 
Caden’s heart pounded hard, filled with both anger and fear. She didn’t know these people. She didn’t know wolven rules. She only knew a male was trying to claim her, while a female was all over Sean. 
“Enough,” ordered Kieran. “Caden and Sean are a pair. 
Besides,” he curled a lip at Roman, “it’s the female who makes the choice, not the male. You have no claim on this human.” 
“Would you deny our laws, Kieran?” Nathan stepped forward, the wolven parting to give him room. “Two pronouncements have been made, and he claims to be her True Mate. She’s human and wouldn’t understand its importance.” 
“Wrong,” said Anna, stepping beside her husband. 
“True Mate  or not, it’s a female’s choice whom she mates. 
Caden has the right to renounce Roman’s suit.” Caden glanced toward Anna and nodded, relief sweeping over her. Thank God above. It was now or never. 
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She cleared her throat. “Anna’s right. I have no intention of mating with Roman. My choice is Sean.” 
“No. Caden has no idea what she’s saying.” Sean’s voice sounded rough, aggressive, with a hint of desperation. 
Caden shot him a quizzical look. Why would he deny her? It didn’t matter. He may have changed his mind, but whatever was roaring through her blood refused to be denied. 
She turned back to Nathan. “I know exactly what I’m doing. I choose Sean. Dierdre has no right to him. I pronounced my choice this morning. All within the Uwharrie pack heard my decision, or heard of it.” Heads nodded, the murmurs all in agreement. 
“I will not renounce my claim,” said Dierdre, stepping forward, putting her hands on her hips. “Sean is mine. I have been waiting for Laura to leave him, and she has.” 
“Then where were you the last year, bitch?” asked Caden. 
Don’t antagonize her.  The words echoed in her mind, and she knew exactly where they came from. Sean. 
I won’t let that bitch anywhere near you, Sean. 
Antagonized or not, she has no claim on you. You belong
to me. 
Dierdre rubbed her palm against Sean’s skin and let out a sound close to a purr. “I was waiting for him to recover from his loss. And now he has.” 
“Get your filthy paws off him.” 
“Enough,” Sean roared, shoving Dierdre to the side. 
“Nathan, you know damned good and well this is not an issue for the pack leaders. It’s between Caden and me. 
Caden is my mate.” 
Nathan leaned down while his wife whispered in his ear. 
He nodded. “But there is no proof. I spoke with her earlier. 
Your scent was present, but not very strong. Therefore she will have to find a way to prove her relationship with you.” Caden paled. No wonder Sean had wanted her to not 212
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shower. Had she let him mark her this morning, there wouldn’t be an argument, but now, Nathan was right. She didn’t understand what was going on. She had to prove her relationship? “And how do I do that?” 
“You fight for him.” He lifted his chin and smiled. The murmurs rushed through the combined packs again. “You fight Dierdre.” 
“Wait a second.” Caden finally extricated herself from Roman with one last elbow to the gut. He bent over, and she heard his breath whoosh from his lungs. She hid the small surge of satisfaction. “Are you saying that in order for me to be mated with Sean, I have to fight someone? As in hand to hand combat?” 
“No!” Sean’s roar echoed around them, vibrating to her very core. 
Had she gone back in time? To some strange world where law made no sense? Hell, where common sense made no sense. Sure, she knew how to fight and could probably kick that bitch’s ass, but she’d learned to fight for self-defense, not to keep her man. 
“You cannot stop what is decreed. I am the only council member present, and my ruling stands. As Anna so elegantly explained, our females have the last word, not the males. Two females have laid claim to you. They will fight.” Nathan broke from the crowd and stepped forward. 
“And you,” he snarled into Sean’s face, “will hold yourself in check through this, or I will tie you up myself.” Nathan turned his attention back to Caden. “To back out now would mean cowardice. Once the proclamation is made, you must see it through.” He glanced at Dierdre, who smiled. “You will fight Dierdre, and the winner has the right to mate with the former pack leader. The loser will have the right to choose another mate.” 
“Right. So what law decrees this again?” asked Caden. 
Nathan stormed to face her, his breath hot on her face, his eyes blazing yellow. “Mine.” 
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Caden swallowed. Hard. She nodded, dropping her gaze. 
She loved Sean. He may not know it, but she did. She wasn’t about to let some other bitch lay claim to him just because she was human. 
She cut a look back at Dierdre, whose hands still gripped Sean as though he were her salvation. 
“So be it.” 
Petey stepped up beside her, brushing a foot across her leg. He met her gaze with confidence, in his mouth lay her cane. She held out her hand, and he dropped it into her palm. She glanced behind the wolf to see Nora, child in her arms, and nodding. Caden sent her a nod back. What an excellent idea. 
“Then I choose my own weapon.” 
“No weapons,” shouted Dierdre. “Shifters don’t need a weapon.” 
“And you know damned good and well I’m not a shifter. 
I will use a weapon. If you promise to remain as a human, with no biting, I say you can have a similar staff.” Moments later, the two women circled one another while Caden spun the cane in her hand, finding the perfect balance in the hard wood. She concentrated on her anger, ignoring the twinge of pain in her knee. She let herself remember the bitch’s hands petting Sean. Of the way she’d called her human, as though she were a second-class citizen. The anger filled her with strength. She used it, controlled it, and let it sizzle through her blood. The shewolf was going to go down for touching what was hers. 
And for trying to take Sean away from her. 
She’d never realized how jealous she could be, but she’d come outside ready to claim Sean as hers, and if kicking that wolven bitch’s ass was the way to do it, then so be it. 
She glanced at Sean, his face tight with worry and anger. 
Don’t worry, Sean. I know how to fight, and there’s
only one of her. 
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normal. So normal she’d begun sending him thoughts. But she wasn’t sure he could hear her. 
I didn’t want this. More than anything I don’t want you
hurt. 
Okay, maybe he did hear her. He may not want her, but damn it, she wasn’t ready to give up on him. He’d said she was his True Mate, and she’d come to believe him. He belonged to her, and no wolven she-bitch was ever going to touch him again. 
Dierdre was still beside him, her hands brushing Sean’s arm. He jerked back, but not before the female offered a grin. 
“Keep your hands off my mate, you bitch.” 
“He’s mine,” snarled the shewolf. 
Caden shrugged, moving onto the balls of her feet. She considered dumping her heels, but decided they may just give her the advantage. The wolven female wore sensible, soft-soled shoes. The bitch’s kicks would be soft, though solid. Caden’s would hurt more, but might not knock her as far. But most never understood the power of a well-made stiletto. A well-placed heel could be as painful as a bullet. 
“I don’t know what you think you’re getting out of this, but you’re going down. Here and now,” Caden taunted her, waiting for the first strike. Caden knew Dierdre was measuring her weaknesses, just as she watched Dierdre’s. 
Someone tossed the shewolf a branch. The wood was a foot longer than Caden’s cane, but was made of pine. Pine was one of the weakest woods there was. One good hit, and it would break. 
Dierdre charged. She swung her branch, and Caden countered. The thrust was powerful, and Caden’s arms shuddered beneath the power of the strike. Bark flew from the female’s staff, showering Caden, with bits falling toward her eyes. She grunted, blinking away the debris, and holding the shewolf back. 
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swing the branch toward Caden. Caden countered, the snap of wood on wood echoed through the forest, and the limb shuddered, cracks forming in the center. 
“Is that the best you have? Because if so, this is going to be a short fight,” Caden mocked. It would be easier if she made the bitch so angry she didn’t concentrate. 
Dierdre screamed in rage and charged, knocking Caden to the ground. She rolled with the blow, bouncing back to her feet, wincing at the sharp stab of pain in her knee. 
Okay, maybe anger wasn’t the best option. Caden swung her own weapon for the first time. It connected with her opponent’s arm, and she dropped her tree branch. Of course, the anger also made Dierdre stronger. 
Freed of her weapon, Dierdre grinned. 
With every passing second, the woman before her changed. Dark hair grew long and silky over the shewolf’s arms and beneath that silly netted top she wore. Her nails grew into claws, and her teeth elongated into fangs. 
Caden controlled her breathing. She would not let what she saw drive her to fear. 
“So you can’t fight a battle within the rules.” Caden spun her cane, her hands twirling it at the center. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to run.” 
Dierdre charged and slammed into Caden, driving them both to the ground. Caden managed to meet the onslaught, her knees raised. Just as sharp fangs snapped at her throat, she thrust upward. Her heels dug into the shewolf’s soft belly while the balls of her feet shoved upward, driving the woman from her body. Dierdre screamed in pain, landing on her back. 
Caden rolled, searching for her cane. She managed to scamper away and looked up to see Sean’s eyes on her face. 
Give up, Caden. 
He wanted her to give in? You don’t want me? 
I want you to live. 
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time to feel a fist grab her by the hair and jerk her backward. She screamed in shock and fury, her hands prying at the vicious tug of her hair, but couldn’t escape the bitch’s fingers. A fist slammed into her already damaged ribs. Pain rippled through her, driving her to the brink of unconsciousness. She shook her head, but that only drew out the pain where the female’s fingers tangled in her hair. 
Caden’s hands flailed through the sandy soil, searching. 
At last they closed over the smooth carving of her cane. She spun it, slamming the butt end backwards toward her opponent. She heard the thud when the wood made contact and rolled, ripping her hair from her opponent’s grasp. 
She dragged herself up and glared at the shewolf, who lay on her back. 
The female rolled to her belly. 
Caden took a deep breath. She had to end this, now. Her ribs sent knives of agony ripping into her body with every gasping breath, and her knee threatened to buckle with every step. The arm Petey had bitten throbbed with pain. It was as though Dierdre had found every single one of her weak spots and attacked them. With one hand on the cane, Caden dragged herself upright. Her knee collapsed, and she ground her teeth, refusing to cry out. She would not let this bitch know just how much she was hurt. She limped forward just as Dierdre pulled herself to her knees. 
With a quick move, she threw the cane over the wolven’s head and pulled back, pressing against her throat. She groaned with frustration, knowing she was off balance, her body leaning over the shewolf’s. 
With hands flailing, her opponent struck out, aiming straight for the rib she’d already damaged. The first blow hit home. Caden hissed, and stars formed in her vision. She pulled back on the cane, tightening her hold. 
“Give,” she ground out. God, she’d better give soon, or Caden would lose. Her body was already a mess, and the fighting only made things worse. But then, Dierdre would 217
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have the right to touch Sean. A surge of adrenaline rushed through her veins. Losing was not an option. 
Dierdre gasped and shook her head. 
“Give, damn it. Don’t make me kill you.” Another weak blow caught Caden’s rib, and she hissed in the female’s ear. “Even if you were to win, he won’t have you. I’m his True Mate, so give, damn it.” Dierdre froze, and only the sound of their harsh breathing penetrated the fog of pain. Caden waited. Her vision darkened, and she shook it away. 
“I give,” said Dierdre at last. 
Caden eased up on the pressure against the woman’s throat. “Say it again. Louder. I want them to hear you.” 
“I give. He’s yours.” 
Relief washed through Caden, and she let the cane drop from one hand and straightened. Darkness pressed inward on all sides. At first, she fought it, struggling to avoid the oblivion that called to her, but the pain in her body refused to give in the way her wolven opponent had. 
At last, she relaxed, and the blackness consumed her. 
218
Blood Moon Betrayed 


Chapter Twenty-One
Four bodies stood between Sean and his mate, caging him, holding him back from intervening. He fought against them, oblivious as to whose hands restrained him. “You have to let me stop this, Nate. She’s hurt. She can’t fight like this.” 
Instinct warred with reason. Watching Caden fight was like watching grace and power combined. He relished her strength, proud to see her stand toe to toe with a strong wolven female. But reason reminded him she was hurt and needed protection. Images of her wounds that first night they met slammed into him, ratcheting up the already furious protective instincts. 
But it was more than instinct. Emotion tied him in knots, and he understood. He loved her. He loved her, and she was hurt. 
The sound of her cries of pain was too much. He didn’t take the time to think about his new-found love. Instead, fury exploded inside him. His body stretched and cracked. 
Muscles turned hard and elongated. His fangs dropped, locking into place, ready to rip apart bone and flesh. The males pressing against him snarled, pushing him backward. 
“Let me go.” He barely recognized his voice; it was so rough, and low. More wolf than man. 
“It’s almost over.” Roman. 
That bastard was going to die. He’d touched Caden. No one had the right to touch another’s mate. But first, Sean had to get to Caden. His eyes tracked the fight, and Roman was right. 
She had her cane against the wolven bitch’s throat threatening to crush her windpipe. But Caden was hurt. 
Bad. He could smell her pain in a way he’d never smelled another’s. It ate at his insides, clawing at him, demanding he help her. 
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His muscles lengthened more, and the waist of his jeans snapped open, the thighs ripping as muscle grew. “Let me go,” he snarled, and with a massive heave, he shoved Declan and the other two men away, concentrating his fury on Roman. 
With a backward step, he threw the male off balance, and he let loose, swiping with his claws, ripping skin and muscle. Roman groaned and dropped to the ground. Freed, Sean charged toward the two females in time to see Caden stand and drop the cane from the wolven’s throat. She turned toward him. 
Her eyes rolled upward, and her body folded in on itself. 
He caught her inches from the ground. He drew her against his body, cuddling her like a child, brushing the hair from her face. His fingers were still hairy and sharp clawed. Not fit to touch her delicate skin. He hesitated. Sean reached inside himself, searching for the center of control which drove him for so many years, searching for the human in him. 
It was gone. Shattered like the woman he held in his arms. 
“Sean, let us help her.” 
He snarled and pulled her to his chest. His throat wouldn’t work, and he couldn’t speak. A hand reached within his line of vision, and he snapped, his teeth clashing against one another. The hand pulled back, but another came near. He snarled, and it too backed away. 
“Sean?” 
Caden’s soft voice pulled his eyes away from the hands and down to her face. Her cheeks held the damage of battle. 
Her eyes were filled with pain. She didn’t deserve this. He had brought her to this world, had kept her with him when he knew she didn’t understand wolven law. This was his fault. 
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Blood Moon Betrayed 
away. Control. He’d always had control. 
“I’m okay,” she whispered. 
But she lied. He smelled it in her scent. The lie. The pain. The damage. All of it swirled about her, warping the sweet tang of her scent into an acidic cocktail that burned his insides raw. 
He tried again to speak, but only a warble rolled up his throat. He’d become no more than an animal. A predatory beast, needing only to protect his female. Fury and fear for her rolled and twisted inside of him until he could barely focus. 
His mate sat up in his lap. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders, bringing her body flush against him. Her breasts pillowed against his chest, inflaming his already rampant hormones. So soft. So feminine. 
He groaned and wrapped his arms about her waist pulling her even tighter, burying his nose in her neck. Her scent swallowed him, stealing the last of his thoughts. He hardened beneath her. His body shook with the need to take her. 
“Sean, we need to make sure she’s okay.” There it was again. That voice. Masculine. The male wanted to take his mate away. 
Mine. 
The word throbbed in his brain, sparking the instincts already out of control. He had to save her. To protect her from the males who wanted her. His mouth watered, his fangs ached with the need to claim her. To mark her. To ensure none would try to take her away again. She was his. 
“Sean, please.” Another voice. Female. 
Mine. 
He bit. Fangs, slicing into soft, delicate flesh. 


* * * * 
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for an instant before fading to pleasure. She groaned. Her world tunneled to Sean, and only Sean. The pain from the fight disappeared, replaced with pure erotic ecstasy. Heat rushed through her with the power of a thunderstorm, roiling in her blood. She tried to concentrate, to remember how they’d come to this point, but all she could feel was the raw hunger inside of her. Pressure built, and she moaned, grinding herself against him. Every motion sent ripples of pleasure through her body. She needed him. 
A strong arm wrapped about her waist, while one hand held her head. Gently. So damned gently, as though in his current state he still remembered her pain. 
Images flashed in her mind. They weren’t hers. Images of a Sean as a younger man, standing over two wolves. She knew intuitively they were his parents. They lay dead, their throats cut. Beside them, another female wolf. The memory of coming home to find his wife was the killer. Betrayal. 
Such pain in betrayal. Fury at the deed roared inside her. 
Laura should die. 
She felt Sean’s horror, and his humiliation at what he believed was his own weakness. 
The scene changed. Her heart pounded as Sean fought captors who chained him to a wall. She screamed in fury for him when they tortured his beloved daughter, her skin sliced with a silver blade of some sort. It looked like a doctor’s scalpel. Horror filled her soul, and tears leaked from her eyes. Pain. Such terrible pain. He’d done what he could, and he felt as though he’d failed. 


* * * * 
 The instant his teeth pierced her throat, he knew he had done wrong. But he didn’t care. Her taste washed over his tongue. This was what he’d been waiting for. Her blood. 
Her essence, inside of him. 
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him, like a hot summer’s storm. His body ached with the need to be inside her. He thrust upward, and she groaned. 
Her eyes were glazed in arousal, and confusion. He’d done wrong, marking her without asking. Yet he couldn’t stop. 
Images flashed in his mind. Like short videos, playing themselves out. Caden as a child, her mother refusing to let her out of the house until she was dressed perfectly. 
Listening to her father’s screams as he burned to death, her own lungs clogged with smoke. Caden as a teenager, always on her best behavior. Cool under pressure when the other girls teased her for looking so perfect, with not a hair out of place. And her marriage. His soul roared with fury at the other man touching her. At his rough handling of the female that was his. Bruises married her perfect skin after the male’s touch. 
The images changed. To fear and violence. He saw her in the darkness, witnessing a man’s murder. Her heart pounded, terrified her ex husband would kill her. 
And that fateful night. When they’d advanced on her, four males, each with weapons in their hands, ready to kill. 
He felt every blow as they tried to destroy her. She fought valiantly, blocking their blows, landing her own, but at last her body had given out. 
The images slowed, and he held her, tears in his eyes. 
Her body stilled against him and he heard her soft sobs. 
“Caden, oh, God, Caden.” 
He had broken wolven law. He had marked her without permission. There would be no tribunal. A council member had witnessed his offense. He had failed once again. Sean held her, rocking her in his arms. 
Soon, he would die, and she would be all alone. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two
Sean didn’t know how long they lay in the clearing, circled by the wolven of the coast, but at last he was ready to face their condemnation. He took a deep breath and raised his head. 
Their eyes were wide. The scents in the air were a mass of surprise and confusion. And awe. The birds sang, and the crickets chirped, but not a single wolven spoke. 
“What’s going on?’ Caden whispered. 
“I think I’m about to die,” he murmured back. 
“Why?” 
“I broke wolven law. I marked you without your permission.” Still, not a single wolven spoke. 
“No, you didn’t. When I fought for you, I knew what I was getting into.” 
His eyes widened. “You did?” 
She nodded, her eyes twinkling in the sunlight, her tears fresh in her eyes. His heart eased, but worry continued to eat at him. Wolven still gawked at them as though they were strange creatures hidden in the back rooms of the zoo. 
He glanced down and found he was a man again. He wasn’t quite sure when he’d shifted. 
They both stood when Anna and Kieran stepped toward them. 
“That was the most amazing thing,” Anna breathed, her voice soft in awe. 
Sean shot a confused look at Caden, who raised her shoulders in an ‘I don’t know either’ shrug. 
“What are you talking about?” asked Caden. 
Anna grinned and squeezed her husband’s hand. “It must be what the True Mate  joining looks like. We never saw anything either when Kieran marked me.” 
“You glowed,” said Kieran. 
“Glowed?” asked Caden. 
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“I’ve never seen anything like it,” said Nathan, pushing his way through the crowd, his wife behind him. 
Sean spun to face the man coming toward them, his lips curling, his fangs bared. “She was hurt because of you.” His words were rough with mixed emotion. This bastard had caused his mate pain. He had felt every blow. Every strike had sent searing pain through both of them, shoving away the last of his humanity, replacing it with the ferocious animal. 
The councilman acknowledged with a dip of his head. 
“Put those fangs away and I’ll forgive your challenge, enforcer. I’ll chalk it up to miscommunication. I didn’t know you were True Mates.” 
“It was no one’s business,” said Caden. 
Sean turned to notice her wobble. She’d been through more than enough. Before she could argue, he swept an arm beneath her knees and lifted, cradling her against his chest. 
The wild instincts howled inside him, demanding he protect her. He pulled her tight, the wolf inside relishing the touch of her body against his. She buried her face against his chest, and he could smell her need. The scent weaved its way into his lungs, rushing into his blood. He ached with it as well, but couldn’t stop worrying that she was hurt. 
“I’m taking my mate to my cabin.” He glared at the crowd. “Any objections?” 
All eyes dropped. He glanced at Laura, who stood behind the rest of the wolven, her head held high. Their gazes locked for an instant, before she finally lowered hers. 
He gave a curt nod and turned, storming into his cabin and kicking the door shut. 
“Put me down,” Caden said. 
“No.” His refusal was met with a sudden shock as Caden slapped him hard. 
“I said, put me down, damn it. I want to walk.” Frustration mixed with the worry and need coursing through him. He curled a lip, but swallowed the growl 225
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edging upward. He set her on her feet. The need to tend her wounds twisted inside him, and he unbuttoned her blouse with shaking fingers. 
“What are you doing?” 
She was so damned beautiful, standing there with dirt on her face, and her hair as wild as any shewolf after a run. 
Yet her expression was hard. Confident. Lust rode her hard. 
He could smell it, and it made him want to rip her clothes off almost as badly as he wanted to make sure she was okay. 
“You’re hurt.” He yanked the blouse off and examined her, his hands touching every part of her. 
“Hey, stop it.” She slapped at his hands. 
“Be still.” He ran his hands over her body, searching for wounds or damage, but her skin was unblemished. Even the bruises over her ribs were gone. He spun her about pressed her toward the door. 
“Knock it off.” 
He growled his displeasure and examined her back. It too was clear of injury. And so damned milky white. He couldn’t resist touching and slid his palm over the soft, feminine skin. Mine. She was going to destroy him. What man found a female’s back as sexy as the front? But he did. 
The delicate curve, the shape. She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. 
“I don’t feel like I’m hurt, Sean. Stop.” By now, the need to see to her injuries had eased, but wasn’t gone completely. And his hunger for her body had stripped him, taken control of what was left of his common sense. He wanted to be inside her. He wanted to touch every part of her. Hell, he wanted to mark her all over again. His fangs slid downward, taunting him. It wasn’t right to bite her again. She was human. And it wasn’t like he had to do it all over again, but he wanted to. 
As though she were privy to his thoughts, she spoke. 
“Hurry up, because I have a few needs myself.” He hesitated and almost smiled when he scented her 226
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sensual hunger sliding down her thighs. 
“I’ll do just that.” 
He reached around, unsnapped her jeans, and slid them down. Her skin glowed a healthy pink. The swelling around her knee was almost all gone. In fact, that was the only remnants of any injury from the past. He squeezed her ass, his palms filled with the luscious orbs. God, she felt good this way. One hand cupping her ass, the other slid between her thighs. 
“Now how do you intend to take my jeans off?” she asked, a sly grin cast at him over a very sexy and naked shoulder. 
With precision, he lifted one foot and removed the shoe. 
He swallowed the twinge of disappointment. He’d wanted to see her naked with them on, but he’d managed to ruin that. He removed her other shoe. 
“Step out,” he demanded. 


* * * * 
 Caden stepped out of the jeans and stood, naked, facing the door. But she didn’t have to wait long. Hands skittered over her body, squeezing her butt cheeks, ramping up her already almost out of control need for Sean. 
Warm, moist breath rushed over her flesh, and she nearly moaned out loud. Hands slipped up her legs and rested at the apex. So close. So daringly close. Sharp teeth slid over her skin, and she yelped. 
“You’re mine, Caden. Forever. There’s no escaping the bond we have.” He stood behind her, like a conquering hero, one hand on her hip, the other sliding around to cup her breasts. 
She eased into his palm, pressing harder. “Yeah? Is that supposed to scare me?” 
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along, as though teasing her. 
“No, angel eyes. It’s a warning.” 
He stepped back and pulled her hips back, and she knew what he was about to do. Somehow he’d divested himself of his jeans while her back was to him, and she felt the hot, hungry pressure of his body against hers. She arched her back, starved for more of his touch, and needing him inside her. 
“Well, stop warning and start acting.” There was no foreplay, no preliminaries, but she didn’t need it. She’d been wet for him from the instant he’d rushed to her after the fight, and her body ached with hunger to feel him inside her. He thrust hard, slamming into her, his groin flush with her butt cheeks. She cried out at the sudden, yet welcome, intrusion. Her body stretched to accommodate, throbbing and clenching in pleasured response. 
She whimpered, unable to hold it back. Damn it, he was doing it again, not moving. Propping her palms on the hard wood, she shoved back at him. She smiled when he groaned. And he drew back, shoving hard inside her again. 
“Mine,” he growled. “All mine.” 
“And you’re mine,” she said. 
And then she couldn’t speak anymore. His pounding thrusts filled her, stealing her conscious mind until there was only him. She wanted to touch him, to feel his hard chest against her breasts. 
He curled his arm about her, his hand sliding between her thighs, teasing the sensitive bundle of nerves. Her body tightened, and she teetered on the edge of pure ecstasy, holding. Waiting. 
“Caden,” he said, leaning into her neck. 
His breath brushed against her already sensitized skin, and she threw her head back, offering once again. 
“I love you,” he murmured. 
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plummeting down the other side of the precipice. Her body vibrated, trembling from deep within her soul. Her knees buckled, but he was there, holding her, protecting her. 
When at last she came down, he still held her, his strokes still even and deep, offering her the very depths of his own pleasure. 


* * * * 
 Sean thrust into the softness of her body, closing his eyes to the haunted images he’d seen when he’d marked her. Mine. The word thundered through his head over and over. Raw possessiveness stripped away every conscious thought. His need for her seemed stronger, his desire to possess and protect more raw and violent, even while inside her. 
He should take her to the bedroom and give her the softness she deserved, but he couldn’t stop. His hips thrust forward while her body gripped him, owning him. Her orgasm sent her body into a wild and thrashing violence, and he loved it. Relished it. His teeth held her shoulder in place, his arm about her waist kept her from falling, and all the while his heart threatened to explode. She did something to him. Ripped him apart and put him back together. He was different. More animalistic. 
This was how his life should have been. This was who he’d waited for. He wanted to tell her he loved her, but if he did, he knew he’d lose the last of his ability to stand apart. 
Even as the thought crossed his mind, he thrust inward, pressing himself against her, needing the feel of her body against hers. 
The soft smooth back rested against his chest, and he cupped both breasts in his hands. 
“Mine.” 
“Yours,” she said, her head dropping back to rest against his shoulder. He peered down, his hands so tan against the 229
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creamy breasts within them. His mouth watered, and he wanted to taste. But he couldn’t. He wouldn’t bite her again. 
He clenched his teeth, losing himself in her sweetness. 
He let her fragrance wash over him and felt the clenching of her body on his. So silky sweet. Mine. Forever. 
With one last thrust, he came, emptying his seed into her body. 
Unable to hold back, he howled. The sound echoed through the cabin and out into the forest. 
Mine. And everyone shall know. 


* * * * 
 “Did you mean it?” she asked. Caden’s voice sounded weak even to her own ears, but she couldn’t help it. He’d said he loved her, a split second before he bit into her shoulder. She’d wanted to respond, to say she loved him, too, but her body had exploded, leaving words impossible. 
“Mean what? That you’re mine?” 
“No. The other.” 
He frowned for a moment, confused, but then his face cleared, and he smiled. “I did. I love you, Caden.” Tears stung her eyes. “I love you, too,” she whispered. 
Sean spun her around, staring straight into her eyes, searching. 
“You do?” 
She nodded. 
He grinned, tossed his head back, and howled. 
He threw his arms about her, and she laughed when she heard several answering howls. There was no going back now, and for once, she was glad. 
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Chapter Twenty-Three
“Are you sure you don’t mind being alone?” Sean asked, minutes before he was to join his brother to start off the Blood Moon Hunt. 
“I’m fine. Really. I have a few things I want to do here in the cabin.” 
She was nesting. Sean couldn’t help the sudden flush of warmth filling his heart. He grinned. She had accepted everything. His species, his mating, and his home. And for the first time in a long time, he began to trust. “Oh really?” Caden shrugged. “This place needs a little work.” She frowned. “You don’t mind, do you?” 
“Not at all.” Sean grabbed a hand as she walked past him, already lost in thought about how she was going to change his cabin. “Come here.” She fell against his chest, and he wrapped his arms about her. “I’m sorry about leaving you. I’ll stay if you like.” 
Her hand slid over his bare chest, and heat sizzled in its wake. But even better than the hot sexual connection between them was the sudden warmth in his heart. By the power of the full moon, she did something to him when she touched him. In a way no other had. 
“I’m going to be just fine here, don’t you worry. 
Besides,” she grinned, “apparently we have this ability to share thoughts. Just promise me you won’t share thoughts of the kill, and we’ll be fine.” She faked a grimace, and he laughed. 
Not one of those small chuckles he’d done from time to time in his adult life. He let loose, the sound rolling through the small cabin. He stopped in surprise and stared down at the woman who’d made it all possible. 
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on the lips. He wanted to stay right here, where he belonged, yet the beast in him itched with the need to shift beneath the power of the full harvest moon. 
A knock sounded at the door. 
“Dad, you ready to go?” Tanya’s voice called from outside. 
Reluctantly, he pulled back and rested his forehead against Caden’s. 
“I’ll be there in a moment.” 
“Go,” Caden whispered. “Your daughter needs you. I’ll be here when you come back.” 
He nodded and touched her lips one more time before stepping away, stripping off his shirt. 
“Get some rest. I intend to take up where we left off when I get home.” 
She blushed a pretty pink and nodded. 
He stepped outside, whistling a tune. The crowd had already gathered in the courtyard, ready for the chase. His pack had seeded the forest regularly by purchasing deer and rabbits, squirrels and the like, releasing them into the trees to make themselves at home. It made for a much more enjoyable chase through the trees. Already his skin itched, ready to shift. 
Kieran stepped up and slapped him on the back. Sean stiffened. 
“Hey, old man. Out on the mate already?” 
“Very funny.” 
Kieran laughed. “Oh, yes, I remember those days. At least yours isn’t in heat. I thought I was done for when I realized Anna was.” 
“Don’t worry about Caden. She holds her own, in heat or not. She’s going to be just fine. Have you seen Tanya? She was just out here.” 
Kieran nodded. “Yes, I think she already headed into the trees.” 
“So there’s the newly mated male.” 
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Sean turned to the voice to see Declan eyeing him as though he was something curious. The wolven leaned against Sean’s porch, his arms folded. 
“Didn’t expect to see you out and about so soon. Your human  female too weak to keep up?” Disgust trickled from the wolven’s words, his mouth twisted as though the word human was a disease. 
Sean snarled and stormed toward him, but Kieran stepped between them. 
“Not tonight. This is a night of celebration. I won’t have you or anyone else,” Kieran turned his head to glare at Declan, “messing up this hunt. Now get your asses in gear.” Declan glared a moment longer before pushing off the porch railing, standing in front of Sean’s living room window. “Hope that human of yours isn’t afraid of a little skin,” he said, stripping his pants off and tossing them onto the woodpile beside the door. 
Anger exploded inside Sean. The bastard was going to eat his words. He leapt forward, his fangs already sliding into place in his gums. 
“Enough,” roared Kieran. 
Sean froze, his gaze locked with Declan’s. At last the younger male nodded and shifted, leaving his clothing where they lay. Sean turned to his brother. “Keep that asshole away from me and mine, Kieran, or I won’t be responsible for what I do to him. It’s bad enough his pack mate tried to claim Caden. I won’t have her subjected to racism.” Racism. Something he’d never wondered about. It wasn’t like humans and shifters were actually just different races. It was more. They were a different species. 
“Don’t worry, they’ll be leaving in a few days.” Sean scowled and nodded. He didn’t understand it. 
Declan’s own alpha was mated to a human female. Yet several of his pack were dead set against mating with someone outside of the wolven shifter pack structure. 
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shifters. “There she is. I’ll be right back.” 


* * * * 
 “If you want to find that bitch of an ex-wife, now’s the time to get over here.” 
Clint scowled at the voice on the phone. “Who is this?” 
“None of your damned business. Just know your ex will be all alone tonight. Keep to the shadows, and come in from the west side, and you’ll be fine. Everyone will be too distracted to save her.” 
Clint grinned as the phone went dead. At last. The little bitch was going to get what was coming to her. 


* * * * 
 Caden dropped to the couch and took her shoes off, her hand massaging her aching foot. At last she had time to think about what had happened today. From hellacious to wonderful, the day had seesawed back and forth. She’d felt uncomfortable at the cookout at first, not just because there were so many wolven, but because they were strangers. 
Clinton had kept a tight leash on her during their marriage for so long she’d not attended anything like a pig pickin’ in a very long time. She smiled. North Carolina tradition, right in the middle of a wolven pack. 
A total surprise. 
And then there was what happened with Sean after the fight. She was going to have to have a talk with Anna. The female hadn’t told her enough about what to expect. The instant Sean’s teeth had pierced Caden’s throat, images had flashed through her mind that weren’t her own. Horrible images. Pain, betrayal, humiliation. He was a strong male, able to hide what would break most men. Caden shuddered just thinking about it. 
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husband’s own parents, and then encouraging him to hide the crime. Her first thought was she would never do such a thing, but was she any better? She’d not reported her husband to the authorities. Instead, she’d left him. If they had children, would her decision have been any different from Sean’s? 
Maybe that’s why he appealed to her. And maybe he was right—they were meant to be together. How else could she explain it? Two people from different worlds, both having suffered at the hands of their ex-spouses. 
She scanned the living room one last time and sighed in approval. She’d been busy since Sean left, hanging the wooden plates he’d carved through the years. They now adorned every wall, sharing the story of his family. It hadn’t been hard to figure out the order. The first one had to have been of his parents. Joy glittered in their eyes. The way the male nuzzled the female told a tale of love she hadn’t experienced. Until now. 
It didn’t take talent to see the way he felt about Laura in the beginning. He’d respected her. But he hadn’t loved her. 
The female hadn’t respected him and hated his art. Caden hadn’t hung the plates with Laura. There was no place for her in Sean’s life anymore. 
Her eyes scanned the wall carvings again, resting on the child who stood beside the wolf. Nora, she was sure. The wolf stared into her eyes, as though memorizing her features. All the while, the child giggled with the pure joy of life. The look of two beings who loved one another without question. 
It couldn’t be instinct the way he watched over her. She was his daughter. And she held on to him as though he was everything in the world to her. 
Caden stood and, leaving her cane by the couch, moved into the kitchen. It felt good to be mostly pain free at last. 
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through her body from making love for several hours. Yes, she could get used to this. 
She opened the refrigerator and looked inside. Someone had brought in food for the two of them while they’d been busy. Anna, she’d bet. At least, she hoped, because the only other option would be one of the girls, and having one of them overhear her and Sean in the bedroom wasn’t tops on her list of pleasurable witnesses. 
She pulled out the meat and moved to the kitchen to find a fork. Upon opening a drawer, she found a meat tenderizer. She smirked, turning the heavy metal tool over in her hand. Why would a wolven need a meat tenderizer. 
A noise whispered in the hallway. Gripping the handle of the kitchen utensil, she listened. The sound of scratching moved along the hallway on the other side of the wall. 
Caden’s heart accelerated, and she fisted her fingers around the handle of the tenderizer. She stepped into the hallway. 
A menacing, narrow shadow blocked the light of the full moon. Caden stepped back, her hand at her throat. 
“Who’s there?” 
The dark presence propped his hands on his hips. It wasn’t Sean. He wasn’t tall enough. Or wide enough. But whoever stood there was definitely male. 
He didn’t say a word, just standing there in the darkness. 
Clinton! 
“What are you doing here?” she asked, ignoring the thud of fear in her heart. “How did you find me?” He stepped forward, out of the shadows, into the light sweeping out from the kitchen, an evil smirk on his lips. It was hard to believe she’d once thought him handsome. 
“It was easy, Caden. I told you, you can’t hide from me. 
Even out in the woods.” 
“You couldn’t have known I was here.” She backed up. 
He laughed. “Oh, sweetheart, I received a telephone call. 
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“You’re lying.” Caden backed into the kitchen, hiding her only weapon behind her. “No one here called you. You followed Sean’s truck here.” It couldn’t be that hard. That huge monster of a truck was visible for miles. 
He shook his head, smirking. “No, baby. I was called. 
Someone wants you taken out. And you know what? I do too. So it’s time.” He pulled a gun from the holster he wore under his black jacket. “So don’t make this any harder than it has to be.” 
Caden stared at the barrel for long seconds. She would have welcomed a bullet the last time he’d attacked her. But now she had something to live for. Someone to live for. She swallowed and forced breath into her lungs. 
“Put that thing down, Clinton. If you fire a shot, every person in this neighborhood is going to come running. 
They’ll know it was you. Besides, Sean is on his way back already.” She sidled to the side, trying to reach her cane. 
The tenderizer she held behind her back was good for close up, but she didn’t want anywhere near Clinton. The cane was a much better weapon. If she could break his wrist, she’d have that single moment to run, and hope Sean could get to her in time. 
“That man of yours won’t be back for a long time. Not till morning, I hear. Besides, this is a silencer.” He was no fool. The gun remained steady in his hand. His voice hardened. “I know you lied about the Blackberry. I checked. 
You don’t even have it, do you?” 
“I do. In fact, it’s with a friend. And she’s to mail it to the SBI if anything happens to me, along with an affidavit verifying its authenticity. There’s also a note from me, stating you are the only one who would want me dead, and they should investigate you if I disappear. Be sensible, Clinton. You know me. You know I like to think ahead.” 
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disappeared for more than a week and came back claiming I hit you. How your new boyfriend punched me when I tried to talk to you.” He stepped closer, and she backed up another step. They now stood in the cabin’s living room. 
“They’ll know you’re lying.” She gripped the handle of the meat tenderizer. She couldn’t keep him talking much longer. Sean, I need you. God, she prayed he heard. Her skin prickled, and she felt his response. A sudden surge of energy. She could almost feel Sean turning around and running for home. 
Home. Now, more than ever, she knew this was where she belonged. Not in town, trying to avoid Clint’s cronies, but here in the woods with Sean. 
A grin cocked his face, and it was the only warning she got. 
She dove for the couch at the same instant she heard the shot. The bullet slammed into the front door, the tenderizer dropping from her fingers. Damn it. Caden rolled off the couch and scooped up her cane, swinging with all she had. 
The slap of wood against flesh and vibration up her arms told her she’d made contact. The gun clattered to the floor. 
“You bitch.” 
He charged, crashing into her. She slammed backward into the couch. He grabbed her by her hair, lifting her from the soft cushions beneath her. It was then she saw the knife. 
It glittered in the room’s evening light. 
“You’ll pay for that, bitch. I was going to make this nice and easy for you. But now I’m going to make you suffer.” He leaned down, and, with his hand buried in her hair, he picked up the gun, shoving it in his holster. 


* * * * 
 Sean ran through the forest, chasing a three-point buck toward the rest of the pack. Any second they would strike, and there’d be venison for all. His mouth watered, and his 238 
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instincts burned for the kill. The animal leapt gracefully over a downed tree, pure grace. Sean’s muscles gathered beneath him, and he sailed through the air, landing on the soft earthen floor. 
His one wish was that Caden would be able to, one day, find a way to enjoy this type of freedom. 
No sooner had the thought come to his mind then he caught a scent. Something that didn’t belong. 
A sense of unease rippled through his muscles, and he stopped, his sides heaving from the chase. He recognized the scent. Clinton. In the forest. 
Sean, I need you. 
The words were there, soft and controlled, but he could sense the urgency, the slight edge of fear. Instincts as old as history swept over him, stealing all thoughts but one. 
Protect. Adrenaline surged through his body, and he tipped his head back and howled. 
The rest of the pack responded, their voices echoing beneath the full moon. He spun and charged toward his cabin. Her fear twisted inside his gut, and in his heart. 
Clinton. The bastard had found her, and Sean had left her alone. 
He raced toward the cabin, well ahead of any of the others. He’d heard Kieran call their pack together, warning of danger. Their feet were nearly silent, but he heard them, racing behind him, rushing to his aid. But he didn’t slow down. He could smell the rancid odor of Clinton in the air. 
How he’d found Caden, Sean didn’t know. After tonight, it wouldn’t matter. Tonight, the bastard would die. 
He hit the porch, shifting to human form and snatched the pair of sweats Declan had left on his porch. Fighting in human form while naked was a very bad idea. 
Caden’s fear gripped his heart like talons, controlled, but present. He shoved his legs into the sweats and pulled them to his hips when he heard her scream from inside. 
He burst through the door. 
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Clinton spun about, a knife held at Caden’s throat. The bastard hid behind her body, like a coward, protecting himself. Caden’s eyes widened, and the scent of her relief washed over him. Heavy and sweet, it told of just how afraid she truly was. 
He scented again, concentrating on his enemy. Jealousy. 
Malevolence. Evil. Sean snarled, his skin tightening, ready to shift again. 
“Let her go,” he growled, his voice more animal than human. 
“Stay where you are,” the human male said. “If you take another step, I’ll kill her.” 
“You draw one drop of her blood, and you’ll die. Mark my words.” 
Caden hadn’t moved since he came through the door, but her eyes met his. Confidence. 
That’s what he saw there. Not confidence in her, but in him. 
He’s got a gun. 
Tension filled the air, and he studied her. Her face was swollen and bruised. “On second thought,” he said, returning his attention to the human. He didn’t give a shit what gun the human had. He’d be dead before he could use it. “You’ve hurt her. Again. Your fate is sealed.” He let loose the wolf, let him take control of his human eyes, until color faded, and all he saw was the male before him. Fangs lowered and he curled a lip into a snarl. 
Sean stepped closer, and Clint pulled back, his blade pressing harder against her throat. A single drop of blood filled the air between them. Sean roared in fury, his skin expanding and stretching. He could feel his fangs dropping in his gums, his muscles elongating. 
Sean reached within, calling on the beast he’d become this afternoon. He welcomed the surge of pain in his limbs, the power surging through his blood. A glint from the knife caught his eye, and he snarled, ready to do battle with his 240
Blood Moon Betrayed 
own, more natural weapons. 
“Now you die.” 
“What are you?” asked Clint, his eyes wide. 
“The monster from your worst nightmares.” The human blanched, the knife lowering, his grip on Caden weakening. But before Caden could escape, the bastard put his hand beneath his jacket, and when he pulled it out, he held the gun. The human raised it to shoulder level, pointing it at Sean’s chest. 
“I don’t care what you are. Nothing can stop a bullet. 
You’ll die right alongside this bitch. Your choice. You don’t want her here with you. She’ll betray you the same as she did me.” His hand on the weapon was steady despite the rancid smell of his fear. “Decide. Live or die. I have no argument with you. This bitch doesn’t care about anyone but herself, and the first thing she’ll do is tell the world about you, and,” he waved the gun, motioning toward Sean, 
“what you are.” 
“You bastard,” Caden ground through her teeth. “How dare you call what I did betrayal? You betrayed me the instant you gave me that engagement ring bought with blood money.” 
Sean’s heart nearly stopped. He didn’t want the human’s attention on Caden. He wanted her to have time to escape. 
The gun wouldn’t kill him, unless struck in the head or the heart, but it could easily kill Caden. “I don’t make deals with bastards,” said Sean, calling the human’s attention back to him. Sean took a step forward. 
“Stop right there. I’ll shoot you. My quarrel isn’t with you. Just leave the bitch to me.” 
“Over my dead body.” 
The man shrugged. “Gladly.” 


* * * * 
 Caden watched the verbal jabs between the two men. 
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Sean thought he could talk Clinton down, but he was wrong. And her ex thought he could scare Sean off. That was even more laughable. 
She felt the change in Clinton. The instant he made his decision the muscles in his arm tightened. Time slowed, and Caden heard his every heartbeat, felt the tightening of his muscles. His finger squeezed the trigger, pulling it closer and closer to the back of the trigger guard. Clinton was an expert marksman, and he was aiming at Sean’s heart. 
With all her might, she shoved, knocking her ex-husband off balance. He finished squeezing, the trigger engaged, and the bullet exploded from the chamber, rushing toward Sean. Sean’s eyes widened, and his lip curled just as the bullet struck him in the shoulder, ripping into flesh and bone. 
Fury exploded with animalistic snarls and growls. Sean launched himself, oblivious to the wound in his right shoulder. Caden elbowed Clinton in the belly and twisted out of his arms at the same time sharp claws ripped across the man’s face. 
The gun crashed to the floor, skittering across the room. 
Caden scampered toward the couch and grabbed her cane, waiting. She held the wooden rod like a baseball bat, ready, once again, to give Clinton exactly what he’d given her. 
Clinton swung the blade toward Sean, who jumped back. Caden yelped when the sharp edge sliced through the soft skin of Sean’s belly, a trickle of blood dripping from the flesh. Clinton had drawn first blood, but Caden had a feeling it wouldn’t be the last. 
Sean circled his prey, watching. His body had changed, just as it had earlier today in the courtyard. He was massive. Half man and half wolf, he resembled the werewolf stories of old. Nothing like the wolf, Max, who’d snuggled at her side in the hospital room. No, this male was pure, raw, power. 
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Every muscle was tight, his steps measured, his eyes never wavering. Waiting for his opening. Her ex-husband pivoted in place, his hand ready to strike. Tension built, its presence heavy and filled with the scent of copper. 
Violence exploded in the room. Both males charged one another, each intent on the other’s death. Sean blocked the blade with his arm and swiped at Clinton with the other. 
His claws raked across his enemy’s chest, ripping the shirt, leaving his own mark on the flesh beneath. 
A deathly stillness settled over Sean, and Caden held her breath. The men separated, both bloodied and furious. 
Clinton had forgotten all about her, and that was going to be his downfall. She pulled back and released, like a rubber band wound tight. The cane whistled through the air, slamming into his shoulder as he spun toward her. 
Sean roared and charged. Clinton spun at the sound, his knife at the ready. His blade slammed home into Sean’s gut. 
Caden screamed. But Sean didn’t slow down, his fangs at Clinton’s throat, his fists pummeling the man’s body. Caden turned, scrambled for the gun, and held it up. 
“Enough,” she shouted. She raised the gun to the roof and fired. Both bodies froze, though the sound of Sean’s snarls still filled the room. “No more. This has to end.” 
“Oh, it will end, sweet wife,” Clinton smirked. “It will end with your death.” 
Caden paled, pointing the gun toward her ex-husband. 
“Go ahead, sweetheart. With this animal at my throat, you’ll only shoot him too.” Clinton lifted the blade, preparing to thrust it once again into Sean’s stomach. 
Caden screamed, and even before the sound died, Sean struck. Without mercy. Without sound. His fangs ripped into her ex’s throat. Blood spurted all over the room and all over Sean. Clinton’s eyes widened and glazed over. She watched the life seep from his body. 
Caden dropped the gun and herself to the floor, staring in horror. 
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Sean shoved the human’s body away from him and climbed to his feet. He moved toward Caden, but she shook her head. 
“He’s dead.” 
Pain twisted with relief inside her. She shouldn’t be happy her ex-husband was dead. She shouldn’t be happy to see his blood all over Sean. The room stank of death and fear. Her fear. How she knew the smell was hers she wasn’t sure, but it was. She shook her head and scooted back when Sean would have touched her. His body was covered in blood. Spatters covered his face. His chest shone with the wet, crimson liquid as it trailed downward. 
“I’m sorry, Caden, it had to be done. It was him or you. I couldn’t let him kill you.” 
She shook her head. No. It couldn’t be. She didn’t just watch another man she cared for kill someone. Images flashed before her mind of Clinton killing the man who owed him money. He hadn’t done it neatly, either. He’d beaten him until blood sprayed throughout the alley and onto Clinton’s clothes. Onto his face. 
Hysteria bubbled inside her. Death. Blood. She tried to cover her face, wishing it would all go away, but the eyes. 
The dead eyes of Clinton stared at her, even when she closed her own. 
The door again burst open, and several members of the pack rushed in. Their snarls did nothing to calm her, and Caden scooted back until she could go no further. Her back struck the fireplace. She whimpered, struggling for control. 
“Get back,” she heard Sean order. The wolven backed away, with one still standing in the doorway. Kieran. She remembered his dark fur from that night in the hotel room. 
It shone beneath the glow of the full moon and the artificial light from the cabin. He looked powerful. Every bit the alpha he was said to be. 
She turned to look at Sean. 
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Her mind struggled with his words. Over. Death did that. It was so permanent. It ended whatever had begun. 
She was through with Clinton. She didn’t have to run and hide. His eyes stared at her from the other side of the room. 
Flat. Dead. Accusing. She could still hear the words in her head. Betrayal. She hadn’t betrayed him. She hadn’t. She’d only tried to save herself. Was that so wrong? 
“Caden.” 
She looked up again, into Sean’s eyes. Living eyes. Eyes that spoke a thousand words with just one look. 
“You killed him.” A simple statement of fact. Yet the words had a visible effect on Sean, almost as though she’d struck him. 
“I had to,” he said. Angry. He was angry now. 
She put her hands to her face, struggling for control. She was on the edge of hysteria, and she needed to get a grip. 
There was nothing to fear. Yet the image of Sean ripping out her ex-husband’s throat still stuck with her. Violent and lethal. 
A woman rushed into the room. Anna. 
“You’re hurt!” She rushed toward Sean. 
Caden growled. She didn’t want a woman touching him. 
Damn. She actually growled. God, maybe Sean was wrong, and he was contagious. She’d never truly growled before. 
Anna froze. “Caden?” she asked tentatively. “He’s hurt. 
We need to tend his wounds.” Anna turned toward Sean. 
“She’s in shock. I’m going to have to sedate her.” 
“No,” Sean ordered. 
“Don’t,” Caden cried. “I’m okay.” Sean was hurt. It didn’t matter who lay dead. It didn’t matter that she’d growled. She looked closer at the man who’d marked her as his. 
Blood rushed from a wound in his belly, and his shoulder still dripped from the bullet inside. She closed her eyes a moment and searched inside herself for the strength she’d always had before. During emergencies. And when 245
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she found it, she opened her eyes again. 
She could fall apart again later. Right now, Sean needed her. 
Caden rose and moved to his side, trying not to remember who put that blood there, and how much of it was from Sean ripping her ex-husband’s throat out. She scanned his arms. His fingers. And back up to his face. The claws were gone. The hair she’d seen along his body was gone. His fangs had receded, and for the moment, he looked nothing more than human. 
And he was the male she’d come to love. 
“Come, sit down, Sean, before you fall down. Anna, did you bring your medical kit?” 
The change in her voice did something to those standing around. Kieran said something in wolf language or whatever they used in wolf form and all the wolven standing behind him dispersed. Kieran, though, didn’t move. He stayed in the doorway, guarding what, she wasn’t sure. 
“Caden, I’m sorry,” said Sean. He moved toward the couch. His body swayed and she grabbed him under the arm. “I had to.” 
“Nothing to be sorry about.” She kept her voice professional, and he narrowed his eyes, studying her. He was confused. Because he didn’t understand. She teetered on the edge of hysteria and the only thing she could do was cling on with her fingernails to the professional trophy wife persona she’d once been. She could deal with everything later. “For now, we need to get you patched up.” Anna pulled out her kit and immediately moved to the bullet wound. 
“Wait.” Caden grabbed her arm. “The stomach wound is worse. What the hell are you doing?” A growl sounded behind her, but she didn’t care. If Sean was to live, they needed to fix the worst of the damage first. 
“Trust me,” the female alpha said. “I just need to get the 246
Blood Moon Betrayed 
bullet out, and he can shift. Once he does that he’ll heal.” Hesitantly, Caden pulled away her hand and nodded. 
“You better be right.” 
Again Kieran growled behind her, but she ignored it. So did Anna. Sean, however, did not and snarled his own warning in return. 
“Knock it off, both of you. If Anna’s going to fix you up, I can’t have you two brothers at each other’s throats.” The words brought the flash of memory of Sean at Clinton’s throat. Literally. She shuddered. “Get to it, Anna. What can I do?” 
“Help hold him steady. This is going to hurt, Sean. Are you ready?” 
“Get to it, female.” 
Caden glared at Sean and positioned one hand on his good shoulder, the other on his chest. She pressed him back into the couch and met his gaze. They held there, staring at one another. 
I’m sorry. 
The words whispered through her body and soul. She wanted to close her eyes and hide from the pain within them. 
Nothing to be sorry about, Sean. It’s over. You did what
had to be done. 
Are you okay? 
I’ll survive.  She struggled to block the emotions threatening to take over. 
Anna had her forceps ready. “Here goes.” Sean stared into her eyes the entire time. He didn’t flinch when the veterinarian and alpha female searched inside his shoulder for the bullet. He only stared at her. The yellow in his eyes flickered, mixing with the piercing green she’d come to love. Love. How could she love a man who was so violent? So able to cause death with just his hands and teeth? Or fangs. He’d ripped out Clinton’s throat. 
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those eyes. Holding his gaze with her own as Anna worked. 
At last, the shewolf pulled back, and the forceps held the slug she’d removed. 
“Got it. Sean, shift and heal.” 
“In a minute,” he said, his eyes still on Caden’s. 
“You’re losing too much blood. Shift now.” The urgency in Anna’s voice convinced Caden she needed to act. Now. “Sean, shift. Now. We can deal with this later.” 
He shook his head. He looked so pale and ragged. Close to death. But he still didn’t change into his wolf. 
“Not until I know you’re okay with this, Caden. I don’t want to shift, only to find you walked out the door the instant I phase.” 
She sighed. “I’m not going anywhere. Except maybe to get you some food. Shift, before you pass out.” She didn’t know what would happen if he lost consciousness. From Anna’s tone, it seemed it was imperative he turn into a wolf now. Maybe it did something. Maybe it slowed down the bleeding or something. Whatever it was, she trusted Anna knew what was best. 
Never before had she felt so out of her element. She didn’t know a damn thing about wolven physiology. 
Everything was so surreal. Could a blade kill Sean? And why the hell was the bullet more dangerous than the knife wound in his gut? What she did know was that he was in pain. And he was weakening with every drop of blood he lost. 
“Damn it, Sean. Shift, now, or I will  walk out that door. 
Don’t make a martyr of yourself.” 
His eyes widened. He studied her. She could almost hear the Jeopardy clock in her head ticking away the seconds, and for that alone she wanted to smack him. Her sanity was teetering on the edge, and if anything happened to him because of her, it would push her right over into the black abyss that had called her name moments before. 
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At last, he nodded. She stepped back, as did Anna. Light filled the room. Not the sharp, sudden flash which had accompanied his shifts before, but a slow illumination that wrapped around his body. His muscles stiffened, but she didn’t see any physical change. 
He groaned, and she started toward him, but Anna grabbed her arm and shook her head. Anna didn’t understand. His pain was her pain. He had waited too long. 
Deep inside, she knew she was right. And he knew what he’d done. Damn him. She yanked away from Anna’s grip and reached for Sean. She cupped his chin and turned his face to hers. Their eyes met. Their souls met. The sounds of Anna’s gasp faded into the distance. The room disappeared. 
Only they existed, in their own world. The connection deepened, and pain rippled through them both. Caden gasped, but refused to pull away. 
From where the knowledge came, she didn’t know. He needed energy. 
Her mind gripped hold of the bond they’d created just hours before, and she poured all of her strength into it. She forced it into him, shoving it with all her might. His eyes widened, and the light around them expanded, encompassing them both. She felt his limbs changing, his face elongating in her hands. The pain was almost unbearable, but she didn’t flinch. She held him there, his face in her palms. His soul in her soul. His body changed, shifting to the wolf. First his legs, his arms, his body. And last his eyes. Fire glowed in the eyes staring back at her. 
They had done it. The pain ceased as suddenly as it began. She gasped, breathing through the sudden peace, while Sean lay on the couch, his sides heaving. 
Remembering his words from yesterday morning, she ran her hands through his fur, finger combing it. Righting it. Smoothing it as though it was the most important thing in the world, to make his coat look right. There was no more blood. It was as though, by magic, he’d been made 249
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whole. His entire body shuddered, and she smiled. 
No matter what he was, what form he was in, or how he killed, he was still Sean, the male who’d stolen her heart. 
She’d just have to get past the memory of Clinton’s blood on his face and hands. 
She shuddered, and he whined. 
“I’m okay,” she murmured. Exhaustion rushed in on her, and spots danced before her eyes. She shook her head, and the spots disappeared, though her head felt as though it bounced around in her skull. 
“Oh, my, God,” said Anna. “What did you do?” Jolted from their private world, Caden shifted on the couch so she could see the female without taking her eyes off Sean and shrugged. “I just did what I had to do. What he needed me to do.” 
Needed. Just moments before, she’d been upset because she didn’t know what he’d needed. She bit her lip to keep from grinning. Maybe she knew more than she thought. 
True, she hadn’t known the bullet needed to go first, but when it came to his shifting, she’d known what he needed. 
Instinctively. 
“I’ve never seen anything like it.” Anna was awed, and that made Caden frown. 
“What do you mean?” 
“You did something. I don’t even know what. Shifters need to have space to shift. Touching someone during the shift can kill them. It messes up their bodies, and they can’t create the correct form. Yet, somehow….” 
“Yet somehow Sean did,” said Caden, finishing the thought for Anna. “I just did what needed to be done.” How that was, she didn’t know. But deep inside, she’d sensed the exact need, the exact damage done to him. She thought of her childhood when she’d wanted to be a wolf. Had there been more to it than that? Had she somehow connected with a wolven even back then? 
Sean lifted a paw and touched Caden’s leg. 
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“He’s hungry.” 
Anna nodded. “Get some meat,” she said. “He needs to eat, and the more rare the meat, the better.” Caden nodded. “And then?” 
“After he eats, he’ll shift back to human form. Shifting heals our bodies, but the bullet had to come out, or it would have stayed inside him forever. Now he just needs to replenish the blood he lost before he turns back into himself. He’ll be tired, though. He’s done a lot of shifting today.” 
Moments later, Caden brought in a plate of beef steak, the outside just warm enough that it wasn’t cold. Was she supposed to put it on the floor? 
Anna took the decision from her and put it on the floor beside the couch and moved to help Sean down. 
“I’ve got it.” Caden rushed to his side. The sudden surge of possessiveness didn’t make sense. Anna was a doctor. 
Why should Caden care if she touched Sean? 
Either way, she helped Sean off the couch, and he moved to the plate and ate. 
Kieran stepped into the living room. His sharp eyes scanned the room before he dropped into a chair beside the fireplace. 
“I think it’s time you tell us what’s going on,” he said, glancing toward the body on the floor. The same body Caden pretended wasn’t there. 
Caden couldn’t help herself. She followed Kieran’s gaze. 
Clinton still lay there, though his face was now covered. She shuddered and looked back at the alpha. 
“That’s my ex-husband. He’s the one who hurt my knee and cracked my ribs. Sean saved me.” 
“But Sean told me the men he found were not the same person who accosted you at the hospital.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. I just know that when the attack started, he was there, orchestrating it, but later he wasn’t. I don’t remember a whole lot of that night.” 251
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She rubbed her forehead. She was so tired. All she wanted to do was curl up and sleep. 
Sean nuzzled her hand, and she turned. He looked better. He stepped back and shifted, this time the light exploded over them, and she automatically closed her eyes to protect them. When she opened them again, Sean crouched beside her. He lifted his hand to her cheek, but all she could see in her mind’s eye was the blood. She yanked her head to the side. It wasn’t there. He was clean now. She tried to convince herself it wasn’t there, but in her mind’s eye, she could see it. Red. Dripping. On his fangs. On his skin. She shuddered, and he pulled his hand back, moved to the discarded sweats, and put them on, dropping onto the couch. 


* * * * 
 In saving her life, Sean had lost her. He could feel her withdrawal from his mind, as though looking at him was too painful. But if he had to do it again, he wouldn’t change what happened. Clinton had threatened her life. He had to die. 
“Her ex had been there with her. I went back later that night and identified four distinct individuals. His scent was one of them.” 
Caden gave a wan smile and turned back to Kieran. “He was hiding in the back rooms. I don’t even know how he got in. I finished hanging all of Sean’s work on the walls and was in the kitchen when I heard a sound. I thought at first Sean had come back early, and I wondered why, but then Clinton came at me. We fought, and though I’d managed to get the gun away from him, he still came at me with the knife.” 
“How did he find you?” Kieran’s questions were turning into an interrogation. 
Sean flashed his fangs. “Knock it off, Kieran.” 252
Blood Moon Betrayed 
His brother shot him a look that clearly said stay out of this. But how the hell could he when it was his mate being interrogated? 
A knock sounded on the door. With one last look at his brother, Sean rose and opened it. Nathan stood on the other side. 
“I thought perhaps the visiting council member might be needed.” 
“You thought wrong.” Sean moved to close the door, but his brother’s voice stopped him. 
“Let him in, Sean.” A dark threat hung in the air. 
Sean hesitated. Never in their lives had Kieran ever commanded him to do anything. Even as alpha, his voice always held affection and humor. Not now. 
Anger burned inside his gut. Kieran’s tone was a reminder that Sean wasn’t alpha anymore. And, as second in command, he had to obey, or chance a challenge. He was in no condition to accept a challenge, much less from his brother. He forced back the snarl of fury and opened the door. 
Nathan stepped inside, his eyes widening on the body still staining the floor with blood. 
“Caden was about to tell us what happened,” explained Kieran. 
They all settled themselves, and Caden turned her green eyes to his. Hope lit in Sean’s heart, but she averted her gaze, turning back to Kieran. 
“Go on,” his brother ordered. 
“Anyway, as I said, he came in and threatened me. I asked him how he found me, and he told me someone called him.” 
“Who?” both Sean and Kieran demanded as one. 
“I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me. He said someone in this pack wanted me gone as much as he did. We fought, and after I got the gun away from him, he came at me with the knife. I thought I was dead when Sean rushed in.” 253
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“Then what happened?” 
“I killed the bastard,” Sean said, interrupting before anyone else could ask her more. He didn’t want her to answer; to relive whatever it was that terrified her so. “And now we need to get rid of the body. It’s stinking up my house.” 
Nathan frowned. “And he gave you no hint of who wanted you dead?” 
She shook her head. 
“And you have no idea who that may be?” 
“None. I’ve only been here a few days.” 
“I was told you had a confrontation with one of the females the first day you were here.” 
Sean rose. “That was nothing. Just a disagreement over a child’s game. She had more of an enemy out of Dierdre in the last few hours than Jenna. Jenna was just protecting her child. She knew the boy was in the wrong, but didn’t want to embarrass him.” 
“Dierdre was with me,” said Nathan. 
Sean snarled and advanced on Nathan. “During the attack, but what about before?” 
“Back off, Sean,” Kieran said. “We aren’t going to figure out who it is by fighting.” 
Nothing short of violence would make Sean back down. 
And the councilman knew it. The flare of challenge flashed through his eyes before the councilman nodded his head, acknowledging Sean’s fury. 
“Sit down, boy. I wasn’t accusing anyone.” 
“I’m not your boy.” 
“Remember your mate. She’s been through quite a lot today, don’t you think?” Nathan nodded toward Caden, who sat wide-eyed, watching the exchange. The instant their eyes met, she averted her gaze, staring at her twisting and trembling fingers. 
Again, Sean’s heart squeezed. How was it just a few hours before she lay in his arms, fully trusting, and now she 254
Blood Moon Betrayed 
could barely look at him? He cursed and returned to his seat, frustrated with the talk. “Look, the bastard had a knife to her throat when I came in. I charged, and he pulled a gun. He shot me, and I tore out his throat. What more do you want to know?” 
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Chapter Twenty-Four
Sean woke the next morning in his own bed. Alone. He rolled over to find Caden asleep in the chair beside him. She hadn’t left, but she hadn’t joined him in his bed either. 
Frustrated, he rose and stared out the window. He needed to find a way to break through to her again. Hell, he needed to find out who was putting her life in danger. 
First had been the hyena shifter, then Petey. There was no doubt the young wolf wouldn’t have attacked without the added rodent poison in his system. That the animal had recovered so well was a miracle. 
Frustration ate at his insides. He needed air. And so did Caden. 
“You’re awake.” Her voice was filled with sleep. 
He nodded, but didn’t turn, afraid to see that look of disgust crossing her face. “I just woke.” 
“How are you feeling?” 
“Good. I need air. The celebration is still ongoing. Get dressed, and we’ll head outside.” He felt like a heel, but he didn’t want to stay inside with her if she didn’t want him. 
Her scent already filled his entire cabin, and all he wanted to do was gather her into his arms and make everything all right. Somehow, he knew that wouldn’t work. 
“I’ll be ready in a minute.” 
She turned and moved to the bathroom. It was the first time he could remember that she hadn’t tried to touch him since he brought her home. His chest ached. The day he’d laid eyes on her he’d made himself a promise. He wouldn’t fall in love with her. That only led to pain and betrayal. Yet he’d given in. The warmth of seeing her in his life had tricked him into believing she would turn to him and always want him. He’d been wrong. 
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like this was torturous for them both, he was sure. 
Less than an hour later, they were both outside, joining in the preparations for the afternoon feast. The game from last night would be prepared over open flames, and everyone would join in on the spoils of the hunt. 
Caden stayed away from him, but he noticed she also stayed away from Nora, who was cooking rabbits over an open flame. Caden had done the same thing yesterday with him. He’d seen her start in his direction, only to return back to the buffet table. He remembered the images he’d seen at the time of the mating. She’d never told him her father died in a fire. Nor that she’d been there. But it explained why she’d stayed away from him yesterday when Dierdre’d pawed at him. 
“So, Sean,” Declan’s hand slapped him on the back, 
“heard you had an unexpected visitor in your cabin last night.” 
Sean growled and turned to the male. 


* * * * 
 Caden stared out into the forest. The crowds in the courtyard had become too much. Everywhere she turned, the wolven asked about what had happened with Clinton, and every time they asked, she saw Sean’s face in her mind, covered in blood. She shuddered again. She needed to get past this. It wasn’t his fault. Hell, he’d saved her life. 
Yet no matter how much she told herself that, she couldn’t shake that look. He was no more than fifty yards from her now, and she could feel him, like he was a part of her. A part of her that she didn’t recognize. Wild and free. 
Something she could never be. Tears stung her eyes. She loved him. Damn it. How could she love him and still see nothing but blood when he touched her? 
“A moon sliver for your thoughts.” She turned to see Roman behind her. 
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“I thought I’d seen the last of you.” 
He grinned. “Never.” He sobered. “I’m sorry about yesterday. I was being stupid. I’ve been trying to get Dierdre to mate with me forever, and she won’t pay me any attention, and when I saw her pawing over Sean, I almost exploded. I thought maybe if I made her jealous by claiming you, she’d want me. It kind of backfired.” Caden turned her back and stared back over the trees again. “I’ll say. If you’re trying to ask for my forgiveness, it’s given. Please. I want to be alone.” 
She could feel his hesitation. “I heard someone came after you last night, and I wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
“Why would you care?” The trees were a beautiful red and gold, the leaves turning. Interspersed with the pine trees she knew were the foundation of North Carolina. Pine trees were everywhere. Her skin tingled, and she rubbed her arms again. Sean was coming. 
Roman didn’t seem to notice. “I heard something. I wasn’t paying attention, but it was a phone call, saying how you would be alone.” 
Caden stiffened. “Who made the call?” 
“I don’t know,” he mumbled. “I didn’t think much about it and wasn’t paying attention. All I know was it was a female. And someone who didn’t smell out of place, or I would have been more concerned.” 
Caden shuffled her foot over a rock, wishing she had a pair of tennis shoes on so she could send it sailing into the air with a good solid kick. Damn it. If she could find who it was who wanted her gone, maybe they could get past this, and maybe she could get past the irrational fear that swept over her every time she saw Sean. “Thanks for your concern, Roman.” 
“Yes, thank you for your concern,” repeated Sean, his fangs flashing. 
Caden didn’t even turn. She didn’t want to remember. 
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She wanted to close her eyes and lean back, feeling his arms wrap around her, reminding her of what it was like to feel safe. 
“Sorry, Sean,” said Roman. “Just trying to make sure she’s okay.” 
“I’ll handle that.” Sean’s voice was low and threatening, and Caden didn’t blame Roman at all when he scurried away. 
Caden ducked her head and watched a squirrel hop from tree to tree. 
“We need to talk.” 
“Then talk.” 
“Away from here. Everyone’s watching you, waiting to see if you explode or freak out.” 
Great. As if her freak out last night hadn’t been bad enough. “I’m embarrassing you?” 
“No, you’re worrying me. Come.” He stepped up beside her and offered his hand. 


* * * * 
 It was time. She flicked the lighter open and closed in her hand. Soon, she would be the one everyone looked to for guidance. Females should lead this pack, and it was time for her to take the first step toward leadership. She stepped into the back room of the cabin. Damn, the wood plates were mostly gone. Only a few remained scattered about. She sighed. It would have to do. 
She grabbed one of the white dust cloths and flicked the lighter, holding the open flame to the end of the sheet. She smiled when the bright orange flames licked along the cloth. She tossed it toward the small pile of wood. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” 
The future leader whirled. Laura, the former pack alpha female stood there, glaring her fury. 
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“You will stop this, now.” 
“You don’t order me around anymore. You aren’t the alpha.” 
“But I’m—” 
The younger female snarled, grabbing the lit sheet and tossing it at the older female. She whipped the blade from her boot and sliced the female’s throat before she had a chance to recover. 
Damn. She stared down at Laura’s body. She’d reverted to her wolf form. Her weak form. Killing Laura hadn’t been in the plan. But sometimes the best plans were the unexpected ones. Now there was just one more standing in her way. 
It was time. 


* * * * 
 Caden stared at Sean’s hand for long moments. There was no blood. Just a human looking hand. Clean. Fresh. 
Warm. She nodded and slipped her palm into his, ignoring the trepidation crawling up her spine. 
She was a fool. She loved him. Hell, she’d already slept with him twice. Well, they hadn’t done a lot of sleeping. 
This morning, he’d been distant, but she’d given him just cause. She fell into step beside him and glanced to meet his eyes. 
A smile curved his lips, and his eyes flared with desire. 
But he didn’t hesitate, instead, tugged her into the woods. 
“I want to show you my favorite place. It’s where I go to think when I’ve had a bad day.” 
She tried to smile at him, but her heart wasn’t in it. 
Instead, she nodded and followed him into the trees. The sun faded from view, the canopy of colored leaves hiding its rays. She breathed in the freshness of the pines mixing in between the oaks. Walking beside Sean like this, on such a 260
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beautiful day, made it almost impossible to believe the events of yesterday. 
Fighting and injured, then healing so fast. And Clinton. 
She shuddered again and forced herself to concentrate on the path. 
“You’ve barely looked at me.” Disappointment laced his voice. 
“I know. I’m sorry.” 
“Nothing to be sorry about. Just talk to me. What’s wrong?” 
She sighed. “I don’t know how to explain, but it’s not you. It’s like, every time I see you, I see blood. I see pain. I remember that man who died in that alley.” 
“So I remind you of your husband.” The stark statement rolled through her, and she pulled up short. 
“No. You reminded me of that man’s death. I told you, Sean, it’s not you. It’s temporary. It’s not every day a woman sees the man she loves kill someone she once thought  she loved.” 


* * * * 
 Sean’s heart jolted. “You still love me?” He searched her eyes, hoping he wasn’t jumping to conclusions. 
She smiled. It was slow, like a flower blooming, or the sun rising. And it warmed him from the inside out. “I do.” Relief shot through him, leaving him giddy and almost dizzy. “Oh, thank the full moon.” He grabbed her and kissed her hard. “I thought you were afraid of me.” She shook her head with a sad smile. “No, just afraid of death.” She pulled away from him. “Show me this place.” She still loved him. He let the feel of her words seep into his blood. They walked in silence for a while, hand in hand until they reached the creek he’d spent so much of his childhood playing in. 
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the beautiful day. And finally, he felt happy enough to smile at the sound. “I used to come and listen to the creek, listen to see if I could hear the water nymphs that were said to live there.” 
She grinned. “Did you ever hear them?” He gave her a sheepish smile. “Maybe. Once I thought I heard real laughter, but then a rabbit came by and distracted me.” 
She laughed. “Maybe they thought you weren’t ready to hear them and ran and hid.” 
“Maybe you’re right.” He pulled her into his arms. 
She stiffened at first, but relaxed when his hand caressed small circles over her back. Time. All he had to do was give her some time. Nathan had been right last night. 
She’d been through a lot in the last ten days or so. 
“Or maybe they were waiting for me to bring a beautiful woman with me. One who has a heart so big she’ll save a boy from an attacking wolf and forgive the wolf when he attacks her instead.” 
“Or maybe they were just waiting for you to listen with your heart?” 
He stared down into her face, her eyes bright, and for the first time since last night, trusting. “You’re really not afraid? And you don’t hate me?” 
“I could never hate you, Sean.” Her hand brushed his cheek, and he closed his eyes, leaning into her touch the way a young pup leans into a welcome caress. She hadn’t melted against him, but it would come. He could feel it. He bent to touch her lips with his. Soft. God, he loved her mouth. 
She opened, and he slipped inside, teasing her until she gave as much as she received. Their tongues stroked, challenged and teased. He should go slow. Give her time to accept him once again, but the beast inside him rode hard, shoving against his control, wanting to remind her she was his. He’d been master of his instincts from the very 262
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beginning. Until he’d met Caden, now all his hard-earned control seeped away. 
Small, feminine hands pulled at his body, dragging him tight against her. The wolf instincts surged, but he fought them, instead, closing his eyes when she softened, molding her body to his. 
To distract himself, he concentrated on her taste, focusing more on his emotions than his needs. 
He pulled back, his gaze locked on her lips, moist from his kiss. “I don’t deserve you.” 
“No, you don’t.” 
Her lips curved into a grin, and he dipped his head, ready to feel that smile beneath his own mouth. A scent whispered through the air, interrupting his concentration. 
He paused, raising his head. He sniffed. Smoke. He straightened and gazed up into the sky. Large gray plumes rose above the trees. Dark and furious, the smoke cloud rolled high, struggling to rise in the atmosphere. That was not a bonfire. Wood burned. But so did something else. 
“Fire.” 
Caden paled and stepped back. 
“Let’s go.” He grabbed her hand. 
She stood her ground, pulling her hand from his. “You go. I’ll catch up. You can move a lot faster without me in tow.” Petey stepped up beside her, nudging her hand. 
The scent of her fear fused with the smoke, and then Sean remembered the visions from their mating. The fire. 
The death. He studied her face. She looked pale, as though the blood had drained from her body. Damn. Snaking an arm about her waist, he pulled her close and kissed her hard on the lips. “It’ll be fine. You wait here, by the creek. 
Keep Petey with you for protection. I’ll come back for you.” She nodded and pressed her fingers to her lips. 
“Careful.” 
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Chapter Twenty-Five
At last. The human female was alone, with only the lone wolf at her side. A grin of satisfaction formed. This was going to be fun. Maybe she would take a souvenir. 
No. 
If she were caught, it would ruin everything, and souvenirs got you caught. 


* * * * 
 Caden stared at the spot where Sean had disappeared into the trees at a full run. Fire. How she hated fire. She swallowed and sat on a nearby tree stump and stared at the water rushing past in the small creek. The sound of laughter didn’t visit today. Or if it did, her soul was too worried about what was happening back at the cabins. Her fingers dropped into the wolf’s coat, and he gave her his biggest wolf grin. 
She expelled a sigh. She was such a wuss. She could handle a fight with Dierdre. She could handle her ex-husband’s death, and with considerable effort on her part, she’d even managed to get past the images of blood and death she had seen on Sean’s body for the last fourteen hours. 
But not fire. She couldn’t stand the idea of the crackling flames. Just thinking about it, and her chest constricted, the fear a steel band tightening about her lungs. 
The trees rustled beside her and she looked up. “Tanya! 
What are you doing out here?” 
The teenager strode into the small clearing, her jeans tight, her dark shirt even tighter. Across her breasts was emblazoned one word: “Death.” 
The girl shrugged, stopped about three feet from her, and snapped open an antique style lighter, flicking the lid 264
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open and closed. “I came to finish what that ex-husband of yours couldn’t seem to get done.” 
Caden’s lungs squeezed out the last of her oxygen. She twisted her fingers in Petey’s coat. The animal snarled at the young woman. 
Not Tanya. God above, not Tanya. “No,” she whispered. 
“It can’t be you.” Sean would be destroyed if he found out. 
The girl smirked. “Of course it can be me. Dad doesn’t need a new mate. He has one. Well, he had one. And after that little demonstration yesterday during the pig pickin’, all we have to do is hint that you are a witch and had a spell on him. A human witch.” 
Caden stood, glaring at the young, misguided female. 
“Do you really think they’ll believe that?” 
“Of course.” She smirked. “There’s plenty of wolven who don’t like humans.” The cold eyes scanned Caden. “You’re weak. And you take our men. They’ll think that odd glow was part of your spell.” 
“That odd glow wasn’t my creation.” 
Tanya shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter if it was or not. 
It’s what they believe that’s important.” Caden wished she’d brought her cane today, but she’d had trouble picking it up this morning. All she kept thinking was how she’d slammed it against the back of Clinton’s head last night. Now she stood in the forest, weaponless, before a female more than capable of taking her out. 
“My understanding is there aren’t enough females to go around. It sounds to me like you’re just spouting someone else’s propaganda.” 
“Am I?” The girl flicked the lighter, and a small flame formed before she snapped it shut again. “Or am I telling you like it is?” Young, pouty lips curled into a snarl, ruining the innocent picture she presented. “You’re human. You know nothing about being wolven.” 
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forced it down. If she escaped, she would be forced to tell Sean what happened. He would be utterly destroyed to find out his daughter wanted her dead. And if she let the child do as she wished, Caden would die, and Sean would hurt. 
But at least then he would move on. Have a life. He could live his life, blissfully ignorant of the daughter who was a killer. 
But her heart balked. She wasn’t ready to die. Not so this little bitch could keep her secrets. 
“How did you know where to find me?” 
“I followed you, bitch. How do you think? Just like I followed you with Petey after I fed him the poison. It wasn’t hard to convince Uncle Kieran to let us go out together. 
Imagine my surprise when you decided to go our separate ways. You made it so easy. Poor Petey. He was so freaked out by the time I let him go I thought for sure he’d rip your throat out.” 
As though he understood every word she said, the wolf took a step forward, every muscle alert, his lips pulled back in a silent growl, his body vibrating with his fury. 
Remembering Sean’s words, Caden didn’t hold the animal back. 
“I don’t understand what you think you’re doing, Tanya.” 
“Oh, that’s easy. I’m going to kill you. We don’t need any more humans in our pack. Especially mated to my dad. It’s bad enough Uncle Kieran’s mate is part human, but at least she has the ability to shift.” 
“You don’t have to kill me. I’ll leave.” 
“Look at the little human bitch, begging for her life.” The taste of fear grew inside Caden’s mouth. Tanya was right. She was, in a sense, begging for her life. But dying wasn’t on her agenda for today. “Look, you can have your dad all alone. Maybe your mother will come back to him.” 
“No,” she said. “You just made it so she couldn’t come back. She tried, you know. Twice. She wanted him back.” 266
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“She wanted the prestige back, not your father. She didn’t love him.” 
The girl screamed, rushing her. Tanya’s hands slammed into her chest, knocking Caden backwards. Caden tripped and slammed into the ground, her head striking one of the stones surrounding the creek bed. The wolf leapt, charging the wolven female, but she dodged, striking out with a vicious kick to the animal’s side. He yelped and crashed to the ground, still. 
“For that, you die, witch. You know nothing.” Stunned, Caden lay there, darkness threatening to close in, her ears ringing. Forcing herself to move, Caden reared up and shook her head. It took her a minute to realize the girl was wrapping rope around her ankles. 
“What the hell are you doing?” Caden jerked back and kicked out, trying to knock the girl off balance. The shewolf merely grabbed both her ankles and tied them together. 
Darkness threatened again, and she groaned, struggling to shove the female away. Her head throbbed, and she knew. 
The damage done by Clinton and his cronies had reopened. 
Only this time, there would be no Sean to rescue her. He was busy trying to save the pack from the fire. A fire his own daughter had started. 
Evil, almost insane laughter erupted from the young female. “Do you know what we do to witches in this part of the forest, Caden?” 
As though outside of her body already, Caden barely felt the girl wrap ropes around her wrists. When the girl released her, she rolled to her side and sat up, shaking her head, her wrists tied in front of her. She wanted to call Sean, but if she did, what would he do? He’d protected his wife even when she’d killed his parents. Would he do anything different when it was his daughter? 
“Don’t do this, Tanya. You’ll destroy your father. Even if you don’t care about me, think of him.” 
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to one of the tall pines and tied her to it, yanking her hands above her head, eliminating the possibility of escape. 
Caden glanced at Petey. The animal hadn’t moved since he’d been kicked, but he glared straight at the girl, his breath coming in heavy gasps. 
“In fact, I’m doing this for him. He’ll never be happy with a human. He told me last night how unhappy he was because you couldn’t go on the hunt with him. It would kill him to stay mated to you.” The girl stood back and surveyed her work. “Excellent. When they find you, you’ll be dead. 
Burned. They’ll never see the ropes, because they’ll be gone too. The fire in the compound will be the culprit, you know. 
A stray ember from the main blaze landed, catching fire and trapping you before you knew it. Nobody will question it.” Caden closed her eyes, struggling to hide the fear. She didn’t want Sean to see his daughter like this. If she had to die, then she had to die. 
Tanya scraped pine straw from the forest floor, creating a line in the sand made of pine needles. The line came straight toward Caden’s feet. “Don’t worry. After you’re gone, I’ll be the dutiful daughter and take care of him. He’ll be alone. My mom will be gone. With my sister living across town, and your death, he’ll be devastated. I’ll care for him.” 
“You’re insane.” The trail of pine straw now stretched across the clearing. Like a fuse, waiting to be lit. More straw stretched into the trees, ready to catch ablaze. 
Tanya ignored her, instead bending to light the dried pine needles with the old lighter. The dead and dry needles flared brightly. Hungry for fuel, the flames traveled along the dry and brittle pine straw. Toward the trees. The girl frowned and lit the other side. Again flames sparked, travelling along the straw, moving straight toward Caden. 
Tanya smiled, looking more angelic than the insane girl Caden had seen moments before. “See? The plan is coming together perfectly. Goodbye witch!” The shewolf turned and disappeared into the tree line. 
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Caden considered calling out, but realized it was a moot point. The girl wouldn’t stop. Something about what Tanya had said bothered Caden. My mom will be gone.  Did that mean she was going to kill her own mother? 
Caden struggled to free herself, and flames grew ever closer. Orange and red tongues licked at the trees around her, hungry to devour everything in its path. The fuse of pine straw burned toward her, and Caden used her feet to brush it away, hoping against hope the flames wouldn’t jump closer to her. 
Her eyes widened, watching the flames lick at their food, moving closer and closer to her feet. Hungry, the flames devoured the trees surrounding her, rising upward, consuming and blackening their bark. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she understood how painful this would be for the Uwharrie pack. And for the animals of the forest. 
But it didn’t matter. The inferno had begun. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six
Sean stopped at the edge of the trees, staring in horror at the sight before him. His cabin was on fire. Already the back of his home was gone, the roof having caved in. Smoke streamed from the windows, billowing upward. Wolven rushed around him, preparing the buckets and hoses to put it out, something they’d always kept as a safety precaution, but never before needed. 
Thick smoke filled every sense, burning his eyes, filling his lungs. It coated his skin, clinging to the sweat from his run through the trees. 
“Sean!” 
He turned to find Kieran running toward him, lugging a hose. “We can stop it if we move now.” Spurred into motion, Sean grabbed the hose from his brother and rushed toward the house. The door stood open where pack members pulled out much of the furniture and other goods, salvaging what they thought might be important. He didn’t care about those things. Nothing in there was worth the loss of life. 
And then he remembered his art. The carvings. Caden had hung most of them last night on the walls. She would be devastated if the flames destroyed them. He rushed into the house, the hose pouring out as much water as it could. 
Inside, the smoke was thick and black, but he pushed forward, pointing the spigot toward the walls. Kieran stepped behind him. 
“Here, spray the walls, keep them safe while I yank them down.” 
“It’s just wood,” Kieran shouted above the shouts and roars of the flames. 
“I don’t care,” he shouted in return and rushed toward the walls. He grabbed panel after panel and stacked them on the couch. He tried to remove the mantel, but it didn’t 270
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budge, so he left it. He couldn’t save them all. A sea of flames now skimmed across his living room ceiling. Sounds crashed from the back rooms as more of the ceiling collapsed. By the full moon, he hoped nobody was inside. 
“It’s time to go,” yelled Kieran. “We need to make sure it doesn’t catch the other houses. We have to let it burn.” The smoke filled his lungs, stealing his oxygen. Kieran was right. He couldn’t continue on. The smoke was too thick, the blazing flames too hot. 
Sean nodded and grabbed one last thing. Caden’s cane. 
It lay next to the sofa, where she’d run her hand over it the night before. His arms full, he grabbed what he could and ran for the door. For the first time, he was glad his daughters had already taken everything that meant something to them when they’d moved out. 
He stumbled toward the door. Flames slid alongside them, and it was a race for the door. The flames won, barring their exit. He turned toward Kieran, who nodded. 
He sprayed them both and shoved Sean into the sunlight, charging out behind him. 
Once outside, the fresh air eased into his lungs. Sean dropped to his knees, the carvings scattering around him. 
He dropped to the sand, coughing out the black sludge inside him. He straightened just as Tanya rushed up toward him. 
“Daddy. Oh, God, Daddy, I thought you were going to die in there.” 
Her arms trembled with fear and he hugged her. “I’m okay, baby.” He coughed, the sound rattling in his chest. 
“The house is gone, but I’m okay.” 
He breathed in the scent of her and sighed. The scent of smoke clung to her as much as it did him. It would be a long time before he forgot the scent. 
They stood there, holding one another. The pine tar stuck to her hair where she’d been in the forest. She would want to clean up, only she’d have to go to her mother’s to 271
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shower, though, since he didn’t have a bathroom anymore. 
He turned back to look at what had once been his home. 
Kieran was wrong. They hadn’t been able to save the cabin. It was gone. Everything but the few panels he’d managed to save. Everything. He ignored the pain in the area of his heart and hugged his daughter again. The scent of the smoke burned his lungs, but he could smell Caden. 
Caden. At least she was safe. He’d left her in the forest. 
Where she’d be safe. But he needed her here. Now. He wanted to hold her, to feel her heat against him, to have her say it didn’t matter that he’d lost his home. 
He scanned the pack. They had help to maintain control. The Blood Moon celebration had brought other wolven to their little pack, and they all helped, trying to keep the trees and other homes from catching fire. He wasn’t needed. He could go get Caden. Maybe if he kept her far enough from the flames, she wouldn’t be as fearful as she had been with the bonfire. Or maybe she’d be worse. 
He turned, ready to trot toward the forest and toward his mate. The blasting heat of the flames seared his back, but his blood ran cold. 
The forest was already on fire. Caden. She was there. 
“Kieran,” he shouted. 
His brother turned, hose in hand. Sean pointed, and Kieran paled and yelled for the others. 
Sean didn’t wait, but shifted. Even before he had four legs, he was charging into the forest toward Caden. 
“Daddy, no!” Tanya screamed. 
But he didn’t stop. He didn’t feel the pain he normally felt with shifts. He only felt the sudden fear. Flames shot up into the sky, and already the smoke whispered through the trees he passed, like tiny grey fingers, they stretched outward, preparing the way for its master. Fire. 
How had the fire spread in this direction? What little wind was blowing swept from the south to the north, not toward the west, yet smoke rose, its deadly cloud filling the 272
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sky and blocking out the sun. And more than that, why hadn’t he felt Caden’s fear? Was she already dead? 
He ran, ignoring the squeezing of his lungs. He moved by instinct. He didn’t need the old trees to tell him his way, which was good. Those trees were gone. An inferno rose up around him, stretching upward, devouring the pines and oaks like a monster with unvarnished hunger. The fall leaves were crisp and dry, feeding the flame, offering it more fuel. 
At last, he came into the clearing. She sat against a tree, her eyes closed tight. At first, he thought she was dead, but she coughed. Alive. He shifted to human form, and still she didn’t open her eyes. It was then he saw Petey, who was gnawing at ropes holding his mate to the tree. 
“Caden!” Fury and fear clawed inside him, and her name roared from his chest. 
Her eyes popped open. “Sean! Oh, God, Sean, help me.” 
“Who did this?” 
She shook her head. “Just cut the ropes or something.” He focused on his hand. The muscles shifted and moved, elongating. His nails turned to claws, and he sliced through the ropes, and her hands dropped to the sides. 
“We have to get out of here,” he shouted, while cutting the ropes on her hands. With a quick motion, he also released her feet. He pulled her up and gave her hug. “Let’s go.” 
“Wait, Petey—” 
“Petey is already on his way through the woods. He’ll be fine. It’s you I’m worried about. We have to go. Now.” 
“You don’t have on clothes. You’ll be burned.” 
“I’ll heal. Let’s go,” he shouted above the roar of the flames. 
She nodded, took a step toward them, and froze. Her eyes widened, and she stared into the hot orange and yellow inferno. She didn’t move. 
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to reach inside her, but it was as though she wasn’t there. 
The smoke and roaring flames grew up between them. 
“Caden,” he shouted again, and still she ignored him. He charged through the flames, ignoring the searing burn over his skin. 
He grabbed her, lifting her in her arms. The jolt yanked her out of whatever daze she was in, and she gasped. 
“Oh, my God,” she groaned. 
“I’m getting you out of here!” Sean charged toward the path. Flames had closed off the only path to escape, but there they burned with less intensity. Tucking Caden’s head against his chest, he rushed toward that weakness. Flames licked at him as they raced through, teasing his flesh as though tasting him. 
He gritted his teeth, ignoring the pain, the heat of the flames raced behind him, burning his back and heels. Like a living, breathing entity, the flames reached forward, tasting. 
Searching. As though the only one who could satisfy its hunger lay in his arms. He gathered her tighter, forcing himself to move faster. 
His lungs ached from the smoke. Instinct urged him to shift, to run as fast as he could from the flames behind him. 
Yet he couldn’t. Caden didn’t share his instincts. She reminded him of a wolf he’d once seen walk straight into the flames, hypnotized by the flickering red and orange tongues of power. 
He stumbled over sharp stones, but continued onward. 
Caden’s hands gripped his neck, and she tucked her face against his chest, as though she understood what was happening. 
I’m sorry, Sean. 
You’ll be fine. 
I can walk from here. 
We’re almost there. I’ve got you. 
But he was worried. His body was still weak from the damage done the night before, and the blackening smoke 274
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squeezed his lungs until he could barely breathe. But still he moved forward. He would not lose Caden. 
The whirring chop of a helicopter rose above his head, swirling the smoke away from him, and he gasped for air. 
The rush of water dropped down, knocking him from his feet. The liquid swept over them and around, accompanied by a loud hiss. Steam rose around them, as though the fire fought with its last breath. 
Thank the moon they’d purchased their own helicopter for travel. When Kieran had insisted on outfitting it for forest fires, he’d thought his brother was insane. Now all he could do was thank the Alpha. 
Sean struggled to his feet, still cradling Caden in his arms. He could hear the shouts from his pack as they continued to battle the flames around him. 
He glanced at Caden. The water had mixed with the soot already blackening their bodies. Tracks of water streaked down her face, like a trail of tears. He smiled. Almost there,
Caden. Almost safe. 
She nodded, but he could feel her worry and her fear. 
She should have called for him sooner. What the hell was she thinking? At last, they reached the clearing, leaving the violent, twisting flames behind them. Wolven rushed around, working on what was left of the fire. Another helicopter flew past, and she heard the rush of steam as it dropped its cargo over the open flames. 
Sean lowered Caden’s feet to the ground and welcomed the surge of relief. She was safe. The flames were behind them. She wouldn’t burn. He tried to smile as fresh air rushed into his lungs. Pain speared through him as the soot struggled to clear. His entire body burned, throbbing with pain from the fires surrounding them. Blisters had formed on his flesh, stealing his ability to concentrate. Blackness teased the edges of his vision, and his knees buckled. 


* * * * 
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“Kieran,” Caden screamed as she grabbed at Sean’s arm to keep him from collapsing, face into the sand. 
Kieran rushed to them, catching Sean just as his body collapsed. Without a word, he half dragged, half carried him to his own cabin. Caden followed, while at the same time she scanned the courtyard. Chaos reigned. Males and females that she’d met the day before blended with the Uwharrie pack, fighting to control the fire which had already destroyed Sean’s cabin. They sprayed water into the trees, limiting the damage, pushing back the devouring flames from the trees. 
All that remained of the once beautiful structure were the beams and one wall. The other three outside walls had collapsed inward. The beautiful wooden panels he’d so painstakingly created were gone. Burned, just like Laura had always wanted. Caden shook her head, refusing to give in to the sudden surge of sadness. 
Caden followed Sean, whose brother half carried him to his home and dropped him on his and Anna’s couch. Anna stepped out of the veterinarian offices, confidence in her every step. 
“Shift, Sean. Now,” ordered Kieran. 
Sean nodded weakly and complied. 
“He’s overdone. He needs to stay in animal form for a while,” said Anna, glaring at Sean. “If he doesn’t, his lungs could be damaged from the fire, and his skin will blister again.” 
“I don’t understand.” Caden had thought shifting healed all that. 
“The closer together a wolven shifts, the weaker they become. Even though the shifting is a form of magick, it takes a lot of energy. Healing during the shift takes even more.” Anna handed him some strips of meat from last night’s dinner. 
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his eyes never leaving Caden. 
I’m all right. What about you? 
If I find out this takes energy to talk like this, Sean, I
swear, I’m going to strangle you. 
He bared his teeth into a form of a grin. I’m perfectly
fine. But I have to be in human form. I need to see the
damage to our house. 
You have to wait. 
Caden blanched, but not because of the damage. It was the word our. If she stayed with him, she would be the one to torture him with more pain. More betrayal. She couldn’t do that. She would have to leave him. Soon. She wouldn’t be able to hide her animosity toward his daughter, but she would not  be the one to tell him she was a killer. 
“If you feel the need, at least stay in wolf form. I don’t want Kieran to have to carry you again.” 


* * * * 
 Nathan poked his head in. “You folks need to come out here,” he said. 
Caden glanced at Sean. He nodded at her and shifted, despite Anna’s warning. 
“Damn it, Sean.” Caden grabbed Sean’s arm as he teetered, his body still red and blistered from the fire. 
“I can heal later.” He glanced toward the doorway, where Nathan had already disappeared. “Whatever is wrong is serious for him to bring us outside for it. It means he plans to step in as councilman.” 
Anna tossed Sean a pair of pants, which he put on silently, and took Caden’s hand. “Let’s go see what this is about.” 
They stepped out onto the wooden porch. The entire pack and its visitors stood, circling the courtyard, all attention on Kieran’s cabin. Yet when the men stepped out, they averted their eyes from them both. Fear or respect? 
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Caden had a feeling that this time it wasn’t respect. 
Especially when many turned their glares on Caden. 
She glared right back. 
“What’s going on?” demanded Kieran. 
Nathan stepped forward. “There’s been a death.” Declan stepped up beside the councilman, his hand about the hilt of a very long blade, still resting in its sheath. 
“What is the meaning of this?” Sean turned to Nathan. 
“We have no need for your enforcer.” 
“You will abide by Declan’s decision, Sean Hunt, or your pack will be disbanded. Are you prepared to be scattered amid the remaining wolven packs?” 
“I am enforcer here. If there is a problem, it’s my job to punish the guilty.” 
“And if the guilty is one of your own?” 
“I am judge and jury.” 
“Not this time.” Nathan shook his head, sadness in his eyes. “Step down, all of you. There will be no Uwharrie pack member above the rest during these proceedings.” 
“Who died?” interrupted Caden. The tension thickened among the pack and whispered murmurings reached her, and, for the first time, she wished she had the wolven sense of hearing. She hadn’t had the chance to investigate everything about wolven culture, but something told her a councilman stepping in was not a normal event in their lives. 
“Step down,” repeated Nathan. 
Caden cast a look at Sean, who glared unmoving at the councilman. She may not be a shifter, but she understood what was happening. The power struggle was like the difference between the FBI and the state police. Nobody liked it when someone else stepped on his or her turf. 
The males continued to glare at Nathan, who folded his arms over his broad chest and waited. The whispers died out, and the pack watched, waiting to see who would give in first. Someone had to put an end to this, and if it was her, 278
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then so be it. She glanced at Anna, who nodded. Together, they stepped down the steps, forcing their mates to follow. 
The murmurings grew louder, and more surprised, but she still couldn’t understand their words. Damn. She really wished she had Sean’s hearing right now. 
Sean stepped forward, pushing her back with one hand, blocking Nathan from her view. 
“Who died, Nathan? And what makes you think it was murder?” The low rumble in Sean’s voice was unmistakable. 
Caden gasped. Murder? Nobody had mentioned murder. 
Nathan stared pointedly at Sean. “Your first mate, Laura. We found her body in your cabin.” Icy cold shock rushed over Caden. Sean stiffened, but gave no other physical sign of his surprise, yet in her mind she could feel something from him. Relief, maybe? 
Followed immediately by sadness for his daughters. 
“Her throat was cut. Then her body burned,” Nathan continued. 
“No!” 
She turned to see Nora, her face stricken with pain and shock. Caden moved to comfort her. 
Stay. Nathan believes I did this. He will kill you if you
move. 
Caden froze, turning her glare back to Nathan. How could he believe Sean was guilty? He had no motive. 
Oh, God, Tanya. She’d said Laura was gone. 
“Daddy!” A body slammed into Sean, and feminine arms wrapped around his shoulders. He stumbled and winced, and Caden stepped back to give him room. 
The murderess herself wrapped her arms around her father. 
If ever there was a time for Caden to keep her mouth shut, this was it. She tensed, her teeth on edge as she held her tongue. Accusations spun in her head. But no one 279
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would believe her. And even if they did, the only words she could speak would destroy the male who called her his mate. She couldn’t do it. No matter how much she wanted to. 
Petey stepped to Caden’s side, snarling at Tanya, his hackles raised along his neck and shoulders. 
Caden grabbed him, pulling him back. No matter what happened now, she knew her world was about to end. If she told her side of the story, the chances were, no one would believe her. And if she didn’t, Tanya would make her look the evil one. She stroked Petey’s back while they watched the bitch ignore Sean’s injuries, and Tanya pretended to be the sweet, innocent child. 
“Oh, Daddy. Momma’s dead! That bitch killed her.” Caden fought the urge to growl. 
Sean pulled back, staring into his daughter’s tear filled eyes. “What bitch?” 
“Caden, Daddy. She’s a witch. She has you convinced she’s your True Mate, but I know better. She’s cast a spell on you.” 
“What are you talking about, Tanya?” 
“She’s a witch. I know she’s a witch. She has you under a spell. That’s why you think she’s your True Mate. But she’s not. She wanted Momma dead, and now she is.” 
“I wanted no such thing,” snarled Caden. Eyes turned and stared at her. Accusing eyes. 
“Don’t believe her, Daddy!” cried the young shewolf, her eyes filling with tears. “She lies. She’ll tell you terrible things about me. She lies. She’ll tell you it was me, but it wasn’t. She started the fires,” she said, pointing toward Caden. 
“Are you saying Sean’s new mate set fire to his house?” asked Nathan. 
She nodded and sniffed. 
Caden glared at the girl, furious. She’d planned to keep quiet, to not share what had happened in the forest, but if 280
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the hard stare Declan was giving her was anything to go by, her life was now on the line. 
“Caden?” Sean asked. 
“I did not start a fire. I was with you. Remember? And I did not kill your ex.” 
And you know I’m terrified of fire. 
Sean looked back and forth between his daughter and his mate. “What makes you think she started the fire?” Tears ran down her cheeks, and her blonde hair was disheveled and knotted. “She did it with this.” She produced the lighter she’d used in the forest. Sean took the lighter and sniffed it. Caden already knew what he would smell. The recent burn of lighter fluid. But one thing he would not find was her scent. 
He paled, and Nathan held out his hand. Sean dropped it into the man’s hand. 
“Tanya, tell the truth. How did you get the lighter if someone else started the fire?” 
“The witch gave it to me.” 
Caden scowled, her fingers clenching in the wolf’s rough coat. Sean’s emotions rushed over her. The emotions of a True Mate. They were not accusatory. Instead they were filled with pain. And betrayal. And he was staring right into his daughter’s eyes. He blinked and stepped back, his hands dropping to his sides, his eyes wide and accusing. 
“You did this,” he whispered. “You started the fire. You tied Caden up in the woods, and you killed your mother.” Tanya took a step as though ready to throw herself into his arms, only to stop when he took a step away. “No, Daddy. The witch killed her. She found out Momma had Nora kidnapped, and she wanted to punish her.” The childlike voice turned peevish. “She even tried to blame me for taking the silver scalpel and giving it to her captors so Nora could be tortured. Daddy, it wasn’t Momma. It was the witch.” 
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Caden didn’t even know the pack then.” 
“She’s lying.” The female stomped her foot. “She’s a witch, I tell you.” 
“Why would she have someone kidnap your sister?” asked Nathan, his head cocked to one side, as though considering the story. 
“Because she wanted control of the pack. She knew Momma was part hyena, and she wanted Momma to be in charge, like she would have been in a hyena pack. It’s what Momma wanted too. But you didn’t want to share leadership.” 
Sean’s face paled, and murmurs whispered through the crowd. 
Tanya’s story made perfect sense. All except the part of Caden helping. 


* * * * 
 Caden watched as Sean’s world crumbled beneath his feet. She didn’t need the bond between them to know what he felt, but it was there, tearing her world apart along with his. 
He shook his head and stepped back from his youngest child. His gaze trailed toward Nora, who stood along the edge of the pack, tears streaming down her face, her mate, Ryland, held her in his arms, giving her strength. 
“Are you saying,” Caden interrupted, “that your mother had your sister tortured?” 
The shewolf glanced around, taking in the accusing glares from the pack. She snarled, her body straightening. 
Her eyes hardened. Gone was the little girl look. Before them all stood a full-grown female, her eyes manipulative and vengeful. 
“No, witch,” Tanya snarled. “I did. My mother wanted control of this pack, and Daddy wouldn’t let her. She concocted the plan, believing Daddy would fold under the 282
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pressure. Only he didn’t. So I took the silver scalpel. I gave it to the hyenas holding her, and I gave them the order to torture her.” 
“You bitch!” shouted Nora. She lunged forward, only to be stopped by Ryland, who held on. She twisted in his arms. 
“Let me at her, damn it. Let me show her what it feels like.” Tanya whirled. “Why? So I can hear you whimper and cry? You wander around the pack acting like you’re something special, teasing the males, and throwing it back in their faces. So, yes, I had you tortured. But you couldn’t even do that right. You couldn’t even make Daddy feel guilty enough to give in. I even gave that bitch in Ryland’s compound the silver scalpel so they could finish the job. So what did Jackie do? She murdered all those males before coming after you. Nobody can get anything right!” 
“Tanya,” said Sean. “Why? Why did you burn the house?” 
The girl whirled around, her blonde hair flowing in the evening breeze. “Because of her!” She pointed at Caden. 
“The bitch moved in, trying to ruin everything. Momma may have come back, but she couldn’t if Caden was in the way. And a human. Daddy, she’s a stinking human.” Sean bared his fangs, and Tanya stepped back, her face blanching. “Why did you kill your mother?” The steady growl rumbling from his chest punctuated his every word. 
Caden felt his pain, but he didn’t let it show. Instead, he poured his fury into his expression. A full-grown male alpha filled with anger. His body swelled, and his fingers turned to claws. She now understood what her ex had seen the last seconds of his life, and, instead of fear, Caden felt pride. 
“My mother was weak,” said Tanya, the little girl persona completely gone. “She let her brother come after Caden to try to scare her away, and when you killed him, she stopped trying. She was too busy crying,” she mocked, 
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by females, and if my mother couldn’t do it, I will.” 
“And you thought killing her was the answer?” roared Sean. 
“She was going to run to you. She found out my plan and tried to stop me. She’d grown weak.” 
“So you killed her and started the fires?” asked Nathan, stepping in. 
The girl turned toward him. She cocked a hip, stared at the male, and shrugged, a cold smile curling on her lips. “I did what I had to do. You understand that, right, Nathan? 
You understand the need for power.” 
Nathan glanced at Declan, who now stood behind the young female. 
A glimmer of light flashed off the silver blade, and before anyone could move, he whipped it up, slicing across the soft flesh of the female’s throat. 
“No!” roared Sean. 
“Stop!” screamed Caden. 
Nora screamed and dropped to her knees, covering her eyes. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
Sean rushed to catch his daughter, whose body was already transforming into the wolf. God, no. With one sweep of his arm, the councilman’s enforcer had destroyed a part of Sean’s heart. 
He laid his daughter’s body on the ground. “You killed her,” he snarled, rising to his feet. “We could have found another punishment.” 
The male watched him with wary eyes, but he slid his silver blade back into its sheathe. “She had to be destroyed,” he said, his words soft but clear. “She was a self-confessed murderer. She killed her mother, tortured her sister, and started fires that could easily drive the humans into your forest. Would you have me let her live?” 
“She’s my daughter!” Sean shouted. 
“And a killer. She wasn’t a child, Sean. She knew what she was doing,” said Nathan, stepping between Sean and the enforcer. “She was going to kill your own mate.” But Nathan’s words didn’t penetrate. All he could remember was the sight of his youngest daughter with that tiny sliver of blood at her throat. The shock on her face when she realized what had happened. Pain twisted inside him, mixing with fury. “She was my daughter, damn you,” and he charged. He couldn’t seem to control his body. It reacted on instinct, slamming a fist into the male’s jaw. 
Declan’s head jerked back, and he bared his teeth in response. “Control yourself, Hunt. You know what the job of the enforcer is.” 
“You had no right. You’re not Uwharrie,” Sean shouted as hands grabbed at him, pulling them back. He yanked away from them, and more simply took their place. They didn’t understand. The bastard had killed his daughter. 
Tanya, so sweet and so young. Gone. He struggled, fighting with all his might. Darkness settled into his soul, and he 285
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growled, his mind more animal than human. 
Death. It was the only thing that would stop the pain. It didn’t matter whose. Just so long as there was blood. 
Violence threatened to erupt all around him, as hands held him back. “You killed her, and we don’t even know why she did it.” 
“Power,” said a soft voice. 
Sean froze. Caden stood beside him, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
“That’s all it was, Sean. She wanted power, and I was in the way. I don’t understand why she thought I was more of a problem than Anna or Kieran, but it’s the way she saw it.” He stared at her, his chest heaving, still processing the thick smoke around the courtyard, his blood cold. Would Tanya have gone that far? To kill Kieran or Anna? 
He remembered that night, all those years ago when he’d come home to find Laura washing away his parents’ 
blood from her blade. She’d never apologized. Despite all the tears, not once had she said she was sorry. 
He looked down at Tanya’s body. 
He wanted to step into Caden’s arms, to let her warm the iciness inside him, but he knew she couldn’t. Nobody could. The only thing that could would be to step back in time and save his child. 
On the other side of him, a large hand rested on his shoulder. Sean turned to see Kieran standing beside him, his dark brown eyes filled with sadness. 
“It had to be done, Sean. She was out of control.” But there were other ways, his heart screamed inside him. He could have saved her. He could have kept her out of trouble. 
He dropped to his knees, his fingers touching the short, blonde coat that had once been his bright and loving daughter. 
“But I loved her,” he whispered. He could still remember the day of her birth. The day she’d lain in his 286
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arms, her bright eyes staring into his. As she’d grown, she’d laughed with him. Played with him. Even now, he could hear her child-like laughter. Gone. How could she be gone? 
He lifted her body in his arms and stood. The crowd scattered, no longer willing to witness his pain. But he didn’t care. They should witness this. She deserved more than to have them turn their backs on her. 
Numbness settled over his soul, and he barely noticed when Caden stepped beside him. She wouldn’t understand. 
She’d never been a parent. Besides, Tanya wouldn’t want her with her in the last moments. 
“Wait here,” he said and stepped forward. Caden stopped, and he sensed her pain, but right now that didn’t matter. What mattered was the soft weight in his arms. He stepped toward the remnants of his cabin. 
It was Laura’s fault. She had destroyed them all. Her need for power had corrupted Tanya until all she could think of was the power she herself had craved. Together, they had tortured Nora. Had tried to kill Caden. Had tried to convince him to give them control of a pack that was never his to give. 
Anger mixed with the pain. Dead. His beautiful daughter was dead. 
Nora raised herself from the ground, tears streaming down her cheeks. Sand clung to her jeans. Sean cocked his head and stared at the granules. Odd at this moment to notice something so unimportant. 
The smoke had finally cleared, except in one final corner of his home. 
“Sean?” 
He heard his name almost as though it was from a long way away. He turned and stared into Caden’s eyes. His True
Mate. If he hadn’t found her that night in the woods, would his daughter still be alive? No, it wasn’t Caden’s fault. It was his. 
“I said, wait here.” 
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* * * *
 Caden stood, tears rushing down her face, watching Sean walk across the courtyard to the remnants of his cabin. She wanted to help him, to do something to make him feel better, but twice he told her to wait. 
“Let him be,” said Kieran, standing next to her. “No one can make his pain any easier to bear. Come inside.” She shook her head. “I’ll wait here.” 
And she did. She waited until late into the night. The fire sparked inside the cabin again and she knew what he was doing. He was giving his beloved daughter a funeral for just the two of them. Nora, too, stood not far away, her mate’s arms wrapped about her. 
Caden started to step toward her, but Ryland’s yellow eyes caught hers, and he shook his head. Never before had she felt such an outsider. She was the lone human, standing amid the wolven who mourned a female who was one of their own. 
Even though she’d killed and set fire to their forest, nearly destroying their entire pack, they still mourned her. 
Small groups of wolven gathered, watching the smoke rise as the last of the cabin collapsed. 
Walking through the smoke toward her was Sean, and Caden breathed a sigh of relief. When he reached her, she touched him. His skin still burned from his earlier exposure to the fire, but he didn’t pull away. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
He stopped beside her and stared down at her for long seconds. His jaw flexed, but he didn’t answer. Instead, he stepped away, moving toward Kieran’s cabin. Caden followed. Without a word, he moved into the bathroom, but before he closed himself inside, she was there, her hand slapping on the wood. 
He stared at her for long minutes before turning to face 288
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the mirror. She didn’t know what he saw within his own eyes, but from her place by the door, she saw the pain wearing heavily on his slumped shoulders. He propped his hands on either side of the sink and dropped his head, as though avoiding his own gaze. 
“I failed.” 
Caden sucked in a breath. “You did not.” His jaw tightened. He shoved from the sink and stormed toward her, stopping only when they were nose to nose. “I was her father, damn it. I failed her.” Inside, Caden’s heart broke, and tears stung her eyes, but she fought them back and lifted her chin. Sean needed to hear some truths and only she was there to give them. 
“She made her own decisions.” 
“You’re right,” he snarled, storming away, back toward the mirror. “And I made mine.” Anger and grief twisted inside him, warring for control. He slammed a fist on the counter. “And mine led to what she became!” 
“You can’t know that.” 
“Don’t try to placate me, Caden. It’s beneath you.” The overhead light glared down on him, his face hard and filled with shadows. Shadows she wished she could take away from him. She wanted to take him in her arms and soothe away the hurt. God, how she wished grief worked like that, but it didn’t. The pain was too raw and bone deep. For now, all she could do was try to offer him reason and show him what his heart failed to see. But he was wolven. Surely, they wanted to be touched when they hurt, yet Sean held himself aloof. 
“You knew,” he accused. 
She nodded. “And I also know you were a good father, Sean. You loved that girl with all your heart. How can you say you failed? You gave your life for her; you stayed with her mother to make those girls happy.” 
“I stayed with their mother because I was a coward.” He flung an arm in her direction before dropping it to his side. 
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“Look at you, Caden. So strong. So sure of yourself. What did you do when you realized your husband was a killer?” She’d left. But that seemed like a different lifetime. “I lived in a different world, Sean. I lived in a world where black was black, and there were no shades of gray. Your world is different. You had more to protect and think about than yourself. I didn’t. You can’t compare what you went through with Laura to Clinton and me.” He studied her for a long breath. “If I had left Laura, my daughter would still be alive.” 
“You can’t know that. Laura would still have been in her life.” 
His lips curled in a snarl. “I should have killed the bitch that night. I saw the blood, I knew what she’d done, and still I didn’t kill her. I was weak. I was too damned worried what others would think of me. If I had the strength to destroy the evil when it began, my daughter wouldn’t be dead.” 
“You’re daughter wouldn’t be alive, either, Sean,” she said, gently. “I know the time line. She wasn’t born for another year.” His eyes widened, and for the first time, she thought she was getting through to him. “If you had killed Laura, you never would have had the chance to love that beautiful girl. She would never have been born.” He dropped to the side of the tub, his hands scrubbing his face. “A lot of good that did me.” 
“There’s nothing that can take the joy away from when she loved you, before she,” Caden searched for the right words and perched beside him, “before she became what she was.” She sighed and rubbed a hand down his back. 
“You don’t understand,” he growled. The sound was so soft she almost missed it. 
“You’re right,” she said. “But I can understand grief. 
And I understand love. And I love you, Sean. That’s not going to change.” 
“It should have been me,” he whispered. “I deserve her 290
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punishment. I’m the one that let her become so blinded with ambition.” 
Caden tried to hold back her tears, but she couldn’t. 
They trailed down her cheeks in direct opposition with her desires. “I know you’re hurting, but don’t take her crimes as your own. You don’t deserve that. Besides, she wouldn’t want you to. She was a grown woman.” 
Silence met her words. No matter how much she wanted to help him, she couldn’t. His grief was too raw. She could feel it with him, and she did. Every twist, every bone-deep stab to his heart was mirrored in her own. Yes, she felt his pain. But she couldn’t take it away. And the more she tried, the more he withdrew. 
She sighed, slapped her thighs, and shoved her way up. 
“Don’t be too long in here.” She turned to leave. 
“Caden?” His voice was soft, almost as though afraid to call out for her. She turned, and for the first time in hours, he looked at her, meeting her gaze, his eyes tortured. Tears filled her own eyes as she watched him grapple with the emotions tumbling around in his heart. “Thank you,” he whispered. 
She couldn’t stand it another minute. She had to touch him. She pulled him to his feet and wrapped her arms around him, resting her head against his chest. For a moment, he stood stiff, but at last he reached for her. His lips found the bare skin of her neck, and she felt them rest there. 
They stood like that for long moments, and then she felt his body shake, and his head rested against hers. How long they stood like that she didn’t know. At long last, he pulled himself together and nodded to her. 
She left, hoping she wasn’t leaving what was left of her exhausted heart. 
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
Sean watched the water come to a boil over his campfire. He hadn’t been able to deal with the pack, or even Caden after Tanya died. All he could think of was his own failures. He’d done what he’d always done. He’d headed to the woods. 
And here he was again right back to where he’d first caught scent of Caden. He wasn’t sure how he’d gotten here, his ambling having no focus when he began. And when he’d made camp tonight, it was an hour before he understood what he’d done. 
He missed her. He hadn’t expected to, but he did. 
She’d given him a sad smile when he said he needed time. She’d nodded and kissed his cheek. “I’ll be in town when you’re ready for me. Don’t take too long.” And then she’d driven off in his truck. 
He hadn’t expected the sadness that swamped him at her departure, but he’d still grabbed his pack and headed into the trees. 
At first, he’d only run for as long as he could. He’d collapse into an exhausted sleep so deep he didn’t dream. 
In the waking hours, the memories came. 
They still hurt, but he’d at last come to accept what Tanya had done. He’d done what he could as her father, and the guilt would always be there, but he didn’t have to let it rule his life. 
He’d even realized the last, living human who’d attacked Caden should live. He should remember, forever, the fear of knowing his friends died for their sin. He wasn’t worth the trouble, and if a fourth came up missing, there was a chance the humans would become suspicious. 
He stirred some hot cocoa into the boiling water. He needed Caden. But before he could go to her, he needed to build her a home first. Something she deserved. Something 292
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she would call home. 
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
Caden tallied up the last sale of the day and bagged it, handing it to the woman and smiling. “Thanks for shopping with us. I hope you’ll come again.” 
The woman nodded and headed out the door. 
The stiff smile faded from Caden’s lips, and she locked the door before anyone else could come in. She straightened her white business suit. It had held up well through the day with only one tiny spot on it. That was the problem with choosing white, now that she had an actual job, she was forever getting ink marks on it. 
It felt weird to worry about her clothes now. After watching the fire destroy all of Sean’s possessions, and watching his daughter die before her eyes, clothes just didn’t seem to matter. They weren’t the armor they’d once been. They couldn’t give her the one thing she wanted most. 
Or the one person. 
For three months, she’d mourned Sean. He knew where she was. She’d seen to it. After he’d headed off into the woods, she’d dropped by, giving Anna her address and phone number, and Anna had driven her back to town so she could leave Sean his Superduty. 
Every time she heard a truck drive past the shop’s windows, she’d stared out, hoping it was Sean coming for a visit. Every time she heard a dog’s growl or a man’s laughter, she turned, expecting to see Sean. Yet not once had she seen him so much as drive through town. 
For three months, she’d been nothing more than a basket case, and it had to stop. Tomorrow, maybe. 
Tomorrow, she’d move on. Today, she’d stay as she was. It was too late in the day to change now. 
She hadn’t wanted to leave him, but she’d had no choice. He needed time, and she could only give him what he needed. He was a creature of the wild, and, as such, 294
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there was only so much she could offer him. 
And for three months, she’d cried herself to sleep every night. 
With a sigh, Caden grabbed her purse and stepped out the back door and locked it. She’d taken the job at the thrift shop hoping it would give her something to do. And it had. 
Only she hated every minute of it. Not that it was a bad job, just that she didn’t want to be here. Maybe she should have left the area, but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to do so. She could always go back home, to her mother’s house, but she knew that would bring nothing more than misery. 
Especially now, when she didn’t care one bit about the clothes she wore, or if her hair was perfect anymore. In a way, it was freeing. Not caring what others thought was a new experience for her. 
Her drive home was short, and she parked her little Ford Focus in her driveway and stared into the darkening night. With Clinton’s death, she had full control of the house they’d once shared. The one she’d grown to hate. 
He’d always been a bit lazy and had never changed his will. 
Soon, she’d put it up on the market and sell it, but until that day arrived, it was a place to rest her head. His body had been found, chewed so badly the authorities believed him to be the victim of a bear attack. She didn’t clarify. 
Caden pulled into her driveway and glanced at the sky. 
A full moon. Sean was probably out there now, hunting. 
Maybe even howling, calling for the daughter he lost. 
She gathered her keys and stepped toward the house when a light caught her attention. Damn. She’d left the closet light on and the door open in her bedroom again. She needed to stop that. Maybe if she focused on fixing the little things in her life, she’d get more control of the larger things. Like her heart. 
She unlocked the door and stepped inside. The quiet was no different from the night before. Or the night before that. Loneliness gripped her, twisting inside her soul. Every 295
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night was like this. Torture. Torture to come home, and torture to not come home. She’d almost driven out to the Uwharrie forest a few nights ago, but she’d promised to give him time. 
She dropped her purse on the living room chair and with it her keys. She was just about to drop onto the sofa and strip off her shoes when a thump sounded from her bedroom. 
Fear lodged in her throat, and her heart raced. Clinton was dead. She knew it. She’d watched the burial herself. 
She glanced around the sparse living room. The only weapon she had was the cane. It lay by the couch, as though waiting for her to grab hold. She didn’t turn on the light, but headed right for it. Her shoes made no sound on the thick pile carpet, though she was careful not to bump into anything. It seemed her night vision was a little better these days than it had been before meeting Sean. 
Her fingers twisted around the handle, and she jerked it up like a bat. 
With slow, careful steps, she eased toward her bedroom. 
There was nobody left to have an interest in her. Even Sean was out of the picture. Who the hell would want to break into her house? 
The thump sounded again, and she peered into the room. The light was still out in the bedroom, leaving only the closet illuminated. The sound had come from within. 
She tiptoed closer and heard a familiar sound. 


* * * * 
 Sean dodged the boxes crashing downward from the closet shelf, cursing. Why did a woman need so many damned shoes? He smiled, forgetting his rant. Caden. The only female he’d ever desired who truly cared about the clothes and shoes she wore. What surprised him was how much he liked what she wore. The first time he’d seen her in 296 
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those spiked heels, he’d wanted to do nothing more than yank her into the cabin and play. Even with his daughter standing there. 
He banished the sudden surge of sadness accompanying the memory of Tanya. She was gone, and that was all there was to it. He reached for the top shelf to take down another shoebox. He heard the rustle of movement and jerked, dodging once again as more shoes collided with his head. 
“Damn it.” A rumble escaped his throat. 
“Sean?” The tentative voice came from outside of the closet. 
That’s all it took. That one soft word. His name on her lips. Maybe it was because he stood inside the closet filled with her scent. Maybe it was because he’d missed her so much. But in that single word, his body hardened. He picked up the two suitcases he’d already filled with her clothes and stepped out of the walk-in closet. She stood, the cane he’d made her in her hand, as though she’d had it readied as a weapon. 
Sean fought a grin, set the suitcases on the floor, and folded his arms to keep himself from reaching out and grabbing her. He leaned against the doorjamb. By the full moon, he’d never seen her look better. Her hair was now her natural color, though he could still catch the scent of the chemicals in her hair. She must have dyed it back to her natural color. The red curls were a perfect addition to the white skirt with a matching jacket she wore. Delicate silk stockings encased her legs. He let his gaze trail downward to her feet and frowned. Sensible sandals. Now that wasn’t his Caden. 
She narrowed her eyes and glared at him. “What are you doing here?” 
“Packing your clothes. I’m tired of waiting for you to come home.” 
“Waiting for…. Damn it, Sean. I left because you didn’t want me.” Her cheeks flushed, and he could scent confusion, 297
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pleasure, and a tinge of pain in her scent. 
“I said no such thing.” 
“You didn’t need to say it, Sean. But when you needed to heal, you didn’t come to me. You went to the woods. You couldn’t even look at me that day.” 
“I couldn’t look at anyone,” he murmured. Instinctively, he almost hid the pain, but he wouldn’t. This was Caden. She deserved the truth. If they were to make a go of this thing, he had to be honest. He met her eyes, knowing stark pain shadowed his own. “I needed you.” 
“Because I’m your True Mate,” she said. “Not because you want me.” 
“Wrong. You are my True Mate because I want you, not the other way around.” 
She threw up an arm in exasperation. “You know that makes no sense, Sean.” 
Frustration warred with the desire to do this right. His fingers tightened on his biceps. The only thing he could do was be honest. “I can’t explain it, Caden. All I can say is I need you at my side. Does the True Mate  bond explain it? I can’t answer that. All I can say is I need you. No one else. 
Just you. I see you, standing before me, and it takes everything I have not to throw you over my shoulder and cart you off.” 
Her eyes widened, and her cheeks turned even brighter red. “And what if I don’t want to go with you?” Her words were soft, but felt like a silver blade, slicing right to his heart. He swallowed the hard knot forming in his throat. “It has always been the female’s choice. I can’t make the decision for you. All I can do is tell you I want you beside me. As my mate.” He wanted to say more, but the words wouldn’t come. He didn’t think he could take it if she threw his words back in his face. 
She lifted her chin, her eyes locked on his. “Prove it.” She’d said that to him once before. And the mind-blowing kiss they’d shared still burned in his brain. But that wouldn’t 298
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work tonight. Tonight, he needed something more. Not for the first time, he worried that he didn’t know enough about wooing human females. He scanned her bedroom, searching for an idea, and he remembered her closet. 
He grinned and pointed toward the dresser bench. “Sit.” Her brows rose in surprise. “You have to be kidding.” 
“You want me to prove what I feel, then sit.” Frowning, she moved to the bench, perching on the edge. 
She folded her arms and waited. 
“Don’t move.” He stepped into the closet and pulled out the box of shoes he’d seen laid aside from the others. He peered inside. Perfect. He stripped off his shirt and picked up the box, taking a breath and stepping out. 
Her eyes widened, and she sat upright, her hands dropping to the seat of the bench. He wanted to pull her from where she sat, strip her, and feel the soft flesh hidden behind her sexy clothes. But tonight was too important for that. 
Tonight was all about her. Showing her how he truly felt. 
“Don’t touch,” he ordered and dropped in front of her and lifted one foot. Never in his life had he found a woman’s foot sexy, but Caden’s was. Smooth and very feminine, it fit perfectly in his hand. He met her gaze. “When I first caught your scent, I didn’t stop to think of who or what you were.” He pulled one of the shoes from the box, and her breath caught. He’d guessed right. Those shoes were special. The lack of scuffs on the sole told him she had never worn them, which meant they were either a recent purchase, or a very special one. “That night, I could only think of how you were mine. Instinct had taken over, and I saw you as a possession more than a mate.” He removed the sensible sandals she wore and slipped on a sexy shoe over her toes and slid the strap over her heel. His hands caressed the soft webbing over the top of her foot. He let his fingers trail over the spiked heel, measuring its length with his hand. 
By the full moon, it had to be the sexiest shoe he’d ever seen. So feminine. So sensual. 
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“And then I got to know you.” He continued. “In the hospital, I couldn’t believe how strong you were. I saw a woman who was strong enough to protect not only herself, but those around her. You worried constantly what would happen to those who protected you if you were discovered.” The sweetness of her scent intensified, mixing with the essence of her arousal. Sean swallowed the threatening growl, picked up the second delicate sandaled heel, and slid it over the bare foot. 
“And then?” 
“And when you saw what I was, even though you tried to escape at first, once I was there, in front of you, you didn’t step away. You met what you thought would be death with such strength I am humbled to be your mate.” He thought back to that night in that hotel room. He’d almost taken her then and there. Kieran had been right to interrupt them because there was a good chance she would have hated him had he been too rough with her. 
He propped her foot on his thigh, surprised to find the pointed pressure of the heel was an even bigger turn on than he’d expected. Wolven instincts twisted inside him, demanding he touch her. And so he did. He ran his fingers over her ankles, pleased when he heard her soft gasp. The stockings she wore were silken and soft, reminding him of her skin. He lost himself in the feel of her legs, running his palms over the supple feminine flesh cloaking hard, powerful muscles. The friction of her stockings against his palms sent waves of heat through his body, and his hands tightened on her thighs. 
He raised his eyes to meet her gaze. They were dark with a matching hunger, and he rumbled in pleasure, the sound low in his throat. “You never turned away from me, Caden. 
Not so long as you felt needed. Not even when I was at my most uncontrolled.” 
“I was afraid I couldn’t be with someone so alpha.” He nodded. “I was worried about that too. But the more 300
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time I spent with you, the more I realized you were more than just a True Mate. Your strength was more shewolf than human.” His hands pushed up her skirt, gliding over her thighs. 
Her legs parted, and he groaned when her sweet scent slammed into him, calling to the damned wolf inside him. 
For a moment, the edges of his vision blurred as the wolf instincts inside him struggled for control. He gritted his teeth and concentrated. 
“And when you fought Dierdre, something inside me snapped.” His voice was little more than a rumble now, but she didn’t seem to care. Her heavy-lidded eyes watched him, still silent. Waiting for him to have his say. “For the first time, I didn’t care if you were shewolf or human. I wanted you. Just as you were. I didn’t want you to change. I didn’t want you to become wolven or to stay human. Neither were important. The only thing that mattered was you. You were perfect the way you were.” 
He couldn’t resist her scent a moment longer. He hooked his thumbs in her panties and slowly slid them down her thighs. When she didn’t stop him, he closed his eyes and inhaled, taking her scent in. He shuddered in pleasure. 
“And now?” Her voice was roughened with desire. 
He struggled through the haze of lust rushing through his mind. 
“And now, I love you, Caden. I want you to come home with me.” 
301
Blood Moon Betrayed 


Chapter Twenty-Nine
Caden’s lungs felt as though they’d just twisted and yanked right out of her chest, and her heart had frozen in time. “You love me?” 
He rose, positioning his lips just over hers. “This surprises you?” 
Before she could answer, his mouth took control, so wonderfully hard and sensuous. He loved her. Part of her wanted to scream it on the rooftops. The other part didn’t want to let go of the divine pleasure from his mouth. She felt his kiss all the way down to her toes, which were now encased in those luxurious Jimmy Choos he’d slid onto her feet. 
She wanted to feel the hard, sculpted muscles against her body. Her hands grabbed his shoulders, pulling him off balance until he covered her. But he didn’t release her mouth. Instead, he pulled her hands from his shoulders, lowering them to the padded seat beside her, a growl in his throat. 
Don’t touch. 
Like hot, melted butter, the words dripped through her mind. She’d forgotten how sensual it was to have Sean’s voice in her head, saying the thing he couldn’t when his mouth was busy. 
She moaned and obeyed, and he lowered himself again to the floor, his mouth still on hers. But her fingers ached with the need to slide over his hot skin, to feel those hard edges beneath the smooth flesh. Two could play this game. I need
to touch you. 
A low rumble vibrated through him, one she could feel against her legs where his body brushed against her. 
Soon. 
This time, the rumble she heard came from her own chest. In all the time she’d been alone, not once had she 302
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growled at anyone. Now, after only minutes in his presence, she was already becoming more wolven than human. 
Rough hands unbuttoned her blouse and slid it over her shoulders. She shrugged, letting the soft material shower downward, pooling against her waist, leaving only her camisole. His palms caressed her shoulders, dragging the shoulder straps downward, pinning her arms in place. His mouth finally released hers, sliding downward, teasing her throat, and coming to rest on the curve of her breast. When his lips closed over the soft silk, teasing the erect peak hidden beneath, she whimpered and arched into his mouth. 
He chuckled softly, teasing her nipple, laving the soft silk with his tongue, nipping her through the material. 
Damn it, Sean, let me touch you. 
The laughter echoed in her head, but the room remained quiet, except for the sounds of her own whimpers and cries. 
He moved to the other breast, offering it a similar treatment. 
Who knew the feel of a man’s mouth through silk could feel so damned good? She arched, pressing the soft mound further toward him, and he pulled back. 
“Don’t worry, Caden, you’ll get your chance.” And before she could reply again, he’d dropped lower, his tongue trailing downward. 
Anticipation coiled inside her, the hunger surging hard. 
Her body arched of its own accord. She tried to hold back, to stay with her hands beside her, but the instant his tongue touched her feminine folds, her hands exploded into motion, grabbing his head and pushing him closer within. 
Agonizingly sweet pleasure rippled over her. His hot, moist tongue teased and tortured her, driving her need even higher until she sobbed with the want. “Sean!” she cried. 
There were more words she wanted to say. To order him to give her what her body needed, but the words dissolved amid the haze of desire in her mind. Love. The single word lay in her memory. The only thing clear to her as hunger shrouded her in hot surges of pure need. 
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And when at last he slipped fingers inside her, her body exploded, heat rushing through her. Only one thought remained. 
“I love you.” She forced the words through the rasping cries of her orgasm. Pleasure swept over her, ripping away any last vestige of her old self. There was no past. There was no pain. There was only Sean. 
A soft rumble of masculine approval pulsed against her, vibrating against her flesh, sending her into a second wave even before the first was done. Time stopped, and only the power of their love remained. She could feel it, surging into her mind, branding her heart forever more. 
When at last her mind returned, Sean had lifted her and was carrying her to her bed. He laid her back against the soft comforter, pulled her skirt off, and unbuttoned her blouse. 
He slid to her feet, where he lifted her leg, bending it at the knee, massaging her calf. 
She pulled herself up on her elbows and stared at him. He looked so damned good. He said he loved her, but something didn’t click. If he loved her, why did it take him three months to find her and ask her to come back? It wasn’t like she hadn’t left a forwarding address. 
She’d left to give him time to get his head together, but she hadn’t expected it to take so long. 
“If I mean so much to you, why did it take you three months to come for me?” 
He frowned, but his eyes didn’t leave hers. “Once I pulled my head out of my ass, I realized I had nothing to offer you. I didn’t even have a place for you to sleep.” She arched a brow in surprise. “Funny. I’d have slept on the ground wrapped in your arms had I thought you wanted me there.” She pulled her foot from his hands. “Obviously, you didn’t.” 
He frowned and leaned to touch her again, but she pulled away. As much as she’d enjoyed her mind-blowing orgasm, she wasn’t about to be here just so he could have sex and 304
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then leave. 
“It took me a while, Caden. I camped for weeks. And once I got my head on straight, I knew it was you I missed. But I couldn’t bring myself to drag you back with no place to sleep. 
You deserve more than that.” 
“We could have slept here.” She slid off the bed, evading his hands when he reached for her, and her blouse fell to her elbows. She ripped it off and studied him. 
He stood stiffly at the foot of her bed. The tinge of anger burned through their connection, but more so was sadness. 
She should forgive him. He’d been through hell and had come back stronger, more powerful than she’d ever seen him. 
He studied her and dropped his hands from his hips. “I’m sorry, Caden. I thought I was doing the right thing.” He stepped toward her and wrapped an arm about her waist, pulling her against him. Hard-edged muscle pressed against her breasts, and once again the heat continued. “Your skin,” he ran a hand down her bare arm, “it’s so soft, I couldn’t bring you out into the woods. You deserve so much more. 
Satin. Or maybe silk.” 
Her throat tightened, but she forced words through it. 
“And how has this changed?” 
“I built a new cabin. I left it ready for you to decorate.” Caden’s breath stilled, feeling the fool. “You built a cabin? 
In three months?” 
“Two actually.” He chuckled. “And when we finish here, I intend to take you there, and not let you out of bed for days. 
Maybe even weeks.” 


* * * * 
 Sean smiled when Caden’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “I hope you’ll like it,” he said, kissing her nose. “Will you come back with me?” 
He felt her hesitation. He wanted to convince her, but she 305
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was so hard to read. One moment, she greeted him with open arms and body, and now she was stiff and unwelcoming. 
He tipped her chin so he could look into her eyes. Those beautiful, emerald eyes. The dizzying twist in the area of his heart told him exactly what he needed. “Please, Caden. I need you at my side.” 
Her lids fluttered for an instant, and when she opened them, he saw the moisture gathering in their depths. “You don’t blame me?” 
“I never blamed you.” 
“But you were so hurt. And angry.” 
A tear escaped the corner of her eye, and he caught it with his finger and brought it to his lips. He let the salty liquid roll around on his tongue before he answered. 
“Not at you, Caden. I was angry with Tanya.” And he was still angry with her. “She’d done her best to steal everything she could from us. Every time I looked at you, I could only see what she’d done to us. My daughter.” The pain shifted inside him, and the anger softened. “But she doesn’t matter. 
Only you matter, Caden. Come home.” 
She pulled away from him and turned toward the bedroom door, her ass swaying with every step. He itched to reach out and pull her against him. His body ached with the need to feel her wrapped around every part of him. 
With a quick shove, she closed the bedroom door and turned to look at him. She wore so very little. Just those damned silk stockings and those better than air shoes she walked on. 
“So what is it about the shoes that you like?” she asked, moving toward him. He couldn’t take his eyes off her when she strutted toward him. “Is it the naughtiness, or is it the way I walk?” She swung her hips, moving beside him. 
He tried to speak, but his throat constricted with pure desire. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Both. Damn, angel eyes, your feet look so damned sexy in them, but what they do to your body when you walk is pure heaven.” Not to 306
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mention the different carriage of her breasts. 
He moved toward her, already imagining the sensation of her soft as silk skin beneath his palms. 
“Uh huh.” She shook a finger back and forth. “It’s my time now.” 
The need to grab hold of those hips, the need to shove her over the bed and take her burned in his soul, and his eyes blurred, the wolven instincts rushing through him. He ground his teeth and counted his breath, striving for his control. 
Every inch of her radiated feminine sensuality, and it showed in the tilt of her hips and in the dark, half-closed eyes. She stepped behind him, and her hand slid over his shoulder blade. His muscles twitched, and he waited. 
“So you have a place for us both now?” He moved to turn, but her hands gripped his shoulders. “I didn’t say turn around, Sean. I merely asked you a question.” 
“Yes. And I want you beside me.” And he wanted to be inside her. 
Her hands slid over his skin, sizzling heat following in their wake. She was his. She would go home with him tonight, as long as he didn’t screw this up. He closed his eyes, concentrating every cell of his body on her. The heat from her body scorched him even though she barely touched him. 
It burned along his back, awakening the nerves that had slept dormant for the last few months. 
And her scent. The full moon knew there was nothing more arousing than his mate’s scent. So sweet, mixed with the tangy bit of tart, just like her taste. He growled hungrily, wanting to taste her again. 
“Shhh.” 
Her voice may have been soft and soothing, but her touch was anything but. Her hands slid downward and around his waist, before moving to caress his chest. 
“Caden,” he said. He couldn’t take much more. Every cell in his body, every instinct in his soul, demanded he possess 307
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her. If she were wolven, he’d have had her on the bed and been inside her in an instant. But, if she were wolven, he would never have trusted her with his heart. 
A small, feminine laugh warmed his heart from behind. 
She kissed him, there between the shoulders. Pleasure speared through him, and his body shuddered. Much more and he’d be ready to beg her to touch him. 
She propped her foot on the bed, offering an almost perfect view of one very titillating leg and spiked heel. 
Touch me, she whispered into his mind. 
He didn’t need any more encouragement. He laid his palm over her thigh and slid his hand downward, caressing her all the way to her delicate ankle. Her breathing grew heavy and sensual, and he smiled. She hadn’t said she’d come back with him, but he knew she wouldn’t be doing this unless she planned to. 
“Turn around.” Her voice was barely a husky whisper. 
He turned to face her, and before he could even lift a hand to touch her, she pushed him, and he stumbled backward, landing on his ass on the bed. 
“You said I could touch you. So it’s my turn.” 
“Touch all you want, angel eyes. I’m right here. Just know this,” he said, “if you start touching, I will finish it, and I will take you home with me.” 
She arched her brows in feigned surprise. “You would kidnap me?” 
“Oh, yeah, baby.” He grinned. Damn, it felt good to smile. 
“I’ll do what I have to, to take you home with me.” She stepped toward him and dropped to one knee. “I think it’s time I had my say, then, isn’t it?” Her hand wrapped about him, and he groaned at the sudden pleasure. 
“Talk all you want,” he said through his clenched teeth. 
Caden laughed and slid her hands over his thighs. “Yes, I think I’ll really enjoy this.” 
And before he could respond, her mouth closed over him. 
He gasped and grabbed her shoulders, steadying the both 308
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of them. She licked along the length of him, her fingers still tight about the base. She teased him, alternately stroking and licking. 
“Damn, baby,” he groaned. He lost himself in the hot depths of her throat. He wanted to thrust, needing to go deeper, but he sat in an awkward position. “I’m going to burn up.” 
She laughed, and the vibrations rolled over him. His hips thrust upward, even sitting. His hands found her hair, twisting the auburn strands through his fingers. God, she smelled good. And felt good. Even the sensation of her hair over his fingers was like fine-spun silk. 
And still her hot, little mouth stroked him, pushing him ever closer to the edge. He wanted to be inside her when he came. He wanted to feel her breaking apart from her own orgasm when he finally released his seed within her. 
“Caden.” He groaned, his voice stressed. He shook from the effort of holding off. 
Her emerald green eyes peered up at him, and he lost the last hold of his control. He yanked her up to him by her shoulders and dragged her into his lap. 
“Now, angel eyes. I need you now.” 


* * * * 
 Caden gasped when Sean dragged her up into his lap. 
She straddled him, feeling the rigid hunger pressing against her center. Taking him in her mouth had been a need she had to fulfill. She’d been torn while there, wanting desperately to make him come so she could taste every drop of him, while at the same time her own body cried out with the need to feel him inside her. But he’d taken the decision from her hands. 
He lifted her, and before she knew it, the soft tip of him slid inside her. Their eyes locked. Once again she had the feeling he could read her all the way down to her soul. 
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Mine. 
The single word whispered through her mind, and she wasn’t sure if it came from Sean or herself, but she didn’t have to worry because, in that instant, he claimed her. He thrust upward at the same time she shoved down, and he filled her to the edge of pain. She cried out. 
The feel of him inside her was delicious pleasure. She’d thought he’d sated her before, but now she knew better. 
Each stroke wound her body tighter and tighter. 
He fell against the mattress, giving them more room. 
“Mine, Caden. You’re all mine.” 
“God, yes.” She managed to say, though how she wasn’t sure. Her throat tightened, her body arched. Sensations reeled through her with a power she had never felt before. 
The heat mixed between the two of them, stripping away the woman she’d always thought she wanted to be, creating someone new. Something new. 
With Sean here, and inside her, she was no longer the trophy wife she’d been. She was Caden. Mate to a powerful, masculine wolven. A male so strong he could build her a house when he should be mourning. A male so powerful he could hold her heart gently in his fist and protect it with his life. 
He pulled her close, her breasts rubbing against his chest. God, what muscles. So hard. She whimpered with each stroke, her nipples sending shots of pleasure straight to her center, tightening her muscles until she felt ready to snap. 
“Harder,” she cried. “Damn it, Sean, I think you’re killing me.” 
A soft, masculine chuckle emanated from somewhere low in his chest, and he rolled them over until she lay on her back. He hooked her legs over his forearms, bringing up one ankle to his lips, kissing and nuzzling her as he stroked. 
She sobbed, thrusting toward him. 
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masculine glory. “Are you ready?” 
God, did he even need to ask? She couldn’t speak, just nodded, and sobbed when he thrust hard. His strokes increased their speed, giving her exactly what she wanted. 
She couldn’t match his pacing, and so she grabbed his forearms and hung on. 
She was so close. Her body erupted, shattering her body and soul. She stiffened and howled, more animal than human. Lights flashed beneath her closed eyelids. Pure, undiluted ecstasy rushed over her like a waterfall, pounding inside, outside, and in her head, all at once. 
The bed shifted, and she vaguely felt Sean lean over her, and his lips closed over her throat. Over the same mark he’d left her with that day before all those witnesses. And just like that day, his teeth pierced her skin. 
Her orgasm shifted, exploding even higher. She couldn’t breathe; she couldn’t think anymore. She could only scream. And she did. 
The sound of Sean’s growls sent her body trembling and rumbling even more. 
He slammed harder inside her, as though wanting to climb within. He stiffened, his back arching, emptying himself inside her with a howl of his own. Animalistic and wild, the sound echoed around the room. 
When at last they both relaxed, Sean lay over her, his lips pressed against her throat. 
“Mine,” he whispered. 
“Mine,” she responded in her own weak whisper. 
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Epilogue
Sean and Caden stepped onto the porch of their new cabin, his hand squeezing hers. The door was absolutely beautiful. He’d carved a forest, complete with chattering squirrels on the branches. 
She stopped at the door, her hands caressing the carvings. “It’s beautiful.” 
Warmth and excitement filled him. He felt like a young pup, showing off his favorite new toy. “There’s more inside,” he said, tugging at her hand. He opened the door and stepped back. 
She stepped into the living room, her eyes going immediately to the wooden plates he’d placed around the room. He’d done his best to place them in the same places she’d done in the older cabin. But he’d added a few more. 
They were small, but later he’d make bigger ones, taking his time. They were sculptures of Caden and himself together. 
And even one of Petey. 
“Sean, you outdid yourself.” Her voice was filled with awe, and, for the first time in years, a twinge of peace encompassed him. Life had certainly changed, but maybe this change would be the best of the lot. 
“I want you to see the bedroom.” He tugged at her hand. 
“I’ll bet you do.” She laughed. “But I saw Nora and Anna headed in this direction. I think I might need to keep my clothes on a little longer.” 
They’d spent the last three days in bed, and he couldn’t wait till he could get her back there again, just like he’d promised. Knowing she was his, and holding her in his arms, was enough to make him the happiest wolven alive. 
He pulled her to him, wrapping his arms about her waist. 
Yes, this was exactly where she belonged. 
“Sean,” she queried, “why is it I healed so fast after the Blood Moon, where you marked me?” 
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He cocked his head and frowned. “Some say the marking can change a human. That she will pick up some of the traits of her mate. When my saliva was inside you, you must have borrowed my ability for quick healing.” 
“You bit me the other night. Does that mean I’ll continue to heal quickly?” 
“I doubt it. I think you may age a little slower, though. If you looked at Nathan and his wife, how old did you think they were?” 
“In their thirties, I’d guess.” 
He shook his head. “They’re in their fifties. Wolven age a bit slower than humans do. And when we mate with a human, somehow, it slows your aging down as well.” 
“Now isn’t that the most interesting thing. I wonder why?” 
Anna walked through the door they’d left open. “I’ve been wondering the same thing. I hope you’ll let me study you while you’re here.” 
Caden grinned at her and turned back to Sean. “I think you’ll have all the time in the world, then, Anna, because I’m not leaving.” 
“My thoughts exactly,” he said. 
He bent to kiss her, and for that single moment, all was right in his world. He’d never thought he would find a True
Mate. And certainly never though he would trust another female. He’d been betrayed. It was true. He’d lost a piece of his heart when he lost his daughter, but he’d found something equally as precious. 
He’d found love beneath the blood moon. 
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