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    One touch and she is his…


    Jared Ayers works outdoors, embracing a solitary life, hiding from his inner demons. But after so many of his Pack brothers have found their mates, he starts wondering if there might be a mate in his future too. His world turns upside down after he’s hired by the “Ice Queen of Lake Tahoe”. One touch is all it takes. One touch to send the wolf howling within…


    A gifted psychic with pyrokinesis, Taryn Goldstone wields fire beyond her control– sometimes with dire consequences. With Jason, she discovers that some flames are meant for passion–and healing. She has enemies who covet her powerful gift, but they are about to learn just how far a wolf will go to protect his mate.
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    In memory of my beloved Yodette.


    For almost 15 years you were by my side, snoring while I wrote.


    When you inspired Tank in this book, I had no idea this would be our last story together.


    I’m thankful for every day we shared.


    This one is for you.

  


  
    Chapter One


    Taryn


    “Look Ben, we’ve been over this, my buyer is not paying for the upgrades. The inspection report is clear. It’s your client’s responsibility to have the addition up to code.”


    The realtor gave it one last push, but I wasn’t budging. I’d already had my agent print out five new listings. We could find our buyer a new property. First rule of negotiating was to be willing to walk away.


    “I’ll give you forty-eight hours. If your client is still unwilling to make the repairs, then I’m terminating this deal.”


    I set my cell phone aside and stared out at my worn deck. I was beginning to think the carpenter might never leave.


    Through my French doors, he tugged his tape measure out again, jotted some notes, and then checked the horizon. From this safe distance, I could admit he was easy on the eyes. Kind of a tan, working man’s version of Hugh Jackman in a tool belt. Not a bad view.


    Jared Ayres came highly recommended for his custom carpentry and woodworking, and my deck needed all the help it could get. The sun reflecting off of Lake Tahoe made it tough to keep the wood protected, and another coat of stain and sealer wasn’t going to cut it this time.


    Speaking of time, Charlie would be out of school in twenty minutes.


    I opened the door. “Excuse me. I’ve got to leave soon. Are you almost done?”


    He nodded and hooked the tape back on his belt. “Just about.”


    “Perfect.” I closed the door and went into the kitchen for a glass of ice water. I poured a second one just in case my contractor was thirsty. Anything to save time at this point.


    Finally, the door opened and he stepped inside. “I’ve got an estimate for you.”


    He waited on the other side of the bar, notepad in hand, and I froze. Up this close, his bright hazel eyes gripped me. I cleared my throat, breaking contact, and placed the other glass in front of him.


    “Thank you.” He took a quick swallow and turned his pad around for my inspection. “Here’s what I’m seeing for the new deck.”


    His drawing was stunning and detailed, nothing like the chicken scratches most contractors turned in on my real estate deals.


    “You’re angling it?”


    He nodded and pointed outside. “It’ll cost a little more, but if we build it out an extra eight feet and then angle to the north, you’ll have a perfect unobstructed view of the sunsets at night.”


    I tapped the drawing. “I’m impressed.”


    He chuckled. “Good, because it’s not going to be cheap.”


    Flipping the page over, he showed me his math in figuring the estimate. Pricey was putting it lightly, but as the top commercial and residential broker in the Tahoe area, I could write a check without feeling too much of a pinch.


    “Can I get back to you on this?”


    He slid a card across the counter. “Yeah, give me a call when you’re ready to get started, or if you come up with questions.”


    “I do have one question. Will you be able to finish before the snow settles in?”


    The corner of his mouth quirked into a half smile. “That would depend on how long it takes for you to say yes.”


    “Excuse me?” My pulse jumped. Was he flirting with me?


    He raised a brow. “How quickly you approve the bid will determine if I can get it finished before it starts snowing. We’re already into the first week of October, so if you don’t want to wait until spring, I need a decision very soon.”


    Maybe the flirtation had been in my head. I crossed my arms. “Then I’ll be in touch.”


    “Perfect.” He tore out the pages from his pad and laid them on the granite countertop. “I look forward to hearing from you.”


    He reached out his hand. I stared at it, and then up into his disconcertingly bright eyes. “I don’t like to be touched.”


    “Okay.” He lowered his hand, confusion plain on his face.


    “Germs. You understand.”


    He raised a brow and nodded, plainly not understanding. Not that I cared. It was best for anyone who came in contact with me to know the limitations of our relationship immediately.


    They didn’t need to know it was for their own protection.


    “My number is on the card.”


    “Perfect. Then I’ll be in touch.”


    “I look forward to it.” He smiled. Not a fake, I-wish-I-never-had-to-deal-with-you-again business smile, but a genuine, warm grin.


    Something unfamiliar bubbled inside me. He tipped his head, respecting my boundaries while avoiding another awkward non-handshake, and walked out.


    I held up his drawing, envisioning the custom deck overlooking the clear water of Lake Tahoe. I could’ve said yes on the spot. His idea for angling the space to view the sunset was inspired. I’d worked with plenty of contractors over the years. But this one had vision.


    Not that it mattered. I’d still make him wait. I didn’t keep my reputation for being a cold-hearted bitch by writing checks without bargaining first. My savings had enough in it to put Charlie through Harvard because I never took the first price offered. Once we agreed on a better discount, I’d pull out my checkbook.


    


    I waited in my opalescent Cadillac Escalade outside of the elementary school as the children trickled out. Finally, Charlie wandered toward me with his backpack tight on his shoulders. He jogged to the SUV and opened the door.


    “Hi, Mom.” After tossing his books in the backseat, he twisted forward and clicked on his seatbelt.


    “How was school?”


    “Fine. I have homework in math, and vocabulary words, and a project for science.” He paused, lowering his voice. “Could you help me on the science project?”


    I pulled out of the parking lot, my hands tightening on the wheel. “That’s what we have Lorna for.” I shouldn’t have picked him up. It always made him wish for things we’d never have. “I only came to get you today because Sherri was sick, remember? I’ve got lots of work I need to get done.”


    “I know.” He nodded and stared out the window. “I just thought…”


    Thought his mother had a heart. Poor kid. I rubbed my chest and adjusted my seatbelt. What was left of my heart after his father had ripped it out died the day Charlie’s twin brother did.


    I stayed alive for my son, but I’d stopped living a long time ago.


    We pulled in the driveway and his tutor, Lorna, opened the door. I stifled a sigh of relief. She was a retired teacher and thought the world of my nine-year-old. She was also a hugger, which was a perk for my little boy.


    He raced out of the SUV and clung to his tutor and substitute grandmother. His real grandmother didn’t even know he existed. For all I knew, she could be dead. My boarding school had housed many orphans. When my parents sent me away, I used to imagine I might be one, too.


    Funny how life turned out sometimes.


    I yanked his backpack from the backseat and walked it over to him. “You forgot something.”


    He took the bag and stood tall the way he should. “Thank you, Mom.”


    “I’ve got to go back to work. You be good.”


    “He’s always a good boy, Taryn.”


    Lorna was the only member of my staff to call me by my first name. She’d been my first friend when I relocated to Tahoe as an ambitious single mom with a new broker’s license.


    I headed for the Escalade. “I’ll be back to make dinner. Sherri’s sick.”


    “All right,” Lorna called.


    When I got in the driver’s seat, they were already inside the house. My pulse settled back into a normal rhythm. Only a few more years, and Charlie could go off to prep school. Life would be much simpler then.


    I wiped a stray tear from my cheek and grumbled. This was the only way to protect him.


    From me.


    


    My office buzzed with activity. As the broker and owner of the firm, I not only worked my own deals, but I oversaw three real estate agents under me and two property managers.


    And my new community relations manager.


    Madison was fresh out of college with a bright future. Her bubbly personality collided with mine regularly, but I recognized the importance of bringing in an outgoing person to interact with the community and keep our name at the front of their minds. Referrals were our lifeblood. Madison brought them in.


    “Ms. Goldstone, I have my budget for the Masquerade ready.”


    The Masquerade event. Halloween. Great.


    “Can you email it to me?”


    “Already did.” She beamed, and I struggled to cling to patience. “But I wanted to discuss a couple of particulars with you.”


    “Particulars?”


    She nodded. “Yeah. I’ve heard in years past that the company has sponsored events, but not really attended them.”


    “I always assign agents to go to our functions.”


    She raised her brows and gave a slow nod. “Yes, but that’s not what I mean.”


    “Okay, how about cutting the subtlety and just tell me what you need.”


    “I want you to attend the event.” Her unflappable grin was back in place.


    “Me?” My eyes widened. “Why? That’s a terrible idea. I hate those things.”


    “But you could fake it for a night.” She plopped onto a chair across from my desk. “This is your business. Your name is on it. You should be there.”


    “I disagree.” I shook my head. “I’m not going.”


    “Real estate is about people and relationships, that’s why the reps have their pictures on signs and business cards. The residents here need to see you and feel like you’re involved in their city. That’s how you build customer and community loyalty. We’re not the only ones moving properties up here.”


    I sighed, narrowing my eyes. “I’m well aware of that, and I have built a reputation for being tough, but fair. Dressing up for a Halloween party isn’t going to help.”


    Her smile faded. “This would be the event of the year, and if you went, and people met you, and saw you having fun, they’d be the first ones to pick up the phone and call us or tell their friends.” Her voice tightened, not quite whining, but close enough. “It’s just one night.”


    “No.”


    “I don’t know how to say this…” She stared at her hands in her lap. “But some people whisper that you’re…”


    “The Ice Queen?” Her jaw dropped as she snapped her head up. “Trust me. I don’t care what they call me as long as they pay.”


    Madison sighed. “But your name is on the building. It’s not good business to have people associating it with someone who might be…difficult.” She blinked big puppy dog eyes up at me. “This party could go a long way to improving your image, and ensuring that our phones are busy.”


    I rolled my eyes, shaking my head. “Fine. If you think it’s that important for the business, I’ll go, but I’m not being an emcee or anything.”


    “I’ll prepare a little welcome statement for you to read to kick off the event. It’ll be easy peasy.”


    She bounced out of my office, and I stared out the window. I couldn’t possibly go to the party, but I could call in sick that day. Madison would pull it off without me.


    That’s what I paid her for.


    After a few phone conferences, and a visit from a client considering the possibility of renting out their place next summer, I sat back in my chair. The sky was painted in oranges and purples as the sun settled lower on the horizon. Sunsets were gorgeous up here where the air was clean and crisp.


    It was going to be an amazing view from my new deck.


    I plucked the carpenter’s card from my bag, turning it over and over with my fingertips.


    “Night, Ms. Goldstone. You’re the last one out.”


    I glanced up at Ray. “Thanks. See you tomorrow.”


    He nodded and walked away. The front door buzzed behind him. I picked up my desk phone and punched in Jared Ayers’ number.


    “This is Jared.”


    “Hi. It’s Ms. Goldstone with the deck?”


    “I know who you are. What’s up?”


    His deep voice carried a smile. I closed my eyes, wishing I wasn’t picturing his face.


    “I need you to knock a few dollars off the labor on your estimate so we can move forward with this project.”


    He was quiet for a moment. “I gave you a fair price.”


    “I’m not saying it wasn’t fair, I’m asking you to discount the labor a little bit.”


    He sighed. “Look, I’m the best damned carpenter in the state, so if you want to save money, call someone else. I work hard and run an honest business, and I expect to be treated the same.” He cleared his throat and added. “Thanks for calling, Taryn.”


    The line went dead. My jaw fell. I wasn’t sure what threw me more, the fact he wouldn’t drop his price, or that he called me by my first name. It wasn’t like my name was a secret, but most people took my hint and kept our communications formal. Distant.


    I hung up the phone and stared at it. He turned me down. I wasn’t asking for free, I wanted to negotiate. Who did he think he was?


    I snatched up the receiver again and hit redial.


    “Hey, Taryn.”


    I ground my teeth. My name had no business sounding so good when he said it. “We’re not friends. I’m Ms. Goldstone.”


    “Is that what you called about?”


    “No.”


    “Then what’s on your mind?” His truck engine revved in the background.


    “I want to know why you’re not being flexible on your labor costs. It’s a simple business transaction. I’m not asking you to do the work for free.”


    “And I’m worth every penny I asked for.”


    I tangled my fingers in the phone cord. “I always negotiate.”


    “And I always give a fair price the first time around.”


    Heat smoldered, burning in my belly. Oh god. Not now. I closed my eyes, forcing myself to slow my breathing. “Fine. Can you be at my house tomorrow?”


    “Sure. I’ll get the lumber ordered and start demolition in the morning.”


    “And it’s Ms. Goldstone.”


    He groaned. “I pull on my pants one leg at a time, same as you. I’m Jared and you’re Taryn. I don’t need this job as much as you need it done.”


    I gripped the handset tighter, eyes still closed. “Tomorrow at ten a.m.”


    “I’ll be there.”


    After replacing the phone on the receiver, I slowly opened my eyes. Fog lined the window, and the office A/C kicked on.


    I’d need to be careful around Jared Ayers. For all our sakes.


    


    I placed the plate of macaroni and cheese in front of Charlie and moved to sit at the other side of the table. “Did you get your project done?”


    “Almost.” He poked at the pasta. “Miss Lorna said we can finish tomorrow, but if you helped…”


    “Wish I could.” And I did. “But I’ve got to get the deck cleared off tonight. Tomorrow the carpenter will be here to take our old one down.”


    Charlie peeked out the French doors. “Will it look the same?”


    “It’s going to be even bigger and he’s going to angle it so we can watch the sunsets better without the trees in the way.”


    Charlie munched his food. “Can I help?”


    “With what?”


    He pointed his fork toward the door. “The deck.”


    My eyes widened. “No.”


    “Why not?” He grumbled, “I’m not a baby anymore. Is this because of my scar? I don’t even remember getting it. I’ll be real careful, I promise.”


    That damned scar. His entire right forearm was burned, the skin still pink and shiny smooth, a forever reminder that I should keep my distance.


    “I know you’re bigger now.” I took a sip of water, collecting my thoughts. “But you’ve never used the tools. It’s dangerous. I won’t let you get hurt again.” I set the glass down. “I’m serious, Charlie. No going out back until the new deck is ready.”


    His head drooped toward his plate. “Fine.”


    We finished dinner in silence.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Jared


    Kilani brought beer out to the grill for Jason and me. “How are the kabobs coming?”


    “Thanks.” Jason leaned over to kiss her cheek. “Maybe another five minutes.”


    They’d gotten engaged a couple weeks ago. Good to see my brother so happy, but tough not to be a little envious. He’d found his mate.


    I’d had plenty of relationships over the years, but being a werewolf, I’d never experienced the connection of my one true mate. Chosen by fate, recognized by the wolf inside.


    When I pondered the slim chances of me actually finding this one woman…I didn’t like to think about it. “Got a new job today. Should be a good one.”


    “Oh, yeah?” Jason grabbed the tongs and started turning the teriyaki chicken kabobs again. “What is it?”


    “I’m building a custom deck up in Tahoe for Taryn Goldstone.”


    He raised a brow. “The Ice Queen? You’ve heard about her, right?”


    I chuckled and took a swig of my beer. “Who hasn’t?” I shrugged. “I don’t know. She didn’t seem so bad. She did call this afternoon to dick around with me on my price though.”


    “Did you give her a discount?”


    “Nah.” I shook my head. “You know I don’t play those games.”


    “I bet the Queen didn’t like that.”


    “Probably not, but tough shit. I still got the job.”


    He clicked the neck of his bottle to mine. “Cheers, brother. I hope you won’t be kicking yourself later for taking this one.”


    I took another swallow, staring into the fire. Something about Taryn Goldstone had surprised me. I’d heard the stories about her tough negotiations, her unbending will, and her reputation for getting her way, but when I got to her place, she hadn’t looked so formidable. First off, she was younger than I’d pictured, with long red hair, tied up tight on her head, and dark, shadowed blue eyes.


    Lonely. No, that wasn’t quite it. She seemed withdrawn, like a princess walled up in a tower, too proud to let anyone know she wanted company.


    None of my business, really, but it had thrown me a little. I expected a cold bitch. The woman I met was cold, even aloof, but there was no joy in it for her.


    “So when do you start?”


    I picked at the label on my beer. “Tomorrow at ten in the morning.”


    “Wow. She doesn’t waste any time.”


    “She wants the deck finished before the snow hits, so…”


    Jason glanced my way. “Are you going to need any help? You could probably hire Luke away from Adam for a few days.”


    “I should be fine.” Jason stacked the kabobs on a plate and my stomach growled. “Smells amazing.”


    He smiled. “It’s the marinade. Her grandmother’s recipe.”


    Kilani’s grandmother, Nani, came out and set up plates on the picnic table. Kilani’s mother and grandmother both had children very young, so her grandmother was about the same age as our mom. No one would ever guess they weren’t mother and daughter.


    Jason’s mate followed her grandmother out with a big salad bowl as Jason and I stacked up baked potatoes and kabobs from the grill.


    We talked for hours, but in the back of my mind, I couldn’t shake those dark blue eyes. What kept Taryn Goldstone locked in her tower? I shouldn’t care or wonder.


    But I did.


    


    I pulled up at the Goldstone place just before ten. No one came out to greet me, so I got out and lifted the lid on the toolbox in the bed of my truck. After hooking my tool belt around my waist, I grabbed my leather gloves, mini sledgehammer, and safety goggles. The front door finally opened, but it wasn’t Taryn.


    “Jared Ayers?”


    “Yeah.” I nodded. “I’m here to start demolition on the deck out back.” I turned around, and chuckled when I recognized the dark haired woman on the threshold. “Sherri? How are you doing? It’s been a few years.”


    “I don’t want to think about how many it’s been since we were lab partners.” She shook my hand. “I’m Ms. Goldstone’s housekeeper and Charlie’s nanny.”


    “Charlie?”


    “Her little boy.”


    I raised a brow. I hadn’t seen Taryn’s entire house, but there weren’t any pictures of a boy on her walls or her fridge. “She has a child?”


    “Yes, he’s nine years old. Sweet boy.”


    My eyes widened. “Nine?” Unless she had some amazing genes, there was no way Taryn was thirty. Maybe twenty-five. Maybe. “Sorry. She doesn’t look old enough to have a nine-year-old.”


    Sherri smiled. “She wasn’t quite eighteen when he was born.”


    Teen mother did not fit with the uptight business woman who tried to get me to discount my labor costs. “I didn’t notice a mister Goldstone either.”


    She shook her head. “As far as I know she’s never been married. Charlie’s dad isn’t in the picture.”


    I was starting to piece together some of the blocks that might’ve built the tower Taryn hid within. “That’s too bad.”


    “Yeah, but Charlie is a great kid.”


    I nodded and glanced around. “Taryn told me to be here by ten a.m.”


    “Ms. Goldstone had a meeting. I’m supposed to let you in.”


    I raised a brow. “She asked me to come at ten knowing she wouldn’t be able to be here?”


    “She’s a busy lady.” Sherri backed up to allow me inside. “But she left me a check for your deposit.”


    None of this was Sherri’s fault so I did my best to rein in my annoyance. I’d refused to call Taryn “Ms. Goldstone” yesterday, and she responded by setting an appointment with me she never intended to keep.


    Touché.


    Out back, I found a safe spot to set down my Bluetooth speaker pumping out classic rock. The fall sky was clear, bright blue, and the morning sun shimmered on the smooth surface of Lake Tahoe. This was my favorite time of day to work. Not too hot, and peaceful. Most people were at their jobs, leaving guys like me to enjoy the freedom and the fresh air.


    October in Tahoe was a steady slide in temperatures. We slipped from fall to winter on the mountain peak pretty fast. Today was about seventy-seven degrees, warm enough to lose my shirt later, but by the end of this month, I’d be lucky if we made it into the upper fifties. Depending on the snowfall, the ski resorts were usually open by Thanksgiving. My window to finish this deck would be tight.


    I pony-tailed my hair back to keep it out of my face, and finally I snatched up the mini-sledgehammer. The weight was a welcome friend. Nothing released frustrations as well as swinging a weighted hammer to break apart something old and broken, and make way for something strong and new.


    Her deck was riddled with dry rot. The warped beams splintered, exploding with each hit from my sledgehammer. Every swing, every crack of wood, released more of my irritation with my new client, clearing the way for level-headed thoughts.


    Whatever demons chased Taryn Goldstone, it was none of my business. I couldn’t let her get under my skin. I’d do the job, and if I was lucky, when it was finished, she’d pass along my name to her wealthy clients around Tahoe.


    I didn’t advertise. Word of mouth kept me plenty busy. Not that I needed much. I lived alone in my modest two bedroom cabin, with my bulldog Tank, my truck, and my tools. Simple, but satisfied.


    This wasn’t the life I always dreamed of, but I counted myself lucky. I got to work outside where I could breathe, be my own boss, and I’d grown to love working with my hands. There was satisfaction from building something and seeing it used.


    The demo went faster than I anticipated. Good sign. I left the mess for a quick lunch break at my truck. As I finished up, Sherri came out with keys in hand.


    She smiled and raised her hand in a half-hearted wave. “I’ll be right back. Just picking up Charlie from school.”


    As she drove off, I shook my head, plucking a bottle of water from my cooler. Taryn had the nanny pick up her son? I’d been brought up that hard work was important, but family always came first. It’d be different if she worked for a boss who wouldn’t let her off for the half hour it might take to grab her little boy from school, but Taryn owned Goldstone Properties. Her show. Her rules.


    But she still sent the nanny to pick him up. Not my problem.


    I closed the cooler as a late model Honda hatchback pulled in. An older woman got out, frowning. “Can I help you?”


    I glanced around before I realized she was speaking to me. “I’m building a new deck out back. I’m Jared.”


    “Oh, okay.” Her concern melted into a warm smile. “Taryn mentioned she wanted to rebuild it, but I didn’t realize she’d already hired someone.”


    I chuckled, stashing my cooler in the back of my truck. “Does she know you’re calling her by her first name?”


    “I’m probably her oldest friend since she moved here, plus I’m older than her.” She winked. “I’m Lorna by the way.”


    Spunky. I liked Lorna.


    “I’m Charlie’s tutor.”


    A tutor too? I had to remind myself again that none of this craziness was my business.


    “Nice to meet you, Lorna. I’m Jared. The carpenter.”


    “Good to meet you, too.” She grinned and disappeared inside.


    I grabbed my leather gloves and tugged them on. Time to sort out the chaos I’d left in the backyard. I separated the rotten wood from the pieces that could be repurposed. The stack of useless planks and beams grew much faster than the other. Typical. Next, I worked the old nails loose, tossing them into a bucket and leaving the discarded pieces ready for the wood chipper. I’d haul that down tomorrow.


    Sweat rolled down my face. I tugged my shirt free from my pants and pulled it over my head. The breeze was like heaven on my skin. Much better. I bent down for more sorting and froze. Sniffing the air, I frowned and straightened. It was gone.


    Strange. I could’ve sworn I caught the scent of another werewolf. A wolf I’d never met. Rogue wolves usually stayed far from Pack territory. Too easy to be out numbered. A lone wolf wasn’t necessarily a threat. Sometimes they were just passing through.


    Sometimes.


    I scanned the area, but I didn’t see anyone and the scent vanished almost as soon as I noticed it. Collecting an armful of useable wood, I turned to take it to the truck. A boy pressed his face to the French doors. Must’ve been Charlie.


    I tipped my head toward him, a my-hands-are-full hello, and his eyes widened. He ran back into the shadows of the house. Given who his mother was, he probably didn’t see many men at his house. I shook it off and loaded up my truck.


    Over the next three days, Charlie warmed up a little. We still hadn’t spoken, but he didn’t run away when our eyes met anymore.


    Couldn’t say the same for his mother.


    I hadn’t seen Taryn since I gave her the estimate. Fine with me. Sherri ran a tight ship in the house, and it was fun to catch up with her again. She even brought me a couple fresh baked chocolate chip cookies one afternoon. Lorna also made a point to come out back and chat with me while she waited for Charlie to get home from school.


    Maybe next week, I could corral the lady of the house into choosing a stain color so I could get it ordered. Construction would start Monday. I still had a few more weeks of work ahead of me. Not only was the square footage of the new deck impressive, but the angle toward the sun would require plenty of precise cuts, slowing me down. If the snow held off until closer to Thanksgiving, I’d have it made.


    But if anyone knew how vicious the snowstorms could be up here, it was me.


    


    “Hey boy!” I scratched Tank behind the ears. “I missed you, too.”


    The closer I got to the cupboard where I kept his food, the more he danced around. For a big guy, he had moves. “Sorry you’ve had to stay home on this job. The owner doesn’t seem very dog friendly.” I chuckled and filled his bowl. “Don’t be offended, I don’t think she’s friendly to anybody.”


    While Tank buried his head in his dish, I dug around in my freezer for a steak. My cell buzzed in my pocket.


    Taryn flashed on my screen. Speak of the devil.


    I touched “answer” and pressed my phone between my ear and shoulder. “Hey, Taryn.”


    She sighed, but didn’t correct me. “Sherri told me you need me to choose stain colors, but I don’t see any samples here.”


    “Because they’re in my truck.”


    She paused. “Tough for me to see them there.”


    Did she have a sense of humor hidden under the ice someplace? “Yeah, I want to meet with you so I can show you where everything is going to go now that the old deck is gone. Just to be sure we’re on the same page. I’ll bring the stain samples with me.”


    “That’s not going to work for me. I’m really busy at the office right now.”


    I rolled my eyes and closed the freezer. “This isn’t a game. I get you’re pissed I insisted on calling you Taryn, but you hired me anyway. You’re the boss. Clear twenty minutes in your schedule and meet me, or this deck isn’t going to be done before the snow hits.”


    She groaned, and the click of her heels on the tile floor teased my sensitive ears. “Fine. I’ll make some time on Monday. How late will you be here?”


    “I’ll work as long as there’s light.”


    “Okay, I’ll be home by six o’clock.”


    I tossed the frozen steak on the counter. “Sounds great. See you then.”


    She was already gone.


    Tank took a break from his bowl to look up at me. He tilted his head and I nodded. “Yeah, I don’t know why I took this job either. I like a challenge, and I probably need to have my head examined.”


    I walked into the front room and picked up the remote, trying really hard not to admit I was eager to see her again.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Taryn


    The weekend passed by in a blur of meetings and open houses. The business of buying, selling, and managing properties was a seven day a week job. I appreciated the constant rush of activity. It kept me from sitting still, from thinking…from wishing.


    Shit. I don’t have time for this.


    I picked up the phone on my desk, but the chime on my cell interrupted me before I could dial. The calendar reminder made me sigh. My meeting with the carpenter was in a half hour. I placed the phone back on the receiver. There was something about him that got under my skin, and with me, that could be a dangerous place to be.


    It was just stain samples. No biggie. I could have him out of the house before Charlie came home from soccer. I pulled in a deep breath and grabbed my bag, setting the office alarm as I headed out.


    Jared was sitting on his tailgate in my driveway with a big chestnut-colored bulldog licking his cheek. He laughed, wiping his face, and butterflies went off in my stomach. Damn, he had a great smile. It vanished the second he noticed me rolling up.


    Definitely for the best.


    He hopped down and closed the tailgate, corralling the dog in the bed of his truck. I got out and hooked my leather attaché bag over my shoulder, trying to bolster my defenses.


    “Am I late?”


    “Nope.” He pulled out a chain with wooden chips on it. “Hope you don’t mind that I brought Tank. It’s cooling off enough for him to come with me on jobs again.”


    Tank the bulldog. I almost smiled.


    “As long as he’s not inside my house.”


    “Not a problem.” Jared nodded following me. “Where’s Charlie?”


    He already knew my son’s name. What else had Lorna and Sherri told him? “He has soccer practice until seven.”


    “You don’t watch him play?”


    I bristled and spun around, finding him closer than I intended. “Spare me your judgment. Evenings and weekends are the busiest times for real estate. Charlie understands.”


    He put his hands up, the corner of his mouth curving, hinting at the playful smile I’d seen in my driveway.


    “Just making small talk. Didn’t mean to touch a nerve.”


    Nerves were all I had.


    I set my bag on one of the dining room chairs. “Show me what you’ve got.” He raised a brow and I almost gasped. Flirtation was not my intention. “The sample chips.”


    He laid the chain of little wood squares on the table and fanned them out. “All of these are guaranteed for ten years on decks. With the extreme weather and the reflection from the lake you might need to stain it again in about eight, but it’s the best I’ve ever worked with.”


    I flipped through the different shades of brown and started to point to one when I realized Jared was staring down my hallway with a frown.


    “Is everything okay?”


    He flinched, his brow still perplexed as he shook his head. “Yeah. Sorry.” His gaze flicked to the hall one last time and then back to me. “It’s nothing.”


    Odd. But seriously, who was I to judge?


    “How about this one?”


    He jotted down the numbers from the back. “Sounds good. I’ll get it on order for you.”


    “Thanks.” I peered out the window at the concrete anchors and framing outside. “How much longer?”


    “As long as the weather holds out, I should have it done in about three weeks.”


    “By Halloween?”


    He shrugged. “In a perfect world maybe, but realistically, probably the first week or so of November.”


    My cell rang. Madison’s name lit up my screen. “Shoot, I need to take this. Give me a second.”


    “I’ve got to finish cleaning up outside anyway.”


    He turned for the front door. His broad shoulders pulled at the worn tee-shirt, exposing his taut upper body. And his faded Levis fit him just right. I bit my lower lip. What was my problem? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d appreciated a man’s body. Why now, and why him? The door closed and I pressed the accept button. “Madison?”


    “Hey, Taryn. Sorry to call so late, but you were so busy this afternoon, I didn’t get to update you on the Masquerade.”


    I rolled my eyes and tried to keep the indifference out of my voice. “Yes, it’s shaping up to be a productive fall. What do you need?”


    “Well…” She paused. “It’s great you’re going to attend the event this year. Being seen as a part of the community is really going to help your image.”


    As if I gave a crap about whether or not people liked me. They knew the Ice Queen would get them the best deal. That was all that mattered.


    “Is that all?”


    “Not exactly.” She cleared her throat. “The Masquerade ball tickets are being sold per couple so you have to bring a date or you’ll be the only single person there.”


    Madison spat out her words so fast, it took me a second to process. “No.” I shook my head even though she’d never see me. “No. Cross me off the list. One of our agents can go.”


    Her voice slowed. I could almost hear her shoulders drooping. “Ms. Goldstone, this is a really important event and bringing a date doesn’t mean it has to be an actual date. Don’t you have a friend or a relative or—”


    “I’m not taking Charlie if that’s where you’re going with this. He’s my son, he’s not a sales tool to enhance my image.”


    “No, of course not, but give it some thought. There must be someone…”


    Outside the window, Jared hammered a support into one of the beams for my future deck. The muscles in his arm flexed beneath his sun kissed skin. He glanced up and I spun on my heel, praying he didn’t catch me staring.


    “There’s no one, Madison. This is a bad idea.”


    She sighed. “Is anyone at Goldstone Properties single? Maybe one of them would come as your plus-one.”


    “I can’t. Nothing ruins an office faster than the boss dating her employees. No.”


    “This is important.”


    “It’s a Halloween party for grown-ups.”


    “It’s a marketing opportunity.”


    I had to give her credit for sticking to her guns, even if I had no intention of going. “I’ll see if I can find someone.”


    “You won’t be sorry.” Youthful excitement bubbled in her voice. Had I ever been so passionate about anything?


    “I’m already sorry. See you tomorrow.”


    She hung up and I set my phone on the counter. The last thing in the world that I needed was a “plus-one.” There was no way.


    The front door opened, jarring me from my thoughts. Sherri came in, but no sign of Charlie.


    “Hi Sherri. Where’s—”


    She pointed to the driveway before I could finish. “Jared’s got a dog.”


    “Tank.”


    “Is that his name?” She smiled. “He seems really friendly and you know how Charlie is with dogs.”


    My son was an animal magnet. They loved him, and he seemed to be able to communicate and win their trust with inhuman speed. But pets were another burden I couldn’t take on.


    “I guess I’d better collect him so Jared can get out of here.”


    Sherri scooted past me into the kitchen. “I’ll get dinner in the oven.”


    “Thanks.”


    I stepped out the front door and my heart clenched, a painful surge of emotion choking my throat. Charlie was laughing, hugging Tank, while the big bulldog snorted and licked his ear. The joy on his face took my breath away. I looked away, blinking hard.


    Jared stood behind Charlie, staring at me. I rubbed my forehead, forcing the unwelcome and unwanted tears back. “Sorry to keep you from your project. Charlie loves dogs.”


    He crossed his arms over his chest. “Dogs love Charlie.”


    His words were benign enough, but I’d been in sales long enough to recognize that body language. He didn’t trust me. What the hell did I do?


    “Charlie. You better get inside and get cleaned up before dinner.”


    He loosened his hold on Tank. Meeting my gaze, hope lit his bright green eyes. “Can Jared and Tank stay for dinner?”


    “What?” I shook my head. “No. No honey, Jared and Tank have to get home. He worked here all day.”


    “But we have plenty of food.”


    I raised a brow. “What did I say?”


    He sighed and stood up. “No.” Charlie turned toward Jared as Tank trotted back over to his master. “Will you bring Tank back tomorrow?”


    Jared rubbed Tank behind the ears and nodded. “Sure thing, buddy.”


    Charlie grinned. “Great. Bye!” He ran past me, a florescent orange blur in his soccer uniform.


    After the door closed, I faced my carpenter. “Is everything all right?”


    Only one shoulder moved. “I’m not sure yet.”


    I slid my hand in my pocket, refusing to allow him to make me uncomfortable in my own driveway. “Well if you figure it out, let me know. Otherwise, I’m going in to help my son get ready for dinner.”


    He took a couple of steps closer. My pulse skyrocketed. He didn’t try to touch me, just took a long slow breath and finally shook his head. “I don’t get this.”


    I frowned. “Get what?”


    He raised a brow and waited. So did I. Was I supposed to have a clue what in the hell he was talking about?


    His hands gradually dropped to his sides, his expression softening. “You don’t know do you?”


    He wasn’t giving me anything to clear up the confusion. “Know what? Is something wrong with the deck?”


    “Never mind.” His gaze slid over to my front door. “Charlie’s a great kid.”


    I nodded. “Thank you. I think so, too.” I cleared my throat. “Thanks for letting him visit with Tank.”


    “Anytime.” He met my eyes. “I’ll be back tomorrow and if I need you to come by again, I’ll let you know.”


    “Sounds good.” He turned to go, and suddenly I realized I wished he could stay for dinner. I pressed my lips together to keep from inviting him. For all I knew he was married. Lots of guys who worked in construction didn’t wear wedding bands. Besides, I had no business getting involved. I was the last thing any man needed in their life.


    He glanced back over his shoulder. “See you soon, Taryn.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Jared


    I lifted Tank into the cab of my truck, still a little dazed. Had she adopted Charlie? Sherri said Taryn had him before she turned eighteen. No one would let a seventeen-year-old adopt a baby. He had to be hers, but…


    I slipped my Bluetooth onto my ear and dialed my brother, Jason, as I drove away.


    “Hey, Jared. What’s up?”


    I focused my eyes on the road, my grip tight on the wheel. “You’re not going to believe this. I wouldn’t if I hadn’t discovered it myself.”


    “What’s wrong?”


    I shook my head turning right. “This week I kept catching the scent of a werewolf, but not from our Pack.”


    Jason’s voice tightened. “A rogue wolf?”


    “That’s what I thought, but then I smelled it in her house.”


    He chuckled. “You’re kidding me. The Ice Queen is dating a werewolf?”


    “Don’t call her that, okay?” Tank lay down beside me, resting his big head on my lap. Just having him close eased the tension in my body. “No, she’s not dating a wolf.” I blew out a breath. “Her son Charlie is a werewolf.”


    “What? Did someone bite her?”


    “I double-checked tonight. Her scent is human.”


    “Maybe she adopted her boy.”


    “His tutor told me Taryn had him when she was seventeen. She was a teen mom. No adoption.” I brought one hand to rest on Tank’s back, his steady breathing, calming me. “You’re the doctor, tell me how this is possible. To make it even more insane, she has no idea he’s a werewolf.”


    “How do you know, did you ask her?”


    “No, I didn’t ask her.” I groaned. “But I could tell from her reaction. She said animals love her son. I told her he was special, and she thought I meant smart.” I pulled onto the Mt. Rose highway, my pulse kicking up a notch. I hated this winding two lane road. At least there wasn’t any goddamn snow. “How could she give birth to a werewolf, Jason? And where’s his twin brother? What if she gave one up for adoption?”


    “Slow down.” He paused. “One impossible problem at a time. I still have Nero’s breeding experiment research from Sebastian. There might be some clues in there.” He sighed, lowering his voice. “And you’d better loop Adam in on this. If that boy is a werewolf, he’s going to need some guidance or he’ll hit puberty and his first shift and…”


    “And think he’s dying.”


    “Or go crazy and hurt people.”


    “I can’t do this now.” I shook my head. “Call me when you have answers.”


    Pulling off my Bluetooth, I settled into the drive as best as I could, counting the mile markers all the way down. I still wasn’t sure why I took this job. These days, I never came up here except during the full moon to shift with my Pack.


    But something about Taryn’s cool demeanor challenged me. It didn’t hurt she had connections and potential referrals that could impact my business down the road.


    Either way, I was already sick of this drive and the deck project was barely starting to take shape.


    “Thanks for coming with me, Tank. You keep me sane.”


    He snored, and I smiled in spite of the anxiety licking at my subconscious. Ever since the car wreck that killed my college girlfriend, Bailey. I’d been trapped in the car as she took her final breath, claustrophobia, shame, and guilt lurked around every corner.


    Jason and I had been pre-med. He wanted to be a surgeon and I planned to be the general practitioner, but like everything else in my life after the accident, that dream faded, too. Being in the large classes at UN Reno became too oppressive, and between the gut wrenching remorse and my pride, I carried my burden alone.


    Instead of talking to my brother, or my Pack, I dropped out and took out my demons on wood. Working in construction allowed me to be outside, plenty of air. And Tank was my emotional rock in the tempest.


    I headed over to Adam’s ranch, my mind whirling with impossibilities. When I pulled in the driveway, he was already waiting out front. After parking my truck, Tank and I got out.


    “Hey Adam, did Jason call you?”


    He nodded. “Something about the Ice Queen having a werewolf son?”


    Her nickname was starting to bug the shit out of me. I ground my teeth together. “Her name is Taryn. She’s far from warm and cuddly, but she’s not icy. She’s…complicated.”


    He raised his eyebrows. “Sounds like it.” He turned to open the door. “Come on in. The twins are going to go ape when they hear Tank came with you.”


    Tank lumbered across the threshold and Adam’s twins squealed down the hall. They were both born shifters, Malcolm a werewolf like his dad, and Madeleine a jaguar like her mom. It meant these little toddlers had heightened senses, and although they were only a few weeks past their first birthday, developmentally they were miles ahead of human children.


    The dark-haired rug rats dove onto the floor in front of Tank, hugging his neck and scratching behind his ears.


    I chuckled. “They’re going to spoil him.”


    “We are not.” Madeleine narrowed her green eyes in my direction. “Tank is already spoiled. Mommy said so!”


    Lana, Adam’s mate, came around the corner, her cheeks flushed with color. I crossed my arms over my chest, fighting to keep from smiling. “He’s already spoiled, huh?”


    She shrugged with a sheepish grin. “Well…sorta?”


    Lana was like the little sister I’d never had, but I couldn’t leave her wriggling on the hook. I grinned. “Only because he’s a great guy.” I bent to pat his rear. “Right Tank?”


    He grunted and the twins coaxed him toward the kitchen with promises of treats.


    Lana took Adam’s hand, her fingers lacing with his. I clenched my fist. Empty. Four of my Pack brothers, including my twin, had found their mates, leaving the rest of us acutely aware of our single status.


    “So what’s up?” Lana glanced between us. “Is everything okay?”


    I ran my tongue along the inside of my teeth, gathering my thoughts. Where should I start?


    “Taryn’s son is a werewolf. I know it’s impossible, but it doesn’t make it less true. His scent is definitely wolf.” Adam started to open his mouth, but I went on before he could speak. “Jason’s going over the breeding experiment notes on the flash drive from Sebastian.”


    Lana’s expression sobered. She was the result of Nero’s breeding experiment. The first female born into her shifter ability, not bitten. And very recently my brother discovered Sebastian was not only the heir to the Nero empire, but he was also Lana’s older half-brother. Tangled web for sure.


    “Who is Taryn?” Lana stared up at Adam. “What does this have to do with Nero?”


    Adam squeezed her hand. “Jared is building her deck up in Tahoe. She owns Goldstone Properties up there.”


    A crease formed on her brow. “From the stories about her, I didn’t picture her as a mother to a little boy.”


    I sighed. “She’s not very hands on in the mothering department, but she loves him. According to his tutor, she wasn’t even eighteen yet when she had him.”


    “If he’s a werewolf, he’d have a twin brother, right?” Lana peeked toward the kitchen, toward her twins. “What if she gave one up for adoption?”


    Adam shook his head, thinking out loud. “How can any of this be possible? You said she’s single right, and no bite? Our shifter gene is only carried on the Y chromosome, and females can’t get pregnant by us unless they’re bitten and converted first. How could she possibly give birth to a werewolf?”


    There was no logical reason for the bitterness simmering in my gut, but I did not like thinking about the werewolf who must’ve left her and his son behind. The werewolf who obviously hadn’t recognized her as his mate.


    What kind of asshole walked away like that? Mates were precious.


    I shook off the thoughts I had no business having. “Jason is checking into it. There must be a way. Her son is living proof.”


    Lana put her hand on her hip, eyeing us. “You have to tell her. Her little boy is going to shift into a big wolf when he goes through puberty. She needs to be ready and talk him through it.” She pressed her lips together. “I know it won’t be easy, but you guys don’t understand how horrible it is to grow up not knowing what’s happening to you. It was Hell.”


    Lana spent her childhood in foster care, and when she turned eighteen, she started shifting. As a jaguar, her change came during the new moon when the sky was dark, opposite of us. She’d wake up afterward in strange places, naked, with no idea what happened. She and Adam met while she was on the run from Bellevue Psychiatric Hospital and a team of Nero mercenaries.


    “Well…” I crossed my arms. “I’m not sure how to bring up the subject without her getting a restraining order.”


    Lana’s gaze held mine. “Find a way.”


    Adam put a hand on my shoulder. “For now, just watch over the boy. You’ll be working there for a while, right?”


    I nodded. “A few more weeks.”


    “Good.” He stepped back. “While Jason tries to figure this out, you keep tabs on her son, and dig up all you can about his mother and father. We need to know where his twin brother is.”


    I rolled my eyes. “I’m not a spy, Adam. I can’t pepper her with leading questions. I’m building her deck, not interrogating her.”


    “We can’t help her and her boy until they both understand what he is, and if she gave up his brother, we’ve got to find him.” The Alpha command pushed into Adam’s voice, encouraging the wolf inside of me to comply.


    “No promises.” I ground my teeth and met his eyes. “This woman has secrets. She doesn’t exactly trust me, or anyone.”


    “So earn her trust.”


    And then betray it when I spill her secrets to my Pack.


    Fuck.


    


    When I pulled into my cabin, Jason’s car was in my driveway. I parked beside him and helped Tank out of the cab of the truck.


    “Sorry I didn’t call, but you should see this.” He held up the flash drive.


    “Okay.” I went to the door, pulling out my keys. Tank sniffed around for a good place to piss.


    “How’d it go with Adam?”


    I smirked, turning the knob. “He wants me to be an undercover wolf.”


    “Shit. That sucks.” Jason shook his head. “But this is a big deal. We need to keep him informed.”


    “I know.” I called Tank and waited for him to trot inside before closing the door. “But if, and it’s a huge if, I ever got Taryn to open up to me, the second I spill her secrets to Adam, I become just like the assholes in her life who made her into the cold shell she is now.”


    “You’re protecting her son.”


    “By betraying his mother?” I shook my head. “This is fucked up.”


    “It’s about to get even better.” He handed me the flash drive.


    “Great.” I booted up my desktop computer and slid the USB drive in. “What am I looking for?”


    “Scroll down to the hypothesis at the bottom.”


    I read out loud. “‘It’s our theory that depending on the strength of a female’s psychic abilities, she may have the ability to pass on the male’s gene for shape-shifting without ever being converted herself.’”


    Jason nudged me. “Know what that means?”


    It had been a few years since I dropped out of med school, but I knew exactly what this meant. “Lana’s mother hadn’t been bitten.”


    “And she gave birth to twin jaguar shifters, one of which was Lana.”


    “So you’re thinking Taryn is psychic.” My mind whirled, sliding pieces into place. “And if her boyfriend was a werewolf, she ended up pregnant before he ever bit her…” I shook my head. “He thought the baby was someone else’s.”


    “Yeah.” Jason straightened up. “He’d know he couldn’t get her pregnant without making her a werewolf first. He might not have realized she was psychic, but even if he did, he wouldn’t have known that would make it possible for her to carry his children.”


    “He’d think she slept around on him.” I rubbed my chin and headed for the kitchen. “I have no clue if she’s psychic. I haven’t witnessed anything.”


    “She has to be. There’s no other explanation.” He pulled the flash drive out and slid it into his pocket. “And the big question is, where is the boy’s twin brother?”


    I took out a glass and set it on the counter. “How in the hell am I supposed to tell this business woman she gave birth to a werewolf and by the way, he should have a twin brother someplace? If I start asking weird questions, she’s going to shut down and I’ll never see her again.”


    Jason leaned against the kitchen counter. “Just talk to her son first. You don’t need to ask a bunch of questions. Be his friend. You’ve got a few weeks. No rush.”


    That took a little pressure off, but it didn’t lift my conscience. Whatever happened to Taryn in the past was none of my Pack’s business. But her son would need us. We couldn’t help him without her consent.


    I’d told one huge lie in my life and it changed everything.


    The last thing I needed was another one.


    I barely survived last time.


    “You okay?”


    Jason’s voice broke me out of my thoughts. My hands were trembling. I pressed them on the counter. “Yeah, I’m good. Just not looking forward to any of this.”


    He didn’t seem convinced. “Do your hands shake like that often? I should probably run some tests.”


    “Don’t. I don’t need a doctor. I was in med school with you, remember? I’d call you if it was something serious.”


    He frowned, but wisely dropped his inquisition. “Sorry this is falling in your lap, but you’re the only one who can get close to the boy.”


    “His name is Charlie.”


    “Okay.” He stared at the ceiling for a second before meeting my eyes again. “Look at it this way, you’re Charlie’s only hope to get through his teen years without hurting anyone. He needs you.”


    “I’ll figure something out.”


    Jason embraced me and headed for the door. “If I can help, just let me know.” He stopped. “And call Mom. She said she got used to having us around when Dad was laid up and she misses us now that Dad’s feeling better.”


    I almost smiled. “I’ll call her in the morning.”


    “Good. See you soon.”


    He closed the door behind him and I dragged a chair over to sit beside Tank. “I am in deep shit.” Tank licked his chops. “But you still want some dinner.” His stub of a tail wagged. I chuckled, shaking my head, grateful to my furry friend for lifting some of the anxiety crashing through my head. “Eat up, boy. Tomorrow, we’re men on a mission.”


    Tank kept his head in the bowl and I stared out into the darkness. If we were right, Taryn probably didn’t know why her boyfriend left her, and there was a better than average chance she thought Charlie had been born premature since the gestation for a female carrying shifter twins was only four months instead of nine.


    And what about his brother?


    I got up and poured a beer into my glass. I took a swig and shook my head. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Tank.”


    He lifted his head, pretending to empathize before diving back into his dinner.


    Bad feeling or not, if Charlie had a twin out there someplace, he would become a risk to himself, and more importantly to our Pack. We lived among humans who had no idea we existed, and it needed to stay that way.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Taryn


    I’d managed to dodge Madison for most of the week. But sadly, I couldn’t avoid her forever. She sat, perched in the chair across from my desk, with her iPad and that damned hopeful smile. She couldn’t be much younger than me, but somehow I had lifetimes more experience than she did. She probably still believed in happily-ever-afters, with a husband, a picket fence, and a family.


    Life hadn’t smacked her around much yet.


    “Have you found your date for the Masquerade?”


    I rolled my eyes. “I thought you wanted to discuss the budget.”


    “I do.” She leaned forward like we might be friends sharing a secret. “But first I want to hear about who you’re bringing.”


    “I don’t know.” I sat all the way back in my leather executive chair. “Happy?”


    The way her face fell answered my question. “Please don’t cancel at the last minute, Ms. Goldstone. This is a huge opportunity and…”


    I raised a brow. “And?”


    Her full attention stayed focused on the iPad. “And it’s my first public event for the company. I want to show everyone I can do this. That I’m not just a naïve girl fresh out of college.”


    Oh, shit. This resonated with me. I could relate to that feeling. I’d experienced the same kind of scrutiny when I moved to town with a brand new broker’s license and a little boy in tow.


    I sighed, hating myself for allowing her to get to me. “I’ll be there, and I’ll bring someone even if I have to bribe my garbage man.”


    She lifted her head, beaming. “Oh, please! You won’t need to bribe anyone. You’re gorgeous. You could get any man you set your eye on.”


    Her declaration stunned me. Dating hadn’t been on my radar since Charlie’s father walked out of my life. It never occurred to me men might want my attention. Usually, my reputation preceded me and hackles were up before I even entered the room.


    “We’ll see about that…” I rested my elbow on the desk. “Budget?”


    She scooted closer, showing me her iPad so we could look over her figures, but my mind was far from her spreadsheet. I had no clue how I’d make it through an evening with a man in tow. This was a horrible idea.


    


    By the time I pulled into my driveway it was getting dark. Jared’s truck was an unexpected surprise. As the days got colder, he seemed to work even later. I appreciated his commitment to finishing the deck before winter took over the mountaintop. I got out and grabbed my leather bag. When I straightened, Tank came around the corner of the house. I actually heard him before I saw him, his breathing like a freight train.


    His hind quarters waggled as if I were his long lost friend. Even I couldn’t resist that warm welcome. I knelt down, my pencil skirt sliding up my thighs as I grasped his wide head in both hands. With animals, I didn’t have to worry so much about touching. Strong emotions unleashed my inner fire. Happy dogs made it easy for me to maintain my calm, my control.


    “How’re you doing, Tank?” His lips curled into a smile, his tongue curling at the end as he panted. I chuckled and scratched behind his ears. “I don’t have anything for dogs. Sorry about that.”


    He sniffed my hands and knees, clearly not believing my lack of treats.


    “Tank always was a ladies’ man.”


    I shot up straight, sobering instantly at the sound of Jared’s voice, but nothing could have prepared me for finding my son standing beside him. Charlie wore a small tool belt of his own, wood chips and shavings decorated in his hair, and his smile stretched from ear to ear.


    “Mom, come see what I did!” He took off around the back of the house.


    With my heart in my throat, I lifted my chin, struggling to bottle up my emotions. I’d never seen that look of joy and pride on Charlie’s face before. I was equally grateful and jealous all at once.


    “I don’t recall being asked if you could use my son as free labor.”


    Jared groaned. “Really? That’s where you’re going to go with this?” He pointed in the direction Charlie ran. “That little guy is hardly free labor. He wanted to learn how to hammer a nail. It took a few days, but when he mastered it, I got him a tool belt.” He sighed and focused on me again. Strangely the weight of his stare soothed my bitterness instead of stoking it. “I’m sorry, Taryn. I probably should have asked, but you’re never around and I was keeping a close eye on him. I didn’t think you’d mind.” He held out his gloved hand. “Come on back. He’s dying to show you his contribution to the new deck.”


    I walked right past his worn leather work glove, trying not to notice the chiseled muscles in his tanned arm as I passed by. Keeping my footing in heels on the uneven ground was a welcome challenge. Anything to remain focused and maintain my composure. His apology seemed sincere, but right now I couldn’t trust my voice not to wobble. A break in a woman’s voice was weakness, and since I’d been in Tahoe, no one had ever witnessed it from me.


    I intended to keep it that way.


    Charlie stood beside an anchor post, beaming with pride. Upon closer inspection, there was a carved wooden sign nailed into the beam.


    Charlie’s Clubhouse


    “Jared said this part’s going to stay open, so when the snow melts, this can be like my fort!”


    I glanced at Jared, raising a brow. “This was your idea?”


    He shrugged one shoulder. “Every boy needs a clubhouse, right?”


    How the hell did I know? I’d been an only child. No brothers. And my parents shipped me off to boarding school in New York to Brightwood Academy for Girls. I celebrated my sixth birthday with strangers.


    Charlie was my first experience with little boys.


    And seeing how quickly he bonded with Jared hurt.


    “Maybe so.” I shifted my attention to Charlie. “Did you make the sign?”


    He nodded, babbling so fast I could barely keep up. “Yep, well sort of, Jared wouldn’t let me work the saw, so I drew the shape and he cut it out, but he had a cool wood burner and he helped me use it to write the words, then Sherri went and got paint and I painted it.” He finally took a breath and pointed to the two nails holding the sign in place. “And I hammered these myself, Mom!”


    I glanced at Jared, but he answered before I could ask.


    “He was supervised the entire time.”


    “So is it okay if I keep helping? Please, can I?” His big green eyes, so much like his father’s, bore into me.


    I stared at the placid lake, drinking in the calm of the water. Composure meant control, and control kept everyone safe. Wishing I could make my son as happy as Jared just did wouldn’t change the reality, I couldn’t. The scar on his arm was constant proof of that. But I couldn’t deny him happiness. I wanted that for him.


    Even if it couldn’t come from me.


    “Yes.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “But be careful. No using tools unless Jared is watching you.”


    “Yes!” He danced around, making me chuckle in spite of my dark mood.


    I turned to go back up, but my heel snagged a loose rock. I teetered, and Jared caught my elbow. The cool, smooth leather of his glove sent a wave of goosebumps up my arm, but his hold on me was solid and secure.


    “You okay?”


    I nodded, gently freeing myself. “Yes. Thank you.”


    Without looking back, I made my way up the incline toward the house. Tank met me at the driveway, but I didn’t slow my pace to visit. My grip on my emotions was faltering. I needed to be alone. Now.


    “Taryn. Wait.”


    I stopped just shy of my door, but I didn’t turn around.


    Jared moved in front of me. “I’m really sorry. I should’ve thought… He was so excited.” He sighed. “I don’t have much experience with kids, but I never would’ve let anything happen to him.”


    I glanced at the back yard. “Where is he now?”


    Jared patted the head of his hammer hanging from his tool belt. “I have the tools. I left him with sand paper.” He lifted his eyes to meet mine. “It was never my intention to upset you.”


    And he looked like he meant it. “I appreciate that.”


    He rubbed his gloved hand along the bottom of his stubbled chin. “None of my business, but why do you spend so much energy distancing yourself from everyone?”


    My back stiffened. “You’re right, it is none of your business.”


    Charlie came racing around the corner, sandpaper in hand. “Jared, the wood is getting smooth just like you said it would.”


    Jared tugged off a glove and mussed Charlie’s hair with a warm smile on his face that made it tough to maintain my emotional defenses.


    “Good job, buddy.”


    Before I realized what I was saying, a very bad idea spilled from my lips. “Sherri has a lasagna in the oven. Want to help us eat it?”


    Charlie’s eyes were saucers. “We’ve never had anyone over for dinner before. Please say you’ll stay, Jared.”


    I sighed inwardly. I couldn’t scold Charlie for being honest, but I would’ve rather kept that statistic between us.


    Jared’s gaze held mine, questioning. No. Maybe he was giving me an out. “Are you sure? I’ve got Tank with me, too.”


    My heart thumped, aware this was my chance to rectify my error in judgment. Tank came and sat down in front of me panting with a big bulldog smile.


    I swallowed the ball of confusing emotions in my throat. “He’s housebroken, right?”


    Jared nodded. “A total gentleman.”


    I shook my head, praying I wouldn’t regret this. “Then I guess he’s welcome, too.”


    Charlie squealed like he’d just seen Santa himself and cajoled Tank into racing after him for the front door. As they disappeared inside, Jared pulled off his other glove and tucked them into a pocket on his low-slung tool belt.


    “So what’s this all about?”


    That was the million dollar question. I straightened my skirt, and lifted my chin. “I want to know who spends time with Charlie.”


    “Fair enough.” He nodded with a hint of a smile. “Thanks for the invitation.”


    I glanced at his truck. “So there’s no Mrs. Ayers?”


    He shook his head. “Nope.”


    My heart thumped again. “Good to know.”


    I walked toward the house, grateful he couldn’t see the way my hand trembled as I reached for the knob.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Jared


    I followed Taryn inside, trying not to replay the moment I caught her loving on Tank. Not only had she smiled with her skirt rising up a little to expose her toned thigh, but she chuckled. In the couple weeks I’d known her, I’d never heard her laugh. Underneath all her armor, there was a woman hidden inside, and there was a better than average chance no one really knew her.


    Why?


    The scent of fresh Italian food hit me the second I stepped over the threshold. “Smells amazing.”


    Taryn kept walking. “Sherri’s Italian. She makes the sauce and the lasagna from scratch.”


    “Mom says we’re spoiled.” Charlie raced to my side. “You can hang your tool belt with mine.”


    I’d forgotten I had it on. He led me around the corner to the back hallway. His kid-sized belt hung on the end of the banister. I carried mine over and carefully laid it over his. This side of the house lacked the vaulted ceilings that the front had. If Charlie were a little bigger, it might’ve been too confining for me back here. As it was, I had no intention of spending any more time in the narrow hallway than was necessary. When I turned around Taryn was gone.


    Charlie came closer and lowered his voice. “Mom’s not really a people person.”


    I raised a brow. “Who told you that?”


    He shrugged. “I hear her say it on her cell phone. She wouldn’t tell them that if it wasn’t true.”


    I chuckled, resting my hand on his shoulder. “I think your mom needs to cut herself a little slack.”


    He gave me a lopsided smile. “She might be doing that now, since she let Tank in the house and you get to stay for dinner.”


    Charlie was a sweet kid, but I wasn’t foolish enough to think this dinner was anything more than another test. I’d over-stepped my bounds again when I let Charlie work with me, just like I had when I called her by her first name.


    This wasn’t the same woman who fawned over my dog when she thought no one was looking. For that brief moment, I got to see the princess she kept locked up in the tower. I rounded the corner to find the table already set with a third spot for me. Taryn was in the kitchen, taking out the casserole dish and a tray of garlic bread from the oven.


    “Need any help?”


    She placed both dishes on the stovetop. “Nope. I’ve got it.”


    Charlie snatched his plate off of the placemat and walked to the kitchen. “Can I have a big piece?”


    Taryn cut into the lasagna. “Will you eat it all?”


    “’Course I will.”


    She glanced in my direction. “He’s always eaten like a horse. I have no clue where all the food goes.”


    “Miss Lorna says I have a hole in my leg and the food falls out.”


    Neither one of them would ever guess he had an elevated metabolism because he was a werewolf.


    Once we were all seated around the table, Taryn’s gaze pinned me in my chair. “Since you and Charlie have been spending time together, I’d like to know a little more about you. How did you get into carpentry?”


    “After I dropped out of pre-med in college, I needed to make a living. Math and geometry come pretty easy and I like working outside.” She started to laugh, but I shook my head slowly. “I’m not kidding.”


    Taryn cleared her throat and shifted in her chair. “You gave up being a doctor to become a carpenter?”


    I nodded. Most people had the same reaction, but none of them understood the real reason I gave up my dream and changed course. That was my burden alone.


    She frowned. “Did the blood bother you?”


    “I had my reasons, but seeing blood wasn’t one of them.” I rested my fork on my plate. “My turn.”


    “Your turn?”


    “Yeah. I answered your question. Now you answer mine.” I winked at Charlie before meeting her eyes again. “Why do you think you’re not a people person?”


    Charlie turned toward his mom, too. We waited.


    Taryn set her fork down. “Charlie wasn’t lying when he told you we’ve never had anyone over for dinner.”


    I raised a brow. “I can’t imagine anybody in their right mind turning down your invitation.”


    She took a sip of her water. “I’d rather be alone.”


    “And you don’t like to be touched.” I put another bite in my mouth before I jammed my whole foot in it.


    “I believe that’s two different questions.” She shifted her attention to her son. “Charlie, you haven’t gotten a turn.”


    He swallowed the last piece of his garlic bread and grinned. “When did you get Tank?”


    Hearing his name, Tank wandered over to his new friend, hoping for some snacks from the dinner table.


    “I found Tank in a shelter. His owner moved into an elderly community and he couldn’t come with him. We both needed someone, so we’ve been partners ever since.”


    Charlie grinned and worked on polishing off his dinner. I stared across the table at his mother. I wished she’d let her hair down, literally. Beautiful seemed too generic to describe her. Between her big, blue eyes, full rose lips, and her porcelain skin, if she allowed her long auburn hair to fall loose around her shoulders, it’d be very difficult for me to keep myself from touching her.


    Probably best the dining room table was between us.


    Before I could stoke the conversation again, Charlie clanked his fork onto his empty plate. “May I be excused?”


    Taryn glanced at him and nodded. “Sure. Get your pajamas on and brush your teeth. I’ll be up soon.”


    He bolted from his chair, carrying his dishes into the kitchen. He stopped on his way back by to pat Tank, and smiled up at me. “Thanks for letting me work today.” He ran to his Mom’s side. “Night Mom!”


    I expected him to hug her, or kiss her cheek, he seemed like he wanted to, but she stiffened in her chair. He backed up. “Bye, Jared.”


    “See you later, buddy.”


    He hustled down the hall and up the stairs.


    “He’s a great kid.”


    She nodded. “He’s the only good thing that’s ever happened to me.”


    I should’ve pressed for more, asked about his father. Something. But the thought of reporting back to my Alpha didn’t sit well with me. I was curious, but not for the reasons I should be.


    “Thanks for dinner. I need to get on the road.” I stood up with my plate and walked toward the kitchen.


    She followed, and in the smaller space, her scent surrounded me; not any expensive perfume, she smelled fresh and crisp, like the cool air after a snowstorm. I turned around, giving her room to put her dishes in the sink.


    “Can I say one more thing before you go?”


    I stopped in my tracks. Her deep blue eyes commanded my attention. Although she was probably younger than I was, the shadows in her gaze hinted at the pain she struggled to hide away. “Sure.”


    “Thank you for what you did for Charlie. I was just surprised and…” She crossed her arms, and stared at the floor. “…And I might’ve been abrasive.”


    I suddenly had the urge to laugh and pull her close, but I respected her wishes and kept my distance.


    “Please don’t take this the wrong way, no judgment okay?” I waited, but her attention stayed on the tile and her feet. “Why does the no touching rule extend to Charlie?”


    She lifted her head, her grip tightening around her middle. “Like you said earlier, I have my reasons.”


    I chuckled, rubbing the back of my neck as the temperature in the room rose. “Touché.” I walked into the dining room and woke up Tank. “Time to go buddy.”


    Taryn trailed behind me. “Sorry, I’m pretty unpracticed at playing hostess.”


    I opened the door and Tank headed for the truck, but I stayed behind, turning to face her again. “I’m no master at conversation either, just ask Tank.”


    She smiled, a bashful, real, breathtaking smile that warmed my entire body. I gripped the door tighter to keep from touching her and breaking the spell.


    “Before you go…I need to ask. This is really awkward, and I’ll pay you for your time.” She cleared her throat. “It’s just for show, for my company.”


    I raised a brow. “Sounds great so far.”


    She rolled her eyes. “My firm sponsors the annual Masquerade Ball here in Tahoe every year, and this time I promised my new community relations manager I would go.”


    She stared up at me like she expected me to say something. Problem was, I had no clue what she was talking about.


    “And you need me to…build a stage or…?”


    Color flushed her chest. I could almost feel the heat on my skin.


    “No, I need you to be my date.” I struggled to keep my jaw off the floor while she backpedaled. “Not like a real date. It’s just that tickets are sold per couple, so I can’t go alone, and I don’t want to involve Charlie. I wouldn’t ask, but you probably guessed I don’t really hang out with people. There’s no one else for me to ask. We wouldn’t have to stay long and you’ll be paid for the time…”


    “Yes.” Without thinking, I placed my finger over her lips to quiet her and be sure she heard me. My heart stuttered the instant I touched her skin, and deep inside of me, my wolf howled. The lights brightened as my pupils dilated and contracted. I blinked hard and shook my head. What the hell… “Don’t pay me. I’ll go because I want to, not because it’ll help your business.”


    I dropped my hand, half expecting her to slap me, but she didn’t move away. A fine line creased between her eyebrows. “Are you all right?”


    That definitely depended on her definition.


    From the depths of my soul, my wolf recognized her. Taryn was my mate. Mine. This cool, distant woman, with another wolf’s child. And yet, maybe I’d sensed it before. Maybe that was why I took this job up the goddamn Mt. Rose highway just as winter was coming in. Had I been drawn to her and her little boy?


    I stared down into her eyes, my voice barely a whisper. “If I stay here any longer, I’m not going to be able to stop myself from kissing you.”


    Her throat bobbed as she swallowed, but she didn’t back away. Her blue eyes searched mine. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


    “You won’t.” I closed the distance between us, my lips claiming hers. Light burst behind my eyelids as I carefully slid my arms around her. Her body was warm right through my clothes, and while her kiss started out tentative, gradually she returned my caresses and her hands glided up over my chest, until I smoldered to have her even closer.


    Suddenly, she pushed me away. I let her go, struggling to catch my breath. Her eyes welled with tears. Shit. Had I scared her somehow?


    She shook her head. “This was a bad idea.”


    “Nothing about that was bad.”


    Her fingers trembled at her sides. Without my heightened sense of hearing, I never would have been able to make out her words. “Look at your shirt.”


    I tipped my head down and frowned. There were two brown streaks on the front of my shirt, like I’d left an iron on it too long. The heat I’d imagined from her touch hadn’t been in my imagination.


    “This is why you don’t like to be touched.”


    She didn’t acknowledge me, just took another step away. “I’m sorry, Jared. I can’t explain, just…just go.”


    I glanced down the hall. “That’s why you keep your distance with Charlie.”


    “Walk away, Jared.”


    I shook my head. “I’m not afraid.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “You should be.”


    I held her gaze and lifted my shirt. “I’m fine. Look for yourself. Not even a blister.”


    She frowned, and she didn’t come any closer. “You got lucky.”


    “Not lucky.” I pulled my t-shirt back down. “You’re not the only one with secrets, Taryn.” My wolf growled, sensing my retreat, but for now, I was in charge, and my animal instincts would have to wait. “I’m planning on working late tomorrow. If you make it home before I leave, maybe we can talk. Alone.”


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She crossed her arms and took a step backwards. “No one can know about this.”


    “Who would I tell?” I stepped out and glanced back. “Don’t stay locked in that tower, Taryn.”


    She shook her head. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    Tank nudged my leg, probably sensing the dread and anxiety already filling my bloodstream at the thought of taking the switchbacks of the highway in the dark. Shit.


    “I know more than you think.”


    I went to my truck without looking back.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Taryn


    I closed the door and set the deadbolt. My hands were still shaking. I forced myself to breathe, long and slow. I’d lost control. Jared. What was I thinking? I never should have touched him. After Noah walked out of my life, I hadn’t laid my hands on another man.


    And since the fire, I hadn’t wanted to.


    When I arrived at boarding school as a terrified almost-six-year-old who’d just given her father a third degree burn on his hand, they’d trained me to control the power, the heat. But after I turned thirteen, my education shifted. The administration at Brightwood had reason to believe that after puberty, our powers could grow. Enhance.


    They wanted me to ignite the fire with my mind.


    I’d been so grateful to finally be able to fit in, be normal, I fought them on the new training. Almost daily, I ended up in detention, labeled a troublemaker. By the time I hit fifteen, I was sneaking out at night. And the night I met Noah, I saw an escape and I took it. Even though he was only eighteen, at the time, he seemed much older to me, more mature.


    The more I loved him, the less I cared about Brightwood and their pressure to use my “gift.” When I dropped out, they didn’t fight me. Maybe they were relieved.


    Apparently normal girls were useless to them.


    But I stopped practicing like I should. And after I found Trevor lifeless in his cradle, something inside of me broke and the fire poured out. I nearly lost Charlie, too.


    The fear overwhelmed me. With nowhere to turn, I built walls. If I never touched anyone, and didn’t allow them close enough to hurt me, I couldn’t burn them.


    Until tonight. Shit. What a mess.


    My legs wobbled as I went to my chair at the dining room table. I sat down and plucked the pins from my hair, letting it fall loose around me. Staring at my hands, my barriers tumbled down. Tears rolled freely down my cheeks.


    After a few minutes wallowing in self-pity, I groaned and got up. This wasn’t helping me solve anything. No amount of crying was going to change my fate. There was no one to blame but myself. Inviting Jared to dinner, getting to know him…kissing him. My body warmed at the thought.


    It had been years since I kissed Noah, but I didn’t remember a passionate fire like I experienced tonight. I’d been able to control my powers with Charlie’s father.


    Just one kiss with Jared, and I almost burned his shirt right off his body.


    But he didn’t run away screaming. Why not? I shoved the curiosity aside and got up. It didn’t matter. I’d never see him again, and if he told anyone about the “heated” kiss, I’d deny it.


    Besides who would believe the Ice Queen locked lips with her contractor?


    Wiping my face, I took a slow breath and jogged upstairs. Charlie’s door was ajar. I peered inside and smiled in spite of my crappy evening. My son was sound asleep with a book on his chest. I crept closer and carefully slid it free from his loose grasp. His heavy eyelids fluttered open.


    “Is Jared still here?”


    I sighed, shaking my head. “No. He went home.”


    His dreamy voice melted my heart. “I think he likes you Mom.”


    “He likes you. I hired him. He has to be nice to me.” I placed his bookmark between the pages and closed the book. “Go back to sleep. School tomorrow.”


    He rolled over toward me. “I really like Jared. I hope he stays after the deck is finished.”


    It hurt to breathe. I stared out the window at the moonlight on the lake. Cool. Calm. “You can’t count on that. He’s got a life. We’re only in it while he’s working.”


    Charlie’s eyelashes lay quiet against his cheeks as he surrendered and slept again. I pulled his comforter up a little more and walked over to his desk. He deserved so much better than I could ever give him.


    I picked up his pencil and opened his journal to write my nightly I love you and froze. In his scratchy print he wrote:


    Thank you for tonight, Mom. Having Tank and Jared over for dinner was fun. Maybe next time they could stay over and have pancakes. Yum! Night. I love you. – Charlie


    A tear dropped from my eyelashes onto the journal page. I rolled my eyes, drying my cheeks before picking up the pencil again.


    I love you too, Charlie. I wish I could give you nights like this all the time. Someday you’ll understand. You did a great job on your clubhouse sign. I’m so proud of you. Love, Mom.


    My son had no memories of all the kisses I used to shower on his and his brother’s pudgy cheeks. He didn’t even know he had a brother. How could I tell him his twin had died and my grief caused such an inferno, he was nearly killed, too? I couldn’t bear seeing him afraid of me.


    Instead, I kept him at arm’s length and wrote him notes to be sure he knew I loved him. I didn’t know what else to do. His safety had to come first.


    “Night Charlie,” I whispered as I clicked off his desk lamp and closed his door.


    I walked down the hall to my room and collapsed onto my cold empty bed. But when I shut my eyes, my mind tormented me. Replaying the raw edge in Jared’s voice when he told me he wanted to kiss me.


    That moment made me forget I was a monster.


    


    The morning passed in a blur, but Charlie got to school on time, I took a shower, grabbed a bagel, and still made it in time to open the office. I spent all morning reading and signing documents, taking phone calls, and wolfing down a ham sandwich for lunch. My next appointment would be here in ten minutes. Usually my agents showed properties, but this account had the potential to be long term and highly profitable, so when he requested a meeting with me personally, I carved out some time.


    Madison poked her head in my door. “Hi, Ms. Goldstone. Any luck on—”


    “No. And I don’t have time to get into it right now.”


    Her smile faded. “Sorry. I didn’t know you were busy.”


    She wandered off before I could soften my response, but if I had to discuss the damned Masquerade today, I’d fall apart. Jared had said yes, but there was no way I could risk being near him again. What if my self-control slipped again? What if it happened in public?


    They’d take Charlie away.


    I straightened my blazer, pushing the dark thoughts away. I’d leave Jared a message and let him know I wouldn’t need him for the Masquerade after all. Simple.


    Ray knocked on my door frame. “Your one o’clock is here.”


    “Thanks.” I got up, smoothing down my skirt, and checked myself in the small mirror on the back of my office door. Satisfied everything was as it should be, I grabbed my leather portfolio and headed out to our welcome area.


    Grasping the folder in both hands protected me from having to shake hands. “Hello. You must be Mr. Severino…” I glanced at my notes. “Damian Severino?”


    He nodded and picked up his briefcase as he stood. “And you’re Ms. Goldstone?”


    “I am.” I turned before he could offer his hand. “We can chat in my office. I found a few properties that just came on the market and might be perfect for what you’re looking for.”


    He followed me and took the chair across from my desk. I settled in and turned my computer screen so we could both see the PowerPoint I’d prepared.


    Mr. Severino had contacted me via email so I had no idea what he’d look or sound like in person. For some reason, I pictured him much older. In reality, he could’ve walked off the runway at fashion week. His tailored suit fit his broad shoulders perfectly, and his tan skin made his teeth and the whites of his eyes even brighter. The only imperfection was a black splint on his right hand and a limp in his gait.


    “From our emails, I understand you need a large custom home that can be used for your business entertaining, right?”


    He nodded. “Exactly. We’re based on the east coast, but our interests seem to keep drawing us into the area. I’d like to find something to serve as a satellite business hub as well as a temporary residence.”


    I skimmed my notes again. “The Nero Organization, right? I’m sorry, I tried to do my homework and research your company, but not much came up.”


    “Good.” He shifted in his chair. “The majority of our work is with the federal government. Many of our contracts are top secret. We maintain a very low profile. The less people know the better.”


    “Wow.” I clicked the mouse to bring up the PowerPoint. “And the government is sending you to Lake Tahoe?”


    He chuckled, but it was practiced and tight. His eyes remained distant, cold. “Government contracts are not our only interest.”


    “Fair enough.” As long as his checks were good, that was all that mattered to me.


    After showing him my top five properties, he agreed to take a look. Three were available to show anytime. The other two I’d have to set appointments.


    “How long will you be in town?”


    He pulled out his cell phone, dividing his attention. “I will stay long enough to procure the right property.”


    “Great. If you’ve got time, I can take you over to tour three of them now. The others we’ll need to schedule.”


    We left the office, crossing to my SUV. The Escalade was the perfect real estate vehicle. Not only could I cart around up to seven more people, but even if I only had one passenger, there was enough distance between us to keep things from getting awkwardly intimate.


    I clicked the locks and opened the driver’s side door. He yanked his wide open and frowned, turning to look farther back inside my car. He had the same perplexed look on his face as Jared did when he stared down my hallway. Like they were looking for someone.


    “Is there a problem?”


    His dark eyes flicked over to meet my gaze. “I’m not sure yet.”


    He cleared his throat and reached up with his left hand for the handle inside, pulling himself up onto the seat. I buckled my seatbelt, refraining from asking him about his injuries. I’d learned early in my career that questions like that could lead to answers such as: “I was born this way.” Tough to come back from that kind of gaff.


    I pulled out of the parking lot, my phone directing me toward our first stop. “Have you been in Lake Tahoe long?”


    “This is my first visit here. I’ve heard there are wolves.”


    I raised a brow. “Wolves?” I made another right turn. “There’s a wolf-dog rescue up here, but we don’t often hear about wild wolves much.”


    His closed lips curved into a smirk. “The full moon is coming in a few days. Listen for the howls.” He stared out the passenger window.


    I tightened my grip on the wheel. Something about Mr. Severino had me on edge. Not good. I glanced at the water. My cell reminded me our destination would be on the left. I rolled into the wide circular drive in front of the two story custom home and turned off the engine. “Ready to take a look?”


    We got out, and I kept my cell phone in one hand, keys in the other. “This one’s got a beautiful deck out back overlooking the lake.”


    Just mentioning the deck made me think of Jared, of his slow passionate kiss. I blinked hard, forcing the memory back as I opened the door. He entered first and I followed, grateful he didn’t seem to notice my distraction.


    “Go ahead and look around. Let me know if you have any questions.”


    He nodded and wandered the lower level first. Usually, I’d walk the space with my clients, but there was something about this man that had my inner alarms going off, and if I learned nothing else at Brightwood, it was to trust my intuition.


    I went to the sliding glass door and rolled it open to step out on the deck. The air was crisp and cool outside, calming my frayed nerves.


    Until my phone rang.


    After nearly dropping the damned thing, I checked the screen. Jared. I swiped ignore. The number vanished, and something inside of me ached. Talking to him, hearing his voice, would only add to the torment. Now that I’d kissed him, my long dormant body wanted more, but if one kiss singed his shirt, I could only imagine what would happen if we were skin to skin.


    Best to cut this off now.


    “Ms. Goldstone?”


    I spun around to find Damian at the door. “Can you tell me the size of the lot? Whatever we decide to purchase, it will need to be fenced with a security gate.”


    “I can look it up for you when we get back to the office.”


    “Perfect.” He tipped his head slightly, but his dark eyes remained on mine. His sharp features were stunning, but I couldn’t shake the feeling his charm was a mask.


    “Ready for the next property?”


    I turned the deadbolt and returned the key to the lock box. The shadows lengthened as the sun sank in the sky. Jared was planning to work late tonight, but I’d work later.


    If I played my cards right, I’d never have to see him again.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Jared


    My breath huffed past my lips as I hammered the living shit out of the support beam. Overhead, the stars sparkled, and the nearly full moon reflected on the tranquil water.


    Taryn had ignored my phone call, twice, and she didn’t show up to talk. I wasn’t really surprised. But it still hurt like hell. My mate. All night that kiss tormented me, haunting my dreams. She kissed me back, I hadn’t imagined the passion.


    Her cold front was in full bloom now. She’d locked herself back in the fucking tower like I never existed.


    “Jared? Are you stayin’ for dinner?”


    Then there was Charlie. As soon as he’d finished his homework, he ran down, tool belt tight around his waist, ready to help. He’d gathered wood, sorted screws and nails, and I even let him use my power drill a couple of times.


    “Afraid not, Buddy. Tank and I need to get home.” I wiped my brow and slid my hammer into my belt. “Thanks for your hard work today.”


    “You’re welcome.” He stared up at the moon.


    Did he sense his connection, the changes that would pull his wolf forward when the moon reached its full potential? He couldn’t, but his instincts, his inner wolf, would burst to life at some point soon. Everyone in our Pack matured at a different rate. Gareth had been the first of our generation to shift at fourteen. Adam and Aren hadn’t run with the Pack until they were sixteen. The rest of us started shifting between sixteen and eighteen.


    Charlie probably had at least four years before his life would turn upside down unless I could figure out some way to reach his mother, to make her believe.


    I had no clue how to broach the subject. But I couldn’t just give up. She’d never admit it, but she needed me. God knew I needed her. And Charlie needed a Pack.


    After I tidied up my workspace, I put my arm around Charlie’s shoulders. “Everything okay?”


    He gave me a half-hearted shrug. “I guess so.”


    “You guess?”


    He looked up at me. “I wish every night could be like last night. I wish Mom could…” He sighed. “I get lonely sometimes.”


    “But you’ve got friends at school, right?”


    “Yeah. And at soccer, too, but they never get to come over or spend the night. My Mom can’t have them around.” He kicked at a rock. “But last night she seemed fine. I thought things might be different.”


    I squeezed his shoulder, my chest tight. “Give her some time.” I cleared my throat, glancing at the moon. “I’m not giving up on her, and you shouldn’t either.”


    “I knew it!” Charlie laughed and nudged me. “You do like my Mom.”


    I rolled my eyes and mussed his hair. “She’s okay.”


    “You think she’s pretty.”


    “She is pretty. Beautiful in fact.”


    Charlie’s laughter faded, his eyes shining with hope. “You should tell her that.”


    “I’d have to get her to talk to me again first.”


    He sighed. “But you said you won’t give up.”


    “Yep.” I nodded and started up for my truck. “She’s about to find out how stubborn I can be.”


    Charlie jogged beside me, with Tank close behind. “Jared, can I tell you a secret?”


    I stopped at the truck and faced him. “What is it?”


    He checked around and lowered his voice. “It’s gonna sound crazy.”


    “Your secrets are safe with me.”


    “You won’t laugh?”


    I crossed my heart. “Not a chance.”


    “I hear you talking to Tank when you’re outside and I’m inside doing homework. Mom says I exaggerate, but I don’t.”


    I ground my teeth together, biting back what I really wanted to tell him. “Why are you telling me this?”


    “Because…” His big green eyes searched mine. “…You’re the first grown up I’ve ever met that smells like me.”


    The vulnerability in Charlie’s eyes tore a hole in me. This boy needed to know what he was, what I was, but I couldn’t tell him. Not yet. Instead, I hugged him. He clung to me like a lifeline while I stared at the darkening sky above, trying to figure out what in the hell to do.


    He sniffled a little and stepped back. “You don’t think I’m nuts?”


    “Nope.” I chucked his chin. “I think you’re one amazing boy.”


    “Why do we smell different?”


    Because we’re werewolves, kid. “There’s not a simple answer, and for now, it’s really important that we keep it between us. Your mom is already upset with me. I don’t want to give her any more ammunition.”


    Charlie nodded, his expression serious beyond his years. “I won’t say anything.” He lifted his left arm and slid his sleeve up to expose a severely scarred forearm. “I keep my scar to myself, too. It upsets my mom when she sees it, and she told me other people would ask questions.”


    A burn. My throat went tight. “How’d you get that?”


    He shrugged and pulled his shirt back down. “I don’t remember, but Mom does, and she doesn’t like to look at it.”


    I raked my fingers back through my hair, staring at the sky again while I struggled to gather my emotions. This burn was why she kept her distance from everyone, even her own son. Maybe she couldn’t control it.


    And how could I help her?


    I grabbed Charlie around the waist and boosted him onto the tailgate of my truck so we were almost at eye level. “I’ve got to get Tank home, but I need to know you can stay quiet about this until I get your mom to talk to me again.”


    “She’s not talking to you?”


    I shook my head. “Hasn’t returned my calls either. But I won’t give up.”


    He nodded. “Will you be back tomorrow?”


    “Yeah. We’ve got a deck to finish right?”


    His face brightened.


    The door opened and Sherri poked her head out. “Dinner’s ready, Charlie.”


    He hopped off the tailgate and grinned. “See you, Jared.”


    “Night, Charlie.”


    He raced inside, and I helped Tank into the cab of the truck. Once we were on the road, I glanced at my passenger. “If you’ve got any ideas about how I can get this shit storm cleared up, I’m all ears.”


    Tank snorted, sneezed, and lay down on the bench seat, plopping his head on my leg. I rested my hand on his back, eyes glued to the winding two-lane highway. “Yeah, I don’t have a goddamn clue either.”


    


    Jason was on his way over, Tank was munching his dinner, and I sat at the computer rereading the information I printed out about Pyrokinesis. The psychic ability to speed up the natural vibrations of atoms until they combusted. Back in medical school, I might’ve laughed off the notion, but I had the t-shirt to prove my mate had a dangerous gift.


    I found plenty of websites with tips for building your abilities, but nothing concrete about ways to control it. In fact, I didn’t find many mentions where someone actually burned a person by touching them.


    That would be too easy.


    I groaned and leaned back in my chair. On a whim, I pulled out my cell phone and pressed Taryn’s name. Straight to voicemail.


    The woman was as stubborn as she was beautiful.


    Jason drove up outside. I met him at the door, surprised to find Kilani with him. “Thanks for coming over.”


    We clasped forearms in the traditional Pack greeting before Jason yanked me into a tight hug. “We both wanted to tell you first.”


    I frowned. “Tell me what?”


    Kilani smiled. “You’re going to be an uncle.”


    My jaw dropped and for a brief moment, a ray of light broke through the tempest of my worries for Taryn and Charlie.


    I embraced Kilani. Gently. “Congratulations.”


    She laughed as she stepped back. “I’m still me. No porcelain dolls here.”


    I chuckled. “When are you due?”


    Jason grinned as he took her hand. “I’ll know more when I can get a clear sonogram, but probably early January.”


    “Have you told Mom and Dad yet?”


    Jason shook his head. “We will in a couple weeks, once we’re sure there aren’t going to be any problems, but we had to tell someone.”


    “I’m honored to be that someone.” I gripped his shoulder. “Those are going to be some lucky little guys to have you for parents.”


    Jason looked happier than I’d ever seen him, and Kilani already had that glow from the inside out. I crossed my arms wishing I had good news to share.


    “Taryn’s definitely a strong psychic.”


    Jason sobered, back to business. “I was right about psychic human women being able to conceive with a shifter without being converted first.”


    I nodded. “Looks like it.” They sat on the couch across from me. I leaned forward in my chair, resting my forearms on my thighs, trying to figure out where to start. “She can burn things with her mind. Pyrokinesis.”


    Kilani frowned. “There was a Taryn at Brightwood who had a gift for Pyrokinesis. She was a year ahead of me in school until she dropped out.”


    “It’s got to be her.” My pulse jumped. “It can’t be a coincidence. Why did she drop out?”


    “We never heard officially, but it came down the grapevine that she had an older boyfriend and she got pregnant.”


    Jason moved forward to the edge of the sofa. “Her werewolf son.”


    “Yeah, but wait it gets even better.”


    “Seriously?” My brother raised a brow.


    “Yeah.” I got up, and grabbed my singed t-shirt from the back of the chair and tossed it to him.


    Jason unfolded it and frowned. “Looks like…handprints?”


    “She’s my mate.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I kissed her even though she warned me she didn’t want to hurt me.”


    “And she did this to your shirt?”


    “Yeah.” Tank wandered over to sit at my side. “Not on purpose. That’s the thing. I think she can’t control it.”


    Kilani sighed. “If it’s the same girl, she used to be able to control her powers. In fact, I think when she got older, they were trying to help her enhance it, but she wouldn’t or couldn’t. That’s when she started sneaking out at night. We figured it was because of her boyfriend.”


    “Enhance it?” I gripped the back of my chair so tight that the wood creaked. “As in, Nero wanted her to start fires?”


    Kilani nodded, glancing between Jason and I. “Yeah. They used to pull her from class. They called it ‘focused practice.’” She shuddered. “By then, I’d had the vision of Nadya’s parents being shot. When they lied to us, telling us Nadya moved away with no mention of her parents, it scared me, and I hid my powers. But for the others, like Taryn, Brightwood seemed to think that once we hit puberty, our psychic gifts could be strengthened with the right incentive.”


    I ground my teeth. “Those bastards.” I shook my head. “No wonder she’s so distant from everyone.”


    “Maybe.” She shrugged, empathy in her dark eyes. “She was a year ahead of me in school, but we were in the same dorm. Before she dropped out, she told me she couldn’t do it. She could manipulate a flame if it was already lit, but she couldn’t ignite the fire.”


    I picked up the burnt t-shirt. “Well, something changed. My shirt and Charlie’s arm prove it.”


    “Any luck finding out what happened to the twin?”


    “No.” I raked a hand back through my hair. “And I may not get a chance anytime soon. She’s avoiding me now and ignoring my calls.”


    Kilani got up and took my hand. “Don’t give up. She’s scared. She’ll come around.”


    I stared down at my brother’s mate. When she first came to our Pack, she thought Jason was a spy for Nero.


    And now she was carrying his twins.


    If Jason could earn her trust and her love, surely there was hope for me.


    If Taryn didn’t accidentally kill me first.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Taryn


    The sun had already set. I waited until everyone went home before pulling out my cell phone. Three days had passed since the kiss. Jared had finally stopped calling, but like the professional he was, the deck was still progressing.


    It was time to let him off the hook for the Masquerade. Then we could both put whatever it was that happened the other night behind us.


    I hit his number and the buzzer rang out front announcing someone came in the building. “I’ll be right with you,” I called.


    Suddenly Billy Joel’s Uptown Girl started playing from the waiting area in the office.


    “Taryn?”


    I frowned. Jared’s voice was in stereo and the song had stopped. Lowering my phone from my ear, I cleared my throat. “Is that you out there, Jared?”


    “Yeah, it’s me.”


    Oh shit. I pressed end on the call and got up, straightening my blouse. He’d never come to my office before. Why was he here?


    I rounded the corner and my pulse quickened. How could I have forgotten how intense his hazel eyes could be, or how tempting his tan muscular arms looked in his worn t-shirt?


    “Sorry to come by without an appointment, but I was having a tough time reaching you by phone.” He held up his cell.


    I shrugged. “Work has been busy.”


    “Glad to hear it has nothing to do with that kiss the other night.”


    “No.” Heat crept up my chest. “That was a mistake.”


    For a split second it looked like I slapped him. A muscle in his cheek contracted. “Guess that depends on who you ask.”


    Why wasn’t he terrified by the burns on his shirt? Didn’t matter. “I was calling you to let you know, I won’t need you to go to the Masquerade with me after all.”


    He shoved his cell phone in his pocket, his gaze penetrating my defenses. “Do me a favor first. Let me take you to dinner. You have my word, no matter how bad I might want to, I won’t touch you.”


    I blinked, surprised by the tears threatening to blur my vision. “Why?”


    “Why what?”


    I sighed. “Why spend more time together, when you of all people must understand there’s no future, no chance of a relationship?”


    “Because it’s got to be pretty lonely in that tower you lock yourself away in. If I can’t be more, I’d like to be your friend.”


    My pulse raced. I shook my head. “I’m sorry. It’s definitely me, not you. I…I can’t.”


    He groaned, but it almost sounded like…a growl. “Taryn, you can do this. Sherri is staying late tonight with Charlie, and you need to eat anyway.”


    I stared at the ceiling. There was nothing I wanted more than to spend time with him. Not only was he gorgeous with a kiss that lit a fire in me, literally, but he was also kind to my little boy. The memory of Charlie’s smile after helping Jared work on the deck was etched in my mind. I gnawed the inside of my cheek, struggling to raise my emotional barriers, and finally met his eyes.


    “It’s a bad idea.”


    “Then it’s my bad idea.” The corner of his mouth curved, threatening to weaken my resolve.


    “Are you oblivious to the danger you would be in?”


    He shrugged, that lopsided grin setting off a hundred butterflies in my stomach. “Not oblivious, but also not afraid. You shouldn’t be either.”


    “You’re not going to give up, are you?”


    He shook his head, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “Not a chance.”


    “I’m only agreeing to one meal.”


    He chuckled. “For now.”


    I raised a brow. “Forever.”


    He rolled his eyes. “You might enjoy yourself.”


    I sighed. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


    Before he could say anything else, I walked back to my office. Part of me was still in shock. I was going to dinner with a man. This was crazy. I jumped when I turned around. Jared filled my doorway, but his smile was gone.


    He took a deep breath and looked my way, his brow furrowed. “Who comes in here?”


    Weird question. I hooked my attaché on my shoulder and grabbed my purse. “All my employees and sometimes I have clients in here, why?”


    “Nothing. Curious, I guess.”


    He did not look like it was nothing. I waited for him to head for the front door and followed. After setting the alarm, I locked the glass double doors and started for my Escalade.


    “Wait. Can we take my truck?”


    “Okay.” I looked over at his full-size Ford pick-up. “Are you sure you don’t want to ride in mine? Your tools would probably be safer here…”


    “My tools will be fine, and Tank is with Charlie. I swear it’s clean inside.”


    His truck. All right, I could do this. Jared opened the passenger door and I climbed in before he offered to help. He closed the door and came around to get in the driver’s side.


    The interior cab smelled like him. Suddenly, I wished I could close my eyes and breathe him in, like keeping your first boyfriend’s shirt so you could put it over your pillowcase and drift off to sleep pretending he was beside you. Or maybe I was the only one who did that.


    He drove out of the parking lot carefully, and although the night air was brisk, he kept his window cracked, the cold sting of the wind sending a shiver down my back.


    “My jacket is behind the seat if you need it.”


    “You could roll up your window.”


    He shook his head slowly. “No, I can’t.”


    I wanted to be annoyed, but his profile made it clear he wasn’t being a jerk, he was tense. His hands gripped the wheel like a lifeline, and his eyes never left the road. I reached back and grabbed his coat. It was a leather bomber jacket, and wrapping it around me was as close to being in his arms as I would ever get.


    He pulled into the local pizza joint. “Wait here, I’ll be right back.”


    Jared jumped out and vanished inside before I could question him further. I sat in the cab of his truck, completely confused, and more than a little curious. Rather than second guess my choice to agree to a meal, I opened the glove box. All the usual paperwork, proof of insurance, registration, and a badge with Tank’s picture. I leaned forward for a closer look.


    A service dog badge. Why would Jared need a service dog?


    He came out with a box and a bag. I quickly closed the glove compartment, feeling guilty for my intrusion.


    Jared handed me the pizza. “Sorry, I should’ve consulted you on the order, but I was pretty sure you’d turn me down tonight, and I figured if by some slim chance you said yes, you wouldn’t want all of Lake Tahoe whispering about you dating your contractor.”


    I smiled. “You did a lot of thinking.”


    “I had a few days while someone was avoiding my calls.”


    I laughed before I could stop myself. “I wasn’t avoiding you, I was trying to figure out what to do.”


    He shook his head. “I’m not ready to talk about that. Let’s start with pizza first.”


    “Smells great.” I peered in the bag. “Garlic bread, too?”


    He nodded and turned on the engine. “First we’re going to the cabin.”


    My smile faded. “Cabin?”


    “Yeah, my family has a big one up here. We all have keys. It’ll be quiet so we can talk, and it’s got a dynamite view of the lake.”


    I shifted in my seat, staring out the window. He had to understand now why I didn’t like to be touched. It wasn’t even that I didn’t like it, so much as I didn’t want to hurt anyone. In fact, if I was being honest, kissing Jared had been…hot. To say the least. And being with him only made me yearn for more.


    Silence blanketed us for the rest of the drive. He finally pulled into a mammoth multi-level log home on the lakeshore. To call it a cabin was doing it a huge injustice.


    “Some cabin.”


    He chuckled, turning off the engine. “Maybe, but calling it an estate or something like that sounds pretentious.”


    I opened the door and got out, balancing the bag on top of the pizza box. Jared came around and traded me the keys for the food. I unlocked the door, then followed him inside. A massive staircase sat across the entryway, to the right was a den, and on the left was a spacious living area with a vaulted ceiling and an impressive oversized fireplace.


    “Inside or outside?”


    His voice jarred me from my inspection of the property. “Inside.”


    “You got it.”


    The industrial-sized kitchen was finished with gleaming stainless steel appliances. “Wow. Your family must do a lot of entertaining.”


    He shrugged, placing the food on the counter while he took down a couple of paper plates. “Our family is big and it keeps growing, so if we all want to get together, this place can hold all of us at once.”


    I pulled out a piece of pepperoni pizza and a slice of garlic bread. Jared went into the living room and sat on the curved leather sofa. I took a spot a few feet away.


    He chuckled. “I’m not going to bite.”


    “And I’m not going to take any chances.”


    He raised his large hands in mock surrender. “Fair enough.”


    The second my teeth sank into the warm, melty cheese, I almost moaned out loud. It had been way too long since I had pizza. “Are you going to tell me why it was so important that we have dinner?”


    “Because when you started dodging my calls I realized something.”


    I swallowed. “What’s that?”


    “You didn’t mean for me to find out about the Pyrokinesis, but my shirt spilled your secret without your consent.”


    Good thing I hadn’t taken another bite yet, or I would’ve choked on my food. “Perceptive.” I raised a brow. “And you must have Googled.”


    He nodded with a gentle smile. “I did a little research.”


    I set my plate on the coffee table, my appetite gone. “Are we here to discuss a fee for you to keep your mouth shut?”


    “You have got to be goddamned kidding me.” He tossed his plate on the table, his gaze pinning me to my seat. “You seriously think I brought you here to blackmail you? What have I ever done to give you such a lowlife opinion of me?”


    Nothing. He’d been professional, polite, and amazing to my son. I cleared my throat and stood up, breaking free of his heavy stare.


    “You haven’t done anything, but life has taught me people can turn on a dime and I’m always ready to pivot.” I crossed over to the fireplace and sat on the stone bench in front of the empty hearth. “So why are we here exactly?”


    “I wanted to level the playing field.” He pulled his hair back from his forehead. “But maybe you don’t give a shit anyway.”


    I raised a brow. “Level it how?”


    His eyes met mine. “I was going to trust you with a secret, too. Thought that’d make us even and we could start over.”


    “Start over?” I sighed and got up. Standing at the French doors, I stared at the smooth lake surface, calming the building heat in my head. “After that kiss, you have to know there is no future which includes me. I’m a ticking bomb.”


    He crossed to me, so close I could hear his breathing, but he didn’t try to touch me. “Taryn, look at me.”


    I shook my head. If stared into his eyes, I’d cry. He’d seen enough weakness from me already.


    His rough finger caressed my jaw, sliding down to my chin and sending tingles through my entire body. Gently, he turned my face until I met his eyes. He whispered, “You aren’t a bomb, and you don’t scare me. We just need to be careful.”


    I lost myself in his gaze, and I wanted to surrender to hope. I pressed my lips together, struggling to hold back the tears. “Why do you care?”


    His barely there smile warmed me. “You try really hard to hide behind that Ice Queen disguise, but that’s not who I see. I see a girl who had to grow up fast, and a mom who would sacrifice everything for her son. You’re beautiful, Taryn, inside and out, and I want to get to know the woman you keep hidden away.” He lowered his hand and my body ached at the loss. “If you’re willing, I’ll walk through the fire with you.”


    A tear escaped down my cheek. My voice wobbled, a raspy whisper. “I don’t think I can control it anymore. If I get riled up, good or bad, things burn.”


    He stepped even closer, his lips hovering over mine, his breath cooling my skin. “Then we take it slow. We wait.” His mouth curved into a sexy grin. “The best things are worth waiting for.”


    My pulse pounded in my ears, heat smoldering deep in my belly. I’d never been so tempted. “This is a dangerous game.”


    He didn’t back away, making me ache to touch him. “Sometimes those are the best kind.” His fingers brushed mine, tentative before taking my hand. “Come and sit with me.”


    I wasn’t burning him. Yet. I got up and found a place on the couch again. “If I feel it getting out of hand I’m back on the fireplace.”


    “Fair enough.” Jared stared at our joined hands and then met my eyes. “There must be a way to control this. You had Charlie.”


    “Yeah, but being with Noah was different.” I shrugged. “I never got hot like I did when I was kissing you.”


    “Noah was Charlie’s dad?”


    I nodded.


    “And you never burned one of his shirts when he kissed you?”


    I shook my head.


    Jared squeezed my hand with a raised brow and crooked grin. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


    I laughed, stunned by the sound. Laughing felt better than I remembered.


    His rough thumb slid across my knuckles. “Smiles look great on you.”


    “Shhh.” I grinned. “You’ll ruin my reputation.”


    He tipped his head back and chuckled. “Your secret’s safe with me.”


    Oh, I hoped that was true. If he told someone about my issue with fire…if anyone discovered Charlie’s scar…


    I could lose my son.


    I pulled in a slow breath. Just thinking about Charlie being taken from me stoked the flames. Jared let go of my hand. “Talk to me. What’s happening?”


    “It’s coming.”


    “Did I upset you?”


    I shook my head. “No. Yes.” Breathe. “Oh, god.”


    Jared got up and opened both of the French doors, the cold mountain breeze blew through the room. I shivered, closing my eyes, silently begging the embers to cool. I looked up into Jared’s eyes. No fear, just determination.


    I swallowed hard and forced the words from my lips. “You can’t tell anyone about the fire. They’ll take Charlie. I can’t lose him. I won’t.”


    He left the doors open and sat beside me again. “Is that what set you off?”


    He slid an arm around my back, but didn’t pull me close. I trembled, aching for the comfort of an embrace. It had been years since my last hug, since I allowed someone to touch me.


    “This has to stay between us.”


    “Just between us.” He leaned closer, barely brushing his lips to my forehead.


    I lifted my chin to see his face, his mouth dangerously close to mine. “I’d kiss you if I could,” I whispered.


    Jared’s breath caressed my skin. “I have other shirts.”


    I smiled, and kissed him.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Jared


    Her lips were soft and warm. I wanted to pull her tight against me, to feel her heart pounding with mine, but I didn’t. If we had another fire incident, she might never kiss me again. For now, I let her take the lead. Her tongue brushed my lips in a cautious exploration that had me growling deep and low into her mouth as the kiss deepened.


    Her hand slid up my thigh, and gradually, I noticed the heat rising. Stealing one last slow peck, I rested my forehead on hers. “Might be as far as we get tonight.”


    She pulled back, staring at the discolored spot on my jeans where her hand had been. I caught her chin raising her face to meet my eyes. “No beating yourself up.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    I shook my head. “I’m not.”


    “How can you be so calm about all this?”


    I was 99.9% sure if I brought up werewolves right now, any progress I’d made with my mate would be out the window. “I Googled Pyrokinesis, so I’m kind of an expert now.”


    She smiled, rolling her eyes. “I was being serious.”


    “I know.” I took a breath, reminding myself I had promised to level the field between us. “You’re not the only one with…issues. While we’re sharing secrets, I think I owe you one.”


    Her smile faded. “First, I have a confession to make.” She shifted on the couch, but didn’t move away. “While you got the pizza, I stumbled across Tank’s service dog card.”


    I raised a brow. “Stumbled across it inside my glove box?”


    “I said it was a confession. That implies some guilt, right?”


    I chuckled. “True.” I took a deep breath, my pulse racing. Too bad Tank wasn’t with me now. “Having him around relieves some of my anxiety issues.” I cleared my throat, loathing my weakness. “I dropped out of medical school because I have claustrophobia. Bad. I couldn’t explain it to my family, so it’s been a secret festering inside me a few years now. Tank senses when I’m upset, and having him in my truck with me helps me control the panic when I drive.”


    “That’s why you didn’t want to ride in my car.”


    I nodded. “Also why I don’t roll my window up on my truck. I need the air or I can’t breathe.”


    My fingertips tingled, my chest constricting, shorter shallow breaths. Ah fuck. I got up and leaned against the open French doors, hoping the cool breeze would ease the anxiety swelling inside of me. I’d never said the word claustrophobia out loud to anyone who wasn’t a paid shrink before.


    It never occurred to me my body would react so strongly to my admitted flaw.


    Taryn came over, standing on the other side of the doorframe. Her scent filled my lungs, soothing my torment. “Since you made it into medical school, I’m guessing the claustrophobia kicked in during college?”


    “Yeah.” Smart woman. Mine. I wished I was stronger for her, less broken. I wished plenty of things. Finally, I met her gaze.


    “I had a girlfriend, Bailey.” Just saying her name ripped at the wound that never healed. Jesus, I could almost smell the reek of death, choking me. No escape. Blackness danced at the edge of my vision. Fuck.


    Her arm slid around my waist as my balance faltered. “Let’s get to the fireplace.”


    I sat on the hearth, struggling to slow my breathing. Taryn went back to the kitchen. Ice cubes clanked into a glass before I realized she’d touched me when she helped me sit down. No fire, no burns.


    With a glass of iced water in hand, she settled in beside me. “When I couldn’t control the Pyrokinesis anymore, I had a few panic attacks myself. Sometimes cold water helps.”


    I took the glass, shaking my head. “Sorry. I’ve never talked about this out loud. Didn’t expect it to hit me this hard after so many years.”


    She nudged me with her shoulder. “Welcome to my world.”


    I took a swallow and huffed out a breath. “Our world sucks.”


    She stared into the distance. Her voice soft enough I probably wouldn’t have heard her if I weren’t a werewolf. “Charlie is the only reason I go on.”


    The raw pain, the emptiness in her tone, froze me where I sat. What had she endured? Kilani had told me Taryn couldn’t ignite fires with her mind when she dropped out of school. What changed?


    I set the glass aside and risked taking her hand. “I’m glad you did.”


    She turned, her gaze wandering over my face. “You make me wish for things I can never have. You terrify me.”


    “Don’t say never.” I lifted her hand to my lips, kissing the back of her fingers. “We’ll figure this out, but you can’t give up.”


    “Why do you care? We haven’t spent much time together, and I wasn’t very friendly for most of it.”


    I opened my mouth and stopped myself. I couldn’t tell her she was my mate, my one love for this lifetime, but in thinking back, when she started to occupy a spot in my heart, I hadn’t touched her yet. I hadn’t known.


    “That first day when we met, when I gave you my estimate for the deck project and you wouldn’t shake my hand…” I laced my fingers with hers. “There was something sad and lonely in your eyes. I knew all about your reputation, your nickname the Ice Queen, but that wasn’t who I saw that day. When I looked into your blue eyes, I saw a princess locked away in a tower, a prisoner. I wanted to set you free.”


    I chuckled and shook my head. “Then I met Charlie and holy shit. I never thought about kids before, didn’t realize there was a hole inside of me.” I brought my other hand up to my chest. “Teaching him to hammer a nail, seeing him giggle at dinner…” I cleared my throat. “When that deck is finished, I don’t want you and Charlie to walk out of my life.”


    “You say that now, but in six months, when kissing me is still dangerous and the newness is worn off…” She pulled her hand free from my grasp. “You have no idea how hard it was to shield myself and Charlie from my powers. I can’t go through that again.”


    I caught her chin, easing her gaze up to meet mine. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you when you needed me, but if you’ll trust me, just a little, we’ll figure this out.” I kissed her lips tenderly and rested my forehead to hers. “Don’t give up.”


    She rolled her eyes, her mouth curving into a smile that buoyed my spirits. “Fine. We’ll go to the Masquerade.”


    I laughed. In all the haze of anxiety tonight, I’d forgotten all about the damned Halloween party. “Deal. Do we need to dress up?”


    She nodded and straightened up. “Yeah.”


    “Any ideas?”


    She stared at me for a long moment and started to grin. “How about Wolverine and Dr. Jean Grey?”


    “X-Men?” I imagined her in the tight black spandex outfit and instantly other parts of me were eager to see her costume, too. “Sounds good to me. I’ll start growing out my sideburns.”


    “I’ll find some costumes to rent.” She grinned and got up. “More pizza?”


    


    After I took Taryn back to her office to get her car, I followed her back to her place. Charlie was already asleep, but Tank was happy to see me. Sherri slipped out pretty quick, leaving Taryn and me alone.


    “I guess I’d better get Tank home and fed.”


    She came with me to the door. “Thanks for tonight. I’m sorry about dodging you before.”


    “You’re worth the extra effort.” I pulled her close, paying attention to her temperature. Tentatively, she wrapped her arms around my waist, and gradually she relaxed against my chest.


    I rested my cheek on top of her head and closed my eyes, breathing in her scent. In spite of her dangerous gift, and her eagerness to hide, it would be so easy to love her.


    “You’re not burning me.”


    She nodded. “Not yet.”


    I laughed and kissed her hair. “Maybe I should go before I push my luck.”


    She stepped back, staring up into my eyes. “You’ve given me hope.” She ran her hand up my chest. “I don’t know how to thank you for that.”


    I grinned. “You can start by taking my calls.”


    “Deal.”


    I stole one more kiss, and walked Tank out to the truck. She waved and closed the door, and I boosted my dog into the cab.


    “Thanks for watching over Charlie tonight, boy.”


    Tank lumbered across the bench seat so I could get in. I navigated the Mt. Rose highway trying not to notice my deep, slow breathing. If I consciously thought about not panicking, it sometimes brought the fucking anxiety on like a signed invitation. The two lane highway was tough enough without a racing heartbeat and constant fear of losing consciousness.


    My entire life I’d taken my easy-going nature for granted. I hadn’t realized how tenuous peace in your soul could be. Mine had died in the blizzard with Bailey.


    I didn’t get to tell Taryn everything, my anxiety saw to that, but she didn’t seem to see it as a weakness like I did.


    Once we were home, and Tank was eating, I called Adam.


    “Sorry it’s so late.”


    “Not a problem.” His voice had the gravelly rumble of sleep, but my Alpha was wide awake now. “Did you find something out?”


    “Yeah, but not what we were looking for.”


    He sighed. “Okay. What is it?”


    “I was in Taryn’s real estate office tonight…and I caught the scent of a jaguar.” All night I’d tried to stay focused on my mate, refusing to let anything come between us, but there was no way I’d be able to sleep without relaying the potential danger.


    “Shit.” Just a second. A door clicked. Footsteps. “What the hell do you mean? A jaguar is sniffing around Lake Tahoe where we’ll all be shifting in a few days?”


    I sat on my couch and closed my eyes. “Exactly.”


    “Fuck. You think it’s Nero? Or could we have a stray cat in our territory?”


    “Your guess is as good as mine. The only one I’d recognize is Sebastian and it wasn’t him.”


    Adam growled, deep and dangerous: an Alpha. “We never found Damian’s body.”


    “After being shot twice a couple of weeks ago, I doubt he’d wander back into our territory. If he lived, then he’s still wounded. It’d be too risky.”


    “Or he’s not thinking straight.” Adam sighed. “I’m coming up there tomorrow morning. I’ll bring Aren with me. Maybe we can track him.”


    “I’ll be up there, too.” I swallowed hard, forcing my words out. “He was in her office, Adam. Whoever he is, he’s dangerous and he’s been with my mate.”


    He was quiet for a moment. “Did you tell her yet?”


    “About werewolves?” I shook my head with a sad chuckle. “No, I was lucky to get her to talk to me again.”


    Adam was walking again. “Sometimes you have to take a risk and hope for the best.”


    “I’ll protect her and Charlie, and when the time is right, I’ll tell her everything.”


    Adam groaned. “The right time needs to be soon. And find Charlie’s twin. If Nero is sniffing around up in Tahoe, it can’t be a coincidence.”


    “Maybe Lana can call Sebastian.”


    “That snake made it pretty clear last time I saw him that he’s not our ally. He’ll protect Lana and the twins, but that’s it. Unless this is directly connected to my family, he won’t help us.”


    “There’s got to be a way for me to figure out who was there yesterday.”


    “The sooner the better. I don’t want the Pack shifting up there if Nero is watching.”


    The last time Nero had paid us a visit in Tahoe during the full moon, Adam’s father, Malcolm, was killed in the crossfire.


    I cleared my throat. “Let me know if you guys find anything. I’ll keep you posted if I get a name.”


    “Be careful, Jared.”


    “You, too.”


    I hung up, my palms clammy. Tank wandered over and sat at my feet. “Why’d it have to be a jaguar, boy? Don’t I have enough shit keeping me from my mate? Does Nero have to get involved too?”


    Growling, I got up from the couch. If Nero threatened my mate or her son, no one would be able to cage the beast inside of me. It wasn’t anxiety that had my body tense and my hands trembling. It was rage.


    Pure, undiluted, animalistic fury.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Taryn


    Madison poked her head in my office door. “Morning, Ms. Goldstone. Do you have a minute?”


    I glanced up from the listings spread across my desk. “Sure. Come on in.”


    The shock on her face reminded me how much had changed in a single night. This morning the world seemed brighter. It wasn’t just that I’d kissed Jared without burning him, but the hope he’d somehow kindled inside of me. The rest of my life didn’t have to be lived at a distance. If I could figure out how to contain the fire again, I could hug my son, be a part of his life instead of a spectator.


    And I could go to the Masquerade. With a date. A real date.


    God, I sounded like I was seventeen again.


    She sat across from my desk, her iPad firmly in hand. “I’m just tying up loose ends for the Masquerade next weekend.”


    “Speaking of, can you rent me a couple of costumes?”


    Her face brightened. “Of course!” She shifted her attention, her fingers flying on the iPad screen, finally she glanced my way. “Okay I’m ready. What do you need?”


    “Wolverine and Dr. Jean Grey.”


    “X-Men! I love it.” She grinned. “You found a Wolverine?”


    I nodded, surprised to find myself aching to tell her all about Jared. “Actually, I did.”


    “Can’t wait to see you two. You’ll make an awesome Jean Grey.”


    We finished up her final details for lighting and a new deejay. She popped out of my office as quickly as she had showed up. I tried to go back over the listings for Mr. Severino, but my focus was scattered. According to the clock, I had about an hour before he’d be here. I had time.


    Sherri answered on the second ring. “Goldstone residence.”


    “Hey Sherri, it’s me.”


    “Ms. Goldstone. Is something wrong?”


    For the first time in years, everything felt right. “No. I wondered if Charlie has a soccer game Saturday.” I glanced at the calendar and corrected myself. “Tomorrow…I’d like to go if I can.”


    She was silent.


    “Sherri?”


    She laughed, a smile plain in her voice. “Oh, he would love that! Yes, his game is at one o’clock tomorrow.”


    I put the time into my cell phone. “Please don’t tell him, just in case I can’t make it. I’d rather just surprise him.”


    “Sure thing.”


    I hesitated, struggling to keep my tone from giving too much away. Sherri was the only one who knew I’d been out with Jared, but she also knew me well enough not to prod for details.


    “Is Jared there?”


    “Yes. He’s in back. Do you want me to get—”


    “No.” I closed my eyes and shook my head. “No. I was just curious.”


    I hurried off the phone before I embarrassed myself any further, and got lost in the potential properties for Damian Severino. I narrowed them down to three strong possibilities and set appointments. By the time he came in, I was ready.


    I clipped all the listings to my board and headed out to the reception area. “Good to see you, Mr. Severino.”


    His dazzling white teeth flashed as he stood up. “Please, call me Damian.”


    “Damian.” I tucked the clipboard under my arm. “Give me a second to grab my keys and we’ll get on the road.”


    “May I?” He gestured to the listings.


    “Oh, sure.” I held the clipboard out, but his hand covered mine on the edge for a moment. I pulled my hand free, hoping he wouldn’t acknowledge the accidental contact.


    “You have soft hands.”


    Deep inside, I cringed. He was wealthy, powerful, and handsome, but none of that mattered. All my newly awakened infatuation was stored up for the carpenter building my deck. Plus there was something about Damian that made me nervous. When he smiled, his eyes didn’t shine. It was too practiced, too perfect.


    I buried my emotions and called upon my trusty aloof business façade, my second skin. “Good to hear my weekly manicures are worthwhile.”


    Once I was safe inside my office, I grabbed my purse and cell phone, shaking off the awkward contact. I returned to my client, keys in hand. “Ready to go?”


    He nodded and handed me my listings. “I’m looking forward to it.”


    I was careful to avoid his hand this time. We headed out into the brisk sunshine. As I drove to the first listing, my usually silent client turned my way.


    “Do you live in this area?”


    “I’ve worked up here for almost ten years.”


    “Not exactly what I asked, but I appreciate your expertise.”


    My grip on the wheel tightened a little. “Thank you. I don’t think there’s another agent in Tahoe who understands this market better than I do.”


    I gave the Escalade a little more gas, suddenly very eager to get out of the car. It might’ve been the unwelcome touch from earlier, but his questions made me uncomfortable.


    “So you’re not a native, then.”


    I made a left turn, keeping my focus forward. “Does that make any difference?”


    “No. Just making small talk.” I wished he’d stop. “I like to know the person I’m dealing with before I commit a large sum of money into their hands.”


    “I’m happy to answer any questions about Goldstone Properties.”


    “But not about yourself.”


    At the red light, I finally glanced his way. “I keep my personal life far from my business.”


    His lips twitched, but he didn’t show off his well-practiced smile. “I can relate to that.”


    Good. I had zero desire to find out about his private life. Thankfully the first property was on the right. I drove in and parked. We got out and he sized up the multi-level home.


    “This looks promising.”


    I sent up a silent prayer that he’d make an offer on this one and we could avoid spending more awkward car time together. “I think it’ll be perfect for your needs.”


    We went inside, and this time I toured it with him, pointing out all the features he’d requested. Security system, bedrooms upstairs, full kitchen, deck for entertaining, and even the underground, fully insulated wine cellar he insisted he needed.


    He stood too close to me in the kitchen. I glanced at the lake through the sliding glass door, centering myself while he stared at my profile like an unwanted caress.


    “I’m impressed, Ms. Goldstone. This property seems perfect.”


    I took a step away before turning in his direction. “I’m glad you like it. Are you ready to put in an offer?”


    He nodded, encroaching into my personal space again. “Yes.” His gaze lowered to my mouth and back up. “I’d like to offer to take you out for a celebration dinner.”


    I scooted back again, but my rear bumped into the countertop. There was nowhere left to go. My heart raced. “I’m sorry. I don’t mix business and pleasure.”


    “That’s a pity.” He rested his hand on mine. “You look like you could use some pleasure.”


    Heat scorched through my veins before I had a chance to pull away. He yanked his hand back, rubbing his palm with a frown. I held my breath, straightening my jacket and praying he didn’t have a burn or blister.


    I walked away from the corner of the kitchen. “We should get back to the office so I can get the offer submitted tonight.”


    He stared at his hand, then glanced at me with a puzzled expression.


    “Are you all right, Mr. Severino?”


    “Damian.”


    I cleared my throat. “Damian.”


    He rubbed his palm again and straightened. “My hand was hot, but it seems to be fine now.”


    “Strange.” I hoped I sounded convincing. “I’m glad you’re okay. Ready to go?”


    He nodded and headed for the Escalade. I yanked out my cell phone, my fingers trembling as I hit the button for my office. Relief swamped me when Ray answered the phone.


    “Hi, Ray, we’re on our way back to write up an offer. Can you wait for us?”


    “Sure.” He paused, lowering his voice. “Everything okay?”


    “Everything’s fine, I just…” Damian waited by my car, turning his hand over and examining it. “I’d rather not be alone with this one.”


    He didn’t hesitate. “I’ll be right here.”


    “Thanks, Ray.”


    I dropped my phone into my coat pocket and locked up.


    After pulling into traffic, I turned up the radio a little, hoping it’d keep conversation to a minimum.


    “I apologize if I made you uncomfortable. Subtlety isn’t one of my strong suits. When I see something I want, I go after it.”


    I blurted out, “I’m seeing someone.”


    “I’m not surprised.” He stared out the window. “But I hope you’ll keep your options open. Don’t settle.”


    What was this guy’s problem? “I’m happy with my options.”


    “I purchased a ticket for the Masquerade.”


    I reminded myself a large part of the ticket sales went to charity. “Then I will see you there.”


    “I suppose I’ll also meet your someone as well.”


    I couldn’t get back to the office fast enough. “Yes, he’ll be with me.”


    “Good.”


    I had no idea what that meant, and no longer gave a shit about this deal, I just wanted to get this guy out of my Escalade. My palms were sweating on the wheel. Hot. I glanced at the steering wheel and my stomach dropped. It wasn’t sweat between my fingers. The vinyl was melting, pliable.


    Oh crap.


    I cranked up the air conditioner, in spite of the cool fall temperature outside, praying the blast of cold air would calm the fire.


    “Is everything okay?”


    Just hearing his voice grated on my frayed nerves. “Yes. I’m just warm with my jacket on, that’s all.”


    I parked in front of my office. Ray opened the glass doors and came out. Bless that guy. He’d worked for me for five years now. I’d never been friendly, but he was right there when I needed him.


    “Welcome back, Ms. Goldstone. You have a call waiting.”


    Oh thank god.


    “Can you help Mr. Severino to the conference room?”


    Ray nodded and headed over to intercept Damian while I hustled through the glass doors. Sitting in my leather executive chair, my nerves calmed, the heat cooling. I hit the blinking line on my desk phone.


    “This is Ms. Goldstone.”


    “Hey Taryn. It’s Jared.” The sound of his voice soothed the brewing panic.


    “Hi. Is everything okay?”


    “Yeah.” He paused. I pressed my lips together to keep from interrupting. “Charlie is bugging me to stay for dinner. I didn’t want to surprise you with anything.”


    I smiled, closing my eyes and picturing him in my mind. “I’d like that.”


    “Do you care if I let Sherri head home? I thought I’d cook.”


    He could cook, too? I almost pinched myself. “Sure. I should be home in an hour.”


    “Perfect.” Charlie whooped in the background and my eyes brimmed with tears. “I think your boy is excited.”


    “Sounds like it. Will you remind him about his homework?”


    “Already done, Mom!” He yelled. How did he hear that? Charlie always claimed he could hear things he shouldn’t be able to, but I’d written it off as an overactive imagination.


    “Okay, I’ll see you guys soon.”


    Jared told Charlie to run and let Sherri know, then he lowered his voice. “Taryn?” I loved hearing him say my name.


    “Yes.”


    “Thanks.”


    “For what?”


    “For having a little faith in me.”


    I wasn’t sure what to say. I opened my mouth to reply, but stopped myself.


    “Are you still there?”


    I nodded and then chuckled. “Yes, I’m here.”


    “Didn’t mean to scare you.”


    “You didn’t. I’m just not used to smiling so much.” I glanced at the clock. “I better get this deal done. See you soon.”


    I placed the phone on the cradle and grabbed my Offer to Purchase form and pens. Ray and Damian were chatting when I came in and sat down.


    Ray stood. “I still have a couple of things to finish and I need to be home in time to tuck the kids in.”


    “Thanks Ray.” And I meant it. I owed him for sticking around until Damian Severino was out of the building.


    We hammered out the details in just over a half hour. I double-checked the form and collected the pens. “I’ll submit this first thing in the morning and let you know when we hear back from the owner.”


    “Thank you.” He waited, but I didn’t extend my hand. I didn’t trust myself not to burn him.


    I stood up and forced a smile. “Sorry for keeping you late, but I think it’ll be worth it when you own that amazing place on the lake shore.”


    He got up and nodded. “I look forward to hearing from you.”


    He left the building and I finally released the breath I’d been holding.


    Ray came up front. “So what happened?”


    I shrugged. “I got a strange vibe. I think he wanted to invite me to the Masquerade.”


    “Madison said you’re going this year.”


    I nodded and turned to face him. “I am.”


    His eyes widened and I laughed.


    Ray shook his head. “I don’t know if I’ve ever heard you laugh before.”


    “Hopefully, it won’t be the last.”


    He smiled. “I’m going to head home. You can lock up?”


    “Yes, I’ve got it.”


    Ray left and I locked up behind him. I’d never been in a hurry to get home before either. I tried to stay within the speed limit, but the blue tinge of the halogen headlights on the car behind me weren’t helping. I angled my mirror, and prayed he’d go straight every time I made a turn. But he never did. In fact, I couldn’t shake the feeling this guy was following me.


    By the time I pulled in my driveway, I half expected the car riding my tail to follow me, but it continued down the street. I got out and watched the taillights fade into the distance.


    “Hey, Mom.”


    I turned to find Charlie and Jared at the door, smiling, and my knees wobbled. Never in my best dreams did I imagine I’d see my son so happy, and an incredible man who knew my secret and made me dinner anyway.


    “Hi, guys.” I grabbed my purse and my attaché and headed for the house.


    My house smelled amazing. “Wow. What are you guys cooking?”


    Jared grinned. “Charlie said his favorite was mac and cheese, but he’d never had it baked with bacon. Had to change that.”


    “Smells delicious.” My stomach grumbled in agreement.


    “And Mom, I’m cooking the green beans!” Charlie carefully stirred the long green beans with garlic in the frying pan.


    “Thanks for making dinner, you two. I’m going to get changed. Be right back.”


    “Okay, Mom, but hurry because the timer will beep in five minutes.”


    Charlie grinned up at me, and it took all I had not to kiss his cheek. After the incident with my client this afternoon, I didn’t want to chance hurting my boy.


    In my bedroom, I kicked off my heels and stashed them in the shoe hanger on the back of the door to my walk-in closet. Once I had comfy sweat pants on, I labored over which top to wear. It’d been so long since I tried to impress a guy, I was sorely out of practice. Sweat pants was probably my first mistake. I finally opted for a slim fit black t-shirt and went in the bathroom to brush my hair.


    A tap on my bedroom door made me freeze. “Yeah?”


    “Can I come in?” Jared’s voice warmed me all over, and not in a fireball kind of way.


    “Sure.” I came out of the bathroom, still brushing. “Everything okay?”


    He nodded with a slow spreading smile. “You are so beautiful.”


    Heat flushed my cheeks as I lowered the brush and glanced down at my sad choice in outfits. “You don’t have to say that.”


    He came a little closer. “I actually came in to let you know we have two minutes to say hello, but you distracted me.”


    I looked up at him, puzzled. “We already—”


    His lips fused to mine before I could finish. I moaned into the kiss, instinctively sliding my arms around his waist. My tongue tangled slowly with his, making me ache for our bodies to do the same. Gradually, he lightened the kiss, resting his forehead against mine. “Hello.”


    “Hi.” Sexy was a serious understatement when it came to Jared. I smiled and forced myself back a step. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”


    He shook his head. “Only when you pulled away.”


    “I burned someone today.”


    Concern lined his face. “What happened? Are you okay?”


    I shrugged, walking the brush back into the bathroom so I wouldn’t have to look him in the eyes. “I’m all right, and I think I pulled free before he had a visible wound.”


    He came over to fill the doorway of my bathroom. “What the hell happened?”


    I looked at his reflection in the mirror. “It shouldn’t have been anything major, but he was giving me a creepy vibe, asking about my personal life, and then he touched my hand and the fire lit through my veins. It all happened so fast, I couldn’t stop it before I burned him.”


    His shoulders tensed, his mouth a hard line. “Does he know it came from you?”


    “I don’t know, we didn’t talk about it, but I saw him checking it out as we were leaving.”


    He reached for my hand in spite of my confession. “Can you pinpoint what set it off? Were you scared?”


    I thought back and shook my head. “Not really scared, but the questions threw me off. I was backed into the corner of the kitchen and when he touched me…”


    “You defended yourself.”


    I raised a brow. “Slapping him would’ve been defending myself. Burning his hand… If I hadn’t yanked mine away so fast, he’d have blisters I couldn’t explain or worse. I didn’t want to burn him, it just happened. Like your shirt, and your jeans last night. I’m dangerous.”


    “I just walked right in here and kissed you, and not a burn on me.”


    I sighed. “True, but I don’t know why.”


    He squeezed my hand. “Maybe because you trust me. Maybe your power swells when you’re threatened.”


    Another knock interrupted us. “Mom? Jared? The oven is beeping.”


    Jared kissed my forehead. “We’ll talk later.” He hustled out with Charlie.


    I stared at my reflection. Jared didn’t know the whole story, not yet. And when he did, was I prepared to see fear in his eyes?

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Jared


    Taryn and Charlie loved the bacon mac and cheese, and the kid did a great job on the green beans with garlic. Tank kept his head on my lap, sensing my tenseness in spite of the light table conversation.


    Adam and Aren had been canvassing Lake Tahoe for most of the day, trying to track the jaguar, but they’d found nothing. Probably because that asshole had to be the client Taryn burned today. He’d been with my mate, asking her personal questions.


    Tough to focus when my wolf instincts were on high alert. I wanted to take her and her son to my place and keep them safe, hidden. Not realistic, but my wolf didn’t give a shit.


    “Time to brush your teeth and get ready for bed.” Taryn stood with her plate and came over to take mine.


    “You don’t need to do that.”


    She shook her head. “You cooked, I’ll clean up.”


    “And Jared can read with me!” Charlie chimed in.


    I glanced at Taryn. She shrugged and headed for the kitchen. “You should ask him first, Charlie.”


    He ran over to my chair. “Will you? I’m a good reader.”


    “You got it.”


    Charlie raced off to change and brush his teeth, and I went into the kitchen, leaning against the counter while Taryn rinsed dishes and put them in the dishwasher. Her hair was down, her business clothes traded in for sweat pants, and she’d never looked sexier to me.


    She caught me staring and almost smiled. “What?”


    “Just admiring the view.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Not much of one right now, I’m afraid.”


    I didn’t touch her, yet, but I wanted to. Reaching up to tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ear, I grinned. “I like your hair down.”


    She didn’t pull away. I held my breath as she tilted her head back, closer, her lips almost brushing mine. My heart pounded in expectation of a heated kiss.


    “Charlie’s waiting.”


    I laughed, shaking my head. “I suspected from the first day we met you had a sense of humor hidden in there someplace.”


    “He gets twenty minutes of reading time, then it’s lights out.”


    “See you soon.”


    She smiled at me and I caught myself wishing I could freeze time and hold this moment. Taryn with her auburn hair framing her face, hands soapy, and a grin that showed the warm spirit she kept hidden from the entire world. Seeing her guard down, showing who she really was inside, stoked my anger. What or who had caused her to become the cool Ice Queen?


    I headed back down the hall. I’d never been to Charlie’s room, but it was easy enough to follow his scent. He sat at his desk, writing furiously in a journal.


    “Hey, buddy, homework?”


    He laughed and shook his head, keeping his attention on the page. “Nope. This is my notebook for my mom.”


    I came a little closer. “What kind of notebook?”


    He finally peered up at me. “We write to each other at night. Sometimes we share secrets, sometimes she just tells me Mom stuff like how she loves me.”


    Another sharp emotional jab to my mid-section. This little journal was their ritual, her way of hugging and kissing her little boy goodnight without touching him.


    Charlie filled the silence. “Tonight I told her she should let you cook more often.” He grinned. “And we should get a food and water bowl for Tank for when he visits.”


    I mussed his hair. “Tank would like that.”


    He finished his writing and put the pen in the middle before he leaned the cover closed. “I’ve been reading The Phantom Tollbooth with Mom. Have you read it before?”


    “I’m not sure.”


    He climbed into bed with the book and pointed to the chair at his desk. “Mom usually sits over there.”


    Instead of sitting beside her boy. This had to end. There had to be a way to control the fire. I’d figure out something.


    I took the chair and noticed a second copy of The Phantom Tollbooth at the foot of his bed. “This one is for me?”


    He nodded. “Yeah, we swap paragraphs except when Milo talks. I always get to be Milo.”


    “Got it.” He gave me the page number he left off on, and we got started. Charlie hadn’t been exaggerating about his reading. He nailed it every time. Twenty minutes flew by. I hated to stop him.


    “I think it’s time to call it a night.”


    Charlie put his bookmark in and yawned. “Okay. Jared?”


    I came over by his bed and knelt down. “Yeah?”


    “You make my mom different.”


    “Different how?”


    He shrugged and pulled his covers up a little higher. “I think she might be happy.”


    “I hope she is.” And I meant every word.


    He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I’m happy, too.”


    I met his eyes. “So am I, Charlie.”


    He smiled and surprised me with a hug. I held him tight, closing my eyes and memorizing his scent. There was so much I wanted to tell him and teach him.


    First, I had to tell his mother he was a werewolf.


    


    I found Taryn on the couch in her living room. She had a fire going in the fireplace, the warm light shining on her face. I sat beside her, but I resisted touching her. Surprising her was probably a good way to get burned and I was pretty sure it would be tough to bounce back from that considering the afternoon she’d had.


    “Charlie’s a great kid.”


    She nodded. “So many days I’ve been tempted to give up, but he smiles and I keep struggling.”


    “I still don’t think it has to be like this. You won’t hurt him.”


    She glanced my way. “Did you see the scar on his arm? I…I did that.”


    I sighed, and focused on the fire. It was too hard to face the pain in her eyes. “It wasn’t always like this, right?”


    She shook her head. “No. In fact, I went to a special boarding school for girls with…gifts. Brightwood was pushing me to make my power stronger. My hands would get hot, I could heat up coffee or whatever, but as I got older, they thought I could ignite fires with my mind. For a while I tried, but nothing happened. There was some kind of disconnect.”


    I reached for her hand, relieved to find it cool. “What changed?”


    A single tear spilled down her cheek. “We should go outside. I can’t trust myself in here.”


    “Okay.” I helped her up with me. The deck wasn’t finished, but there was plenty of it for us to walk on. I even had the railing up on the north side. We leaned against the rail, staring at the water.


    “I try not to think about it, because sometimes it wakes up the fire.” Just like my panic attacks. I filed the detail away for later as she went on. “Charlie was born premature. He and his twin brother, Trevor.”


    My heart stuttered hearing her mention Charlie’s twin.


    “They gave me all sorts of checklists and warning signs to watch for in preemies, but the boys seemed healthy when I got home. They weren’t even super tiny like the preemies you see in the NICU. I wasn’t quite eighteen yet, but I had a job in a coffee shop and a sweet landlady who took care of the babies for me while I worked.”


    “Your parents didn’t help out?”


    She shook her head with a sad laugh. “No. When they found out I was pregnant and dropping out of Brightwood, they demanded I get an abortion. But I refused. I thought Noah and I would get married, white picket fence and all.”


    I gripped the railing so tight that the wood moaned. “But Noah left.”


    She wiped her eyes, nodding. “It was crazy. We were in love. Or I thought we were. But the second I told him I was pregnant, he accused me of sleeping around. He was sure it couldn’t be his baby. He let me stay in his apartment until the end of the month, but he was gone that night. Nothing I said made any difference.”


    I forced myself to let go of the railing and ran my hand up her back. “If I ever see him, I’ll kick his ass.” She almost smiled through her tears. “Is that when the fire started?”


    “No, I worked, rented a tiny studio apartment, and got ready for the baby, but then they told me there were two. And if that wasn’t enough, they arrived early, so I didn’t get much time to prepare. My landlady gave me a crib.” She pulled in a shaky breath. “I loved them so much. I used to cover them both in kisses.”


    Heat was building under her shirt, but I didn’t stop her. Not yet.


    “I wanted to tell the world that Charlie and Trevor were here, but my family was gone, their father was too, so I sent one birth announcement to Sylvia Severino. I had no idea that would end up saving me and Charlie.”


    Severino. Nero. Could Sebastian have had a sister inside Brightwood? My mind whirled. “Was she your friend?”


    Taryn shook her head. “She was the principal of Brightwood.”


    I stared into the darkness, sliding puzzle pieces into place. Not Sebastian’s sister. Could she have been his mother? It would make sense.


    “She helped you?” Taryn remained silent. A loud pop echoed a few feet away. Sparks ignited on a small pine tree. I touched her back again and yanked my hand away. Hot. Burning. “Taryn. Taryn, talk to me.” I caught her chin, singeing my fingertips. “Look at me, Taryn. Focus.”


    She shivered all over, but her gaze finally met mine. “I…can’t control…it.”


    “Yes, you can.” I had to drop my hand away, my pulse racing. Like a panic attack. That had to be it. Maybe she could talk it down like I did with anxiety. It was a psychic ability. Mental. It was all I had. “Breathe. Think about the water. Breathe. Long and slow. Count backwards.”


    Her shoulders rose and fell. I kept my eye on the tree. The wet wood smoked but no open flames. Good sign.


    “You’re doing it.”


    She took in a couple more controlled breaths and closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. It came on so fast.”


    I pulled her into my arms. She was still hot, but not burning up. “Nothing to be sorry about. You called it back. We’re going to figure out how to contain this.”


    She stared up into my eyes. “I could’ve…”


    Her words died away as my attention shifted to the trees. I raised a finger to my lips, signaling her silence. Someone was out there. I took a deep breath, digesting the scent. Human. Not anyone I recognized.


    But why would someone be hiking after dark without a flashlight? I didn’t like it. Taking her hand, I led her back inside and locked the door behind us. We turned off the lights, and the fire in the hearth cast long shadows on the walls.


    She kept her voice low. “What’s wrong?”


    My instincts were on high alert. “I’m pretty sure I saw someone out there.”


    “How? It’s so dark.”


    Shit. I couldn’t tell her I smelled him. “They had a flashlight, but they turned it off.”


    I held my breath.


    Finally she shook her head. “I must’ve missed it.” She straightened. “You don’t think they saw the tree…”


    “I don’t know.”


    She leaned back on the couch and closed her eyes. “If I tell you the rest I might burn the house down.”


    “I might be able to help.” I headed for the kitchen and left the lights out. My night vision wasn’t too bad and the moon was almost full outside. I pulled out a glass and a big mixing bowl, filling them both with ice and the glass with water. No idea if this would work, but I figured it couldn’t hurt. I carried them back out to the living room.


    Tank was sleeping at her feet. Good sign. He’d never be so relaxed if the anxiety level was high.


    Taryn took the glass of ice water and stared at the bowl of ice. “What’s that for?”


    “I’m winging this, but maybe if your body temperature starts to heat up, I can bring you back with a shock to the system.”


    “You’re going to dump that ice on me.”


    I chuckled. “I was thinking I’d grab a few pieces and press them to your forehead, but I could dump it over your head if you’d rather.”


    She rolled her eyes, a smile sneaking through. “How is it possible you can make me smile after what just happened?”


    “I didn’t say this would be easy, but I still think we can figure out how to control it. This isn’t going to keep you locked up in your own private prison for the rest of your life. No way.”


    She took a sip of water and then reached for my hand. I flinched when she brushed over the blisters on my fingertips. She lifted my hand and frowned. “This is from me.”


    I shrugged. “I’ve had worse.”


    “Why are you so willing to put yourself in harm’s way?”


    Because you’re my mate. Because…I could love you and your son. “Because maybe if you can get better, I can too.”


    I blinked. Did I really believe that? I’d never tried to beat the claustrophobia. On some level, I figured I deserved it. My entire life changed. It became my master. Just like Taryn’s fire, the snow and confined spaces imprisoned me.


    Taryn kissed my cheek and leaned forward and picked up a piece of ice. “Then let’s try this.” She took a deep breath and stared into the flames. “When my twins were three months old, I laid them down for an afternoon nap. I was washing dishes when, I don’t know how to describe it, dread traced its way down my spine.”


    A fine trail of steam slid up through her fingers, water dripping down onto her sweat pants.


    “I went in the bedroom, to the crib…” Her cheeks were wet with tears, and suddenly I realized what happened to Charlie’s twin.


    I put my hand on her knee, my voice low. “He was…”


    She nodded, and took another chunk of ice. “Trevor was blue. He wasn’t breathing.”


    Tank was awake and on his feet, whining. Her chest heaved. Water streamed through her fingers, heat rising through her sweats.


    “Breathe Taryn. Count backwards. You’re in control, not the fire.” She slowed her breathing and I grabbed another ice cube. I ran the ice down her arm, steam rose from her skin. Shit. What if it wasn’t working? “Talk to me, Taryn.”


    “It hurts. It wants a release. So much pressure. Hot.”


    Tank barked as I reached for the bowl of ice. “Look at this. Think of the ice, the cold. This memory upsets you. It always will, but it’s over. You’re not in danger. You’re safe. Charlie’s safe.”


    Almost immediately the temperature started dropping. I couldn’t say the same for my adrenaline level.


    Finally, Taryn wiped her eyes and turned toward me. “They warned me that sometimes the lungs on preemies are underdeveloped, but my babies weren’t sick, everything seemed fine. I should’ve been watching them closer or…”


    I shook my head taking her hands in mine. “There was nothing you could do.” My pulse raced, I didn’t want to ask, but we’d come this far. “What happened next?”


    The pain in her blue eyes ripped me open. “I tried to revive him, but he wouldn’t breathe. I didn’t notice the fire until Charlie started screaming from the crib.”


    His scar.


    She kept her attention focused on the remaining ice cubes floating in the bowl of mostly water. “I was hysterical and something snapped inside of me. All the anger, hurt, and fear, it blended into a molten fire and suddenly Charlie’s crib was in flames. His clothes were on fire. I had to lay Trevor’s body on the changing table so I could snuff out the flames on Charlie, but my hands were so hot.”


    Oh, Jesus. I didn’t think I could hear anymore. “Keep breathing. We can stop.”


    She shook her head, steam rising from the bowl. “I need to finish this.”


    “Okay.” I’d never met a stronger person in my life. How had she coped all on her own?


    “I pulled out the quilts and wrapped my hands, then scooped him up. We were both coughing from the smoke, but I got him outside. By then sirens were screaming. My baby.” Her shoulders shook with sobs. “I told the firemen Trevor was inside. But it was too late.”


    I set the bowl of water aside and pulled her into my arms. Her body was hot, but not enough to burn me. I kissed her hair and whispered, “Charlie is lucky to have such an amazing mom.”


    She wept against my chest. “I could have killed him.”


    “But you didn’t.”


    “Charlie’s burned because of me.”


    “He’s burned because you lost your son, his brother. Until then, you’d never experienced that kind of pain. It must’ve activated the fire, raised your powers to a whole new level.”


    She clung to me for a few minutes. I wished there was more I could do, some way to take away her pain and her burden. Gradually, her temperature cooled and she pulled back, wiping her eyes.


    “After the fire, I had nothing, and no place to go. I called Sylvia at Brightwood, hoping maybe I could live in the dorm again just for a little while. She was the only person I ever told how the fire really started.”


    If a Severino knew her powers had grown, wouldn’t they have collected her as a weapon? Those bastards wouldn’t have passed up the chance to study her, to change her into a jaguar and see if her power remained unchanged.


    “But Sylvia said it wasn’t safe for me at Brightwood. She arranged to meet me for coffee the next day. When we met, she handed me a plane ticket to Reno and a wallet full of cash. She told me to contact Malcolm Sloan. He would help me find a place to live and get me into college.”


    My jaw went slack.


    “Jared? Are you okay?”


    I couldn’t find my voice for a second. “Malcolm. He was.” My Alpha. “My father’s best friend.” Also true.


    “I’m sorry. I was sad to hear he’d passed away.”


    I nodded, still dazed. “Malcolm knew Sylvia Severino?”


    She shrugged. “He must have. She said he’d protect me from anyone who wanted to exploit my powers. And I guess he did. He helped me buy a condo, find a nanny, and once I got my broker’s license he financed my office up here.”


    Gob-smacked didn’t begin to describe my shock. “Do you know Sarah Ayers?”


    “Yes, I’ve met her a couple of times…” Her eyes widened. “Is she your mother?”


    “Wow.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe you and I never met before.”


    “Yeah. Small world.” She touched my cheek with shaky fingers. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


    Tank laid his head on my lap confirming how shaken I was.


    “I’m just a little stunned that Malcolm never told any of us.”


    “Sylvia said he’d keep my secret.”


    I nodded. “He definitely did.”


    She stared into the fire. “Now the two people I owe the most, are gone.”


    “Sylvia’s dead too?”


    Taryn sighed. “Yeah. I didn’t find out until after I opened my office up here. I was going to invite her to come out, but when I went to the website there was a memoriam for her.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “She died in a fire.”


    We sat in silence until Taryn finally took my hand. “It’s late and it’s been a rough night.” She paused. “Stay tonight.”


    “Here?”


    She nodded slowly. “I’ll get Tank a bowl of water. And I’ve got extra blankets. You can crash here on the couch.”


    I glanced at Tank and he gave me a panting smile in return. Relief washed over me like a tidal wave at the thought of not having to drive the damned Mt. Rose highway in the dark. “What about Charlie?”


    She shrugged. “We can tell him you wanted to get an early start on the deck.”


    “Works for me.” I lifted her hand to my lips. “Thanks.”


    She shook her head. “No. Thank you. This is the closest I’ve ever been to having an answer to the fire. I never…” Tears shined in her eyes again. “I never dreamed I might be able to hug my boy again. I was going to send him away to boarding school.”


    My heart stuttered in my chest. A werewolf in boarding school with no idea what he was would be a disaster. “Don’t send him anywhere. He’s right where he belongs with you.”


    She smiled and kissed me long and slow until the agitation drained from my body, replaced by hunger. My fingers clutched the back of her silky hair, my jeans getting uncomfortably tight. She pulled away with a throaty hum that made my erection jump.


    “I don’t think I’ve mastered enough control for more just yet.”


    “But you will,” I growled.


    She bit her lower lip, her hand sliding down my abdomen toward the button on my jeans. “You’re giving me lots of incentive.”


    I pulled her down for another kiss, hungrier. God I’d never wanted a woman the way I wanted Taryn. Body, heart, and soul, I wanted all of her. But her hands were starting to burn my shirt. I forced myself back, breathless. “You better go to bed before we set this place on fire.”


    She nodded, her chest rising and falling fast. “I want you.”


    My fist tightened in the back of her hair. “I want you, too.”


    I loosened my hold on her, and she straightened up. Her hips swayed in her sweats as she went down the hall for blankets. I shifted my raging hard-on in my jeans and glanced at Tank.


    “When I dream tonight, if she’s not naked in my arms, there is no justice in this world.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Taryn


    I woke up early, nothing new, but my houseguest was. From the kitchen, I peered over into the living room where Jared still slept on the couch. He was sprawled out on his stomach, the blanket pooled around his waist so his legs and back were exposed. Tanned, muscled, and tempting to say the least.


    Armed with two cups of coffee, I padded out of the kitchen and set the mugs on the table. Steadying myself with a slow breath, I reached out and brushed Jared’s hair back from his face. He mumbled and rolled over giving me a great view of his chest as his eyes blinked open.


    “Morning. I brought you some coffee.”


    He smiled. “Thanks.” His gaze flicked to the kitchen. “Did you make chicken?”


    I nodded, picking up my cup. “Can’t believe you could smell that through the fresh brewed coffee. I cooked a chicken breast for Tank. He’s in there waiting for it to cool off enough for him. I also thought I’d better run it by you first.”


    He reached up and cupped my cheek, and for once, my first reaction wasn’t to distance myself. I turned my head, pressing a kiss to his palm. No sign of the fire.


    “Nice to have your face be the first thing I see.”


    I chuckled, allowing my gaze to wander a bit. “My couch has never looked so good.”


    He grinned and sat up, his bare abs a testament to his work ethic. “I guess I should get dressed before Charlie—”


    “Jared!” Charlie ran right past me and plopped himself next to Jared. “You spent the night?”


    “He wanted to get an early start on the deck so he can finish it before the snow comes in.”


    Charlie looked up at me. “He’s working on a Saturday?”


    Oh crap. Little flaw in my great excuse. Behind Charlie, Jared grinned at me with an apologetic shrug.


    “Yes. I asked him to work even though it’s Saturday.” Lame, but it was all I had.


    Jared draped an arm over my son’s shoulders. “I could use some help, too.”


    Charlie beamed. “Yes! But only for a little bit. I have a soccer game today.” His eyes widened. “And you could come watch me play.”


    Jared glanced over at me, and I nodded once. He winked and gave Charlie a squeeze. “How about if we both go see your game?”


    Charlie popped off the couch and stood in front of me. “Really? Can you come too, Mom?”


    I stared at my boy, struggling to keep from bursting into tears and freaking him out. “Yes. I’d love to see you play.”


    Charlie started forward and stopped himself. I glanced at Jared, my pulse racing. He took the hint and got up, swooping in to catch Charlie by the waist. My boy squealed with joy as Jared ran him around the living room Superman style like my nine–year-old weighed nothing in his strong hands.


    “Mom, I’m flying!”


    I nodded, quickly wiping a tear from my cheek as I laughed. My life had changed more than I imagined possible in just a few weeks. Jared zipped past me in his boxer shorts as he placed Charlie’s feet back on the ground. “We better get dressed.”


    “Maybe we can make pancakes!” Charlie ran down the hallway.


    Jared turned and stalked me with a grin that was definitely meant for me alone. “Pancakes?”


    He bent his knees and wrapped his arms around me just under my rear, lifting me up into the air so I was taller than him. I gasped and cupped his face laughing. “You’re playing with fire.”


    “Am I?” He lowered me just enough for his lips to caress mine before he put me down. “I think you have more control over it than you think. And next time you want to hug Charlie… Do it.”


    He let me go and grabbed his pants and shirt from the back of the sofa. His broad shoulders filled my narrow hallway until he disappeared into the guest bathroom. His words echoed in my head. Even contemplating touching Charlie terrified me. Since the day I lost his twin brother, I hadn’t allowed myself any skin to skin contact with my little boy. Charlie had no memory of the fire, and I intended to keep it that way.


    Even if it tore my heart in two.


    His safety came first.


    But the heat surged last night. A tree had smoldered, and other than a blistered finger, Jared was all right. He’d given me something to think about.


    The two of them came into the kitchen just as I poured another pancake into the frying pan.


    “My mom makes the best pancakes.”


    I glanced over at them and smiled. “Hope you guys are hungry.” I pulled open the oven door to show them the first dozen. “I was keeping these warm for you.”


    Charlie nudged Jared. “We better set the table.”


    He opened the cupboard and took out three plates, handing them to Jared. The two of them laid out the plates and silverware, and I brought the pancakes to the table. We ate and laughed, and it was all I could do not to allow happy tears to leak from my eyes. Staring across at Jared and Charlie grinning filled my heart.


    I never wanted this to end.


    Jared suddenly met my eyes, and my breath caught. The last man I loved left me without ever looking back.


    And I was already falling, already lost.


    I broke eye contact and poked at my pancake as the heat built inside my chest. Not now. Tank wandered over.


    Jared’s voice filled the silence. “Charlie, ready to get started on the deck?”


    “Yeah, I’ll go get my tool belt.” He bolted toward his bedroom.


    Jared looked at me, his tone low and gentle. “Taryn? Everything okay?”


    “No, but I’m working on it.” I focused on my breathing, watching the ice in my glass.


    He gave me much needed space, taking the dishes into the kitchen like there was no way the house might go up in flames at any moment. The water came on, and I took some comfort in the normalcy of the clanking of dishes getting washed. Gradually, the smoldering in my veins faded. I took a long drink of my ice water and smiled to myself.


    Hope was a powerful thing.


    


    I gave Sherri the day off. For the first time, I would be taking Charlie to his soccer game. Well, technically Jared was taking both of us. He had to drive. Tank and Charlie had the slim backseat in the extra cab, and Jared and I took the front. I was glad he was with us. If my power came alive for some reason, he’d protect my son.


    We got to the park and Charlie took off to warm up with his team. Jared grabbed our chairs from the back, while I collected our water bottles and Tank’s leash. We found a spot about mid-field and within minutes the boys were chasing the black and white ball around.


    Charlie was amazing. He was faster than the other boys, and his coordination, flicking the ball between the other players, was shocking. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him.


    “Go Charlie!” I shouted.


    He grinned at me and took off down the field.


    The mom next to us headed over. “Are you Charlie’s mother?”


    “Yes.” I nodded, glancing her way before focusing on the game again.


    “He’s a great player.” She held out her hand. “I’m Heather, Brian’s mom.”


    I stared at her hand and finally reached out to take it. “Nice to meet you. I’m Ms… Taryn. I’m Taryn.”


    She released my hand with no idea how lucky she’d been. Completely unharmed. Maybe I really was getting the power under control.


    “I’ve never seen you at the games before.”


    I tensed. “I usually work on Saturdays.”


    “Or practices.”


    “I work late.”


    Jared leaned forward. “Charlie’s lucky his mom sacrifices so much so he can play sports.”


    Heather gave Jared a long look and smiled. “And you are?”


    “I’m Jared.” He took my hand lacing our fingers together. “Taryn’s boyfriend.”


    I blinked and did my best to hide my shock behind a cool smile. “Charlie’s not the only one who’s lucky.”


    Heather nodded. “I can see that.”


    Brian’s Mom focused on the game again. I turned to face Jared and mouthed the word, “Boyfriend?”


    He chuckled and leaned in. “Sounded better than telling her I’m your carpenter.” I nodded, wishing I hadn’t wanted it to be true. He squeezed my hand and came close to whisper, “There’s no one else in my life, in case you’re wondering.”


    Without thinking, I raised our joined hands and kissed the back of his. He watched my every move, desire shining in his eyes. I swallowed hard and broke eye contact. He could make me hot with just a look. How could this ever work?


    I concentrated on Charlie’s game, counting backwards and gradually the fire cooled. Jared tightened his hold on my hand, drawing my attention again. Was I hurting him? His smile melted away my worries. My heart pounded as I lost myself in his bright hazel eyes.


    “You stopped it. Your hand heated up, but you pulled it back.”


    I nodded. He made me feel like a freaking superhero.


    “Charlie’s going to win this game, but a hug from his mom would be the biggest win of his life.”


    I turned to watch my son, choking back a sudden surge of emotions. What if I hurt him? I was lucky he didn’t remember the scar or the fire. He’d remember this.


    Would it be a happy memory?


    Jared whispered next to my ear, “You’ve got this.”


    One of the boys passed the ball to Charlie, he nudged it around another player and kicked. The black and white ball sailed past the goalie’s hands and right into the net. I jumped to my feet, cheering, my heart fuller than it had any right to be. God, I’d missed so much already. I didn’t want to miss any more.


    I was through being a prisoner to my power.


    When the referee finally blew the whistle signifying the end of the game, the boys all scattered, racing toward their parents on the sidelines. Charlie ran toward me and slowed to a stop a couple feet away.


    “Mom! Did you see?”


    I dropped to my knees, nodding as I opened my arms. “I saw it all.”


    For a split second Charlie stared at my invitation, hesitating before launching himself into my arms. I held him so tight, it was miracle he could breathe. I kissed his hair, his ear, his cheek, whatever I could touch without letting him go.


    My boy clung to me. “I love you, Mom.”


    “I love you too, Charlie. So much.”


    Gradually, I realized my hands were throbbing, pulsing with energy, heat. I loosened my grip and wiped my eyes.


    A crease formed in Charlie’s brow and he started to smile. “Why are you crying?”


    I shrugged, laughing and sniffling all at the same time. “I’ve missed so much.”


    “It’s okay, Mom.” He took my hand. “You can catch up.”


    I had no clue what I’d ever done to deserve this amazing boy, but whatever it took, I was never going to push him away again. I’d find a way to cope, to control the fire. And I’d be the mom he deserved.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Jared


    Seeing Taryn and Charlie hugging lit something deep inside of me, waking a part of my heart I never knew existed. These two people were becoming the center of my world. I still had a werewolf hurdle to cross, but now that I knew Charlie’s twin wasn’t out there loose in the world, there was no rush to freak out his mother with the whole “by the way I’m a werewolf and so is your son” talk.


    She had enough on her plate right now.


    I’d shift with the Pack during the full moon later this week, and then Friday night I’d take Taryn to the Masquerade. And as long as the weather held out, I could probably have her deck project finished next week.


    One day at a time. Werewolves could wait a little longer.


    Charlie jogged over, beaming. “Jared. Did you see me score?”


    “I sure did. You didn’t tell me you’re a soccer star.” I gave him a solid fist bump. “Can I offer you a shoulder ride back to the car?”


    “Heck, yes!”


    I laughed, boosting him up over my head. “Hang on up there.” Squatting down, I caught the backs of the chairs on my arm.


    “You don’t have to carry everything.” Taryn smiled up at me.


    “I’m not. You’ve got Tank.”


    Charlie giggled as his mom nudged me and walked with us back to my truck. I wasn’t looking forward to dropping them off and heading home.


    But I had a lot to sort out with Adam.


    Taryn took the chairs and put them in the back of the pick-up while I lifted Charlie over my head to place his feet on the ground. He spun around and gave me a hug, whispering, “Can you stay with us again?”


    My heart stuttered as I rubbed his back. I’d grown up with my twin brother and the security of my Pack. This little wolf had spent his life without either. I couldn’t imagine how lost he must feel with no real idea what he was looking for or why.


    “I’ve got to get home, but I’ll be back. We have a deck to build remember?”


    He pulled back meeting my eyes. “I hope you never finish.”


    I chuckled. “I’m pretty sure your mom wouldn’t be too happy about that.”


    He shook his head emphatically, whispering, “Nuh-uh. She wants you to stay, too. I can tell.”


    “Even after it’s finished, I’m hoping you and your mom will still want me around.”


    He gave me one more squeeze and took off to help Tank into the cab of the truck. Taryn came up behind me. I caught her scent before she ever touched me. Her hands trembled on my hips. I turned around and lost myself in the sea of emotion churning in her blue eyes.


    “I don’t know how to thank you for today. I…”


    I kissed her. Sometimes words just didn’t cut it. She wrapped her arms around my waist, her fingers sliding up my back. She tasted like winter, fresh and a little dangerous. Perfect. She tasted fucking perfect.


    Forcing myself back, I whispered, “We should get out of here.”


    My voice carried more of a growl than I intended. The full moon was getting close, and my wolf wanted to claim our mate in the most primal way. The parking lot of the soccer field might be trouble.


    “Okay.” She nodded, her teeth tugging at her lower lip. I’d bet money she probably had no idea how damned sexy she was.


    


    I left Taryn and Charlie at their place after promising him I’d be over first thing Monday morning to work on the deck, and went home for a much needed shower. Tank was happy to have his familiar food and water dishes, but I had to admit the quiet of my little house gnawed at me. Usually Tank’s grunts and snorts were enough, but tonight…


    Tonight, I missed her. Hell, I missed Charlie, too. He’d been something else on the soccer field. Although I had nothing to do with his abilities, pride still swelled in me with every goal he scored. And seeing him get a hug from his mom…


    Enough. I grabbed my phone and called my brother.


    “Hey, Jared. Where have you been?”


    “At Taryn’s.”


    “Nice.”


    I chuckled. “Don’t get too excited. I still haven’t mentioned her son is a werewolf and oh by the way, I know that because I am, too.”


    He sighed. “I didn’t want to tell Kilani either, but she came around. You can’t leave her in the dark.”


    “Kilani couldn’t set you on fire.”


    “True.” He paused. “So what’s up?”


    “Can you and Kilani meet me at the ranch in the morning?”


    “Is something wrong?”


    “I don’t know yet, but your mate went to Brightwood, and I have questions. I’m pretty sure Adam and Aren need to hear this, too. Apparently Malcolm knew about Taryn. He helped her.”


    “What?”


    I nodded, pulling my hair back from my forehead. Why the hell did I feel like I was betraying her? I was protecting my Pack, wasn’t I? Rule number one.


    “Just meet me there tomorrow morning at nine. I’m calling Adam.”


    After a quick chat with Adam, I took a beer out of the fridge, staring at Tank. “What the hell am I doing, boy?”


    Tank came closer, looking up at me.


    “I have to tell them. What if Sylvia was Antonio Severino’s wife? What if she had more dealings with Malcolm that we don’t know about yet? And if she thought Taryn was in danger and Malcolm helped protect her, then what has been happening since Malcolm died?”


    Tank snorted. I bent down to scratch the top of his wide head.


    “It’s telling them without telling her that’s bugging me. But I can’t tell her yet. She’s finally starting to control the fire, boy. If I upset her and she loses it and something burns, I may never get another chance with her.”


    I groaned and moved to the couch. Television didn’t distract me like I hoped. I stared at the screen, but in my mind, all I saw was Taryn.


    


    The second Jason and Kilani got out of the car at the ranch, Adam’s attention was on my brother’s mate. He tilted his head slightly, staring at them both before he cleared his throat. “Good to see you guys.”


    He clasped Jason’s forearms in the traditional Pack greeting and then hugged Kilani, carefully. Kilani stepped back and groaned. “You know, don’t you? How is that even possible?”


    Adam chuckled. “I didn’t want to say anything in case you guys didn’t know yet.”


    Kilani rolled her eyes. “We were waiting to tell everyone until we were sure there weren’t going to be any complications.”


    Adam glanced at me. “You knew?”


    I nodded. “Yeah, but I was sworn to secrecy.”


    Kilani crossed her arms, smiling. “Still doesn’t explain how Adam knew. I’m not showing yet.”


    “I heard two more hearts beating when you got out of the car, and when you came closer, your scent has changed a little.”


    Jason took her hand. “Alphas have some extra senses when it comes to Pack members.”


    “So much for keeping it on the down low for a couple more weeks.” She sighed.


    “I won’t say anything.” Adam turned to Jason. “But I don’t think you need to worry about complications.”


    “Good.” Jason came over and clasped my forearms before we all headed for the house. We had plenty to discuss.


    Aren was waiting inside, talking to Lana, Adam’s mate. They didn’t seem to notice any change in Kilani, and Adam, true to his word, didn’t mention anything about it.


    After we all said our hellos, Adam’s gaze locked on mine. “Did you find Taryn’s other son?”


    I ground my teeth and forced the words out. “He passed away in his crib as an infant.”


    Adam frowned, sighing. “That’s…I can’t even imagine how painful that must’ve been for her.”


    I probably should’ve mentioned the fire, but I didn’t.


    “Have you told her about you and Charlie?”


    I shook my head. “No.”


    He sighed. “You’ve got to tell her, Jared.” Adam looked at Jason and back to me. “We’ve been there. It sucks and it’s scary, but the longer you wait the worse it’s going to get.”


    Kilani and Lana wisely remained silent.


    “The point you all seem to be missing is that Taryn, my mate, just hugged her son for the first time in nine years. It wasn’t that her power didn’t kick in, she actually pulled it back on her own. This is huge.” I crossed my arms over my chest shaking my head slowly. “Who am I to yank the rug out from under her right now? Charlie’s twin is dead. There’s not a young werewolf on his own out there. I can look after Charlie, until she’s ready for the truth.”


    Adam raised a brow. “And when exactly is she going to be ready? No one is ever ready to hear the guy they’re sleeping with is a werewolf.”


    Before I could reply, Kilani spoke up. “I think Jared might be right.” Everyone turned her way. “Taryn’s got a psychic power that has owned her for years, and it’s destructive. If she loses control, people could die. This isn’t like when Jason told me and I thought he was kidding. If she doesn’t have much practice controlling it, getting angry or upset or scared…might get people hurt.”


    She said it much better than I ever could. I wanted to kiss her. Instead, I stood tall, stoic, daring anyone in my Pack to deny the truth Kilani just laid out.


    “Fuck.” Adam’s pacing began. “Fine. Okay, so for now, she works on controlling her power and you’ll help Charlie. What do we do about the Nero connection?”


    Lana watched her husband wearing a hole in their floor and then looked up at me. “I’ll start researching Sylvia Severino and see what I can find. If she really died in a fire like Taryn says, there should be a news story of some kind. Maybe I can get some details.”


    “Why would the details of her death matter?” Now that telling Taryn that her son was a werewolf was off the table, I could concentrate.


    “Because if it was soon after Malcolm helped hide Taryn, then we have a motive, and maybe it wasn’t an accident.”


    Kilani nodded. “If Nero somehow found out Taryn’s powers had manifested and become more powerful, they would’ve collected her and brought her back. She was a huge disappointment when she left, but she’d be a commodity if she could be used as a weapon.”


    “And if that asshole who touched her is the jaguar I’ve been smelling, he could be from Nero.”


    Adam stopped. “Why would they come for her now after nine years? How’d they figure out where she was?”


    “That’s the part I’m missing.” I shook my head. “The Masquerade is this Friday night and she told me the guy is coming, so I should get a visual.”


    Aren cleared his throat. “I’ll comb through the records at Sloan Consulting from nine years ago and see if I can find anything from our father that might give us a clue why our Alpha was helping the wife of the head of Nero.”


    I glanced at Aren. He’d worked with his dad at Sloan Consulting since he graduated college and after Malcolm’s death, he became the CEO. If anyone could find some link to a money trail, it would be him.


    Adam raked his fingers through his hair, shaking his head. “Full moon is Thursday night. I don’t like the Pack shifting up there if there’s a jaguar in our territory.”


    Nadya came down the hallway. I forgot she’d been watching Adam’s twins. She was every bit the werewolf we were now. No doubt she heard everything we discussed.


    “Pyramid Lake. We could shift there instead.”


    Adam considered it for a second. “Only as a last resort. There’s not as much cover there. No forest, just boulders.”


    “I’ll be back up in Tahoe to work on the deck tomorrow. I can scout around for his scent. Maybe I’ll get lucky.”


    “Okay.” Adam nodded. “Anyone finds anything, let me know.” His gaze fell square on me. “Our Pack’s safety comes first.”


    A twinge of guilt tugged heavy at my shoulders. When Adam ascended to Alpha, he’d also gained some kind of supernatural insight. Did he already sense my loyalty splitting?


    I nodded, grinding my teeth to keep from revealing what was in my heart. “Pack first.”


    But deep down the sand was shifting under my feet.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Taryn


    I opened the office Monday morning, and left a bag of donuts on Ray’s desk with a note of thanks for sticking around late last week. Funny how a couple days can change everything. Yesterday, I spent most of the day with Charlie. We played checkers, watched movies, and I even taught him to make mac and cheese. For the first time since the fire, I didn’t fear touching my little boy.


    Having a relationship with him, beyond writing notes back and forth in a journal, made the days brighter. And I might not have any of it if it weren’t for Jared coming into our lives.


    I glanced at the clock. He was probably already at my house working on the deck. Too bad I had to work. It was unsettling how much I missed him.


    My computer hummed and burst to life, downloading my emails and snapping me back to reality. I clicked through, marking the messages to delete, when my cell beeped in my purse. I swiped the screen and laughed.


    Jared and Tank’s faces filled my screen with a homemade sign that said simply, “Lunch?”


    I’ll bring home a couple deli sandwiches at Noon. Sound good? I waited.


    My phone beeped. See you then.


    I smiled and started to put it away when it chimed one more time.


    Can’t stop thinking about you.


    My pulse thrummed. I wet my lips and texted back. Same here.


    “Ms. Goldstone?”


    I fumbled, struggling to keep from dropping my phone. “Yes.” Once I got it back into my purse I glanced up to see Madison in my doorway.


    She came into my office with a garment bag over her shoulder. “Your costumes came in for the Masquerade. You should probably try them on so we have time to find something else if they don’t fit.”


    “Good idea. Can you leave them on my chair? I’m running home for lunch today, so I can take them then.”


    “Perfect.” She did as I asked. “Anything else I can help with?”


    I shook my head. “Not that I know of.”


    “Let me know if that changes.”


    She left my office as I clicked on an email. I smiled, skimming the contents. Damian Severino’s offer was accepted contingent on him producing the cash payment he’d promised. I leaned back in my chair, barely refraining from whooping and causing a scene.


    No more showing properties with Mr. Severino. Thank God. I picked up the phone and punched in his number, anxious to move the deal forward. The sooner it was done, the sooner I could put the burn incident behind me.


    “This is Damian.”


    “Hi. This is Ms. Goldstone from Goldstone Properties. I’ve got great news, your offer on the lakefront property was accepted. Can you come in the office soon and sign the documents so escrow can get started?”


    “You’ll have to overnight the documents to me. There were some pressing matters at my office that needed my attention.”


    I frowned. “I hope everything’s all right. You’re out of state?”


    “It will be fine. In fact, I should still be back in Lake Tahoe in time for the Masquerade. Can the documents wait until the end of the week?”


    I flipped through the seller’s notes and shook my head. “We have seventy-two hours to get these into escrow. Can you email me the street address? I’ll FedEx the package with a return envelope inside. I’ll tab the spots I need you to sign, and you can overnight it back to me. We’ll also need a $5,000 check to open the escrow account.”


    “Thank you for your work on this. I’ll send the address in a few minutes.”


    “Perfect. Congratulations Mr. Severino.”


    “Damian.”


    “I’ll get everything moving on this end.”


    “And I will see you at the Masquerade, Taryn. Goodbye.”


    I bristled as I hung up. He’d called me by my first name. Unlike when Jared had used it, there was nothing pleasant in Damian’s voice. He reeked of power, money, and entitlement.


    My computer chimed as his email came in. I printed the address and sank into double checking the terms on the documents and putting sticky tabs on all the places needing his signature or initials.


    By the time I glanced at the clock again, it was 11:30 a.m. Lunch. I grabbed the costume hangers on my way out the door and almost smacked into Madison.


    “Sorry, Ms. Goldstone!”


    I shook my head. “My fault. I’ll be back soon.”


    “Appointments?”


    I almost smiled. “Lunch.”


    She grinned. “You never leave for lunch.”


    I shrugged. “Then I’m overdue, right?”


    With my bag on my shoulder, the costumes draped on my arm, and my cell phone in the pocket of my coat, I signed out of the office and hurried to my SUV. The winter chill stung my cheeks. Snow would be here soon. We’d already had some frost and one light dusting, but the flakes melted on contact with the ground.


    I texted Jared to get his sandwich order and laughed when I saw it. Not one, but two sandwiches, plus chips and a big bottle of water. He ate like Charlie, like the food was falling out of him someplace.


    With the sandwiches on the passenger seat, I drove toward my house. The closer I got, the faster the butterflies fluttered in my stomach. It hadn’t occurred to me to ask why he wanted a lunch meeting. I’d been so distracted by his admission that he couldn’t stop thinking about me, that my brain had disengaged.


    It was making up for it now.


    Did he want to discuss the deck? Was the work finished already? Had he hit an unforeseen snag?


    Jared was coming around the front of the house with Tank. His sidekick was sporting an orange and black sweater, and somehow Tank looked tough and masculine in spite of it. I turned off the SUV and grabbed the sandwiches and costumes.


    He raised a brow, eyeing the X-Men uniforms. “I didn’t realize I needed a uniform for lunch with you.”


    I nudged him and handed him the food. “I thought since we were both going to be here we could try them on to be sure they fit, just in case we need to find something else before Friday.”


    “Not gonna lie, I’m looking forward to seeing you in yours.”


    I laughed, and barely noticed the flare of heat in my cheeks. “Let’s get in the house, it’s freezing out here.”


    He and Tank followed me inside. The house was quiet. “Where’s Sherri?”


    “I told her we were having lunch and she suddenly remembered a few things she needed from the grocery store. She said she’d pick up Charlie after school on her way back, too.”


    We were alone. I swallowed a lump of desire and grabbed paper plates. “You’re really going to eat a roast beef and cheddar and a turkey club for lunch?”


    He leaned on the bar, watching me in the kitchen. “Planning to.”


    “Impressive.” I put the wrapped sandwiches on plates and carried them out to the dining room table. He sat beside me as I unwrapped my ham and Swiss. “So why did you want to have lunch?”


    His hand rested on my thigh, drawing my attention to his eyes. “I’ve been thinking, and I need to run something by you.”


    I stopped messing with my sandwich, trying to focus on his words, and not the dominant way his hand claimed me. “Okay.”


    “I had an amazing time with you last weekend, and if the weather holds out, I should get the deck finished by Friday.”


    I nodded, without a clue where this conversation was headed.


    He cleared his throat and almost looked…nervous. In the few weeks I’d known him, his confidence never wavered. “After the deck is done, I don’t want to say goodbye.”


    My pulse kicked up a notch and my mouth went dry. “I don’t want that either.”


    “Good.” He smiled and took a deep breath. “I wanted to ask Charlie for permission to court his mom, but I thought I’d better see if you were interested first.”


    I laughed and leaned in to kiss him, shocked that it seemed so natural. “That’s sweet.”


    He chuckled, bringing his hand up to cup my cheek. “You’re his world, his Pack. I’d never upset that without his consent.”


    “His Pack?” I grinned and shook my head. “Are you calling us wolves?”


    He paused and finally smiled. “A wolf pack is a tight family that depends on each member for survival. Regardless of the size, I think you and Charlie make a strong Pack.”


    I’d never thought of wolves as being families, but I liked his analogy. I hoped Charlie knew I’d sacrifice everything for him and protect him with my life. Maybe I was more mama wolf than I realized.


    I squeezed his hand. “Charlie’s crazy about you. He won’t be upset.”


    “Either way, I’d feel better if he’s on board with my plan to sweep his mom off her feet.”


    I was tempted to pinch myself. Jared accepted me, danger and all, and he welcomed my son into his heart, too. Where was the catch?


    Trust wasn’t something that came naturally to me. After my parents abandoned me to boarding school, then disowned me for getting pregnant and refusing to “fix” it the way they saw fit; and when Noah found out we were having a baby, he left me too. Even though he knew what I’d given up to be with him.


    Life had taught me to be cautious and wary. Maybe even a little cynical. The people you depended on most could hurt you worse than your sworn enemy.


    Jared wasn’t perfect. He’d told me about his secret case of claustrophobia that changed the course of his life. He still drove himself places with the window down in spite of the cold. He worked with his hands, but not as a doctor like he’d intended. He wasn’t independently wealthy as far as I knew.


    But none of that mattered to me.


    So why was I still looking for a hidden imperfection?


    He touched my hand. “Taryn? Are you all right?”


    I nodded, pushing away the doubt. My fingers laced with his. “I’ve never been swept off my feet before. Sounds a little…terrifying.”


    He laughed, and I drank in the sound. “Terrifying is not what I’m shooting for.” He kissed me, his lips caressing mine over and over until my pulse was thrumming, warming my whole body. He stared into my eyes. “Breathless maybe…”


    I smiled. “I’m starting to like breathless.”


    He glanced at the clock. “Charlie and Sherri will be back soon.”


    “Plenty of time for feet sweeping.” I hummed as I tasted his lips again. His strong hands moved slowly up my back, a slow exploration of my body as our tongues tangled. One hand tightened in my hair while the other slid up my ribs, his fingertips lightly brushing the side of my breast.


    Fire ignited inside in my core, desire and something more. I stood up, stepping away from him before anyone got hurt. Jason growled, running his hand down his face.


    “Sorry.” I stared at my fingers, begging the heat to cool.


    He came to me, but didn’t touch. “Hey, look at me.”


    “This sucks.” I barely lifted my chin, peering up at him from under my lashes. “It doesn’t matter how much we want to be physical, it might not be possible. Not without hurting you.”


    “Too soon to give up.” He shook his head. “Every day you’re getting better at pulling the fire back.”


    I sighed. “I just don’t want you to mistake this for…” I tipped my head back, losing myself in his eyes and hoping he could see the desire in mine. “I do want you. I just don’t want my passion to cause you pain.”


    He ran a finger down my cheek, his breath teasing my skin. “I’m a pretty patient guy when it’s something worth waiting for.”


    I was sick of waiting. But I’d never forgive myself if Jared ended up with a burn like Charlie. “We should probably eat before Charlie comes home and finishes our food for us.”


    After polishing off our lunch, I got up and handed Jared his X-Men uniform. “I’ll meet you back here.”


    He took the hanger with a crooked smile. “Looking forward to seeing you in yours.”


    “Likewise.” I chuckled and headed for my bedroom.


    


    My black body suit fit like a second skin. I stared at my reflection from every angle. I kept myself in good shape, but this get-up was going to be tough not to be self-conscious in. Not to mention, I’d never been to a costume party before. Maybe this was modest compared to what the other women would be wearing? I brushed my hair and let it fall down my shoulders.


    This would also be the first time my clients and employees saw me without my trademark messy bun.


    Lots of firsts. Made me nervous, but it was thrilling at the same time.


    I pulled up a picture of Dr. Jean Grey on my phone and compared. The form-fitting black suit was an amazing match to the movie version. Madison had done a great job finding it. Other than my blue eyes, I looked pretty close. People at the party should at least be able to recognize the costume.


    Satisfied, I forced myself to walk out into the living room. If I couldn’t be Dr. Jean Grey in front of Jared, there was no way I’d be ready to parade around the Masquerade on Friday night. I came down the hall and turned to the right.


    And practically choked on my tongue. Jared turned around in his body-hugging black uniform, a dead ringer for Wolverine. He’d been growing out his sideburns, and while I was back changing he even combed his hair up at the sides for Wolverine’s signature do.


    Rugged and handsome didn’t really do him justice.


    “Wow.” I was usually pretty articulate, but that was all I had.


    His gaze ran slowly from my feet all the way up to meet my eyes, his sexy grin curving on his lips. “You look amazing, Taryn.”


    And for the first time in years, that was exactly how I felt, too.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Jared


    Holy shit. I wanted to climb up on the roof and howl. My mate was hot, and not in the fireball way that frightened her. In the month I’d known her, she’d grown from this cold, aloof queen hidden in her tower, into a strong, sensual, empowered woman.


    And knowing she wanted me sweetened the moment considerably. Truth was, I wasn’t big into dressing up, but she needed me, so I’d be right there beside her.


    For the rest of my life if she gave me the chance.


    Unlike my brother, I’d always hoped the old Pack stories about mates were true. It certainly was for my folks. But when my wolf recognized Taryn, part of me didn’t believe it would ever work. Her emotional walls seemed impenetrable. But bit by bit, things changed, we swapped mental scars.


    Maybe some of the initial desire might have been wolf instincts, but every day I got to spend with her, to see her smile, hear her laugh, and taste her lips, she got further under my skin, closer to my heart. I was falling for her, not because of the sex; her powers hadn’t let us get that close…yet; it was her determination, her courage, and the warm kindness she kept hidden under the Ice Queen façade.


    I’d shared my secret, or at least part of my true reason for the sudden change of course for my life, and she never judged me or tried to fix me.


    She accepted me, cracks in my armor and all.


    Would she still stick with me when I told her about shifting into a werewolf once a month? Would she believe her son was a wolf, too?


    That was a question I was afraid to answer. If she ran, I’d lose my mate, my one love in this lifetime, but even worse, Charlie would be a time bomb as he grew into puberty and his first shift.


    “The costume fits perfect. You’re a dead ringer for Wolverine.”


    I chuckled. “There’s some claws too, but I’m dangerous enough without those.”


    I went to her and slid my fingers through her silky hair as my lips crushed hers. She moaned into the kiss, her arms sliding around me. My other hand moved down her back, gripping her ass and pressing her tighter against me.


    “Mom!”


    We jumped apart as Charlie burst through the front door. I’d been so wrapped up in her, I hadn’t noticed Sherri’s car pulling in the driveway.


    His green eyes shifted from his mom to me and back again. “You’re X-Men.”


    Taryn nodded. “We were trying on our costumes for the Masquerade.”


    He grinned. “I want to go, too. Can I be Beast? I want to be hairy and blue and—”


    “And it’s a grown-up party.”


    Charlie sighed. “Can I still be Beast for Halloween? You could keep your costume, Mom, and we could trick-or-treat.”


    “We’ll see.” She looked at me, her face flushed, but her eyes sparked with desire. Great look for her. “I better change and get back to work. I still need to overnight the deal for Mr. Severino.”


    Cold shower. Adrenaline replaced the yearning in my bloodstream. “He’s buying a place up here then?”


    She nodded. “Damian’s offer was accepted, but he got called back to his main office. He won’t be back until Friday.”


    Oh shit. Not that any Severino would be good news, but if it had been Sebastian at least we might have had a chance at having Lana or Sasha getting him to rethink this purchase.


    This news meant we could shift here in Tahoe during the full moon Thursday night without Nero watching, but those bastards were about to have a base in our territory, and my mate was inadvertently helping them.


    Charlie went over to the dining room table and started rifling through his homework. I took Taryn’s hand and lowered my voice. Charlie would still hear every word. “We need to talk about Nero.”


    She raised a brow. “How did you know that’s his company?”


    “That’s what I want to talk about.”


    She squeezed my hand and glanced at Charlie. “We’ve got to change. Be back in a second.”


    I followed her into her bedroom and closed the door. Taryn sat on the edge of her bed.


    “I recognized his last name and assumed it wasn’t a coincidence.” I remained standing, too amped to sit, and having the door closed in this room without vaulted ceilings didn’t help. “Nero funds Brightwood Academy.”


    A crease formed between her eyebrows. “What?”


    “Yeah. Sylvia, the principal who helped you…”


    “Severino.”


    I nodded. “Nero is interested in girls with psychic abilities to work for them.”


    “Doing what?” She frowned.


    “They train assassins.”


    The temperature of the room warmed suddenly like I’d just stepped in front of a roaring fireplace.


    “That’s why they wanted me to start fires.”


    “Probably.” Sweat beaded on my forehead. “Taryn, you’ve gotta breathe.”


    “And I burnt his hand.” She inspected her own. “And he went back to headquarters.”


    A bead of perspiration rolled down from my temple. Between the heat and the closed door, it was getting tough for me to catch my breath. “Taryn…”


    “He’s trying to find out if they have a record of me. That’s why he was asking where I lived before Tahoe.”


    Her lampshade beside the bed yellowed, warping slightly. I knelt at her feet and grabbed her upper arms. She was smoldering right through the costume. “Taryn. You’re hot. Breathe. Let this go and cool off.”


    She met my eyes and suddenly connected with my words. “Ohmygod.” She gulped in a breath, closing her eyes.


    “Think about the snow, the cold lake outside.” I watched for any sign of flames. “Slow breaths.”


    Her chest rose and fell, controlled, and gradually the temperature settled into a more comfortable zone. When her blue eyes met mine they were clouded with fear.


    “If he figures out I went to Brightwood, he’ll be able to pull my records.”


    Yeah, I didn’t like it either. “Was Goldstone your name back then?”


    She shook her head. “Malcolm had a new driver’s license and social security card for me.”


    “That should slow him down.”


    “But he must suspect.” She sucked in another breath through her teeth.


    I nodded. “He probably does, but he has no proof. The trick is keeping it that way.”


    “You never told me how you know all this.”


    Her room almost caught on fire a minute ago. Not a good time to drop the werewolf and jaguar shifter bomb on her. I sucked at lying, but telling the truth with omissions, that I could do.


    “My brother’s girlfriend lived at Brightwood. We’ve been helping her keep Nero out of her life.”


    She slowly got to her feet. “That’s why you didn’t run when you researched about Pyrokinesis. You know someone else with psychic…gifts.”


    I grabbed on to her postulation with both hands. “Yeah. Maybe you two knew each other. Her name is Kilani.”


    Her jaw relaxed for a second as she nodded. “She wasn’t in my grade, but I remember her. She got flashes of the future. She was from Hawaii. We all used to take turns braiding her hair and wishing ours was long and soft like hers.”


    “She’s a nurse now.”


    Taryn almost smiled. “I bet she’s great at it. We could never play games with her because she always knew our next move before we did.”


    “Maybe one day soon you can meet her.”


    “Not yet.” Her shoulders tensed. “Not until I can control this more.”


    “Okay.” No double dates in my future. “But be very careful with Damian.”


    “I shouldn’t have to be around him much longer. I’m overnighting his documents and then I’ll give him the keys when escrow closes.”


    “Be sure to keep contact with him minimal. It can’t be a coincidence he wants to own property here.”


    She nodded, staring at the floor. “Why is this all happening now after so many years?”


    “I wish I knew, but we’ll get through this.” I took her hand, relieved to find it cooled off.


    “I like the sound of we.”


    I smiled and kissed her slowly. “Me, too. I better get changed.”


    She met my eyes. “Thank you for helping me.”


    “You did the heavy lifting. I just pointed out it was happening.”


    “I got scared. If they ever tried to separate me from Charlie…” She focused on the ceiling. “I’d turn into that weapon they want.”


    “I won’t let that happen. Ever.”


    I intended to keep that promise…somehow.


    


    After Taryn left for the office, I went around back to work on the deck. And to call Adam.


    “Hey, Jared. What’s up?”


    Lake Tahoe shimmered in the afternoon sun, peaceful in spite of my turmoil. “Damian is the jaguar I smelled in her office.”


    “The asshole who shot Kilani?”


    I nodded even though he couldn’t see me. “Yeah. He’s alive, and he’s buying a house on the lake.”


    “Are you shitting me?” Adam roared.


    “Wish I was. Taryn said his offer was accepted. The only good news is, he’s back in Virginia at the Nero headquarters.” My anger grumbled into my voice. “He cornered her, and she burned his hand. I’m pretty sure he went home to rifle through records and see if he can figure out if she’s in there anywhere. The bastard is probably salivating at the prospect of bringing her back to lie at his father’s feet.”


    “If Damian is still after Sebastian’s birthright that would be a step in the right direction.”


    “I don’t care who he is, if he threatens Taryn or her son, I’ll kill him.”


    “First we need to find out what Nero is planning. Lake Tahoe is Pack territory. They have to know we’ll push back.”


    “Somehow I doubt he’s going to tell us anything.”


    “We’ll make a plan on Thursday. Meet at the ranch before sundown.”


    “I’ll be there.”


    I ended the call and put the phone in the pocket of my jeans. After an hour of hammering and drilling, the railing was coming along. I still needed to stain and seal it, but as long as the weather held, I’d be finished by Friday.


    The door opened and Charlie poked his head out. “Jared? My homework’s done.”


    “Well are you going to come out and help me work, or what?”


    He grinned. “I’ll get my tool belt.”


    I chuckled and picked up another slender baluster. Spacing it two inches from the other, I drilled it into the two-by-four rails. Charlie’s footsteps thumped across the deck.


    “Can I drill one?”


    “Sure, but first I need to talk to you…man to man.”


    “Oh.” He knelt down beside me, no sign of a smile. His man face. I had to struggle to keep from smiling.


    “It’s about your mom.”


    “She’s not mad at you again, is she?”


    “No.” I set the drill aside. “In fact, I wanted to ask you for your permission to court your mom.”


    “You’re taking her to court?”


    I shook my head. “No. It means I want to date her.”


    “Like be her boyfriend?”


    “Exactly.”


    He was quiet, and for a second, my confidence wavered. Finally he grinned. “’Course you have my permission.”


    “Thank you.” I mussed his hair. “I’ll do my best to make both of you happy.”


    He rolled his eyes. “You already do, and you were kissing on her when I got home from school. On a work day!”


    Apparently, we hadn’t jumped apart fast enough after all. I handed him a baluster board and helped him with the drill, and together we almost finished the railing.


    


    Tuesday and Wednesday the snow came in. Not blizzard levels yet, but enough that I wasn’t eager to drive up the Mt. Rose highway. Taryn and I talked on the phone, but it wasn’t enough. I wanted to feel her in my arms, to see her laugh and smile.


    Instead, Tank and I cleaned the house and had Jason and Gareth over for dinner with their mates. Kilani and Nadya both went to school with Taryn, but neither seemed to know her very well. They remembered her power.


    “No one else had a gift that physically manifested while I was at Brightwood, plus I was younger, so Taryn was more of a legend than a real person.” Nadya cut her steak while she spoke. “Does she know you’re a werewolf yet?”


    I groaned. “No. She can barely control the fire. I don’t want to upset her and have the house go up in a blaze. When I told her about Nero funding Brightwood, her bedroom lampshade warped and the room turned into a sauna.”


    Kilani pushed her food around her plate. “Once she finds a way to switch it off, you really should tell her. You never know, maybe she’ll be able to relate. Her power takes physical form just like the wolf does during a full moon. She might believe you.”


    “It’s telling her about Charlie that worries me.”


    Gareth, Nadya’s mate, was traditionally a man of few words, so it surprised me when he set his fork down and stared at me. “She lives up at Tahoe, right?”


    I nodded. “Yeah.”


    “Where?”


    “Opposite shore from the Sloan cabin.”


    He tipped his head, cracking his neck. “We need to shift as far away from her place as possible.”


    “Why?” I frowned. “It’s not like we’re going to be in the populated areas anyway.”


    He glanced at Nadya and back to me. “Because I learned the hard way that when our wolf is in charge, he will claim his mate whether you want it or not. I fought with everything I had to get my wolf to turn and walk away from Nadya that night, but he wouldn’t be swayed. Even though it might’ve killed her, he tracked her scent and made her one of us. I was trapped, a spectator.”


    “Shit.” I raked my fingers through my hair. “There’s no way I can let that happen. Not only does she have no idea werewolves exist, but I have no clue how the conversion might affect her and her powers.”


    Nadya cringed, probably walloped by my sudden swell of dread. She was a strong empath and usually kept her shields up, but this came on suddenly.


    “Mine are definitely still working.” She rubbed her temple.


    “Yeah, mine are the same, too.” Kilani got flashes of the future, but normally just a moment before they happened. Enough to make her an incredible nurse, helping patients before they realized they needed it.


    “But what if hers were enhanced by the bite? We could both be killed.” I shook my head. “The mess just keeps getting better.”


    I filled them in on Damian and let Kilani know Taryn remembered her, but wasn’t ready for a double date just yet.


    We had to get through the Masquerade first.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Taryn


    The snow kept Jared away. It unsettled me to realize how much I missed his company. The last time I’d let someone in my heart, he walked out when I needed him most. Probably wasn’t fair to Jared to compare the two, but Noah had been my only experience with falling in love, and I fell so hard, I gave up everything for him. Gave him everything.


    And lost it all. But I’d never call it a mistake. Through that storm, I made it to the other side with Charlie. I’d do it all over again in a heartbeat if I had to.


    Unlike Noah, Jared had been loyal and strong since the day I met him. He was good to Charlie, and helped me contain my power enough to hug my little boy. His kisses lit a passion in me I never realized existed. Just imagining making love with him left me breathless.


    He even called me when he couldn’t be here in person.


    But I still couldn’t shake that nagging feeling there must be something awful I didn’t know. No one had ever been so stubborn or cared enough to take the time to figure out my Ice Queen persona was emotional armor. He broke through my walls to save me and Charlie. Set us free.


    But what if there was some motive I didn’t see? Ugh. Being left alone with my thoughts was a dangerous place to be.


    Thankfully it stopped snowing on Thursday. I invited Jared up to dinner, but he had some kind of family thing he couldn’t get out of.


    I spent the evening bundled up on my deck, staring at the full moon. The bright moonlight shimmered on the lake and in the distance, the wolves howled. Until Damian mentioned them, I’d never really noticed any howling. Maybe I just hadn’t been outside during the full moon. It wasn’t like I had anywhere to go or anyone to hang out with.


    In fact, until now, I’d never realized how ethereal the winter full moon nights could be. The blue hue reflected off the snow drifts along the water’s edge, almost glowing, while the cool light sparkled on the lake’s surface.


    I pulled my wool coat tighter around me. The howling was getting louder. I scanned the trees, wondering what the wolves were so riled up about. When I came out earlier, they’d sounded musical, like they were singing to the moon, but now…they seemed more urgent. Upset.


    Ridiculous. I shook my head, leaning on the railing. Animal communication was not one of my psychic talents. Probably for the best. My hands were full enough already.


    My breath puffed in front of me like fog. Jared was right about angling the deck toward the west. He’d been thinking about the sunsets, but the full moon was pretty stunning, too.


    I turned to go back inside when something rustled in the pines to my left. Moving closer to that side of the deck, I squinted into the shadows. My heart skipped a beat as I held my breath. It was probably a rabbit scurrying through the snow. But still.


    As I stepped back, a snout poked out, and one step at a time, a large brown wolf came into the moonlight. He sniffed at the air and then stared up at me. My heart raced. He was gorgeous, with bright almost-orange eyes. I should’ve been terrified, but the deck was up about eight feet off the ground, and the railing added another three feet. No wolf could jump that high, not even the massive creature watching me.


    I gasped as two more black wolves burst into the clearing. They were large, too, one with dark eyes and one with green. They chuffed at the brown wolf, bumping him with their shoulders. The green eyed wolf snapped at him, biting his snout.


    “Hey! Leave him alone.” I grabbed a pine cone from the floor of the deck and tossed it at the aggressive green-eyed wolf.


    Why was I getting involved? Wild wolves were dangerous.


    But something about the brown wolf seemed…I couldn’t describe it rationally, but in my gut, I knew this wolf would never hurt me.


    The other two turned in my direction, barring their teeth, deep growls echoing up. The brown wolf jumped forward, spinning around to snarl at the other two.


    Protecting me.


    It couldn’t be true. But again, my unique schooling taught me to trust my instincts. I didn’t understand the drama below me, but I appreciated the gesture.


    “Mom?” I turned to find a bleary eyed Charlie poking his head out the door. “I had a bad dream—” Suddenly wide awake, he raced for the railing, staring down at the wildlife below us. “Wolves. Real wolves.”


    Charlie took a deep breath and frowned a little.


    “What’s wrong?”


    He looked up at me, confusion lining his face. “I’m not sure, but that brown wolf…”


    “He seems like he’s protecting us.” Speaking of, I needed to keep my son safe. “We should get back inside.”


    I spared one last glance at the wolves. The brown wolf glanced up at me and chuffed as if he approved of my decision to get in the house.


    Once we were inside, I closed the door and locked it. Charlie still seemed shell-shocked. I draped my arm around his shoulders. Every single time I touched him I worried my heart might explode. Such a gift.


    “Still upset about your dream?”


    “What?” He looked up at me like I’d snapped him out of an alternate reality. “Oh. Yeah. I’ll be okay, Mom.” His attention shifted to the back door leading to the deck. “Will Jared be back tomorrow?”


    I nodded. “He told me he’d be here in the morning to work on the deck, and then we’re going to the Masquerade.”


    “I better get back to bed. I have school tomorrow.”


    “You sure you’re okay?”


    “It was only a dream.” His eyes met mine. “But those wolves were real.”


    He turned and ran toward his room. I stared down the hall, replaying his words. Did his bad dream involve a wolf? Glancing at the back door, I couldn’t help but wonder. Maybe my son was psychic. I’d always watched for any signs, but other than claiming he could hear and smell things, I’d never witnessed anything.


    Maybe he heard the wolves howling while he slept and they became part of his dream. Probably much more likely than a premonition.


    But still.


    I’d have to pay closer attention.


    


    Sitting at my desk the next day, I read the email from the escrow company. Damian’s deal was going through. He’d be living near me and my son. What if he found proof that I went to Brightwood? Would he be coming back here to confront me? Or worse?


    The unanswered questions had my hands burning, and the window fogged in my office. Worrying wasn’t helping. I tried to relax in my chair and focus on my breathing.


    “Excuse me, Ms. Goldstone.” Madison peeked in my door. “Can I come in?”


    Horrible timing. I let out a slow breath, counting. “Sure.”


    She sat across from me. No sign of her iPad. I waited.


    “Um. Tonight’s the Masquerade.”


    “Yep.” I paused. She still didn’t jump in. “Is something wrong?”


    She shook her head. “Not really.”


    “Something’s not right… You wouldn’t have come in here if it was.”


    Madison heaved a sigh. “I hate to even mention this.”


    I was going to shake her soon. “I’m listening.”


    “My date fell through for the party tonight, but one of my sorority sisters is staying with me, so I wondered if I could bring her with me instead.”


    Why would I care? Luckily that remained in my inside voice. “I’m not sure why you’re asking my permission.”


    “My friend is a journalist.”


    I raised a brow. “Aren’t we throwing this big party for publicity?”


    She nodded, her eyes brightening. “Yes, but I wasn’t sure if you’d be willing to have the press attend.”


    I shrugged. “I doubt many news outlets are going to be itching to run a story on our annual Halloween party, but any publicity is good publicity, right?”


    Madison popped out of her seat. “Great! I can’t wait for you to meet Vivi. She’s smart and savvy. You’ll love her.”


    “Guess I’ll see you both tonight.”


    She vanished from my office. I leaned back in my chair. Madison was intelligent in spite of the act she played at times to get what she needed. She didn’t have to ask my permission to swap her date for her college friend, but she did so that it would be in the open with me that the press would be in attendance.


    This way, she didn’t have to ask me outright if she could invite them. That girl deserved a raise. I had to tip my hat to a woman who used every asset to achieve her goals.


    As long as the goal was to benefit my company, I was good with it.


    She also succeeded in distracting me from my anxiety over the Severino deal.


    I popped the end of my ballpoint pen. Rapidly. He couldn’t have found anything concrete connecting me to Brightwood except my first name. I’d been naïve to keep it, but at the time, I had no idea my school had bad intentions. For now, Damian might have suspicions after his hand got singed, but no proof. I had a new identity, including ID and social security number. No ties to my family either. He’d be playing a hunch, and if Nero was as top secret as he led me to believe, he wouldn’t risk it.


    But I’d be cautious either way.


    I glanced at the clock. Two hours before I could leave to get ready. These final inspection docs weren’t going to review themselves. With any luck, they’d distract me from thinking about Jared in his body hugging Wolverine costume.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Jared


    My arms and legs ached. Gareth had warned me about the pull of the wolf’s instinct to claim his mate, but I had no real concept of the depth or strength. The Pack shifted twenty miles from Taryn’s place, and it still hadn’t been far enough. I’d never covered so much ground in one night as a wolf. Gareth and Adam raced to keep up with me, but I’d been faster.


    The second my wolf caught her scent on the wind, it was over.


    I still had a scratch on my cheek from Adam’s wolf bite on my snout. He tried to remind me of his dominance as Alpha, but even that didn’t snap me out of it. The urge to claim my mate and protect her had been too strong.


    Luckily, my Wolverine sideburns covered the cut pretty well.


    The wound was the least of my worries. Charlie had come out on the deck last night. He wasn’t old enough to shift, but he’d already recognized the wolf in our scents. My scent as a wolf would still be mine. He was a smart kid. He’d put two and two together.


    If he told his mom… I didn’t want to think about it.


    I finished the railing and stared below at the spot where I’d been as a wolf a few hours ago. Adam had teased me that my mate had a helluva pitching arm. Her pinecone had connected with his forehead from eight feet up.


    But nothing could distract me from the fact if she hadn’t been too high up for me to reach, I would’ve bitten her before she even knew werewolves existed.


    I needed to tell her. Soon.


    Tank was sacked out in the cab of my truck with a blanket and food and water. It was getting too cold for him to be out in the wind helping me. I visited with him, giving him a bathroom break and a couple dog treats, and then grabbed the bucket of wood stain from the bed of the truck.


    Sherri pulled in and my pulse quickened. I wasn’t prepared to face Charlie and find out what happened last night after they went inside.


    “Hi, Jared.” Sherri closed her door. “I’m going to make some hot chocolate. You want some?”


    “Sounds great. Thanks Sherri.”


    Charlie got out. Quiet. Not a good sign.


    “Hey, Charlie. How’s it going?”


    He snuck a peek in my direction, then back to his shoes. “Okay, I guess.”


    “I brought another roller today if you want to help me stain the deck.”


    “After homework.” Sherri called from the front door.


    “Yes, ma’am.” I glanced at Charlie, lowering my voice. “We need to talk, right?”


    He peered up at me from under his shaggy bangs. “Yeah.”


    “I’m ready whenever you are.”


    “I don’t have much homework.” He walked away without looking back.


    My gut twisted as he disappeared inside the house. Poor kid. This was my fault. Had he told his mother and she lectured him about how nutty he sounded? Or did he have a scary secret he couldn’t write in his journal for his mom?


    I wasn’t sure which was worse.


    Tightening my grip on the handle of the five gallon bucket of stain, I carried it around back, welcoming the sting of the cold wind on my cheeks. It took some of my mind off the internal pain of knowing I hurt Charlie. I never meant for him to find out like this.


    I poured the stain into a paint tray and snatched up the long-handled roller. Soaking it thoroughly, I started on the floor of the deck, rolling, coating, dipping, and repeating until my breath heaved from my lips in frustrated puffs.


    “Jared?” Sherri’s voice snapped me from my manic pace.


    I straightened up, surprised at the ache in my lower back.


    “Is everything okay?” She came closer holding out a travel mug of hot chocolate.


    “Yeah.” I took it from her and leaned the roller against the railing. “Why?”


    She glanced at the impressive square-footage I’d covered so far. “You looked like you were attacking the deck.” She crossed her arms over her middle. “Not sure what it did to deserve that kind of treatment.”


    I shook my head with a half-hearted groan. “Sometimes hard labor is an escape.”


    She tipped her head toward the door. “Charlie seems to have the same kind of focus on his homework in there. He’s snapped his pencil lead three times.”


    “I’m pretty sure I’m not the one he wants to cheer him up today.”


    She raised a brow. “I don’t know about that.” Sherri headed for the house. “But I need to grab a few things at the store before you guys leave for the Masquerade tonight, so if you could pull yourself away from the battle here, maybe you could keep Charlie company?”


    There was no way I could go to the Masquerade without making things right with him first. Or at least explaining what he sensed last night.


    “Yeah, sure.” I put the lid back on the can of stain, hammering the edges down.


    “Thanks.”


    Hot cocoa in hand, I followed Sherri inside.


    She rubbed Charlie’s shoulders. “I’ve got to run to the grocery store for tonight. Jared said he’d keep you company while I’m gone. Any special requests?”


    Charlie shook his head. “Nope.”


    She met my eyes and shrugged. “Okay, I’ll be back soon.”


    We both waited for the door to close. I sat beside him and his back stiffened.


    My fault. Shit.


    “Last night—”


    “There were wolves last night. One smelled exactly like you, Jared.” He got up from his chair, his cheeks flushed with color, his eyes narrowed. “And the other two were like us, too.”


    “I can explain…”


    He took a step backwards, his eyes shining with tears. My chest tightened like a vise twisted around my heart.


    “You told me not to tell my mom about us smelling alike. Is this why? Are you a monster? Are you?”


    His last question was more of a scream. Probably too young to growl, but I got his point, loud and clear.


    “No.” I didn’t get up. The height difference would be exerting dominance, and right now, if his animal side was awakened with his anger, the last thing I needed was threatening body language. “I’m not a monster, and neither are you.”


    “You were a wolf last night.” He swiped angrily at a tear.


    I nodded slowly, owning it while I stayed alert to his every move. “I am, and so are you, but that doesn’t make us monsters.”


    His fear stung my nostrils. It never should have happened this way. I wanted to hug him and swear he’d be okay.


    “I’m gonna turn into a wolf?” He shook his head. “I’m not a werewolf. I can’t be. Nobody bit me.”


    “That’s movie stuff, Charlie. If our dads are werewolves, their sons will be, too.”


    “I don’t even know who my dad is!” He sprinted down the hallway toward his room. A second later his door slammed.


    Raking my fingers through my hair, I got up to follow him. This was so far out of my element, I had no clue how to make it right. His mom would be home soon to get ready for the Masquerade. I needed to contain this, or at least put a Band-Aid on it until I could tell Taryn the truth about me. And Charlie.


    Walking to his room, I struggled to find the right words. Were there any? Sorry you’re a werewolf kid? Sorry your piece of shit father abandoned you before you were even born?


    I tapped on his door.


    “Go away!”


    I rested my forehead against the wood. “I know this is a surprise, and it sucks the way you found out. I never meant for it to be like this.” Silence. “It’s not a bad thing, being a werewolf. It’s probably part of what makes you so good at soccer. You’re always going to be faster and stronger than normal kids, and you’ll be able to smell and hear much better than everyone else.”


    The knob turned and the door cracked open. Charlie looked up at me with tear-stained cheeks. “Am I gonna hurt people?”


    “No.” My eyes burned as I shook my head. “It doesn’t have to be like that. I can show you how to control it. You’ll be in my Pack. No more being a lone wolf.”


    He slipped through the door and clung to my legs, his shoulders trembling with his quiet sobs. I bent down and picked him up, holding him tighter than I probably should’ve as he sniffled against my neck.


    I walked into his room, running my hand down his back. “Charlie, we’ve got one more problem to work out.”


    He pulled back, wiping his nose. “Mom doesn’t know?”


    “No.”


    “Did she know my dad was a werewolf?”


    “Nope.”


    He groaned. “She won’t believe us.”


    “Probably not at first.”


    “Maybe I should tell her.”


    I shook my head. “Definitely not. I made this mess, I’ll fix it.”


    He sucked in a shaky breath and finally nodded. “Okay.”


    “I hate asking you to keep a secret from your mom.”


    “Do we have to tell her?” He swallowed and sighed. “She’s gonna freak out.”


    I chuckled in spite of myself. “We have to tell her, but not yet. Let’s get through tonight and I’ll tell her after the party, okay?”


    He frowned. “What if she says you can’t come over anymore?”


    God, I couldn’t even think about that. “I’m stubborn. I won’t give up.”


    “And I’ll still get to be part of your Pack?” The tiny spark of light in his eyes warmed me. This little guy had been alone too long.


    “Yeah. And we’ll teach you how to use your senses and when you go through your first shift, we’ll help you.”


    “Does it hurt?”


    Like hell, but he’d had enough fear for one day. “You’ve got plenty of years before you need to worry about the full moon.”


    “When will it happen?”


    I put him down and shrugged. “It’s different for everyone, but it won’t happen until you’re at least thirteen, and probably even later.”


    “Okay.” He wiped his cheeks. “Can I still help with the deck?”


    “I’d like that.”


    He grinned. “Can I ask you more wolf things?”


    “As long as we’re alone, ask away.”


    “Awesome!” He beamed and grabbed his tool belt off the post on his bed.


    “Is your homework done?”


    He nodded. “I was done a while ago. I just didn’t want to talk to you.”


    “Ouch.”


    He laughed. “Let’s go to work!”


    One crisis averted. But the big storm was coming.


    I had to tell Taryn.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Taryn


    I came home a little early to get ready for the Masquerade. Out on the deck, in the cold, Jared and Charlie were painting and laughing. Jared leaned on the long pole of his roller, pointing out at the lake with Charlie beside him. The puffs of breath slowed from their lips for a second, and then Charlie started babbling. I couldn’t make out the words, but excitement filled his tone.


    Seeing my little boy happy, and watching Jared muss his hair, melted my heart. Until very recently, I’d resigned myself to spending my life alone, distanced from everyone around me. I stared at Jared’s profile; the strong angles of his jaw and brow were in stark contrast to the laugh lines around his eyes. What had I ever done to deserve our paths crossing?


    I swallowed the unexpected emotion and set my things on the table. Jared made it clear he wanted to have a relationship with me, with us. So why was I on pins and needles?


    The back door opened. I almost jumped out of my skin.


    “Taryn?” Jared’s grin faded. “Everything okay?”


    I nodded. “I might be a little nervous about tonight.”


    He and Charlie came in. My son ran to my side and hugged me. I squeezed him tight and wondered how many hugs it would take before I stopped being startled by a simple touch.


    “Hey Mom! Jared was just teaching me…about the lake.”


    I glanced at Jared. “You must be a great teacher to get him so wound up about learning.”


    He winked at me and my heart fluttered. I wanted this to be my life, my family. It scared the crap out of me.


    I straightened up. “I guess I better get ready.”


    Jared nudged Charlie on his way to the door. “Will you watch Tank for me tonight?”


    His face lit up. “Yes! And Mom took me to get his own water and food bowls for our kitchen.”


    Jared stopped in his tracks and turned my way, walked toward me and kissed my cheek. His breath teased my ear as he whispered, “Thank you.”


    I smiled and shook my head. “It was no big deal.”


    He caught my chin, lifting my gaze to meet his. “Just accept the appreciation.” His lips caressed mine.


    “Gross! I’m getting Tank.” Charlie scooted out.


    Jared straightened, chuckling. “Sorry. I tried to resist, but…”


    I grabbed his shirt and yanked him close again, crushing my mouth to his. He growled into the kiss, his tongue parting my lips and tangling with mine. His strong arms came around me, pressing me so tight against him, his erection rubbed on my belly. My fingers clutched his shirt. I’d never in my life wanted someone as urgently as I wanted Jared. Now.


    He lightened the kiss, whispering, “I love the way you warm in my arms.”


    My eyes snapped open, meeting his. He didn’t loosen his hold on me, and I fought to keep from yanking myself away. If we were ever going to be together, we had to figure out how to control the fire.


    “I’m not hurting you?”


    He shook his head with a crooked, very sexy smile. “Not yet.”


    “Still?”


    Now Jared let me go, laughing as my disgusted son came back inside with Tank in tow.


    “Sorry.” Jared grinned. “I warned you that I liked your mom.”


    Charlie rolled his eyes. “Yeah, but kissing her all the time is gross.”


    “Talk to me about kissing again in a few years, kid.” He smiled over at me. “Go change. I left my costume in the truck.”


    


    Jared drove us to the community center. This time I brought a blanket, anticipating his open window.


    We also held hands. Surreal.


    “You’re awfully quiet.”


    He kept his eyes on the road. “Didn’t want to give you anything else to worry about tonight.”


    My smile faded. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing.” He lifted our joined hands, kissing the back of mine without shifting his gaze. “Yet.”


    “You’re nervous about this party, too.”


    He nodded slowly. “Big crowds aren’t really my thing anymore.”


    “Oh, God…” I tried to pull my hand back, but he didn’t let me go. “I should’ve realized after you told me about the claustrophobia. I’m so sorry. Do you want to just drop me off?”


    He stopped at the light and met my eyes. “No way. Have you looked in the mirror?” He started to smile. “Someone’s got to be there to keep the men away.”


    Laughter bubbled up from my lips. “Apparently you missed the mirror, too. You’ll be busy peeling the women off of you, Wolverine.”


    He grinned. “It’s the sideburns, right?”


    I rolled my eyes. “It’s what’s inside the X-Men suit.”


    “This zipper only comes down for you.”


    Heat licked at my belly, fanning through my bloodstream. The cold air from his window caressed my face, and I pulled in a breath. “I think I’ll remember that when I have to greet everyone.”


    He squeezed my hand. “I’ve been thinking about taking your zipper down since you came out of your bedroom.”


    I smiled. “How do you do that?”


    “What?”


    “Know when I’m getting lost in my head and make me laugh.”


    He turned into the parking lot and pulled into a space. He killed the engine and stared right into my eyes, my soul. “You’re not in this alone anymore. I’m not going anywhere, and if you’ll let me, I’ve got broad shoulders for you to lean on whenever you need me.”


    I blinked, willing myself not to cry. I gnawed at my lower lip, collecting my emotions. “Why are you so good to me?”


    “I lost more than my girlfriend on the mountain that night. The car was crunched around my legs. I couldn’t get out, couldn’t get her out. I ended up holding her hand while she faded away. Part of me did, too, I think. Until that night, I always thought I was immortal. Typical twenty-three-year-old I guess.” He brought his hand up, tracing a finger along my jaw. “But when I’m with you, I’m whole, and I haven’t felt that way in years.”


    Hoover Dam couldn’t have held back the tears in my eyes. “I wish we didn’t have to go inside.”


    He dropped his hand. “You and me both.” He took the keys out. “But you’ve got an empire to run, I’m just your arm candy.”


    I laughed, drying my eyes and nose. “Don’t know what I did to deserve you, but I’m going to stop questioning it for tonight.”


    “Good.” He got out and came around to open my door. I raised a brow and took his hand. “Awfully polite for Wolverine.”


    “Hey I’ve seen the movies, and Jean Grey went for pretty boy Cyclops so I’m minding my manners.” His voice dropped to a growly whisper. “At least until I finally get to lower that zipper.”


    I got out, but stayed so close my breasts were almost touching his chest. “Unless I get to your zipper first.”


    He laughed and stepped back. “Easy there, this is a tight suit. I’m gonna get injured.”


    I glanced down at the growing bulge in his uniform and back up to his eyes. “Yeah, we’re not staying long tonight.”


    We held hands walking toward the building while my mind replayed our moment at the truck. Who was that woman? I bit on my lower lip to keep from smiling. With Jared, I could be shamelessly sexy without any regrets. And I liked it.


    The bass was pounding before we even opened the door. I nudged Wolverine. “Ready?”


    He shook his head. “No, but the sooner we do this, the sooner your zipper is mine.”


    I squeezed his hand. “I like the way you think.”


    He pulled the door open and we stepped inside. Madison was at the front table dressed as Alice in Wonderland welcoming the guests, checking their names off the ticket list, and offering them name tags.


    Her eyes widened as we approached. “Oh my…” She looked Jared over from head to toe. “You did find Wolverine!”


    “How do you do, Alice?” He tipped his head and I could practically see her knees go weak.


    “I’m great.” She pointed toward the main room. “The bar is on the north end opposite the deejay, and the desserts and appetizer trays are on the east and west sides.”


    I stared at the stage. “When do I need to talk?”


    She checked her phone. “Fifteen minutes. Once everyone is here, you can welcome them and let them know about the silent auction for charity in the side room.”


    “I can do that.”


    Jared squeezed my hand. “Want to dance?”


    I glanced at the dark room with the colored lights spinning around. “Are you sure?”


    He nodded. “It’ll be too crowded later. It’s now or never.”


    “Now works for me.”


    The deejay slowed it down a notch. A Thousand Years by Christina Perri.


    Jared led me to the floor where I suddenly remembered an important detail. “I don’t know how to dance.”


    He didn’t laugh at me. Taking my hand in his, he moved his other arm around my waist and leaned in close by my ear. “Then you better let me lead.”


    I started to tell him I didn’t know which foot to put where, but the next thing I knew, we were dancing. His hips were tight against mine, guiding me. He’d tilt my weight where it needed to be, and my feet followed his lead. We were waltzing.


    His eyes never left my face, speaking volumes without saying a word. Whatever doubts I’d had about his intentions or my worthiness, in this moment, he was mine and I was his. And the rest of the Masquerade faded into the background. It was only us, spinning, moving together as one.


    One step closer.


    He dipped me, his lips hovering so close to mine. “You can dance. Maybe you just needed me to lead.”


    I nodded as he raised me back up. “You were worth the wait.”


    The music ended and the room erupted in applause. My cheeks heated.


    Jared squeezed my hand. “Just remember to breathe. You’ve got this.”


    He walked me to the stage and drifted into the shadows, away from the crowd. I took the mic from the stand as the spotlight found me.


    “Welcome to the Masquerade!” Applause swelled again. “I’m Taryn Goldstone, and on behalf of Goldstone Properties, I want to thank all of you for coming and helping us raise money for local charities.”


    The partygoers cheered, and the spotlight turned slowly, showcasing the costumed crowd. Just as it reached the stage again, I noticed a tall dark-haired Phantom of the Opera. Even though half his face was covered in a white mask, my senses turned up. High alert.


    Damian. It had to be.


    I cleared my throat, trying to shake off the sudden wave of unease. “This great party wouldn’t have been possible without the efforts of Madison Williams.”


    The spotlight trailed across the space to the welcome table, but my gaze was frozen on the white mask. He opened his red lined cape and bowed slightly, his lips curved in a smug smirk. I nodded in his direction, thankful when the warmth of the light hit me again.


    “Thanks for making this year another success! Happy Halloween!” The crowd cheered while I squinted through the blinding light, searching for Jared. I raised the mic one last time. “Let’s dance!”


    The deejay cranked up the music and I walked to the side of the stage, and down the steps. “You’re dressed to kill tonight.”


    Damian. I ground my teeth. If he thought he could rattle me, he had another think coming. They didn’t call me the Ice Queen behind my back for nothing.


    I lifted my chin a notch and peered into the crowd around him. “I could say the same for you.”


    He glanced over his shoulder and back to me. “Looking for someone?”


    I nodded.


    “Perhaps if we dance, he’ll find you.”


    I shook my head. “I don’t dance.”


    “You appeared to be dancing quite well a few minutes ago.”


    I sighed. “You’re my client, Mr. Severino. I don’t mix business with my personal life.”


    “Then it’s fortuitous I transferred cash into the escrow account to cover the purchase. By next week, I won’t be your client any longer.”


    I raised a brow. “That doesn’t change anything tonight.”


    “Pity.” He plucked the glove off his fingers, flashing his bare hand, one side and then the other. “My hands have been cold all day.” His gaze flicked to my face. “You certainly warmed them before.”


    My heart palpitated, but my expression remained stoic. Years of practice. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


    “Perhaps, but this is not the time or place to discuss it further.” He slid his glove onto his hand again and held it out.


    “I thought I made it clear, I don’t dance with clients.”


    He smirked. “You only dance with your contractors?”


    Heat bubbled deep in my chest. “You seem to know a lot about my personal life.”


    “Do you always get personal with carpenters?”


    “That’s none of your business.”


    “Maybe not, but with your reputation, there might be others who are curious about how far you’d go to get work completed at a lower price than competitors in your industry.”


    “Blackmailing me to dance isn’t in your best interest.”


    He smirked. “You continue to impress me.” He didn’t withdraw his hand. “Madison introduced me to a reporter as I came in tonight. She’s anxious to learn more about you.”


    My bloodstream boiled, the warmth creeping up my neck. I would not let this bastard expose me in front of all these people. I took his gloved hand with a curt sneer.


    “Shut up and dance.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Jared


    I found a dark corner of the hall and willed my hands to stop shaking. When Taryn asked me to the Masquerade, I didn’t hesitate to say yes. I’d wanted to help her and get to know her better. I should’ve realized there would be loud music and a stifling crowd.


    The second we came through the door, the pounding bass deafened my ears, and the stench of perfume, after-shave, and sweat intermingled until my heightened senses were overwhelmed, leaving me stripped of any ability to ground myself.


    “Hi.” A curvy woman dressed as Batgirl leaned on the wall beside me with a drink in her hand. Her long dark hair fell past her shoulders, and even in the dim light her smile beamed. “I’m Vivianna, but my friends call me Vivi.”


    “Nice to meet you, Vivianna.” I shook her hand.


    Her bright expression dimmed a notch. “And you are?”


    I kept my attention on Taryn in the spotlight as she made her announcements to the crowd. “I’m Jared.”


    She was quiet, and for a minute, I thought she’d move along. No such luck.


    “I saw you dancing with our hostess. Have you two been dating long?”


    I sighed and peeled my gaze from Taryn to my uninvited guest. “You’ve got a lot of questions.”


    She shrugged. “Ms. Goldstone has a reputation in Tahoe for being ruthless in business and just as cold in her personal life, so I assumed—”


    “Whatever you’ve heard, she’s a damned smart woman, and she may be plenty of things, but cold isn’t one of them.”


    “Can you tell me what she’s really like?”


    I ground my teeth to keep from saying something that might come back to bite me in the ass later. “Maybe you should ask her.”


    Crossing my arms, I turned my attention back to the stage. The now empty stage. I frowned and took a couple steps forward. Where’d she go? I took a slow breath, but there were too many scents all comingling for me to find hers.


    As I got closer to the dance floor, a feral growl rumbled deep in my chest. A jaguar. With all the dancers in costumes, I couldn’t depend on my eyesight. My sense of smell led me to a tall man with dark hair, in a black cape.


    He pivoted, probably catching my scent as well. Zorro. We both frowned.


    “Sebastian? What the hell are you doing here?”


    He looked me over and raised a brow. “I could ask you the same thing. Are you building something?”


    Sebastian was the true heir to the Nero empire, in spite of Damian’s ambitions. Now there were two jaguars on Pack territory? This mess kept getting even more fucked up. The last time I saw Sebastian, he’d been ducking out of an underground fight club after knocking out my twin brother. We’d never spoken directly before. I was surprised he knew what I did for a living.


    “You must’ve heard your crazy brother is buying a house on the lake, in Pack territory. I hope you’re here to drag his ass back home.”


    He kept his attention on the dance floor as he spoke. “Since Damian was shot, his behavior has become more erratic. He is supposed to be rehabilitating, but when I visited his home, the staff we hired to assist him were the only ones there.”


    “So Nero didn’t send him to buy a place here?”


    Sebastian shook his head without looking in my direction. “Nero has no love for your Pack, but it’s not in our best interest to start an unnecessary conflict at this time.”


    “I’d be happy to help you get him out of Tahoe.”


    He glanced my way with a smirk. “If I were going to take him anywhere, I could do that on my own.”


    A couple left the dance floor, exposing another couple farther away. Taryn was dancing with a man dressed as the Phantom of the Opera. Every muscle in my body tensed. The man looked over his shoulder and Sebastian spun around to face the bar.


    Damian.


    I started for the dancers, but Sebastian grabbed my elbow. “Wait.”


    “What for?” I jerked my arm free, glaring at him.


    “I’m here because I discovered my brother was poking around some old Brightwood files. Files that had been sealed.” He pressed his lips together, and when he spoke again it was low enough only a werewolf could have heard him over the music. “Records regarding a student who had the gift of Pyrokinesis.”


    Fuck. Damian knew.


    “Why would you give a crap?” I stepped closer, forcing him to take a step back. “She’s finished with Nero. If either of you are considering taking her back, I will personally end you. Leave. Her. Alone.”


    He shook his head. “I want to talk to her, not take her.”


    “Why?”


    He stared into my eyes, probably sizing me up. My nerves were wound so tight, I almost wanted him to make a move so I’d have an excuse to hit him.


    “Because the files my brother was interested in were sealed by my mother.”


    His dead mother.


    “Find out what your brother is planning, and I’ll see if I can arrange a meeting with Taryn to answer some questions for you.”


    We stared at each other for another second before I stormed off for the dance floor. Couples parted, allowing me through without a word, maybe sensing how close my wolf was to the surface, sensing the danger.


    Taryn met my eyes as I approached. They were dancing to Time Warp, without touching. That was probably the only reason I could control myself enough not to tackle him. His hands weren’t on my mate.


    “We need to talk.” My attention was focused on her, not Damian. The bastard could drop dead for all I cared.


    She nodded and glanced at her client. “Please excuse us.”


    He flashed me a well-practiced smile. “I don’t believe we have been properly introduced. I’m Damian Severino.”


    We’d first encountered one another the night he’d been attacking my twin brother, Jason, with a knife, and we both knew it. This asshole was well aware I couldn’t kick his ass here in public.


    “And now we have.” I took Taryn’s hand, lacing my fingers with hers and doing my best not to reveal the sudden pain. Her hand was burning up.


    “You’re a contractor, right? I’m purchasing a home in the area and I could use an experienced carpenter to make some modifications.”


    As much as I wanted to knock that smirk off of his face, Taryn came first, and right now, she was close to showing everyone in town her special ability.


    “You couldn’t afford me.” I turned to Taryn. “Let’s get out of here.”


    I led her through the crowd, sweat beading on my forehead. I wasn’t sure if the sweating was from the claustrophobia smothering me, or the fact that my hand throbbed, burning from her touch. Either way, we both needed some fresh air. Pronto.


    Beside my truck, I released her hand and glanced back at the building to be sure we weren’t followed. When I met her eyes again, her face was unreadable.


    “Are you all right?”


    She shrugged.


    I traced my fingers along her jaw. Her cheek was still hot, but not as bad as she had been. Her eyes searched mine. Without a word, she wrapped her arms around me.


    I held her close, kissing her hair. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have left you up there. I didn’t realize Damian was here.”


    She shook her head, but didn’t pull away. “I knew you were struggling with the crowd. It was stupid. I shouldn’t have danced with him. He was pushing my buttons and my pride got the best of me. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction that he’d shaken me.”


    A smile pulled at my lips as I ran my hand down the back of her hair. My mate had spirit, and every day that I got to know her better, I found more reasons to respect her. To love her.


    “You’re amazing.”


    She stepped back a little and looked up at me. “I could’ve set the building on fire.”


    “But you didn’t.” I tipped my head toward the community center. “No one in there suspects anything, except maybe that the rumors of Taryn Goldstone being an Ice Queen might be wrong.” I sobered, lowering my voice. “Damian knows who you are.”


    She nodded. “He eluded to that, but didn’t get any confirmation out of me.” She frowned. “How did you find out?”


    “His brother was at the Masquerade, too.”


    “And you two are friends?”


    I chuckled, shaking my head slowly. “Not quite. I’m not sure anyone is Sebastian’s friend.” Pulling in a slow breath, I didn’t find any sign of either of the jaguar’s scents. “Can we get out of here?”


    She started to smile. “Let me text Madison.”


    Taryn let her community relations manager know she needed to get home to her son, and we got in the truck.


    “If Damian knows I was at Brightwood, is he planning to use the information to blackmail me?”


    “I don’t know yet, but Sebastian might be able to help us find out.”


    She gave me a questioning look. “I thought he’s not a friend.”


    “Yeah, but when we have a mutual threat, he’s willing to overlook it.”


    She sighed. “My head is spinning. So the brothers are enemies?”


    “They are when Damian is angling to gain control of Nero away from his older brother.”


    “Cain and Abel.”


    I shrugged. “A little, I guess.”


    “Damian doesn’t know where I live, and I have an unlisted number, but he could probably get my address if he has enough money and connections.”


    “Nero has connections and ears everywhere.” I gripped the wheel a little tighter. “We should keep Charlie close, just in case.”


    She straightened, a wave of heat flowing across the cab of my truck. “You think he’d come after Charlie?”


    “No, but I don’t want to take any chances. If Damian wants something from you, it won’t take him long to figure out that Charlie is your weak point.” I started the engine and caught her hand. I kissed her warm skin, breathing her in. “We’ll keep him safe. Everything is going to be all right.”


    Taryn leaned over, resting her head on my shoulder. “I hope you’re right.”


    I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “I am.”


    I’d die before I let that son of a bitch touch either one of them.


    


    Sherri was on her feet when we opened the door. “I wasn’t expecting you guys back so soon. Is everything okay?”


    Taryn nodded and set her purse down. “Yeah. I did my welcoming thing and ducked out when I saw an opportunity.”


    Sherri went into the kitchen, putting a few leftovers in the fridge. “Charlie is sleeping, but he told me to tell you to check the journal.”


    “All right.”


    I peered around the living room and dining room. “Where’s Tank?”


    Sherri smiled. “He’s snoring at the bottom of Charlie’s bed.”


    I chuckled. “That kid is going to spoil him.”


    Taryn handed Sherri some cash and thanked her. I stoked the fire in the hearth and added another log. After the door closed, Taryn’s footsteps came closer behind me. Her hands slid around my waist from behind, and I covered them with mine.


    “You okay?” She came around in front of me. Her gaze locked on my eyes as she reached up to catch the zipper of my X-Men uniform. She lowered the zipper and I started to smile. “I’ll take that as a yes.”


    She rose up on her toes to press her mouth to my newly exposed chest, her tongue tasting my skin. Blood rushed below my belt, pulsing until my erection throbbed. I gripped her hips, my voice barely a whisper. “Tonight, you’re mine.”


    Her throat bobbed as she swallowed, her blue eyes wandering over my face. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


    “You won’t.” I kissed her lips, savoring the sweet taste. “Give me a second.”


    I jogged out to my truck. Call me hopeful, but I’d tossed a box of condoms in my glove compartment tonight just in case. Werewolves don’t generally contract STDs, and human women couldn’t carry our children without being converted first, but psychics were an exception to the rule, as Charlie proved, and trapping Taryn with my child before she even understood what I was probably wasn’t the best way to earn my mate’s trust.


    When I came back in, I locked the deadbolt and went straight to her, taking her in my arms as I claimed her lips over and over. She moaned into my mouth, our tongues tangling. I needed her naked, her skin against mine, now.


    Without breaking the kiss, I scooped her up, carrying her to the master bedroom. I laid her down on the bed and went back to close the door and click the lock. When I turned around, she pulled a slow breath in through her teeth.


    “I’m already heating up.” She shook her head, frustrated tears shining in her blue eyes. “This is so unfair.”


    “I have an idea.” I reached for the door. “Open the windows and wait here.”


    She frowned. “What?”


    “Just trust me.” I left the room and went into the kitchen. Once I found a salad bowl, I filled it with ice and went back, closing the door behind me. Her room was chilly, but I had no doubt her body would warm both of us. It was keeping us from combusting that I was worried about.


    “Ice?”


    I nodded setting the bowl on her bedside table. I took the condom out of my pocket and set it beside the ice. Her gaze followed my hand and back up to my eyes. She almost smiled.


    “You’re serious.”


    “I need you.” I lowered my zipper.


    “What if I start a fire?”


    “You won’t.” I kicked off my shoes.


    “How can you be so sure?”


    I pulled my arms out of the suit. The cold air had my nipples rock hard. “Because we’re a good team, and we want this. If it starts to get out of hand, we slow down, cool off, and try again.” I crawled over her on the bed rolling her onto her back under me. “I’ve got no problem with hours of foreplay if that’s what it takes. You?”


    She wet her lips, allowing her smile to break through. “Sounds good to me.”


    I grinned sliding my hand up her curves to clasp the zipper at the base of her neck. “I was hoping you’d say that.”


    Lowering her zipper, I struggled to focus as her hot hands explored my bare back. Her touch, in stark contrast to the chilly temperature of the room, sent shivers through me like electricity. I tasted her lips and hummed as my fingers slid inside her costume to caress the warm silky smooth skin of her abdomen.


    Hours of foreplay. Shit, I was about to lose it and I still had my damn pants on.


    My tongue twined with hers as the zipper reached the end of the line. My teeth brushed her lower lip and I opened her suit. The second my chest came in contact with her skin, the heat ignited. I lightened the kiss, forcing myself not to jump back.


    The last thing in the world I wanted was for this night to scare her. We’d work around her power…somehow.


    I pushed up straddling her hips as I helped her get her arms free from the costume. All that separated me from her was a fuchsia lacey bra with matching panties. My erection throbbed, aching for freedom, for her attention. I stretched to the bowl of ice and snagged a piece.


    Her eyes followed my every move, her breath catching in her throat as I brought the cube slowly to the base of her neck, tracing it down between her breasts. Her hot skin melted the ice in spite of the windows being open. She closed her eyes, her back arching beneath me, the water shining on her skin. I’d never wanted a woman so bad in my entire life.


    “The bra has to go.”


    She nodded, her voice, breathy, so damned sexy. “Clasp is in the front.”


    I popped it open and spread the fabric, exposing her taut nipples. I lowered myself over her, whispering, “You’re beautiful, Taryn.”


    Her fingers tangled in my hair as my lips closed over her breast, sucking at it. My teeth grazed the tip, and again the heat flared. I lifted my head, circling what was left of the ice cube around her nipple. She moaned, the sound reverberating through me, teasing me, tempting me.


    Taking this slow was going to kill me.


    The ice melted away and I feasted on her cool skin as I reached for another cube. My lips trailed lower, down her belly. “Lift your hips.”


    My voice was more of a growl than a whisper, my wolf clawing its way to the surface. The spicy scent of her arousal nearly did me in. I yanked her costume off, my fingers sliding underneath the panties. She was wet and ready and hot.


    I ripped the side of her underwear open. I had to taste her. Now.


    Her touch burned my shoulders as she squeezed, moaning when my tongue explored her folds. I lifted my head, her eyes on mine as I put what was left of the ice cube into my mouth. Her lips parted, watching my every move. I didn’t hesitate, diving back in to feed on my mate, my tongue cooling the fire and heating her desire all at once. She shivered, her hips writhing into me, encouraging me as I slid my fingers inside her, my tongue and teeth teasing her sensitive core.


    “Let go.” I growled into her. “Let me taste you.”


    She cried out my name, and I nearly came with her. Aftershocks shook her body. She trembled as I took in all she offered. Her skin was hot, but no flames.


    I forced myself back, her scent intoxicating me as my gaze locked on hers. “I need you. Now.”


    Standing, I pushed the costume over my hips, pulling it off. When I straightened up, she had the condom already opened and a sexy barely-there smile on her lips.


    “I need you, too.” Her eyes wandered from my feet all the way up to my face. She scooted forward to the edge of the bed and ran one warm hand up the inside of my thigh until my erection pulsed.


    I wet my lips, watching her bring her other hand up to stroke my shaft. I groaned pressing my hips toward her as she slid the condom on. She lay back, and I crawled over her. My hips sank closer. She spread her legs, wrapping them around my waist. The heat of her opening tempting me to take her hard and fast. I braced myself over her on one arm and reached up for another piece of ice. I ran the cube around her lips until they glistened.


    Kissing her mouth, I plunged deep inside of her.


    I shivered and it had nothing to do with the cool breeze coming through the windows. Her body was made for me. Perfect. And I wanted this moment to last forever.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Taryn


    Until this moment, I had no idea sex could be so thrilling or feel so good. My only other experience had been with a nineteen-year-old boy, and it was clear now that a boy had no clue how to make love to a woman.


    Everything about Jared turned me on; every muscle in his arms, every part of his abs as he worked his hips into me slowly, filling me completely before sliding back out. Each time the fire smoldered under my skin, he’d tease me with the ice. Delaying our release, dulling the lethal flames so I could surrender to the heat of passion again.


    I wanted to make him as crazy as he made me, to hear my name on his lips.


    His teeth grazed my shoulder and I moaned into his ear. “Let me be on top.”


    He kissed me and rolled over, taking me with him so that our bodies were still connected. I sat up over him and reached for an ice cube. His hands gripped my hips, working me onto him faster. Seeing the hunger in his gaze fueled my desire. I slid the ice down my neck, moaning as the cool water trickled down my naked body. He throbbed deep inside me and I opened my eyes.


    “You’re so damned sexy.” He gasped as I brought the ice cube lower, circling my breasts.


    And with him, I felt sexy. Anytime I’d imagined sex over the years, I wondered if I’d be awkward after such a long dry spell, but my hunger for Jared, for his touch, overrode everything else. I ached for him, and seeing his passion for me lit a fire inside I never realized existed.


    I leaned over him, pleasure shooting through my entire body as he licked the water from my nipples. My inner muscles clenched around him. Sitting back up, I rocked into his thrusts as he moved his hand between us, his finger rubbing until I cried out. My whole body trembled, tight as he erupted inside of me.


    “Oh, yes…” I gasped. Unable to remember my own name. I collapsed onto his chest, breathless. “That was…amazing.” I managed to lift my head to see his face. “The ice was genius.”


    His lips curved into a sexy spent smile that melted my heart. “Just making it up as we go.”


    I kissed him and rested on his chest, listening to his heartbeat. “Will you stay tonight? Please?”


    He stroked my hair. “I’m not going anywhere. But I do need to close those windows before I freeze something important.”


    I laughed and rolled over. He took off the condom and got up from the bed. His back was almost as impressive as the front, tanned and muscled, every part of him pure male. Just closing the windows was turning me on all over again.


    In my defense, I’d had a very long dry spell.


    He went in the bathroom and I pulled back the covers to slide into bed. This was probably the first time I ever slept naked, but I had no desire to have anything between my body and Jared’s. I wanted him all to myself for as long as possible.


    He got into bed and wrapped me in his arms. I breathed him in, wishing I could freeze this moment in time and hold it forever. He kissed my forehead, no trace of the sexy smile I’d seen a few minutes before.


    “Are you all right?”


    He stared into my eyes, searching for…I didn’t know what. “I want to tell you something and I don’t know how.”


    My heart pounded. “Maybe start small and work up to it.”


    “Okay.” He nodded, taking a breath. “I’ve never met anyone like you before. I never knew I could feel this way.”


    A smile crept up on me. “I feel the same way.”


    The corner of his mouth twitched, but no grin. “I wanted to tell you this earlier. I should’ve told you, but it was so hard for you to control your powers, I didn’t want it to overwhelm you.”


    “We still have some ice left.”


    A half-hearted chuckle escaped his lips. “Until I met you, I thought I was content to live alone. But now…now I can see this life, with you and Charlie, and this is what I want.”


    Tears stung my eyes. I kissed him and he tightened his arms around me. My heart was going to burst. I rested my forehead to his. “I want this, too. I never thought I could have a real family. Seeing you and Charlie together, fills the hole in my soul.”


    He nodded, cupping my face in his hand. “You’re my mate. My other half. I never want to lose you or scare you…”


    His mouth opened, but no words came out. He tried once more and I whispered, “I love you, too.”


    His fingers slid into my hair, holding me tight against him as his body came to life again. His lips claimed mine over and over. “I love you, Taryn. I love you and Charlie, and I’ll never let anyone hurt you again.”


    Tears spilled down my cheeks as we smiled, laughed, kissed, and made love.


    


    I woke up early and started cooking pancakes. Charlie’s favorite. The snow sparkled in the morning light, just like it had the day before, but everything seemed different. Alive. I was alive. Not just existing, but really living.


    The bacon sizzled, the scent filling the kitchen, and finally Jared and Charlie trailed in. Jared wore his jeans and no shirt. I did my best not to stare. Charlie still had his Ironman pajamas on, his hair askew, and between the two of them, my heart melted.


    Jared came in behind me, sliding his hands around my waist as he kissed my neck just below my ear. “Morning, beautiful.”


    If my son hadn’t been awake, I would’ve dragged Jared right back to bed. “Good morning. I thought the bacon might lure you guys out.”


    Charlie rubbed his eyes and grinned. “Tank slept with me last night.”


    Right on cue, the big guy lumbered down the hall, sounding more like a freight train than a dog.


    Jared smiled. “Tank’s got great taste in friends.”


    Charlie got up and filled a bowl of food for Tank, while I flipped pancakes, and Jared set the table. I wished my life could be this simple forever.


    But it was Saturday, and a busy day at the office loomed ahead of me.


    We sat down for pancakes and Charlie poured syrup. “Mom, are you coming to my game today?”


    “I’m going to try. Sherri’s taking you over there and I’ll do my best to meet you there. It’ll depend on how busy the office is today. I’m planning on closing by three.”


    Jared lifted his fork. “I can take him.”


    “Oh, please, Mom?”


    I glanced between the two and chuckled. “Okay. I’ll call Sherri and let her know she’s off the hook.”


    “Do you work every Saturday?” Jared asked before popping a bite of pancake into his mouth.


    I nodded. “Usually. It’s a busy day for us because buyers are off work. I’ve also got a few agents who host open houses on Saturdays. Ray handles the Sunday open houses so I can have them off.”


    “Was he at the party last night?”


    “I think so, but I didn’t see him before we left.”


    “Was the party fun, Mom?”


    The memory of Damian in his Phantom of the Opera costume popped into my head, the way he twisted his hand like it might expose a burn. I stabbed my pancake. “Parts of it were.”


    “Which parts? Was there candy?”


    I gazed across the table at Jared. The spark in his eyes made me warm all over. “Jared taught me to dance. That was fun. But no candy.”


    “Next time.” He winked and heat blossomed low in my belly. I already couldn’t wait until next time. He reached over to pat Charlie’s shoulder. “Halloween is this week. Do you have a costume?”


    He nodded. “Yeah, Mom got me a Spiderman costume, but you guys were X-Men so now I want to be Beast.”


    “I have to bring the costumes back on Monday anyway, Charlie.”


    He sighed. “I guess Spiderman will be okay.”


    Jared chuckled. “You guess?” He picked up a piece of bacon. “Spiderman is pretty cool.”


    Charlie grinned and started babbling to Jared about some episode of the cartoon. I sipped my orange juice and drank in the sight of my little boy bonding with another male over superheroes. Magic.


    For the first time in my adult life, I didn’t want to go to work.


    I got up to carry my plate into the kitchen as their conversation died down. I peered over at them from the sink. “Did Charlie tell you about the wolves we saw during the full moon?”


    The room went silent.


    “Charlie?”


    He looked at me and then over at Jared. “There were some wolves who came to the edge of the new deck during the full moon.” He glanced my way and then added, “My mom pegged one in the face with a pinecone.”


    “He was biting the one that was protecting us.”


    Jared sighed. “About the wolves…”


    It almost looked like Charlie was shaking his head no. Weird.


    Jared stared at Charlie for a second and picked up his plate. “I’m glad you guys were safe up on the deck.”


    I took the plate from him and rinsed it off. “I know it sounds crazy, but there was a brown wolf and two black ones, and I’d swear the brown one was trying to keep the others away from us.”


    “Wolves are very protective.”


    I raised a brow. “So you believe me?”


    “Mom!” Charlie rushed in the kitchen right between us. “Don’t forget to call Sherri about soccer.”


    I put Charlie’s plate in the sink and nodded. “I will right after I get out of the shower.”


    “I’ll wash these for you.” Jared kissed my cheek. “Go do what you need to do.”


    I chuckled. “Are you for real?”


    He smiled, but it didn’t seem to reach his eyes.


    “All right. I’m going to get ready for work. Thanks for handling clean up.” I pressed my lips to Charlie’s forehead. “You grab your stepstool and help, okay?”


    “Yes, Mom.”


    I walked to my bedroom pinching myself to be sure this wasn’t a dream and praying if it was, that I never woke up.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Jared


    The second her bedroom door clicked, I turned to Charlie. “I’ve got to tell her about the wolves.”


    He shook his head. “Not yet. She won’t believe you.”


    “She’ll have to.”


    “Will you be able to prove it?”


    That was a good question. I handed him a rinsed plate to dry. “I could introduce her to the Pack, they’d back me up on the truth about werewolves.”


    He checked his reflection in the plate and then stacked it in the cupboard. “Isn’t it a big secret? Why would they talk to my mom?”


    I scrubbed the frying pan. “It is a big secret, but your mom is…” Shit, how much deeper was I going to get in this? I rinsed it and handed it to Charlie. “We each have one mate for life. Your mom is mine.”


    He grinned and set the pan aside. “Really? So you’re going to get married? Will you be my dad?”


    I was in way over my head. “Whoa. Slow down buddy. I might have one mate for life, but your mom’s human. She might not want any of this. I have to honor her wishes.”


    He frowned. “Mom could stop liking you, and you’d be alone forever?”


    Putting it that plainly scared the hell out of me. I nodded. “Basically.”


    I took my frustration out on the larger pan in the sink.


    “How do you know it’s my mom?”


    “When a werewolf touches his mate skin to skin, the wolf inside of us recognizes them.”


    “My mom never touched anyone until after you got here.”


    “Yeah, I touched her. Then I knew.”


    “Do I have a mate?”


    The fear in his voice floored me. All these old stories were part of my upbringing, it never occurred to me that it might be scary or overwhelming. I rinsed the pan and turned off the sink. The worry in his eyes aged his young face.


    “You will have a mate. Someday. A perfect partner chosen by destiny or fate. But you don’t have to think about it now. Our wolf doesn’t really come alive until we start shifting during the full moon, so until then, you can touch anyone you want and nothing will happen.”


    He breathed out a huge sigh of relief. “Oh good. I don’t wanna get married in elementary school.”


    I laughed and mussed his hair. “No chance.”


    We finished cleaning up and he put his step stool back in the closet. “You still shouldn’t tell her yet.”


    “No offense, but I’ve had a little more experience with women than you have. They don’t like secrets.”


    He crossed his arms. “I know my mom better than anyone. Unless you can turn into a wolf in front of her, she won’t believe you.”


    “I have to at least give her the chance.”


    Charlie shrugged. “I hope you’re right.”


    He ran to his room, leaving me behind. Tank followed me over to the couch. I patted his wide forehead, staring out at the melting snow on the deck. Fuck. I was screwed. I loved Taryn and Charlie. I’d said the words out loud and I meant them. What if Charlie was right? What if she didn’t believe me?


    I rubbed my shoulder and winced. What the hell? I got up and peered into a mirror on the wall. Three thin burns lined both shoulders. I grinned. I’d been with other women, scratches had marred my back before, but these little burns were different. These were physical proof of how much my mate wanted me.


    And last night, she’d controlled her power.


    We made love for hours with no fires. She loved me. But it still seemed tenuous. I had a big secret I had no business keeping. I’d kill to keep her safe, protect her and her son. But she had no idea last night my wolf had claimed her on a primal level as our mate.


    She didn’t know the wolf who had disobeyed his Alpha and protected her and Charlie during the full moon was me.


    Charlie was probably right. She wouldn’t believe me. Would it upset her enough to start a fire? After last night in the party and later in her room, the heat flared, but she’d kept it from igniting. Would revealing werewolves were real shake the confidence she was just starting to muster?


    When I held her in my arms last night, I’d tried to tell her what I was. The words were on the tip of my tongue, but then she told me she loved me. Flooded by emotion, there was no way I was going to ruin the moment with trying to convince her that werewolves were real and somehow she’d managed to have relationships with two.


    “I wish I didn’t have to go to work today.” Taryn came over to sit beside me. She was already dressed.


    I rested my hand on her thigh. “Hopefully, we’ll see you at Charlie’s game.”


    Taryn didn’t wear much make-up. She didn’t need it. But I noticed the eye liner and mascara, the light gloss to her lips.


    “Are you all right?” She tilted her head a little, her hair still wet.


    I shrugged, lowering my gaze to my hand. “I need to tell you something, but I don’t want to risk it ruining everything.”


    Her fingers twined with mine. “Just warning you now, if last night was all a trick to get in my pants, this room is going to get really hot, really fast.” I lifted my head to find her smiling. When I wasn’t, hers faded. “I was kidding.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I haven’t tried to make someone laugh since before Charlie was born.”


    I smiled in spite of the tightness in my chest. “There were no tricks last night.” I swallowed, staring into her eyes. “I do love you, Taryn.”


    She let out a sigh of relief. “I love you, too. So whatever it is, we’ll figure it out.”


    I hoped she’d keep that in mind when I told her. “All right. Not sure right before you leave for work is the best time though.”


    She rolled her eyes. “You can’t expect me to be able to focus on work if I’m worried all day.”


    “Do you remember anything specific about the wolves during the full moon?”


    “One was brown, the others were black, and the brown one stared at me. I…” She shook her head, her cheeks colored. “It’s going to sound crazy saying this out loud.”


    Crazy was a relative word when your boyfriend was a werewolf, but I hadn’t gotten to that part yet.


    I whispered in case the little werewolf wasn’t in his room. “You can start fires with your mind. Nothing you tell me is going to make me think you’re insane.”


    She met my eyes. “I knew…” She thumped her fingertips to her chest. “I knew in here that the brown wolf would never hurt me. He was protecting us.” Her hands dropped to her lap. “They were all wild animals, but something in his eyes. It’s nuts.”


    “It’s not.” I lifted her hand to my lips. “I was—”


    “Mom!” Charlie burst into the room and crawled between us on the sofa. He was already dressed for the soccer game, journal in hand. “You didn’t write in it. Did you remember to read it last night?”


    Her eyes widened and I could almost see the mom-guilt settle onto her shoulders.


    “I was so tired from the party.” She took the book and got up. “I’ll go do it right now.” She bent to kiss my cheek and whispered, “We’ll talk later.”


    After she disappeared down the hallway I leveled my gaze on Charlie. “Pretty sneaky. But I still need to tell her.”


    He shook his head, desperation in his eyes. “Why? She loves you. I heard her say it.” He threw his arms around my waist, clinging to me. “I don’t want her to make you go away.” He sniffled. “I love you, Jared.”


    I embraced him tight and closed my eyes. “I love you, too, Charlie.” I rested my head on his, caught between a rock and a hard place. “I’m not going anywhere.”


    


    Charlie giggled in the cab of the truck as Tank covered his cheek in slobbery dog kisses. I didn’t want to worry Taryn, but now that we had confirmation Damian found her records from Brightwood, I wasn’t about to entrust Charlie to Sherri’s care. It had nothing to do with Sherri. She loved Charlie, but if Damian decided to come after him for leverage with Taryn, his nanny wouldn’t stand a chance.


    The fall season for soccer was ending soon. I could work my schedule around his games.


    After we parked, Charlie reached for the door handle.


    “Not yet.”


    He stopped and looked at me. “My team’s right over there.”


    “Yeah, but I need you to hold Tank until I can get to your door.”


    It was all bullshit. Tank would stay put wherever I told him to, but Charlie didn’t know that, and he’d do anything for my dog. I slammed my door and walked around the back of the truck, drinking in the scents. No sign of a jaguar. Since Damian was supposed to be home resting, I was pretty confident he wouldn’t be risking being discovered by daddy. So no Nero mercenary teams either.


    Relaxing, I opened Charlie’s door and took Tank’s leash from him. Charlie scrambled out. “See ya!”


    He raced toward his team and got in line to kick the ball. Tank and I grabbed a couple of chairs and his blanket. I’d be fine with my jacket. I checked my phone. Nothing from Taryn. What if Damian came after her at the office?


    He wouldn’t. Hell, he was buying a place up here. He didn’t need to rush this. If he wanted to take her back to his father like a prize to prove his worth, he could take his time.


    Still did nothing to calm my nerves. I sent her a text to let her know we made it to the game, and I waited.


    Good. Finishing up and I’ll be over soon.


    Now I could breathe. She was fine.


    I set my chair at the center of the field and laid the spare beside me. Hopefully, Taryn would be sitting in it before the game was over.


    The ref blew the whistle and the teams marched to the middle. Charlie met my eyes and gave me a thumbs up. I chuckled and nodded. My life had changed so much in the past few weeks. When did I become a soccer dad?


    Charlie scored a goal and I was out of the chair cheering him on. My phone buzzed. Another text from Taryn.


    Ray’s buyers are still asking questions. Should be leaving soon.


    I tucked my cell in my pocket and froze. Taking another breath, my pulse thrummed. Jaguar. I scanned the area. Sebastian approached from the parking lot. What the hell?


    Halftime whistle. Charlie jogged over to the snack mom and then raced in my direction, with half my attention focused on Sebastian, the little guy almost knocked me over.


    “Jared, did you see me score?”


    I nodded without taking my eyes off of the jaguar. “Sure did.”


    “Where’s Mom?”


    “She’ll be here soon.”


    Sebastian came closer and stopped, frowning. I gave Charlie’s shoulder a squeeze. “Better go stand with your coach. I need to talk to this guy.”


    Charlie turned following my gaze. “Who’s he?”


    “A…customer.”


    “Did you build him a deck too?”


    I sighed. “Not exactly. Go see coach, okay?”


    Charlie handed me his baggie from the snack and ran toward his coach as Sebastian approached. “He’s a…”


    “Yep, he is.” I interrupted before he could say werewolf out loud. The jaguars’ sense of smell wasn’t as strong as ours, but they could track prey and recognize scents. “And he hears pretty damn well.”


    “I see.” Sebastian met my eyes. “Shall we talk someplace else?”


    “Why are you here?”


    He lowered his voice. “Because I need to ask the boy’s mother some questions, and digging into this could get me killed so I’d rather not have an email trail or cell phone records.”


    The whistle blew and the teams started chasing the ball. I walked a few feet away and crossed my arms. “Taryn’s not here, and meeting with her is a bad idea.”


    Something sparked in his dark eyes. “She doesn’t know about you…”


    I shook my head. “Not yet.”


    “About her boy?”


    “Definitely not.”


    Sebastian smirked. “She left school for a werewolf, and ended up proving my father’s theory about his breeding program for shifters without him ever finding out.”


    “Looks that way. Your mother helped her.”


    Sebastian cleared his throat, his attention on the field. “It appears my mother didn’t approve of my father’s research into the jaguar breeding program.”


    “Your mom sounds like a smart lady.”


    A muscle in his cheek clenched. “Shortly after sending Taryn here, to Pack territory, my mother died.”


    “There was a fire, right?”


    He glanced at me, his features, cold and distant. “Ironic, no?”


    “You don’t think it was an accident?”


    “I want to be sure it was.” He lifted his hand, dismissing me. “Unlike wolves, I use my head first and keep my heart in my chest where it belongs. I’m simply curious why my mother buried Taryn’s case file and why she went to Malcolm Sloan for help.”


    “Aren is digging into the files at Sloan Consulting. Taryn won’t know anything about that.”


    “But she spoke to my mother.” He raised a brow.


    “Okay, I get it, but I’ll be there too. She’s not going to be alone.”


    “Tomorrow night.”


    I shook my head. “Halloween. We have plans with Charlie.”


    He rolled his eyes. “Fine. Monday night. Meet me at Harrah’s in Reno.”


    “That’s far for a dinner.”


    “It’s also far from my brother.”


    Made sense. “Monday night at Harrah’s, make it eight o’clock?”


    “Perfect.” Sebastian walked away like we’d never spoken.


    By the time Taryn arrived, I was wound tight. She opened the other chair and sat beside me. “What’d I miss?”


    “Charlie scored a goal in the first half, and Sebastian paid me a visit. We’re meeting him at Harrah’s in Reno Monday night.”


    “I’ll see if I can clear my…”


    I took her cell phone from her hand. Her eyes met mine. “This is serious.” I glanced at the field. Charlie ran down toward the goal and I dropped my voice to a whisper. “Sebastian thinks Sylvia was murdered.”


    Her eyes widened. “It was an accident.”


    “Or it was supposed to look like one.”


    She faced the field. I put her phone back in her lap and kissed her hair. “You were apparently very valuable to Nero. Damian sees you as a game piece to gain favor with his father.”


    She blinked rapidly, but didn’t take her eyes off Charlie. “You’re telling me I’m in danger.”


    I wrapped my arm around her. “I’m telling you we have to be careful, and your company is going to have to take a backseat until we get this handled.”


    She turned, staring into my eyes. “How can you be so calm?”


    The fear in her eyes stoked my anger. If Damian tried to lay a hand on her or Charlie, I’d make him sorry he was ever born.


    “I’ve dealt with Nero before.”


    But the stakes had never been so personal.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Taryn


    Halloween. One of Charlie’s favorite holidays.


    I tried to keep the threat of danger hidden from my son, but behind my smile, my stomach was in knots. Damian hadn’t crossed my path since the Masquerade, but he wasn’t lying about his wire transfer. The escrow would close this week. That meant signing paperwork and delivering keys.


    I’d cross that bridge when I got there.


    Although the deck was finished, Jared brought up some clothes and a few of his things. Until we could get my name off of Damian’s radar, Jared planned to stay close to Charlie and me. And I loved him for it.


    Every day his bond with Charlie grew. Finally, my boy had a father figure he deserved. They made me laugh in spite of the weight of my worry over Damian pressing on me. For now, my hands were warm, but no fires.


    “Mom!” I put the glass away and turned to find Charlie covered in blue fur, his face painted to match. He flexed his foam muscles, doing his best Beast impersonation. “We’re not a threat to humanity. We’re part of it.”


    Jared came around the corner in his Wolverine costume and my body temperature rocketed. After Charlie’s excitement over our X-Men uniforms for the Masquerade, I caved and found him a Beast costume and extended our rental on Wolverine and Dr. Jean Grey for a few more days.


    Jared rubbed Charlie’s blue head. “We watched X-Men again so we could get some of the lines.” He winked at Charlie. “Right, Bub?”


    Charlie giggled and looked up at me. “You better get dressed, Mom. Trick-or-treating starts soon.”


    Sherri came in from the garage with a bucket of candy. “I’ll keep the home fires burning.”


    “Thanks, Sherri.” I caught Jared’s hand as I passed by. “Be ready in a minute.”


    The second I emerged as Jean Grey, Charlie was dragging us out. He’d selected a Spiderman pillowcase for his candy and we took off. Our cul-de-sac bustled with costumed ninja turtles, vampires, superheroes, and princesses. Some whined about being forced to wear jackets, others squealed about candies, and front porches glowed with jack-o-lanterns.


    Some of the decorations were creepy, some funny, and a few were elaborate, with teens lurking to startle the trick-or-treaters.


    I’d never taken Charlie out on Halloween. I’d missed so much. He raced up another walkway to the porch. We stayed behind on the sidewalk.


    Jared nudged me. “You’re not over there dreaming about Cyclops, are you?”


    Lost in my thoughts, it took me a second to remember we were X-Men. I smiled, shaking my head. “No. I’m trying not to regret all the Halloweens I’ve missed. Charlie’s never carved a pumpkin. I’ve never decorated our porch.” I glanced up at him. “Work was the only place I thought people were safe from me.”


    He put his arm around me, drawing me in closer while we waited for Charlie to come back from his latest Halloween conquest. “You can’t change the past, but you’re making great memories now.” He pointed out to the street. “How many other moms do you see out here dressed up with their kids?”


    I rose up to kiss his cheek. “Thanks.”


    He grinned. “Anytime.”


    “Wow!” My bright blue Charlie ran toward us holding up a Snickers bar. “She gave me a full size candy bar.” His eyes sparkled like he’d found the Hope diamond. “I wonder if my friends will come by before she runs out of candy.”


    “Have you had enough?” Jared asked.


    Charlie stashed the Snickers in his bag and shook his head. “No way. A kid dressed as the Joker told me the next street over has a haunted house. Can we go?”


    I pulled out my phone and checked the time. “Okay, but then we need to get home. You have school tomorrow.”


    “Yes!” Charlie struck out ahead of us, his pillowcase slung over his shoulder like he’d just robbed someone of more than chocolates and candies.


    We followed him, Jared shining the flashlight on Charlie’s feet. When we rounded the corner, there was a line of kids waiting to go inside the haunted house. An impressive spread of Halloween ghouls, flickering lights, and jack-o-lanterns filled the front yard. The arbor archway was covered in spider webs, with random body parts hanging like a beaded curtain. On the other side was a tunnel made from giant cardboard refrigerator boxes. Big enough to walk through.


    What waited inside was a mystery, but through the seams, strobe lights flashed, and the screams of kids and adults alike echoed down the street. Thriller pumped out from the speakers set up on the stairs leading up to the porch.


    Something about the stairs seemed…familiar. I glanced at the mailbox. The address rang a bell. I toured so many properties both for vacation rentals and home purchases that it was tough to keep them all straight. This place had been on the market, or for rent. Either way, I was pretty sure I’d been up those steps recently.


    I squeezed Charlie’s shoulder. “Sounds scary in there, are you sure you want to go?”


    He turned and gave us both a big Beast growl. “We’re the X-Men. Nothing can scare us.”


    I chuckled and straightened up. Jared stared at the dark tunnel. The color had drained from his face and a muscle along his jaw contracted. My smile faded.


    “Can you hold Charlie’s candy?” I ran my hand up his back. “I’ll take him through.”


    Jared blinked and met my eyes. “I’m fine.”


    I raised a brow. “You look far from fine.”


    He pulled in a breath through his teeth and tipped his head, cracking his neck. “You’re not going in there alone.”


    A bead of sweat trickled down his cheek. I shook my head. “You don’t have to do this. We’ll be right out.”


    He stepped up and took Charlie’s hand. “Ready?”


    Beast roared in answer and I rolled my eyes. Boys.


    It wasn’t quite wide enough for the three of us to go through side by side. “We’ll clear the path for you, Mom.”


    They walked through the body part curtain first, with me right behind them. The second we entered the tunnel my eyes widened, struggling to see in the dark. Cobwebs hung down, making me crouch to keep them from brushing my face.


    “How are you doing, Charlie?”


    “I’m fine, Mom.”


    “Jared?”


    He didn’t answer, but he didn’t keel over hyperventilating either, so I figured he must have the claustrophobia under control, at least for now.


    Ahead, two girls shrieked. We turned the corner and were instantly blinded by the bright flashing strobe light. A man rose up from a coffin.


    Charlie screamed.


    For a moment, time slowed. The vampire rising from the box met my eyes. Damian. He wore claws for nails and catlike contact lenses. The light flashed, making his movements jerky, inhuman. He jumped from the casket, blocking Charlie’s exit, and grabbed his wrist. Charlie jerked and tugged, trying to break free.


    Damian yanked Charlie’s closer, but his gaze was locked squarely on me. “Show me what you can do.”


    Fire exploded inside of my chest, but before the cardboard surrounding us ignited, Jared moved in. While Damian focused on me, Jared grabbed Charlie, shoving him back toward me, before punching Damian so hard his body flew right through the cardboard tunnel, ripping open a huge hole in the side.


    Jared followed him out, landing punches until his knuckles were shiny with blood. Damian hit him in the jaw, knocking his head back and they rolled over and over, taking down more Halloween decorations in the process. Shrieks deafened my ears as I struggled to contain the flames aching to break free. My body burned, but if I didn’t do something soon, Jared was going to get arrested for murder.


    “Charlie, wait here.”


    I ran to Jared and touched his back, the plastic and polyester melting on contact. “We need to go.”


    The heat from my hand stunned him back to reality. He straightened, raw, primal anger lining his features. “Touch them again, asshole, and nothing in the world is going to keep me from tearing you apart.” His final word was more of a growl. “Nothing.”


    He turned toward me, wincing a little. “I’ll get Charlie, you’re too hot.”


    I nodded, desperately trying to pull in air and cool the inferno.


    Jared offered Charlie his left hand, wiping his bloodied right on his leg. “Time to go.”


    My son looked shaky, but he still bent down to retrieve his pillowcase of candy before taking Jared’s hand. I walked behind them, hoping to block Charlie’s view of Damian’s battered and bloody face.


    I’d never seen anyone come unglued like Jared had just then. Maybe it was a combination of his claustrophobia and adrenaline, but for a couple of minutes, he seemed more animal than man. He’d been protecting us.


    But what if that rage ever turned in our direction?

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Jared


    By the time we got back to Taryn’s place, she had her gift under control. I couldn’t say the same for my rage. If she hadn’t stopped me, I would’ve kept attacking Damian until he was dead. If he planned to hurt them, he’d have to get through me first.


    Charlie gave Sherri a hug and started regaling her with stories of a scary guy grabbing him. “But I bet he was sorry after Jared got a hold of him.”


    While Charlie reenacted my battle with Damian, I wandered down the hallway to Taryn’s room to get the burned costume off before either of them saw it and asked questions.


    “Are you all right?”


    I glanced back at Taryn and nodded. “Yeah.”


    She came closer, her breath sucking in when she saw my burn. I couldn’t see it, but I didn’t need to. It was bad, and it hurt like a son of a bitch.


    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have touched you, but I didn’t know what else to do.”


    “You did the right thing.” I shook my head tossing the costume aside. “When he grabbed Charlie I lost it.”


    “I did, too.” She stared at her hands, a tear sliding down her cheek. “I thought I had a handle on this, but I almost…”


    “But you didn’t.”


    “If you hadn’t hit him and got us back out in the cold air, that entire cardboard tunnel would’ve ignited. I could’ve killed us all.”


    “Again, you didn’t.” I pulled my hair back from my forehead. “Charlie is safe. That’s all that matters right now.”


    “We should get a doctor to look at that burn.”


    “I’ll have Jason check it out.” I met her eyes. “Damian didn’t rent that place from you, did he?”


    She shook her head. “No, but it was familiar. It was probably on the vacation rental market list.”


    “He didn’t pick that rental on accident.”


    “You think he knows where I live.”


    I nodded. “I’d bet money on it, and tonight’s show was a test to see if you could ignite a fire.”


    Guilt clung to me like a second skin. I never should have gone in that tunnel. I shouldn’t have let them go inside either. As soon as we approached the property I’d caught Damian’s scent. But how could I explain that I smelled him without telling her I’m a werewolf?


    We walked into a trap tonight because of me.


    She washed her hands. Her fingers trembled as she wiped her tears. Shit. All her confidence about controlling her power was gone. I’d had to walk Charlie home. The burn on my back was proof enough she would’ve hurt her son.


    I wanted to sit her down and tell her about Charlie and I being wolves right now, but while my conscience might feel better, Taryn would be far from it. Plus, if she didn’t believe me and sent me away like Charlie feared, they’d be easy pickings for Damian.


    I could bear the guilt a while longer.


    Leaning my shoulder on the bathroom door, I ran my hand up her back. “We can’t stay here, not with Damian so close.”


    She rested her hands on the edge of the sink, closing her eyes and taking in a shaky breath. When she opened them, her gaze met mine in the mirror. “We should call the police.”


    “Not a good idea.” I shook my head. “They’d have plenty of witnesses saying I attacked Damian.”


    “What if he already called them?”


    “He won’t. Nero prides itself on flying under the radar of the government. He’d never get the police involved.”


    She leaned back, settling against my chest. “Where would we go?”


    “My place. It’s small, but he doesn’t know where it is. I can drive Charlie to school and pick him up.” I braced myself. “And you need to take a vacation from work until we figure a way to get Damian to back off.”


    “You don’t think beating the crap out of him did it?”


    I chuckled. “Sadly, sick bastards like him take that as a challenge. There’s a good chance he’s going to get worse before we can get him out of town. We’re meeting with his brother tomorrow night, then we should know more.”


    “I forgot about that.” She tipped her head up, staring up at me. “You think he’ll help?”


    “Help? No. But he wants information from you about his mother, and we’ll get the same from him in trade. That’s probably the best we can hope for from Sebastian.”


    “Okay. I’ll email Ray and let him know I’ll be out for a week…”


    “At least two.”


    She sighed. “Two weeks? I’ve never been gone…”


    “We can’t risk him getting you alone.”


    “Okay.”


    She changed into sweats and a t-shirt while I turned a little toward the mirror, inspecting her handprint on my back. Werewolves healed a little faster than humans, but sleeping tonight was going to be tricky. Driving to my place wasn’t going to be a cakewalk either.


    I pulled on a loose shirt, covering the burn and went out to break up the Halloween stories. Sherri stood up. “Sounds like you had an exciting night.”


    “Yeah. Since the psycho lives on the next street over, Taryn and Charlie are going to come stay with me for a few days.”


    “Yay!” Charlie danced around the room. At least seeing me attack someone didn’t make him afraid of me.


    Sherri knelt down. “Give me a hug, and then you better get changed and pack.”


    He squeezed her and took off for his room. She straightened up and looked me right in the eyes. “You seem like a great guy and Charlie is crazy about you.” She lowered her voice. “Be good to them.”


    “I will.” I tipped my head toward the hallway. “They deserve nothing less.”


    “Exactly.” Sherri glanced at Taryn as she came out of her office. “I’m heading home Ms. Goldstone. I guess I’ll wait to hear from you?”


    Taryn nodded. “Yes. Maybe you can just check on the place for me? Get the mail?”


    Sherri smiled. “I’d be glad to.”


    She and Taryn stared at each other and finally Taryn moved in for a quick awkward hug. Sherri stepped back, confusion plain on her face.


    “Thanks. For everything, Sherri.”


    She nodded and closed the door behind her.


    “I’ve never touched her before.”


    I almost smiled. “I got that impression.”


    “I emailed Ray and told him he’s in charge for a few days. Family emergency.” She started down the hallway. “I guess I’d better pack.”


    When her bedroom door closed, I pulled out my cell phone and hit Jason’s number. “Can you meet us at my place?”


    “Us?”


    “Yeah.” I stared out the window. “We had a run in with Damian tonight, and I’ve got a burn that hurts like hell.”


    “He burned you?”


    “Not exactly.” Charlie could probably hear my side of the conversation so I kept it short. “I’ll explain when you get there. I’m bringing Taryn and Charlie to stay with me until we figure out how to handle Damian.”


    “Does she know?”


    I sighed. “No. Just meet me there, and come alone.”


    “Okay. See you soon, Bro.”


    


    Taryn and Charlie followed me and Tank down the Mt. Rose highway to my place. When I pulled in the driveway, Jason’s car was already there. There was a chance he might be eager to meet my mate. I probably would’ve laughed if my back wasn’t in knots from leaning forward to keep the burn from pressing on the seat of my truck. I got out and went around to help Tank down. Jason came over, and we clasped forearms. Traditional Pack greeting. I’d show Charlie later.


    After I told his mom what we were.


    Taryn and Charlie got out of her SUV and came over. “Taryn, Charlie, this is my baby brother, Jason.”


    Charlie burst into giggles that instantly lifted my spirits.


    Jason rolled his eyes, punching my shoulder. “By less than an hour.”


    I raised a brow. “Still counts.”


    Taryn smiled, but didn’t offer her hand. “Nice to meet you. Jared told me you’re a doctor.”


    “Yeah, my practice is in Reno. Speaking of, I should grab my bag.” He walked over to his car. “My brother tells me you run Goldstone Properties in Tahoe.”


    “I do.” She came to my side, and I took her hand, lacing my fingers with hers.


    Charlie looked up at me as I squeezed his shoulder. I handed him the house key. “Can you unlock the door and take Tank inside?”


    He nodded and called the dog. Once the door closed behind them, I turned to Jason. “Thanks for coming over. I don’t want Charlie to see the burn.”


    “Okay.” Jason set his bag on the hood of my truck. “Let me take a look.”


    Taryn helped lift my shirt, and I did my best not to wince as the fabric brushed the giant blister.


    “Jesus.” His cool fingers explored the skin around the wound. “This doesn’t look good. I need better light. Maybe in your room?”


    Taryn and Jason got my t-shirt down without touching the burn.


    “I’ll keep Charlie busy.” Taryn walked ahead of us without looking back.


    I stopped Jason before we went in the house. “Charlie hears everything. He doesn’t know about his Mom’s…gift.”


    Jason waited for Taryn to go inside, then met my eyes. “That’s her handprint on your back.”


    I nodded.


    “Holy shit.” Jason blew out a pent up breath. “That’s definitely a second degree burn, maybe third degree in the middle. Did she set you on fire?”


    I shook my head. “Damian grabbed Charlie, and it got so hot, I was afraid the whole place was about to go up in flames. There wasn’t time to think. I hit him and broke open the cardboard tunnel we were in. Seeing Charlie in danger had my wolf clawing to the surface and once I started beating the living shit out of him, I couldn’t stop.”


    I stared at my house. “Taryn tried to break it up before the police got involved, but her hands hadn’t cooled off yet. It burned right through the costume.”


    Jason rubbed his forehead. “So when she’s upset…”


    “Heightened emotional states trigger it.”


    “That explains the smaller finger shaped burns on the back of your shoulders.”


    “Exactly.”


    Jason grabbed his bag. “You’ve got your hands full.”


    “Why do you think I haven’t told her what we are yet?”


    “Does her son know?”


    I nodded. “He’s doing all he can to keep me from telling her.”


    He frowned. “Why?”


    “He’s afraid she won’t believe me and then she won’t want me around.” I met my brother’s eyes. “New Moon is right around the corner. Damian is staying in Tahoe. We’re going to have a jaguar hunting on our territory.”


    “Yes there’s danger, but the longer you wait the worse it’s going to be.”


    “You think I don’t know that?” I shouted, before I could stop myself. I pulled my hair back from my forehead, wincing as the burned skin on my back pinched. I lowered my voice. “I love them, Jason.” I stared up at the stars like the answers might be written up there. “I’m scared shitless that they might get hurt. That if I tell her, she’ll run.”


    “She might believe you.”


    I raised a brow. “You don’t know her like I do. That night she burned my shirt, she cut me out of her life. She wasn’t planning on ever seeing me again.”


    “Yet here you are with little finger-sized burns on your shoulders.”


    I couldn’t help but smile just a little. “The difference is that Damian didn’t know who she was then. Now he wants her. If she shuts me out, she and Charlie will be in even more danger than they are now.”


    He started for the house. “It’s your life. They’re not going to hear anything from me. Let’s see if I can clean up your back.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Taryn


    I jotted down numbers as Jared called them out. It kept me from obsessing over the bandage on his back. After we dropped Charlie off at school this morning, Jared needed to make a stop to give someone an estimate on a custom gate and trellis.


    Even though the cold was seeping through my gloves, it was fun to see Jared in his element. He’d stretch out his tape measure, call out the number, and then reel it in slowly, tapping the hooked end on the ground, while he envisioned his finished product.


    “Wait a sec, cancel that last measurement.” He yanked the tape back out, measuring past the existing post this time. “I’ll get rid of this one, and move it over another two feet. That’ll give me the room for more ornamentations on the gate.”


    I waited, pen at the ready. He was talking more to himself than me anyway. Until I met Jared, it never occurred to me custom carpentry and woodworking were so artistic. He had a knack for visualizing the area already completed, and then making that vision a reality. My deck was a prime example of his gift. The way it angled toward the sun and the moon was inspired.


    After he finished measuring, he came over to collect the clipboard and pen. He kissed my temple and whispered, “Thanks, beautiful.”


    Suddenly I no longer noticed the cold, and my knees were rubbery. Being in love didn’t suck. He turned to rest the clipboard on the old fence, and started his calculations.


    My phone rang. I pulled it out of my jacket pocket. Jared peered over his shoulder as I checked the screen.


    “It’s Ray.”


    He nodded and went back to work, while I walked toward his truck.


    “Hey, Ray, what’s up?”


    “Just got off the phone with a very unhappy Mr. Severino.”


    I gripped my cell a little tighter. “What happened?”


    “I called to schedule the appointment to close the escrow and deliver his keys.”


    “And that upset him?” I stared at the snow, wishing Damian Severino would crawl back under the rock he came from.


    “Yeah, he said he only works with you and insisted you call him.”


    “You told him I had a family emergency?”


    “Yes, but it didn’t faze him. He wants you to contact him right away.”


    I sighed. “I have his number.”


    “Sorry.”


    “It’s not your fault, thanks for trying.”


    I tucked the phone away and turned to find Jared leaning on the truck behind me. “Don’t call him.”


    I flinched. “You heard all that?”


    He nodded. “Let him stew. We need to talk to Sebastian first.”


    “Okay.” I’d almost forgotten our dinner meeting with Damian’s older brother. “Is Charlie coming along?”


    “Actually, I arranged for an amazing babysitter. Her name is Nadya. She’s finishing up her degree to be a teacher and she’s great with kids.”


    I’d never left Charlie with anyone but Sherri, and recently with Jared. I worried my lower lip. “What about Damian?”


    “He’d have no way of finding Charlie. And even if he did show up, Nadya’s boyfriend, Gareth, would eat him for breakfast.” His eyes searched mine as he took my gloved hand. “Trust me. I love Charlie. I wouldn’t suggest it if I didn’t know he’d be safe.”


    My heart thrummed. I swallowed my fear and nodded. “As long as I can meet her first.”


    “Of course. And if you don’t feel good about it, we’ll bring Charlie with us.”


    I chuckled. “From all you’ve told me about Sebastian, he’d probably love that.”


    He grinned. “He’d hate it which makes it tempting to skip the babysitter and bring the little guy.”


    


    Jared parked outside a garage. I turned toward him. “Takoda Harley Restoration?”


    He nodded. “Yeah, this is Gareth’s motorcycle shop. He and Nadya live in an apartment in the back.”


    I was having serious second thoughts about this, but my son on the other hand…


    “Motorcycles?” Charlie’s eyes widened. “This is gonna be so cool!”


    I sighed. “You’re not going to ride on any, got it?”


    The door opened and a tall willowy woman with long dark hair and a warm smile walked toward us. Behind her, a man with black hair tied back in a ponytail closed the door. He had a tattoo on his sizable bicep, and a no-nonsense expression.


    Now I understood Jared’s comment about eating Damian for breakfast.


    “Hi, I’m Nadya. You’re Taryn?” She didn’t offer her hand.


    I glanced at Jared and back to her again. “Yes.” I gripped my son’s shoulders. “And this is Charlie.”


    Nadya’s face lit up, and something familiar struck me. But I’d never met her before. Had I?


    “Hi, Charlie. Great to meet you.” She knelt to his level. “That’s Gareth, and you don’t have to worry, he’s really a softie.”


    He crossed his arms, but a smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. “You’re ruining my reputation, Sweetheart.”


    She looked up at him, beaming. “It’s not my fault your reputation is wrong.” Meeting Charlie’s eyes again, she lowered her voice. “Want to see the motorcycles?”


    He nodded and craned his neck back to see me. “Can I, Mom? Please?”


    “Sure.”


    Charlie followed Nadya inside.


    Gareth let his hands drop to his sides. “You guys want to come in?”


    I answered before Jared could. “That’d be nice.”


    In the garage, Charlie was already perched on a parked motorcycle, beaming. “Look at me, Mom!”


    “I see you.” My gaze shifted to Nadya. “You look really familiar, but I can’t place where we might’ve met.”


    She lifted Charlie down from the chopper and glanced at Jared as she straightened. “I’ve been trying to place it, too. By any chance, did you go to boarding school?”


    My jaw slackened. “Brightwood.” It finally clicked. “You’re little Nadya Dalca.”


    She chuckled. “Not so little anymore.”


    “What are the chances we both ended up here?”


    She shrugged. “I was actually in college in Massachusetts until recently. I’ve only been in Reno for a few months.”


    “Jared told me you’re finishing your degree?”


    “Yeah, two more classes for my degree in liberal arts, then another year for my credential.”


    I still couldn’t wrap my brain around Nadya being all grown up. She’d come to Brightwood just before I left. She was an empath, sensing the emotions around her. And she’d been so cute and homesick. It was tough not to fawn over her.


    Did she remember my gift? I stiffened. “Thank you for watching Charlie.”


    “No problem.” She nudged her boyfriend. “Gareth is making us pizza, but we were waiting for you to get here before we put on toppings.”


    “I love pizza.” Charlie ran over to hug me. “Bye, Mom.”


    I managed to snag a kiss before he took off to the little kitchen area. Jared and Gareth clasped forearms. He’d done the same thing with his brother. Maybe it was like a secret handshake in a fraternity?


    “Thanks for keeping Charlie company. We should be back in a couple hours.”


    Gareth almost smiled. “Give Sebastian my best.”


    Jared laughed. “Will do.”


    I lowered my voice, watching the kitchen. “Will you tell Nadya that Charlie doesn’t know about psychic powers or Brightwood? I’d like to keep it that way.”


    He raised a brow. “All right.”


    “Thanks.” I held out my hand. He looked at it, then at Jared, before finally shaking my hand.


    “No problem. Nice to meet you.”


    Jared touched the small of my back, guiding me toward the door. “We’d better get going.”


    Once we were inside the truck, I turned toward him. “Did you know she went to Brightwood?”


    He nodded and met my eyes. “Yeah. I told you I’ve dealt with Nero before and they funded your school.”


    Heat licked at my belly. I pulled in a breath. “So she and Gareth know about my Pyrokinesis?”


    He shrugged and started the truck. “If you went to school at the same time, maybe she does.”


    “If they see the burn on Charlie’s arm…”


    He put his hand over mine. “Nadya and Gareth are good people. I’ve known Gareth my whole life.”


    “That doesn’t matter. Charlie’s scar, that wound he suffered, was my fault. If she remembers my power, she’ll know I hurt him, and I won’t be there to explain it was an accident or tell her what happened.”


    “They’re not going to see his scar and call CPS.”


    I blinked back tears, struggling to calm the fire inside. “How can you be so sure?”


    He tucked my hair behind my ear. “Because they’re like my family. I trust them.”


    “Charlie is all the family I have in the world.”


    “You guys aren’t alone anymore, remember?” Jared cupped my face, his thumb stroking my cheek. “I would never leave him here if there was any chance he’d be in danger.”


    Jared had a family and close knit friends. He’d never be able to relate to this deep-seated fear brewing inside of me. I’d lost everything, my family, the father of my twin boys, and even one of my sons.


    “I can’t lose him.”


    “And you won’t.” He kissed my forehead. “Let’s talk to Sebastian and we’ll come right back, okay?”


    He pulled out, and I watched the garage get smaller in the side mirror, and my chest constricted as the heat smoldered deep inside.


    


    Jared scanned the dimly lit restaurant and led me to a table in the corner. Sebastian was taller and leaner than Damian. There was a resemblance, but Sebastian’s features were more refined, definitely more attractive.


    “You weren’t followed?”


    Jared shook his head as I slid into the booth. “No. We’re good.” He sat beside me, his hand rested on my thigh under the table. Possessive.


    Sebastian’s attention turned to me. “It’s good to meet you, Taryn. You knew my mother.”


    I nodded. “She was the principal of Brightwood.”


    “Yes, she loved that school.”


    I cleared my throat and lifted my chin, sliding into my comfort zone, my all-business persona protecting me like armor. “I’m sorry if this comes off as rude, but I’m not here for a trip down memory lane. Your brother grabbed my son last night. I need to make him leave us alone.”


    Sebastian raised a brow. “Direct. I’ve heard that about you.”


    “They don’t call me the Ice Queen for nothing.”


    Jared rubbed my thigh under the table. “Sebastian’s not known for his warm personality either.”


    Sebastian rolled his shoulders back. “My brother has envied my place as first born since he came into my life. His thirst for winning our father’s favor in the hopes he might inherit my birthright often consumes him. I’m sure stumbling across a female with the psychic ability to manipulate fire had him frothing at the mouth.”


    “And why aren’t you?” Having Jared beside me helped to control the heat in my body. His touch grounded me. Sebastian couldn’t hurt me in a public place, and even if he tried, Jared would protect me like he defended Charlie last night.


    Sebastian ran his index finger around the lip of his wine glass, but his gaze never strayed from mine. “Because unlike my brother, I think before I take action. Kidnapping a prominent business owner would attract too much undesired attention.”


    I frowned, the muscles in my back tensing. “So it has nothing to do with doing what’s right.”


    He smirked. “Right and wrong look very different depending on which side of the chess board you’re sitting on.”


    While I enjoyed business negotiations, I’d never dealt with another party who admitted that kidnapping would only be wrong if it brought the police to your door. I took a breath and got myself back on point. “How can we stop him?”


    “You could kill him.”


    Jared slapped his hand on the table. “That’d make things easier for you, right? And then your father sends all of Nero after us in retribution.” Jared shook his head. “This is getting us nowhere.”


    I pressed my lips together. “We’re not done here yet.” I looked across the table at Sebastian. Negotiations depended on knowing what each party desired. “You want to know why your mother helped me.”


    He nodded.


    “And if I tell you, what do you have to offer us in return?”


    Sebastian chuckled, shaking his head as he sneered at Jason. “Your woman is so pleasant.”


    Jared leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a threatening intensity. “Insult her again and we’re leaving, you arrogant asshole.”


    Pissing contests like this were why hot-heads were poor negotiators. “I’m still waiting to hear your offer.”


    Sebastian’s dark eyes met mine. “I put a GPS tracker on Damian’s car this afternoon. I will monitor his movements and keep you alerted if he is heading your way.”


    “Where is the tracker?” I asked.


    A crease formed between his eyebrows. “Why does that matter?”


    “Because it shows good faith.”


    He laughed, shaking his head. “Very few have faith in me.”


    “With good reason,” Jared grumbled.


    “Where did you put it?”


    Sebastian sobered. “It’s on the muffler.”


    My pulse thrummed. Now we were getting somewhere. He didn’t hesitate when he revealed the placement, no blinking, and no breaking eye contact. He wasn’t lying. “And how do we trust you’ll keep your word to call us if he’s heading my way?”


    “I don’t see that you have much choice.”


    “Maybe not.” I shrugged. “But we could leave now.”


    He rolled his eyes, biting his words, the first inkling I’d finally struck a nerve with this guy. “What do you suggest?”


    “I’ll give you a prepaid cell phone from my office, and when we text you for Damian’s position, you’ll answer.”


    “And if I don’t?”


    “Then the next time I see Damian, and we both know I will, I’ll tell him you’re in town and to check his muffler.”


    Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “No one threatens me.”


    “That was no threat.” I reached for my ice water. “I meant every word.”


    His stare bored into me as I took a sip and waited. This was the moment most people fell apart, but I held eye contact. Daring him not to take my deal.


    “Fine, we use your cell phone and I’ll answer.”


    I swallowed. “Fair enough.” The tension in my back eased up as the heat in my chest subsided. “What do you want to know?”


    He straightened, still not happy, but too eager for information to sulk. “I want to know why my mother helped you get out of New York.”


    “I contacted her after my apartment caught on fire.” I took a breath collecting myself. “I asked if I could stay in the dorms again until I had money for a new place. But she said no.”


    He steepled his fingers together, all his attention on me. “Did she tell you why not?”


    “She wanted to meet for lunch. When we did, she told me Brightwood wasn’t safe for me. She gave me $10,000 in cash and a plane ticket to Reno with a phone number. I was supposed to call the number when I landed.”


    He didn’t reply so I went on. “I called Malcolm Sloan, and he showed up with new ID for me and my baby.” I glanced at Jared and back to Sebastian. “I tried to give him the money from Sylvia, but he wouldn’t take it. He bought my place in Tahoe and I rented it from him. I bought it outright a couple of years ago.”


    Sebastian tipped his head toward Jared. “Does your…family know about this?”


    Jared nodded slowly. “Aren is still checking in Sloan Consulting’s records to see if we can find any notes.”


    Sebastian rested back against the seat, staring at the ceiling for a second. “It makes no sense. Why would she have arranged this with Malcolm?”


    I felt like there was a huge puzzle piece that Jared and Sebastian hadn’t shown me yet. “I assumed they were friends. She told me he would keep me safe, and he said something about owing Sylvia a favor.”


    Both men turned toward me with stunned expressions. Jared squeezed my leg. “He owed her a favor?”


    I shrugged. “That’s what he said.”


    They stared at each other, again making me wonder what I was missing.


    “If my father discovered his wife worked with Malcolm…”


    Jared glanced over at me. “Can you think of anything else? Any reason he owed her a favor?”


    I shook my head. “No. I only saw him one other time after I signed the loan docs to buy the house from Sloan Consulting. He said he was proud of me.”


    Sebastian got up from the booth. “Meet me tomorrow with the phone.” He wrote down an address on a napkin and handed it to Jared, then his gaze bore into me. “My brother isn’t well. He never has been. The new moon is coming, and you are nothing more than a bauble to give to my father. Your son is merely a tool to get you. Never forget that.”


    And without a word, he walked away.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Jared


    My head spun with the implications that Adam’s father, our Alpha, could’ve owed the wife of the head of Nero a favor. What the hell kind of secret had he kept from all of us? My dad grew up with Malcolm. Maybe he knew something.


    It didn’t help that the clock was ticking until new moon. Damian would be in jaguar form, a dangerous predator hunting in Lake Tahoe.


    The waitress came over, jarring me from the tempest brewing in my head. “The other gentleman paid his tab for the wine. Do you two want anything?”


    I glanced at Taryn, and my stomach growled. She almost smiled. I kissed her temple. “Let’s eat a couple steaks and then we’ll get back to the garage and pick up Charlie. Sound good?”


    Taryn nodded and we placed our orders. When the waitress walked away, Taryn met my eyes. “What does the new moon have to do with any of this?”


    I’d hoped Sebastian’s slip had passed her by. “It’ll be very dark with no moon in the sky, so it’ll be easier for Damian to surprise us.” All true. I just left out he’d also be a hulking black jaguar. I brought her hand to my lips. “You were amazing tonight.”


    “I do like negotiating.”


    She had no idea she’d just shut down a jaguar assassin on the other side of the table. I chuckled. “I noticed.”


    “You are one of the only people who refused to negotiate with me.” Her blue eyes sparkled in the dim light.


    “Nothing to compromise on.” I shrugged. “I gave you a fair price.”


    She smiled and rested her head on my shoulder. “That was beside the point. You were going to walk away and lose the job completely.”


    I lifted her chin to meet my eyes. “Truth was, you intrigued me and I wanted to get to know you.”


    “Then why didn’t you negotiate?”


    “It’s the principal of the thing. I always give my best work, ideas, and prices right up front so I don’t need to deal with the bullshit of negotiating.”


    Her lips caressed my neck, instantly waking the wolf inside of me. “You should let me handle your bids. My deck is worth much more than you charged me for it.”


    I turned my head to claim a slow kiss. “I definitely got the better end of that deal.”


    Her hand slid up my thigh and suddenly I had to adjust myself in my jeans.


    “How’s your back?” She whispered.


    The husky sound of her voice tempted me to forget the steak and take her home. “Still sore, but I’ll live.” Her heavy lidded eyes revealed what she was really asking. I leaned in closer, lowering my voice. “I want you, too.”


    “I don’t want to hurt you.”


    I shook my head, eyes on hers. “And I don’t have to lie down to take you.”


    Her lips parted and with my heightened hearing, there was no missing the way her pulse surged. Yeah, we needed to eat fast and get the hell out of here.


    


    Charlie talked about motorcycles the whole drive back to my place. I tried to listen, but my mind was stuck on a single track that involved Taryn, naked, pressed against my bedroom wall. I shifted a little in the driver’s seat.


    When we got to my house, Taryn took charge of getting Charlie ready for bed on the sofa pull-out, while I took Tank outside for a bathroom break. On the back porch, I took out my cell and gave my Dad a call.


    “Jared?”


    “Hey, Dad.” Ever since he’d awakened from his coma, hearing him say my name struck a chord. My entire life, he was larger than life. The shock of taking care of him while he lay in a bed, defenseless, changed our relationship. I finally recognized I wouldn’t have him forever. Every moment mattered more.


    “What’s up? Everything okay?”


    “Yeah.” I had so much to tell him. He hadn’t even met Taryn yet. “But I called because I’ve got a question about Malcolm.”


    He chuckled. “How’s the little monster doing?”


    I shook my head. “Not little Malcolm. I’m talking about Adam’s dad.”


    “Oh.” He cleared his throat, sobering. “What do you want to know?”


    “Did he ever mention Sylvia Severino to you?”


    Silence.


    “Dad?”


    “I’m here. I just…” He took a few steps and lowered his voice. “I’ll come by your place tomorrow and we can talk.”


    “Okay.” I glanced back at my house. “You can meet Taryn, too.”


    “Taryn?”


    “Yeah. She owns Goldstone Properties up in Lake Tahoe. Ask Mom, she’s met her before.”


    “What’s she doing at your house?”


    I stared up at the stars. “She’s my mate, Dad. And she doesn’t know what we are.”


    Telling him over the phone I’d finally found my mate hadn’t been my plan, but until this moment, I hadn’t realized how much I wanted to shout it out to the world.


    I loved her and the secret was eating me alive.


    “Wow.” He whispered, but if my Mom was in the house, she’d still be able to hear. She’d been a werewolf for over thirty-five years now. “Does Mom know…”


    “No.”


    “When are you going to tell Taryn…”


    “I don’t know Dad. Just come over tomorrow and we’ll talk.”


    “Fair enough.”


    “See you then. I love you, Dad.”


    “Love you too, son.”


    I put my phone away and opened the door for Tank. The lights were out. In the living room, Charlie was tucked in the sofa bed. I double-checked the deadbolt on the door and helped Tank onto the bed. He snuggled in beside Charlie and commenced snoring. A smile tugged at my mouth. I could definitely get used to this family thing.


    Light filtered into the hallway from under the closed bedroom door. When I opened it, cold air blew through the open window and Taryn got up from my bed in nothing but one of my flannel shirts.


    Closing the door behind my back, my gaze slid up her body. My work shirt had never looked so damned sexy. It came down just below the juncture between her legs, and exposed her toned thighs on the sides. She only had two buttons in the middle done, teasing me with the curves of her breasts. Finally my eyes met hers. She wet her lips, the corners of her mouth hinting at a smile.


    I went to her, claiming those soft lips, tasting her as I explored her body. I slid my hand down her perfect ass and pressed her hips tight against mine. I was hard enough to break the fucking zipper. She moaned and almost undid me completely.


    I broke the kiss and pulled my shirt over my head, the bandage on my back tugged at my skin, but the pain of the burn didn’t hold a candle to my hunger for her. Her fingers freed the button on my jeans as I tossed the shirt aside, watching her carefully lower my zipper.


    My erection pulsed, finally free of the prison of my pants. I kissed her again, growling into her mouth as she slid her hand into my boxers, stroking me until I ached for more contact. She pushed my underwear down and I stepped out of them without breaking the kiss. I needed her now.


    I lifted her from the waist, turning her around so her back was against the wall. She pulled back, breathless. “Condom.”


    Fuck. I was so lost in my need for her, I would’ve taken her here and now. In the bathroom, I snagged a packet from my medicine cabinet, tearing it open as I came back over. She took it from me and slid down the wall. Her lips parted and her hot mouth took me in. The contrast between the cold temperature of the room and the warmth of her tongue made my knees wobble.


    Placing my hands in front of me on the wall for balance, I worked my hips into her, moaning as I slid in and out of her lips. I brought one hand down, my fingers disappearing into her auburn hair. If she didn’t stop soon, I’d come right here, and I was not ready to be done with her yet.


    My fist tightened in her hair. “I’m too close.”


    She moaned around me as she pulled back and rolled the condom down my shaft. She straightened and I fused my lips to hers as I bent to lift her up. She wrapped her legs around my waist. The passion in her eyes made the wolf howl in my soul. I gripped her hips and buried myself inside of her.


    Her body heat shot up, right through the shirt. I didn’t have ice, and I didn’t care. Buttons clattered on the floor behind us as I tore it open. I cupped her breast, holding the weight of it in my palm as I teased her nipple with my thumb. Her back arched toward me. So sexy. And mine. I trailed my kisses down her neck and lifted her a little so I could feast on her, licking over the hardened tip before taking her breast into my mouth.


    She gasped, her fingers heating on my shoulders. Not burning me yet, but hot.


    I straightened and moved her hands over her head, pinning her wrists to the wall. Working my hips into her faster, I pressed my forehead to hers, staring into the blue depths of her eyes. “I will never get enough of you.”


    Her teeth caught my lower lip. “You better not.”


    I slid my other hand down her body, rubbing her with each thrust. “Come for me, Taryn.” I kissed her lips, growling against them. “Give yourself to me.”


    Her legs tightened around my waist as she trembled and moaned my name. I followed her over the peak, coming so hard, I probably broke the damned condom. I’d been with plenty of women in my life, but sex had never been this intense.


    After we caught our breath, I released her hands and carried her over to the bed without allowing our bodies to separate. “I love you.”


    She ran her hand down my cheek. “I love you, too.”


    Grudgingly I laid her down, sliding free from her. “Don’t go anywhere.”


    Her cheeks were flushed, her lips swollen from our urgent kisses, and the shirt was wide open. I wanted to memorize every inch of her. Instead I went in the bathroom and disposed of the condom. When I came back to bed, I carefully laid beside her on my side, keeping myself from aggravating the burn in the center of my back.


    I kissed her and met her eyes. “My Dad is coming by tomorrow. He grew up with Malcolm Sloan. I think he might’ve known something about Sylvia too, but he wouldn’t say over the phone.”


    She lowered her eyes, but she didn’t move to get out of bed. Beyond that, I couldn’t gauge her reaction. I ran my hand down the back of her hair. “You okay?”


    She shrugged and slowly lifted her head. “I don’t know if I’m ready to meet your family yet.”


    “You did great tonight with Nadya and Gareth.”


    “I also didn’t hug them.”


    I caught her chin. “Look at me.” She raised her gaze as I stroked her soft cheek. “You don’t have to hide anymore. You’ve got your power under control.”


    Her eyes shone with tears. “You’re still healing from a burn from my hand, and if you hadn’t attacked Damian when you did, the cardboard was about to ignite. We might’ve been killed.”


    “He had your son. You were terrified.” I started to smile. “My dad is a lot of things, but scary isn’t one of them.”


    “Tell me about him.”


    I kissed her forehead. “His name is Wyatt and he’s a semi-retired veterinarian.” He’s also a werewolf, like me and your son. But I didn’t speak those words. I kept them buried, telling myself it was for the best. The last thing Taryn needed right now was to get upset and set my house on fire, or run away right into Damian’s clutches. “You’ve met my mom before, right? Did she seem like a woman who would marry an ogre?”


    She laughed and I cherished the sound. “Okay, sorry I’m overreacting, my life is changing faster than I can keep up and with every new person who comes into it, I worry I’ll hurt them, or they’ll discover what I did to Charlie and take him away.”


    I took her hand, lacing her fingers with mine. “If anyone ever tried to take Charlie, they’d have to get through me first.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Taryn


    I gasped when I took the bandage off of Jared’s back.


    He tried to see me behind him. “Is it bad?”


    Shaking my head, I traced the edge of what used to be blistered skin. “No, it’s…” I narrowed my eyes, not believing what I was seeing. “It’s still red, but it’s almost gone.”


    He let out a pent up breath. “Good.” He turned around to face me. “I told you I heal fast.”


    “I don’t know what kind of ointment your brother put on there, but I’d call that pretty miraculous.”


    He picked up the hand mirror so he could see the wound on his back. “It’s not like it’s gone.”


    “But the blister is.”


    “Jason said we wanted my body to absorb it so it didn’t break and get infected.”


    I ran a hand up his chest. “Whatever it is, I hope you’re completely healed soon. I don’t like knowing you’re in pain because of me.”


    “Nah, it was my own fault. You were just trying to save me from jail.”


    A knock on the bedroom door drew my attention. I walked over to find Charlie, dressed with his backpack already on. “I had Pop Tarts, and I’m ready to go.”


    I raised a brow. “Why are you in such a hurry to get to school?”


    “Because I’m Ms. Nelson’s helper this week, remember?”


    I hadn’t until he mentioned it. I rubbed the back of my neck. “Okay, I guess we’d better get out of here.”


    Jared came out of the closet pulling a clean shirt over his head. “Let me give Tank a bathroom break and we’ll go.”


    “Already done.” Charlie hooked his thumbs on his backpack straps looking extremely proud of himself.


    Jared grinned and mussed his hair. “Thanks, Buddy.”


    When we opened the front door to leave, there was a white veterinary truck in the driveway. A tall older gentleman got out and waved. Even if Jared hadn’t warned me that his father was coming by, I would’ve guessed. There was no denying the two were related. Wyatt Ayers was about the same height and build as Jared, a little thinner, with grey hair.


    He walked over to us, but as he got closer his smiled faltered a little, clearly surprised to see Charlie. “Jared you didn’t tell me about this little guy.”


    Jared’s father held his gaze as something unspoken passed between them. Jared grasped Charlie’s shoulder with one hand and gestured to his father with the other. “Charlie, I’d like you to meet my Dad, Wyatt Ayers.”


    His dad offered his hand and Charlie took it, his voice full of wonder. “Wyatt is a cowboy name.”


    Jared’s father laughed, the sound so similar to his son’s that I had to smile. “I hate to disappoint you, but I’m not so good on horseback. I’m the one they call when their horse is sick.” He winked. “Good to meet you, Charlie.”


    He straightened up and Jared clasped his forearms, before pulling him into a hug. “Good to see you Dad.” He pulled back and turned my way. “And this is Taryn.”


    I smiled and shook his hand. It still seemed a little foreign to touch people again, but not being a prisoner to the fire inside was a gift in itself. “Great to meet you, Mr. Ayers. I’ve heard a lot about you.”


    He chuckled. “Then surely someone’s told you that Mr. Ayers was my father, I’m Wyatt.”


    A pang of loneliness stung my heart. I hadn’t seen my father since he dropped me off at Brightwood twenty years ago. Seeing Jared with his dad reminded me of the gaping hole where my family used to be.


    As if he could sense my pain, Jared took my hand, his fingers lacing with mine, weaving us together. “Dad, we’ve got to run Charlie to school. Can you wait for us? We won’t be long.”


    I shook my head. “I can take Charlie. You stay and talk to your Dad.”


    Jared squeezed my hand, meeting my eyes. “Not a good idea. You’re the one Damian wants.”


    “Who’s Damian?” Charlie looked up.


    I draped my arm around his shoulder. “Someone from work.”


    Wyatt tipped his head in my direction. “If you don’t mind, I could keep you company until Jared gets back.”


    My pulse raced. “Charlie, go ahead and get in Jared’s truck. I think you forgot something in the house.”


    “No I didn’t, Mom. I double checked.”


    I sighed. “Get in the truck, okay?”


    “Okay.” He jogged over to Jared’s pick-up, and I met Wyatt’s eyes. “I need Jared for just a second.”


    Jared followed me back inside the house. It was clumsy, and probably rude, but I needed a minute. I pulled my hair back from my face, lowering my voice. “This is a horrible idea.”


    “You can’t take Charlie up there alone. What if Damian’s watching for you?” Jared glanced at the door and back to me. “My dad can hang out here by himself. We’ll be right back.”


    “He’ll think I don’t like him.”


    “He’ll think you like me.” His smile eased my nerves. “I told him you were staying with me.” He cupped my cheek. “I’ve never lived with anyone before, so he knows this is serious.” He paused. “At least it is for me.”


    I kissed his palm. “It is for me, too. But that’s your Dad. What if I get upset or…”


    “Nothing is going to happen.” He pressed his lips to my forehead. “I’ll be gone less than an hour. You can do this, and you can call my cell phone if you need me.”


    I nodded, bracing myself. “You’re right.” I went in the kitchen and came out with a granola bar. “Tell Charlie he forgot his snack.”


    He chuckled. “You got it, Beautiful.”


    Oh man, I loved this guy. We went back out and Jared gave his Dad a pat on the shoulder as he went to the truck. “No spilling embarrassing stories while I’m gone.”


    Wyatt grinned. “That’s like telling a father not to speak.”


    He winked at me and turned to wave to Jared and Charlie.


    As the truck drove out, I opened the door. “Can I interest you in some coffee?”


    He nodded. “That would be grand, thanks.”


    “Sorry about before.” I went into the kitchen. Wyatt took a seat on the stool at the island. “I’m not really a people person.”


    “I didn’t realize you had a little guy to get to school or I would’ve come later.”


    I pushed the button on the coffee maker and took out a couple of mugs. “Sorry, I don’t know what Jared’s told you about me.”


    “Other than he’s crazy about you and you’re a property mover up in Tahoe, not much.”


    My throat tightened a little, hearing Jared had shared his feelings for me with his father. It made our relationship feel…real. I’d never been introduced to Noah’s family, and for all I knew, they never realized I existed. This was new territory, but I think I liked not being a secret.


    “Well, I hired Jared to build my deck. That’s how we met. And you probably noticed Charlie thinks the world of him.”


    “I did.” Wyatt nodded with a glint in his eyes. “Where’s your boy’s father?”


    My shoulders tightened. “He’s not in the picture. Left before Charlie was born.”


    “He’s an idiot.” He frowned shaking his head. “I apologize on behalf of all the men out there. My son is a good man.”


    A smile warmed my lips. “Yes, he is. The best.”


    He grinned. “We’re agreed on that.”


    All of a sudden Tank galloped toward us, jowls flapping. Wyatt got off the stool and bent over with his arms open. Tank launched himself into the air and Wyatt caught him, laughing as he straightened and the bulldog covered his face in wet kisses and snorts.


    “I missed you too, boy.” He ran one hand down Tank’s head. “Tell me all about it.”


    Tank moaned and groaned while I poured coffee into the two mugs, keeping an eye on Wyatt. He seemed pretty strong for an older guy who had been in a coma recently. Tank was hardly a lap dog.


    Wyatt put him down and I handed him a mug. “He likes you.”


    He nodded. “The feeling is mutual.”


    “Tough not to like Tank.” I chuckled


    He took a sip and smiled. “So what do you want to know?”


    “About?” I raised a brow.


    “Jared, of course.” He glanced at the door and back to me. “This is your chance while he’s not here to defend himself.”


    I laughed. Like his son, Wyatt had a knack for getting around my defenses. “Hmmm… Did he go to high school prom?”


    “Yes. As I recall, he and his brother switched prom dates that night.”


    My jaw dropped. “Did the girls know?”


    “Not at first.” He shook his head. “They don’t switch places often, but they joked the tuxedos made them look like matching penguins, and it escalated into seeing if their girls noticed.”


    I leaned on the counter with my mug. “And did they figure it out?”


    His eyes twinkled with mischief. “Jason blew his cover.”


    “How?”


    “Well each of them tells a different story, but according to Jared, his date had danced with him before, and when Jason took her out on the dance floor, his skills were lacking.”


    Having danced with Jared recently, I could attest to his skill at leading. I grinned. “And what does Jason say happened?”


    “If you ask Jason, he says Jared kissed his date, and she jumped back because Jared wasn’t half the kisser Jason was.”


    I put the coffee down before I spilled it. No offense to Jason, but I couldn’t imagine anyone being a better kisser than Jared. Laughing, I shook my head. “They must’ve been a handful.”


    “Yeah, but we loved every minute of it. Would’ve had more children too if it had been in the stars for us.”


    I’d never thought about having more kids. Charlie used to regularly wish for a baby brother to play with. It always hurt too much to consider. His baby brother, Trevor, was fifteen minutes younger, but Charlie didn’t remember him.


    We moved to the sofa and chatted about nothing important when Jared came in the front door. “Charlie is in school.” He walked over and kissed the top of my head before coming around to sit beside me. “What did I miss?”


    I glanced at his dad and back to Jared. “I’m bummed I missed the prom.”


    Jared pointed at Wyatt and laughed. “Really? You told her the prom switch story?”


    Wyatt opened his hands and shrugged. “I promised you and your brother I’d never let you live it down.” He got up with his coffee mug. “Taryn it has been delightful, but I’ve got a mule that needs worming, so I’d better get going.”


    We stood, and before I could prepare myself, Wyatt wrapped me in a tight embrace. He smelled like the forest, and Tank. I smiled, tightening my hold on him before we stepped back. He turned to Jared. “You’re bringing Taryn and Charlie to Thanksgiving, right?”


    Jared and I stared at each other, and gradually he started to nod. “Yeah. As long as they don’t have other plans. I’d love for everyone to meet them.”


    “Good.” Wyatt grinned. “I’ll see you soon then, Taryn.” He tipped his head and headed out the door.


    Jared kissed my lips, snapping me out of my temporary shock. “I’ll be back in a minute and we can talk about Thanksgiving, okay?”


    I nodded and sat back down as he walked out after his father. Thanksgiving. With a big family. Heat flared in my hands and I pulled in a slow breath, counting as I released it.


    This was a bad idea.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Jared


    Before I reached his truck, my Dad turned around and he didn’t look happy. “You failed to mention your mate had a son, or that her boy is a werewolf.”


    “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d get here early enough to meet him.” I shook my head. “This is all complicated. I’m in way over my head.”


    “I can see that.” He crossed his arms. “If she doesn’t know what you are, I’m assuming she also has no idea about Charlie. Does her son know what he is?”


    I nodded. “Last full moon, when I took off, I ended up at her place. He recognized my scent.”


    He sighed. “So you told her son, and not her?” Shaking his head, he scoffed and kicked the dirt. “I raised you smarter than this.”


    I ground my teeth to keep from raising my voice. “I don’t need you to tell me this is messed up, okay? Trust me, I’m well aware of that. I called you because Damian is staying up in Tahoe, and he dug into her files at Brightwood. He wants to bring Taryn to his father like some sort of sick trophy.”


    My dad’s shoulders bunched, his eyes narrowing. “You can’t let that happen. You’ll never see her again.”


    “Ease up, Dad.” I raked my hand through my hair. “I understand the stakes, and I’m already scared shitless I’ll lose her. Happy?” When he didn’t respond I went on. “I need to know what happened between Malcolm and Sylvia Severino.” I pointed at the house. “Why did Malcolm keep Taryn a secret from the Pack?”


    My dad glanced at the house, then met my eyes. “I can’t tell you that. I didn’t know about her either.” He sighed. “I can tell you after we joined the military and found ourselves in cages at Nero during Operation Moonlight, Malcolm promised he’d get us out. Apparently, the weak link back then was Sylvia. When Severino coaxed us to his facility with promises of serving our country as a special military force, he’d also been telling his wife the same fantasy.”


    He rested his forearms on the back of the truck, staring into the distance. “The day Antonio Severino brought her down on his arm, her shock was clear to Malcolm and he risked everything to slip her a note. Two nights later, she came down alone with a key.” His gaze held mine. “Malcolm kept his word and got us out. And maybe hiding your mate was him keeping his word to Sylvia.”


    I stepped up to lean on the bed of the pick-up beside him, processing the information. “I bet Sylvia had no idea her husband was using Brightwood as a front to grab young women with psychic abilities for his shifter breeding program either.”


    He shrugged. “I never spoke to her, but I’ll never forget the expression on her face that day. Disgust, shock…and fear. Looked to me like she didn’t realize she married a man capable of locking werewolves up like animals.”


    “So she was a jaguar shifter too?”


    “Yeah, her scent was definitely jaguar. She had a scar on her wrist so I assume he converted her. He talked freely about werewolves being a failure because of our Pack mentality.”


    “But why wouldn’t Malcolm tell anyone?”


    “That I can’t help with. I’m sure he had his reasons.” He slapped me on the back and pain sizzled through my entire body until my knees gave out. His eyes widened and he caught me around the waist before I hit the ground. “Jared? What’s wrong?”


    I tried to speak, but I couldn’t form words. Black spots lingered on the edge of my vision as I pointed to my back. He held me up with one steady arm, and lifted my shirt with his free hand.


    “What the hell…” He lowered my t-shirt and met my eyes. “That’s a nasty burn.”


    “Yeah.” I bit back the pain as my muscle control gradually returned.


    “How? It almost looked like…”


    “A hand.”


    He nodded.


    I ground my teeth. “I’m fine. It’s healing. Jason already took a look.”


    “That doesn’t answer my question.”


    I sighed. “Taryn has a rare psychic gift. That’s why Damian wants her so bad.”


    “All right…”


    “She can start fires with her mind.”


    Disbelief was plain in his eyes. “Come again?”


    “Pyrokinesis. Look it up on the Internet.”


    He pressed his lips together, glancing over his shoulder at my house. “Are you in danger here?”


    “No, Dad. I actually got burned when she was trying to keep me from being arrested.”


    “But if she can do this, she’s dangerous.”


    My voice dropped to a low growl, a warning. “And you and I are both strong enough to kill a man with our bare hands if we had to.”


    “I get it.” He rolled his shoulders back. “We’re just as dangerous.”


    “She’s afraid of keeping control over her power. That’s why I haven’t told her about me and Charlie yet. The fire is triggered by heightened emotional states.”


    “She still needs to know.”


    “Yeah, she does.” I sighed. “Charlie wants me to wait until I can shift so she’ll believe me…” An idea crystallized in my head. I glanced at my dad. “Full moon is on Thanksgiving this year, right?”


    He nodded. “We’re eating early, so she and Charlie can go home afterward, and you can come shift with the Pack, she’ll never know.”


    “No, Dad, this is perfect. If they come to Thanksgiving, I can tell her and show her. You can all back me up that werewolves are real, and Lana and Sasha can protect them while we run.”


    He checked over his shoulder at the house. “You think you can keep it from her for two more weeks?”


    “Yeah.” I nodded. “First I have to get her through new moon.” I straightened up. “Damian will be hunting.”


    


    New moon. The jaguar shifters’ moon cycle was opposite of ours. In pitch darkness, the cat came forward, silent and deadly.


    This would be the first new moon I wasn’t out patrolling. A few years back, stray jaguars killed humans in our territory, threatening to expose our existence to the community. Since then, my generation of Pack members teamed up to hunt for jaguar shifters during the moonless nights. For a while, we’d succeeded in keeping them away, but almost two years ago we lost one of our own. Gareth’s twin brother Gabe.


    The only saving grace was Jason wouldn’t be on patrol without me watching his back. Since Kilani was expecting, he wasn’t about to leave her side while jaguars were in our territory. And Gareth and Nadya would be staying home to watch Malcolm and Madeline while Adam and Aren tracked their jaguar mates to keep them away from humans. Now that our Pack contained two jaguars, things had gotten complicated.


    And tonight Jason and I would be out of play, too.


    It left Luke and Logan on patrol. They were good fighters, both of them, but I had a bad feeling. Worse, I couldn’t discuss it with Taryn. Every day I confided in her more, and this secret was eating me up inside.


    At least there was an end in sight. Two weeks to Thanksgiving, the full moon. I’d be able to tell her about werewolves being real, about me and Charlie, all the cards would be on the table.


    I could make it until then.


    “Jared, aren’t you going to watch the movie?”


    Charlie nursed a bowl of popcorn while dragons soared on the television screen. “Be there in a sec, Buddy.”


    I went in the kitchen and slid my arms around Taryn’s waist from behind, pressing a kiss just below her ear. “Can you keep Charlie company for a minute? I need to take Tank out for a bathroom break.”


    She leaned back into me and nodded. “Sure.”


    “Thanks, I’ll be back in soon.”


    I grabbed the leash and called Tank. Usually, I just let him wander around in the yard, but not during new moon. Too risky. I pulled on my jacket and we went out front. The snow crunched under my work boots. Every star was visible up in the dark moonless sky. I took a long, slow breath. Nothing. Good.


    Tank finished his business and I walked him around back, still checking for any sign of a jaguar’s scent. As I turned to head to the back door, a gust of cold wind hit my face, and with it…jaguar.


    “Shit.” I hustled Tank to the house and put him inside.


    “Everything okay?” Taryn looked back at me from the couch.


    “Lock the doors. I’ll be back in a second.”


    I didn’t mean to panic her, but I also wanted her to be safe. I went around to the garage and grabbed my sledgehammer. I wasn’t a great shot with a gun, but I was dead-on with my sledge. The jaguar would be gone before he ever reached me.


    Rounding the corner, my voice dropped to a growl as I struggled to see in the darkness. “Here kitty, kitty…”


    I’d been on watch duty once a month for years, but the adrenaline had never had such an impact on me. My family was in that house, and if Damian thought he was going to hurt them, he had another think coming. This wasn’t about territory, or secrecy, this was personal.


    The crunch of the snow was amplified in the winter silence. My breath passed my lips in streams of fog as I ventured a few more steps into the shadows, choking up on the sledgehammer. Come on you bastard, show yourself.


    A pine branch snapped to my right and I pivoted to face the threat. A shadow moved closer, devoid of light, darkness and danger stalking forward. I took a practice swing. “What are you waiting for?”


    Instead of charging, the giant cat sat down and lifted his front paw, separating his toes he licked at the snow, exposing his deadly claws. I frowned. Was he goading me further away from the porch light?


    His dark eyes remained on me as he groomed and waited. I wished I knew for what. Another gust of wind stung my skin right through the jacket. With the jaguar at such close range, his scent was stronger.


    And familiar.


    “Sebastian?”


    The jaguar stood and I readied myself, but he sat again and brought his other paw to his mouth staring me down. In his animal form, he wouldn’t be able to speak or answer any of the rapid-fire questions going through my head, but one thing was clear.


    He had no intention of attacking me.


    I lowered the head of the hammer onto the snow. “I don’t know why you’re here, but if you try to hurt them, I will kill you. I won’t hesitate.”


    He flattened his ears with a guttural snarl.


    “I’ll take that to mean we understand each other.”


    I waited, for what I had no fucking clue, but I did. He didn’t make any threatening moves. My gaze didn’t falter as I picked up the sledgehammer and rested it up on my shoulder. “I’m going inside to protect my family, and I’m sending a text to that cell phone we gave you. Tomorrow you can tell me what the hell this was about.”


    Part of me couldn’t believe I was going to walk away. Sebastian could have been Gabe’s killer for all I knew. If Adam had found the jaguar who took our Pack brother’s life, he hadn’t told us about it.


    But right now, he wasn’t threatening a human or attacking me or my family. I was a hunter, not a murderer. Fine line, but a line nonetheless.


    I backed toward the door, unwilling to turn my back on him. He never took his eyes off of me, but he didn’t come closer.


    Taryn unlocked the door and I came inside, leaning the sledgehammer against the wall. Concern lined her features, but she kept her voice even. Hopefully, the movie drowned out my one-sided conversation outside from Charlie’s heightened sense of hearing.


    “Is everything okay?”


    I nodded. “I think so, just wanted the sledgehammer from the garage just in case.” I kissed her cheek and tried to bury my unease. “What’d I miss?”


    Charlie turned around on the couch. “If you’d come sit, I could explain it.”


    Taryn’s lips curved into a nervous smile. “Are you up for a movie?”


    I took her hand and walked her to the sofa. We sat beside Charlie while he rattled off who was who, but all my attention was focused on the back door.


    


    My cell phone rang, jolting me up from the couch. Morning light filtered through the windows. We’d made it. I answered, while peering down the hall. Last night, I sent Taryn and Charlie to sleep in my room while I kept watch. For now they were still sleeping.


    “Yeah?”


    “It’s Aren. Yesterday I found something about the purchase of the house in Tahoe for Taryn, but with new moon, I didn’t get a chance to call.”


    I was wide awake now. Since talking to my Dad about Malcolm, Aren had been scouring his father’s old records for any kind of transaction that might lead us to the reason he kept Taryn a secret from his Pack.


    “So what did you find?”


    “A lock box key and a bill of sale and title to her house in Tahoe.” A drawer closed in the background. “You can come with me to the bank and open the box.”


    “I can’t leave them unprotected with Damian still out there.”


    “Sasha’s off-duty today. I can ask her to do surveillance until you get back.”


    Aren’s mate, Sasha, had deadly aim with a handgun. Of our entire Pack, she was the most lethal from a distance. “That’d be great. How soon can she get here?”


    “Within the hour.”


    “Have her text me when she’s in place. I’ll be there.”


    I put my cell in my pocket and took Tank outside. I wandered out to the tree line. Sebastian’s prints were still in the snow. He’d been here. But why?


    The phone dinged. I pulled it out and found a text from…speak of the devil.


    My brother does not know that I am aware of his stay in Tahoe. If he caught my scent, he would turn back rather than expose himself to me. I don’t give a damn about your safety, but I do need information about why your Alpha owed my mother a favor.


    I chuckled. “You weasel.”


    I quickly typed out a reply.


    Next time, warning me of your intentions could save your life. We might have found something more. You keep us informed about Damian’s whereabouts, and I’ll do the same for you.


    Tank and I went back inside. Taryn stood bleary-eyed in the kitchen. “Want some breakfast?”


    “I’ve got to grab a shower and run to the bank, but I should be home in time for lunch.”


    She glanced down the hall. “What if we hear from Damian?”


    “I have a friend who’s a detective. She’s going to be keeping an eye on the place without drawing any attention until I get back.” I kissed her hair. “I won’t be gone long.”


    She smiled. “Don’t forget, Charlie’s last soccer game is this afternoon.”


    “I know, I’ll be back and we can all ride together.”


    I pulled her into my arms, drinking in her scent. If there was any way I could take them along, I would, but we had no idea what might be in the lock box, and if it gave her more questions than answers, I didn’t want to risk upsetting her in a public place like a bank. Too much exposure.


    Damian wouldn’t get by Sasha. She’d already shot that bastard once.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Taryn


    Charlie and I ate breakfast in front of the television. Hearing him laugh at cartoons lifted my spirits. Jared had to meet his family at the bank this morning. He’d left me with all kinds of instructions about keeping the doors locked and calling 911 if I noticed any sign of Damian.


    All things I already knew, but allowing him to tell me seemed to make him feel better, so I let him get it all out. Charlie and I had been on our own since his birth. If anyone knew how to take care of us, it was me.


    My phone chimed. I glanced at the screen and smiled.


    Hey Beautiful. Just checking to be sure you’re all right.


    I sent a reply.


    All is well. We’re watching cartoons and waiting for you to get home.


    My phone chimed again.


    Be back soon.


    “Mom, you gotta watch this part.”


    “Okay.” I set my cell aside and watched SpongeBob try to save the crabby patty recipe while Charlie howled with laughter.


    Tank snoozed in the morning sun coming through the glass of the back door. It was tough to believe someone was out there looking for me. Everything seemed so normal.


    As the episode ended, my cell rang. Madison’s number flashed on the screen. Weird. “I’ll be right back.”


    Charlie grunted a reply, and I pressed the button on my phone as I went into the kitchen. “Madison?”


    “Thank god you answered. The office is still locked and we have four open houses today. We can’t get the signs out.”


    I frowned, looking out the window. “Did you call Ray?”


    “Yeah. I’ve left two voicemails.”


    “Okay, I’ll try his house. I’ll call you back.”


    Heat licked at my stomach. Ray was never late. Something was wrong. I tried to convince myself he was just under the weather as I clicked his home number and waited.


    “Hello?”


    “Gail? This is Ms. Goldstone. Is Ray there?”


    “No.” Her voice wobbled. “He ran out for ice cream last night and he never came home.”


    The heat kicked up a notch. I focused on my breathing. “Have you called the police?”


    “I did. They said he hasn’t been gone long enough yet.” She sniffled. “They don’t understand. He wouldn’t just vanish.”


    “No, he wouldn’t.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Maybe the car broke down. Please let me know when you hear from him, okay?”


    We hung up and I set my phone on the counter, gathering my thoughts. I had to do something. Finding Ray was probably a job for the police, but I could run up and open my office. It would only take a minute. Besides, Damian wouldn’t risk a scene in broad daylight with a crowd of witnesses.


    We could let everyone in and still be back before Jared got home.


    “Charlie, get your shoes on. We’ve got to go to the office really quick.”


    He groaned, but the TV clicked off and he stomped toward the back bedroom. I picked up my cell and called Madison.


    “Ray went out for ice cream and never came back last night.”


    “Oh, god.”


    I rubbed my forehead. “Let’s not assume the worst. He might’ve broken down someplace without cell signal or something. I’m coming up to open the doors, but then I’ll need to leave. If I give you a key, can you lock up?”


    “Yeah, I can do that.”


    “Perfect. Tell everyone I’m sorry, and I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


    


    Charlie and I got to the office without incident. I reminded myself again that Damian couldn’t grab us in the middle of the day in front of my employees, but his brother’s warning about Damian not being right psychologically kept echoing in the back of my head.


    I got out of the SUV, keys in hand. Charlie came around and took my hand. Three of my real estate agents stood outside, checking their phones while they waited.


    “Have you heard anything more about Ray?” Madison asked as I unlocked the door.


    “Not yet.” I stepped inside and went to turn off the alarm. Only it wasn’t on. I frowned. “Did Ray lock up last night?”


    She nodded. “Yeah, and I’d swear he set that. I was waiting on him to come out afterward.”


    “Anyone here?” I called, feeling like an idiot in a horror movie. At least I wasn’t scantily clad in a rainstorm.


    No one answered, but Bill passed by me. “Let me check it out first.”


    I glanced at Madison. “The door was locked. Maybe he just forgot, or didn’t set it right.”


    “Maybe.” But she didn’t look convinced.


    Bill came back with an envelope in hand. “Everything looks copacetic, but I saw this on your desk, Ms. Goldstone. Thought you might want it since you’re here.”


    I took it from him and smiled. “Thanks. Sorry I can’t stay. Madison will be locking up and setting the alarm.” I tugged Charlie with me toward the SUV. “See you all later. Call me if Ray shows up.”


    “Will do.” Madison replied as she went into the building.


    I got Charlie in the car and went around to my side. When I got in, I finally looked at the envelope. Ms. Goldstone was printed in block letters on the front. No other identifying marks. I opened the envelope and took out the single sheet of paper.


    My pulse jumped.


    Crimson drops ran diagonally across the letter.


    “The next blood spilled will be your son’s unless you meet me at my new property, keys in hand, tomorrow.” Paperclipped to the back were two photos of Charlie on the playground at school. He’d been watching my son.


    The scent of smoldering paper snapped me out of shock. I quickly folded and stuffed it back in the envelope and into my purse.


    “Mom, you don’t look good. What did it say?”


    “Nothing. Just a note about work.”


    “Was it a bad note?”


    Waves of heat shot through my limbs. We couldn’t stay here. “We have to get back to Jared’s. Now.”


    After fastening our seatbelts, I drove as fast as I dared on the icy road down the Mt. Rose highway toward Jared’s house.


    Without taking my eyes off the road, I cleared my throat and said, “You’re not going to school next week.”


    “What?” I couldn’t tell if he was excited or disappointed. It didn’t really matter. There was no way he could go to school if Damian was watching him. “Mom, next week is minimum days for parent teacher conferences. I still have school until Thanksgiving break.”


    “I’ll call your teacher.”


    He glanced at my purse. “This is about why we’re staying at Jared’s, right?”


    The vinyl on my steering wheel softened under my hands. Shit. I pressed the button to crack my window. Icy wind stung my face.


    “It’s cold, Mom.”


    “I know.” Breathe. “Sorry. I’m trying to cool off.”


    Please, please let me cool off. I tried to slow my breathing, while watching the road and the mirror to see if anyone followed us.


    My phone rang.


    “Charlie can you grab that?”


    He pulled it out and pushed the button. “Hello?” His voice brightened. “Hi, Jared. Yeah she’s right here.”


    Charlie held the cell out to me, but I couldn’t stop and get my Bluetooth. “I’m driving. I’ll call you when we’re home.”


    Charlie listened and then relayed. “He says to be safe and he’s waiting for us.”


    Be safe. Definitely my plan.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    Jared


    I drove Aren to the bank, too tense to ask many questions. Leaving Taryn and Charlie at home made me punchy, even with Sasha keeping an eye on the place. Adam jumped out of his Jeep as I parked.


    We clasped forearms and Adam stared at his twin brother. “So this key was with the deed to Taryn’s place in Tahoe?”


    Aren nodded. “Yeah, and the file was in a pile of stock documents in his wall safe. I’d seen them there before, but I never sorted through it. I don’t know if I ever would have if Jared hadn’t found Taryn.”


    “Let’s get in there and check it out so I can get back. I don’t like them being alone when we know Damian’s looking for her.”


    We went inside and the manager brought us into a quiet back room. After checking Aren’s identification, he placed the steel box in front of us and left the room.


    “Okay Dad, what the hell were you hiding?” Aren turned the key and we all peered into the slender box.


    Instead of rare jewelry or gold bars, or cash, we found a letter.


    My sons Adam and Aren,


    If you’re reading this, I must be gone. As I’m writing this, I hope to finish this task on my own, but this letter is my failsafe in case you need to handle this in my place.


    Sylvia Severino, Antonio’s wife, slipped me a key once. Without it, you might never have been born. We escaped from Nero that night because of her, so please understand I owed her this favor. I probably owed her my life.


    One of her students from a school in New York, a single teen-mother, needed a safe haven. Of course, I agreed.


    I also agreed to keep her existence a secret.


    Sylvia’s life depended on her husband never discovering her involvement in this, and certainly not with involving our Pack.


    The girl Sylvia asked me to hide is named Taryn Goldstone. She’s a strong psychic with the gift of Pyrokinesis. In plain English, she can start a fire with her mind. Sylvia told me when she’s upset, the girl has trouble controlling her power which might make her a danger to all of us.


    And the cherry on top? As impossible as it should be, her baby boy is a werewolf. His twin brother passed away. Crib death. And in her anguish, she set the entire apartment on fire. It was probably a blessing in disguise because the deceased werewolf child couldn’t be studied for an autopsy.


    We hoped by placing her in Pack territory it would keep her and the baby off of Nero’s radar, and since her little boy wouldn’t be shifting for a few years, I had no problem agreeing to secrecy.


    Our corporate lawyer was instructed to inform you of the whereabouts of this key on the boy’s thirteenth birthday. I had planned on paying Taryn a visit myself to tell her the truth about our kind and about her son.


    Because of the danger of her psychic ability, I couldn’t risk sending anyone else. She trusts me.


    But now you’ve got to win her trust.


    Her son is going to need our Pack before his first shift. Make his mother understand.


    And Adam, please be careful.


    I love you both. I’m sorry I didn’t get to finish what I started.


    Love,


    Malcolm.


    Adam pinched the bridge of his nose and stared up at the ceiling. For he and Aren, this note had to be like seeing a ghost. Aren sighed and leaned on the table. “If you hadn’t found Taryn now, I guess we wouldn’t have read this letter for a few more years.”


    “You both know I loved Malcolm, but he’s wrong about Taryn. She’s no more dangerous than we are.”


    Adam blinked hard and finally looked at me. “Except that we can control ourselves.”


    My hackles raised, my voice dropping. “She can, too.”


    Adam rolled his shoulders back, his gaze boring into me, demanding my obedience. “Then why haven’t you told her yet?”


    “I didn’t say we shouldn’t be careful, I said she’s not some dangerous monster we need to hide.” I shook my head. “I love her.”


    “And that could be blinding you to the danger, not just to you, but our whole Pack.”


    Alpha or not, I wanted to clock him.


    Aren came between us. “Jared has been well aware of the danger since he found out she was his mate.” He glanced my way. “But you said she’s been getting better at controlling it, right?”


    “Yeah.” I nodded, relieved neither one of them could see the burn on my back. “My dad invited them to Thanksgiving, so I’m planning to tell her then. That way, if she still doesn’t believe me, I can shift and show her.”


    Adam ground his teeth, but wisely didn’t speak.


    Aren raised a brow. “You think springing it on her in front of the entire Pack isn’t going to upset her?”


    “There is no way on earth I can tell her that Charlie is a werewolf without it upsetting her. But I need to be sure she believes. Charlie thinks if she sees me as a wolf she won’t think I’m lying.”


    Adam crossed his arms. “The way I remember it, last full moon you were off like a shot to her place and she did see you, me, and Gareth as wolves.”


    “But I hadn’t told her yet. She never would have guessed it was me.”


    Adam opened his hands. “I’m not trying to piss you off, but I have to think of the Pack first. If you drop this on her at Thanksgiving, what if she can’t control her power and burns the cabin down?”


    I forced myself to take a breath and think before replying. “I’m not planning on telling her at the dinner table in front of everyone. We can go out back, talk about it, and when she comes in calling me a lunatic you can back me up, and Lana and Sasha can keep her and Charlie safe while we shift.”


    Saying my plan out loud settled my nerves. It would work. It had to.


    Adam looked at his brother and back to me. “So you’re not going to tell her in front of the Pack?”


    “No.”


    He stared at Malcolm’s letter again. “If it starts to go south, you have to signal us so I can get the Pack outside. My father left this to me to keep the Pack safe. If I let you handle it, my responsibility doesn’t change.”


    “Everyone will be safe.” Taryn would never hurt me or my Pack. At least not purposefully.


    My phone rang. I pulled it out and frowned when Sasha’s name filled the screen. “What’s up?”


    “Taryn and Charlie just got in her SUV and drove off.”


    “What?” My blood pressure spiked. “Are you tailing them?”


    “I’m staying back, but yeah.”


    “Okay. Thanks. I’m leaving now.”


    I jammed my cell into my pocket. “I’ve got to go.”


    No sense wasting time explaining myself to them. Werewolves had no trouble hearing both sides of a cell phone conversation.


    “Keep me posted and be careful,” Adam called as I hustled to my truck. I forgot to tell him he’d have to give Aren a ride back. They’d figure it out.


    I texted Taryn. Twice. Nothing. My pulse thundered in my ears as I drove home. Why would she leave? She understood the danger. She knew Damian wanted her. Damn it!


    My driveway was empty when I got home. I hit Taryn’s name on my cell. Charlie answered.


    “Hello?”


    I heaved a sigh of relief. “You’re okay.”


    “Hi, Jared.”


    “Can I talk to your Mom?”


    “Yeah, she’s right here.”


    Taryn sounded distant. “I’m driving. I’ll call you when we’re home.”


    Hearing her voice made my wolf howl deep in my soul. Charlie came back on the line. “Tell your Mom to drive safe. I’m home waiting for you.”


    He hung up and I got out of the truck. Tank met me at the door. I let him out and called Sasha.


    “Hey, Jared.”


    “Just talked to Taryn and Charlie. They’re on their way back home. Did you find out where they went?”


    “She stopped by her office at Tahoe and opened the door. Her employees were hanging around waiting. She came out with an envelope and they left.”


    “Okay, thanks for all your time today.”


    “No problem. I’ll follow until they get to your street and then head home.”


    “Talk to you soon.”


    I called Tank back inside, but something bothered me. Ray was supposed to open for Taryn. He’d been fine all week. Why would he not show up?


    When her SUV pulled in I went out to meet them. The second she got out, she rushed to my arms. I held her tight. Her body warmed me right through our clothes.


    Charlie got out rubbing his hands up and down on his arms. “I’m freezing. Mom kept her window open.” He shook his head. “I’m going inside.”


    “We’ll be in soon, Charlie.”


    After he disappeared in the house, I kissed her hair. “You’re hot. What happened?”


    Her voice was more of a sob. “I think Damian hurt Ray.”


    “What?” I frowned, adrenaline igniting in my bloodstream.


    She looked up at me. “Damian was in my office. There’s a note.” She pointed to the car. “He’s been watching Charlie at school.”


    I loosened my hold on her, taking her hand as I went to her SUV to grab her purse. Steam rose from her shoulders in the cold as she took her purse and handed me the envelope. “You’re safe now, and Charlie’s okay. See if you can cage the fire.”


    She nodded, slowing her breathing as I opened the envelope. The scent of blood hit me before I even withdrew the folded paper. Underneath his threat were pictures of Charlie on the playground at school.


    “Charlie can’t go to school until we get this psycho, or at least run him out of town.”


    “I already told Charlie no school next week. School’s closed the following week for Thanksgiving break anyway.”


    “Good.”


    Taryn met my eyes. “Do you think Ray is…dead?”


    Given that Damian was a jaguar during new moon last night, my gut said he probably was, but she’d had enough upset for one day. “I hope not.”


    


    I sent a text to Sebastian about Ray’s disappearance. It was in my Pack’s best interest, as well as Nero’s, that humans not discover the body. The wounds would resemble an animal attack, but if an autopsy was performed, they might find traces of Damian’s saliva or hair and DNA testing would reveal a creature the human world had no idea existed.


    If he wasn’t able to find Ray’s body and dispose of the remains, Adam would probably send Luke and Logan up to scout around. Both of them were excellent trackers.


    I cooked up some killer grilled ham and cheese sandwiches, and brought them to the table. “Soup’s on.”


    Charlie streaked to his chair and Taryn looked up from her laptop. “I just got a breaking news alert of a car fire in Tahoe.”


    My phone chimed on the counter. I got up and found a text from Sebastian.


    It’s done. He was attacked in his car, it’s on fire now. Meet me tonight to discuss the information I need.


    I glanced over at my family sitting around the table and sent a reply.


    Can’t leave them unprotected. You come here. 7pm in front of my house.


    “Everything okay?” Taryn asked as I sat down.


    “It will be.” I couldn’t tell her about Ray. Not with Charlie right here. She’d hear about it soon enough once they identified his car and his dental records.


    We decided to go ahead and take Charlie to play in his final soccer game. I’d be there and it was a public place in the middle of the afternoon. Damian wouldn’t dare to show his face. According to his note, he was expecting Taryn to meet him tomorrow anyway.


    Charlie was all smiles when his coach awarded him the game ball. The banquet was in a couple weeks, hopefully we’d have all this mess with Damian behind us by then.


    Again, my head spun at how much my life had changed in such a short span of time. Suddenly the needs of a little boy were more important than my own.


    Taryn started on dinner when we got home, muttering something about how I made lunch so I should stay out of the kitchen.


    “Jared, come play player two!” Charlie already had his video game system hooked up to my TV.


    I glanced at the clock. Sebastian would be out front soon. “Okay, but just one game.”


    “One?” He looked over at me with a wide-eyed expression that clearly stated he had no idea just one game was possible.


    I grinned. “Maybe we can play more after dinner.”


    “Yay!” He handed me a controller, gave me a brief tutorial on what all the buttons did, and then started the game.


    I was reduced to button mashing in under a minute. Charlie squealed with delight, fighting the other characters while I struggled to keep mine alive. Seeing him laughing and enjoying himself buoyed my spirits. We’d get through this. We had to.


    When the match ended, Charlie had high score and my character hung his head in shame. I chuckled and set the controller on the table. “I’ll be back for a rematch after we eat.”


    I headed into the kitchen and stood behind Taryn, pressing a kiss to her neck, just below her ear. Her scent intoxicated me. “Sebastian is waiting for me out front,” I whispered. “My Dad had a little more information on Sylvia.”


    She turned to meet my eyes. “Are you going to share it with me?”


    I nodded. “Later when the little ears are asleep.”


    “I heard that!” Charlie yelled without taking his eyes off his game.


    Taryn laughed, rolling her eyes. “I have no idea how he does that…”


    She’d know soon.


    I went out front. Sebastian got out of a black sedan and leaned against the door. I didn’t smell anyone else, but my senses were on high alert either way. Once Sebastian had the information he needed, he’d be back to batting for Nero’s team. I had no doubt.


    “Evening wolf.”


    I rolled my eyes. “You know my name.”


    “And you mine. What did you learn about my mother working with your Alpha?”


    “When Malcolm and his Pack signed up for Operation Moonlight, they had no idea your father would be locking them up and running tests before declaring them inadequate for his assassin purposes due to their Pack mentality.”


    “I am aware of Operation Moonlight. I hope you discovered more…”


    “Your father decided they knew too much to be released. He had them discharged from military service, but had no intention of releasing them. That’s where your mother came in.”


    He frowned. “I don’t understand.”


    “She saw these young men, werewolves, locked up like animals and a couple nights later, she delivered a key. Malcolm got all of them out and escaped. He owed the escape to her.”


    Sebastian stared up at the stars. “She was too sensitive to be my father’s partner. He would have punished her if he discovered her treachery.”


    “Treachery?” I shook my head. This guy was a piece of work. “She witnessed the inhumane treatment of men who thought they were going to serve their country. That wasn’t treachery, it was heroism.”


    “Perhaps to you.” His dark eyes met mine, but there was not a trace of his aloof amusement, no sign of a smug smile. “On my side of the chess board, that move damaged Nero. She was a traitor to our cause.”


    My jaw dropped. “She was your mother.”


    “It doesn’t change the choice she made.”


    Disbelief and bitterness churned in my gut. “You are a sick man.”


    “No.” He straightened. “Just logical.” He cleared his throat. “By the time Taryn needed my mother’s help, my father had freed Damian from the laboratory and introduced him as his son. My mother must have discovered the boy was part of my father’s new experimental breeding program.”


    “Damian’s mother could have attended Brightwood.”


    “Perhaps.”


    Silence lengthened between us. I took a breath and finally gave voice to what we were probably both thinking. “Malcolm kept Taryn a secret because your mother told him her life depended on it. He honored his word to her.”


    Sebastian nodded and opened his door without a word. I stopped him. “There’s one more thing.” His gaze met mine. “Damian is expecting Taryn to show up at the property he bought tomorrow. She won’t be there. If your brother causes a scene, the authorities—”


    “I will handle my brother.” He got in the car and drove away, leaving me standing in my driveway.


    Sebastian called his own mother a traitor. All she’d done was try to protect innocents. Could he seriously be so brainwashed he had no concept of right and wrong?


    I couldn’t relate to a man who looked at life like a chess board and people as pieces to be used to reach a victorious end.


    Crossing my arms, I stared into the darkness. Sebastian and his father believed Packs were only necessary because the individuals were weak. They had no idea surrounding yourself with people who loved you, who were willing to die for you, made you strong.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Taryn


    I took the pumpkin pie out of the refrigerator and grabbed the whipped cream. Anything to stay busy.


    The past couple of weeks passed in a blur. We kept Charlie out of school just to be safe, while Jared and his brother made multiple trips to Lake Tahoe in search of any sign of Damian. Sebastian told Jared he’d take care of Damian and get him out of Tahoe, but Jared didn’t really trust Sebastian. After attending Ray’s memorial, I was fine with being cautious.


    The police and the fire chief determined Ray died after losing control of his car. They found it wrapped around a tree and on fire. The blood on the note I received implied Damian must’ve hurt Ray first. I hugged his wife and wished it really had been an accident. Jared wasn’t kidding about the danger from Nero. It was very real now.


    Since the Masquerade, my office had been hopping, and by now, I was itching to get back to work. Madison’s friend from college, Vivi, wrote a great article she got placed in both our little Tahoe paper and in the entertainment section of the Reno Gazette-Journal too. I didn’t know if it helped, but the publicity certainly didn’t hurt.


    Sherri and Lorna came by a few days ago to visit and hang out with Charlie so I could get some shopping and errands done.


    I’d never been introduced to a guy’s family before. Needless to say, I appreciated getting the alone time to get my hair trimmed and get all the supplies I needed to bake some killer pumpkin pies. Baking was my strong suit in the kitchen, and there was nothing wrong with playing to your strengths.


    “Are there going to be other kids there?”


    Jared nodded as he came around the island. “Yeah. Adam has twins, a boy and a girl.”


    “Who is Adam?”


    “He’s my…cousin.” Jared kissed my cheek. “About ready?”


    “Yep.” I handed him a pie and the whipped cream.


    “It looks delicious.” Jared grinned.


    “How old are the twins?” Charlie tugged at the collar of his shirt. He looked adorable in his khaki pants with a dark green sweater over his white shirt, but he had been very vocal about his lack of comfort.


    “They’re just over a year old.”


    Charlie groaned. “They’re babies. I thought we’d get to play.”


    Jared nudged him toward the door. “Malcolm and Madeleine will play with you. You’ll be surprised. They’re pretty advanced for their age.”


    “I sure hope so. Mom promised this wouldn’t be boring.”


    I laughed as Charlie went out to the SUV. Jared and I compromised. We’d take my car for the extra room to bring the pies, and he could drive with his window down.


    “Sorry about that. We’ve never been to a big family holiday before. He doesn’t know what to expect.” I lowered my voice. “To be honest, I don’t either.”


    “Come with me.” We opened the back door of the Escalade and placed the pies inside. He turned around and wrapped me in his arms. Pressing a kiss to my forehead, he whispered, “Everyone is going to love you and Charlie like I do. There’s nothing to be worried about.”


    He pulled back, his gaze locked on mine. “And if the twins can keep Charlie busy for a little while, maybe we can get some private time to talk.”


    I smiled. “I’d like that.”


    When Jared parked at the Sloan cabin, there were already a few cars and a motorcycle. The last time I’d been here it was just Jared and me and a large pizza. This was where he told me about his car accident, about the claustrophobia. Where we first talked about Pyrokinesis.


    My gut twisted. I tugged his arm, pulling him closer as Charlie raced for the door. “They don’t know, right?”


    “About what ?”


    “Me. The fire.”


    He shook his head. “They all know I love you. My dad couldn’t keep that a secret. They also know you have a son, but that’s it. Don’t worry.” He kissed me, his lips lingering on mine. “It’s going to be okay. Plus Nadya and Gareth and Jason are in there. He brought Kilani too, so you already know some people.”


    Heat licked up my neck as I blew out a slow breath. His eyes wandered over my face. “Talk to me. What’s happening?”


    “Come on you guys!” Charlie groaned. “Enough kissing!”


    “Just a second, buddy.” Jared called. He met my eyes again. “What’s wrong?”


    “Kilani knows about my gift.”


    He ran a cool finger down my hot cheek. “Jason said she’s excited to see you again.”


    “If she sees Charlie’s burn…”


    His rough fingertip traced along my lips. “No one is going to take Charlie. They’d have to get through me first, and that’s not happening, okay?”


    I stared into his eyes, drinking in his strength. “I might need to go outside if I get hot.”


    He nodded. “I’ll go with you.”


    Jared took my hand and we went to the door. With each step the fire inside of me dwindled.


    “Finally!” Charlie reached over to ring the bell.


    Jared chuckled. “We’re not guests here, we’re family.”


    He pushed the door open, and immediately all eyes were on us like time had stopped. My pulse raced.


    Jared broke the silence. “Happy Thanksgiving. This is Charlie and Taryn.”


    Instantly the room came to life. Adam and Lana introduced themselves, Aren and Sasha were next. How was I ever going to remember everyone’s names? The fact most of the men had an identical twin didn’t make it any easier.


    Jason gave me a hug and stepped back revealing Kilani. Our eyes met, but neither of us moved. She was gorgeous, exactly as I remembered her. She’d come to Brightwood from the Hawaiian Islands. Her dark almond eyes, flawless skin, and long black hair hadn’t changed, but when she smiled, there was something new. A tenderness I’d never seen in her before.


    “You look amazing, Taryn. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”


    I nodded. “Small world.” Shaking my head, I started to smile. “You haven’t aged a day.”


    Kilani grinned. “I have, I just didn’t grow any taller.”


    I laughed, surprising myself. Kilani’s gift had been catching glimpses of the future, but by the time I quit school, her powers had faded, or at least that’s what she wanted all of us to think. I wished I could ask her if she saw me burning the cabin down.


    On second thought, maybe I didn’t want to know.


    She came a step closer and opened her arms. When we knew each other in school, I couldn’t start fires. I embraced her, grateful all over again for Jared. If we’d never met, I’d still be keeping my distance from the world.


    When we parted, two beautiful toddlers pushed through the crowd, arms wide. “Uncle Jared!”


    He bent down and picked them up, one in each arm. He kissed both of their cheeks. “Malcolm and Madeleine, I want you to meet my girlfriend, Taryn.”


    “Hi, Taryn.” They said in unison. These bright-eyed little ones reminded me of Charlie. He’d been advanced for his age too.


    “Hi.” I turned Charlie by his shoulders. “This is my son, Charlie.”


    Their eyes widened and they wriggled in Jared’s arms.


    “We need down,” Madeleine whined.


    Jared set their feet on the floor and the twins hugged Charlie without reservation. He put one arm around each one. “They’re only one year old?”


    Madeleine looked up at him. “I’m more than one years old.”


    Jared glanced at Charlie. “Their birthday was a couple months ago.”


    Madeleine’s nose crinkled a little as she stepped closer to Charlie. “You smell like my brother.”


    Her brother, Malcolm, grinned. “You’re a werewolf!”


    I frowned. “A what?”


    Madeleine tipped her head back to meet my eyes. “I’m gonna shift into a big jaguar someday like my Mom, and my brother is gonna be a werewolf like my Dad. Charlie’s a wolf too, like Jared.” She sniffed. “But you’re not. You’re human.”


    “I sure am.” Was this some strange version of pretend? I glanced around the room, but the shocked faces didn’t jibe with a cute children’s game. Fire bubbled in my gut as I stared at Jared. I thought I knew him.


    This had to be a joke. I forced a weak smile. “You didn’t tell me you were a werewolf.”


    He opened his mouth and closed it again.


    Charlie spun around to face me. “I know it sounds crazy Mom, but that’s why I can hear things and smell things. My dad must’ve been a werewolf, too.”


    There was no way Noah was a werewolf. They were fictional. What was wrong with these people?


    Tears stung my eyes. “Charlie, none of this is true. Werewolves are make-believe.” I cleared my throat to keep from choking. “We need to go.”


    Charlie shook his head, emphatic. “No Mom, it’s all real. Tonight is the full moon. Jared can shift into a wolf and show you.”


    My eyes widened. “Oh, my God. You’ve brainwashed my son.” I tightened my grip on Charlie, taking a step back from Jared. “You made him believe he’s an animal.”


    “Come outside with me.” Jared held out his hand. “I’ll explain everything.”


    “I think you’ve explained more than enough already.” A tear rolled down my cheek, drying almost as fast as the fire blossomed across my skin. “Charlie, we’re leaving. Now.”


    Adam stepped a little closer. “Taryn, I’m sorry. Malcolm and Madeleine didn’t mean to upset you.”


    Upset was an understatement. I spent many years in a school for kids with psychic abilities. I’d seen plenty of “impossible” gifts, but werewolves were straight out of horror movies. Fiction.


    But during the last full moon, the brown wolf looked at me.


    I gripped Charlie’s shoulder a little tighter, backing toward the door. “We need to go.”


    I reached for the door and Jared touched my hand. He jerked back quickly. “Please, Taryn. Let me explain.”


    “There’s nothing to explain. My son isn’t a werewolf. Even if I believed a person could turn into an animal, my son has never been bitten…” I shook my head. “I can’t believe I’m even discussing this.” I yanked the door open and walked out with Charlie in tow.


    Outside in the snow, I remembered Jared came in my car.


    He could get a ride home from his brother.


    “Mom, Jared’s not lying. I smelled him the night the wolves came to the deck. He was the brown wolf protecting us.”


    The brown wolf that stared into my eyes. The one I knew would protect us. Impossible.


    “Stop it, Charlie.” I popped the locks on the SUV. “Werewolves are a myth. Having great hearing doesn’t make you an animal.”


    He sighed, but he did as he was told and got in the car. As I walked around to the driver’s side, the front door closed behind me.


    “Taryn, wait.”


    His deep voice stopped me in my tracks.


    Jared came up beside me. “This isn’t how I planned for you to find out.”


    “Find out what?” I glared up at him. “That you’re a liar? That you’re insane?” I gestured to Charlie. “You’ve pulled my son into…whatever this is…your delusion.” Another tear rolled down my cheek. “I must’ve been an easy mark for you. I practically had lonely and abandoned tattooed on my forehead.”


    He shook his head. Hurt shone in his eyes and part of me was glad. I wanted him to feel some of the pain I did.


    “None of this is a lie. Charlie’s right, if you’ll stay until the moon rises, I’ll be able to show you.”


    “At this point, I don’t want to know. My son is not going to eat people under a full moon, and screw you for making him believe otherwise.”


    “That’s not fair. We’re not like that.” A muscle in his cheek flinched. “Just let me explain about the Pack. I love you, Taryn.”


    His words cut like a knife. “Don’t. Even if you convinced me, all this time you’ve been lying to me. Everyone you’ve introduced me to has been covering for you.” I swiped the tear away and lifted my gaze to meet his. “You kept me in the dark. You trusted everyone, even my own son, more than me.” My heart ached and my chest tightened. “Just leave us alone.”


    I walked to the SUV and got in. Behind Jared, Kilani and Nadya came out of the house. They escaped from Brightwood only to fall into a Pack of…werewolves?


    Not my concern.


    “Buckle up, Charlie.”


    He wiped his cheek and did as he was told. “Please, Mom. Stay so he can show us.”


    I started the engine. “Charlie, we could wait and he’d probably even send out real wolves. That still doesn’t make what he told you true. People do not turn into animals.”


    And even if they could, nothing would erase the fact that he never trusted me. And why? Because of the god damn fire.


    The tires spun on the ice as I backed out of the driveway.


    Charlie pulled off his sweater. “It’s hot in here.”


    I lowered the window, praying we’d make it home before I lost what little control I had left over the inferno brewing inside me.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    Jared


    “Shit.” I shouted as she drove away. Nadya and Kilani came up beside me. “I need to go after her.”


    Nadya shook her head. “Not a good idea right now. She’s barely holding it together.”


    “That’s why I have to find her. I can talk her down. I’ve done it before.”


    Nadya laid a hand on my arm. “Jared, look at me.”


    I ground my teeth and forced myself to make eye contact.


    “Her emotions were so strong just now, she came right through my mental shields. She’s feeling betrayed, scared, and heartbroken. And it’s all focused on you. If her hold over her gift is faltering, you are the last person she needs to see at the moment.”


    The truth of her words, the honesty in her eyes, stabbed my heart like a dagger to the chest. I did this. Taryn was in pain because of me.


    “Damn it. I thought this was going to work. Tonight I was going to tell her and show her, and she’d accept it. It’s all fucked up now because of me.”


    Kilani shook her head. “You can’t take all the blame. Lana’s still inside trying to explain to the twins why they can’t say werewolf in front of new people.”


    I groaned. “It’s not their fault. I should’ve told her sooner. I tried. I just…I was afraid this would happen.”


    “She’ll come around,” Kilani said.


    I turned her way. “Did you see that? Like one of your visions? It’s going to be okay?”


    “Not a vision of the future, but she and Charlie love you.”


    “She did.” I clenched my fists. “Now she thinks I’m an insane liar who brainwashed her son.”


    Nadya sighed. “Just let her calm down. Give her some space, and then try to talk again without your entire family watching.” She gripped my shoulder. “At least you and Sebastian got Damian out of her life. This will all work out…eventually.”


    Jason and I had searched multiple times over the past two weeks for any sign or scent of Damian in Lake Tahoe. Taryn’s office said Sebastian had picked up the keys to the new property, but other than that, it was as if he and his brother never existed. The house Damian bought remained empty, and the rented place we’d discovered on Halloween was back on the market.


    “I can’t just sit here and do nothing. I want to make this right. She’s my mate. I didn’t even get a chance to tell her that yet.”


    Kilani raised a brow. “Finding out your wolf recognized her as your mate is probably the last thing she wants to hear right now.”


    Adam came out. I smelled him before I heard his voice. “Can I get a minute with Jared?”


    Kilani and Nadya headed back to the cabin, and Adam walked up to stand beside me. “You know, I told Lana I was a werewolf right off the bat because she was a jaguar, so I figured she already knew about us. It would’ve been perfect except she had no idea jaguar shifters and werewolves existed, let alone that she was one.” He clasped my shoulder. “I’m trying to say, there is no perfect or easy way to bring a woman into our world.”


    “Yeah, but what just happened was a total clusterfuck, and I have no one to blame but myself.”


    He shook his head. “It could’ve been worse, she could’ve set the house on fire.”


    “She was barely containing it when she drove away.”


    “She’ll be okay.” He turned toward the cabin. “Come inside and eat before we shift, okay? Give her a night to sleep on it and try again tomorrow.”


    I let him lead me back, but I had one thing in mind. I was going to shift, and then I was going to find her.


    Charlie could help me. We’d make Taryn believe.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Taryn


    Driving into the late afternoon sun was treacherous on a normal day, having it reflecting off the snow made the icy road even more dangerous. The cold gusts of wind coming through my window helped me focus and contain the fire. Barely.


    Charlie had his sweater back on with his arms crossed.


    “I’m sorry I didn’t protect you from this. I should’ve been more careful. I had no idea Jared had such crazy ideas.”


    “They’re not crazy, Mom.”


    I sighed. “We’re not discussing this anymore. I’m your Mom. I’m supposed to keep you safe. I had no business bringing him into our lives.”


    “Please don’t keep Jared away.”


    A black Lexus came up fast in my rearview mirror. “I know you like him, but he’s not good for you.” I swallowed a lump in my throat. “For either of us.”


    Behind me, the Lexus followed so close I couldn’t see the telltale L on the grate. Didn’t this ass understand the roads were icy? I reached my hand out the open window and waved for him to pass me.


    He stayed on my tail. I gripped the wheel a little tighter. Finally, the car crossed the broken yellow line, only to swing back behind us again. I kept my speed steady. I wasn’t about to put our lives at risk over an impatient asshole who didn’t know how to drive in the snow.


    There was a turn off in a few miles.


    Suddenly my Escalade lurched forward. Charlie yelped. “Did that guy just hit us?”


    My tires glided, losing traction. I struggled to keep the wheel straight as the Lexus crossed into the other lane. I ached to slam on the brake, but that would only send us sliding or spinning to who knew where.


    Beside us, the tinted window slid down and Damian’s crazed eyes met mine.


    Impossible. He was gone.


    I stepped on the gas, trying to outrun him. Time seemed to slow. Damian swung into my lane, clipping my back fender, and propelling us into a spin. Charlie screamed. My steering wheel folded under the heat of my hands as we smacked into the guardrail, hard. The crash deafened my ears, and then silence suffocated us as the world tilted.


    We were in mid-air. Oh shit. God no. I grabbed for Charlie’s hand as if I could hold him in the car more securely than his seatbelt.


    The moment we hit the snowy mountain cliff everything went black.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Jared


    We ate our Thanksgiving dinner in awkward silence. The twins moped, not understanding where Charlie went or why everyone was upset.


    Madeleine kept explaining, “But I told the truth.”


    My Pack avoided looking in my direction which was fine by me. Ruining my life and hurting my mate was bad enough. Having it happen in front of my entire Pack made the sting even more acute.


    I cleaned my plate and wished the clock would move faster. The sooner it got dark, the sooner I could shift and get to Taryn. Now that she knew, I hoped seeing me as a wolf she might recognize my eyes. She might believe me.


    It was the only chance I had.


    Outside the sky darkened. Clouds rolled in fast on the mountain top. During the winter months, the weather could go from a drizzle to a full-on snow storm in less than an hour. The ski resorts loved it. Wasn’t so great for drivers.


    That was what killed Bailey.


    Heavy glops of icy rain hit the deck outside. Wintry mix. Memories of that stormy night filled my head. The snow getting heavier, the wind whipping across the road making tempests of ice beside the roadway. Bailey struggling to see the reflectors marking the highway. We should’ve pulled over until the storm cleared, but we were so close to her house.


    I closed my eyes, resting my head on the door and trying to push the memories from my mind. I didn’t want to hear the twisting metal and the glass shattering as we tumbled down the mountainside.


    Logan came to stand beside me. “Sorry man. Nothing worse than finding your mate and not being able to be with her.”


    Logan and his twin Luke were the youngest members of my generation of the Pack. He was the lead singer of Logan and the Howlers. He killed it in the spotlight, but in private, Logan was a man of very few words. I appreciated he was trying, but in my agitated state I was tempted to tell him he didn’t know shit and once he found his mate we could talk.


    I straightened up. “Thanks, Logan.”


    “If there’s anything I can do…”


    “I think the only one who can fix this is me. I fucked it up, so it’s only fair, right?”


    His mouth curved into a bitter smile. “Just don’t wait too long. Don’t let her slip away.”


    I nodded. “No chance.”


    


    After the clean-up was finished, Lana and Sasha, our resident jaguar shifters, turned on the TV. They would stay here and watch the twins while the Pack went out to shift under the full moon. Before we went outside, Jason cleared his throat, catching everyone’s attention.


    “While we’re all together, Kilani and I have some news.”


    My brother had already told me his secret, and now I felt even worse. They’d been planning to announce Kilani’s pregnancy tonight, before the evening imploded, thanks to me.


    “Kilani is pregnant.”


    The house erupted with cheers and our parents wrapped Kilani in hugs and kisses that would’ve had me gasping for air. At least their announcement shifted the focus away from the ruin of my life. They looked so damned happy.


    I was too, a couple of hours ago.


    My brother came over and gave me a hug. “Thanks for keeping it quiet for us for a few weeks.”


    “No problem.” I pulled back. “My face probably doesn’t show it right now, but I’m really excited for you guys. You’re going to be great parents.”


    “Thanks. Maybe in a couple days Kilani can come up and talk to Taryn.”


    “I have no idea if that will help.”


    “Just let me know.”


    I nodded and followed the others outside. Snow blanketed us as we went further down the hiking trail, into the mountains. Adam, being our Alpha, would be the one to stop first. Then we’d all find a spot, strip down, and shift. And once I was a wolf, I could find Taryn. My hands trembled I needed to see her so badly. I wanted to make her smile, to take away her pain.


    Finally Adam stopped. “Okay we’re clear. Let’s do this.”


    He didn’t need to tell me twice. I went behind a thicket of trees and stripped off my clothes, my eyes on the moon. Inside my wolf paced, agitated and eager. His time was here.


    Pain ripped through my body, burning down my back until I fell to the ground on all fours. I’d shifted once a month for years, and every time the torture surprised me. My bones cracked, joints popping and reforming. I would’ve screamed if my vocal chords were still intact.


    My jaw snapped, jutting forward into a snout, my teeth becoming deadly canines. I panted through the agony as brown hair pushed up through every pore. Falling onto my side, the transformation continued with claws on my feet and a tail lengthening from my spine.


    Finally, the pain subsided. I got up and shook my entire body, my wolf eager to run. Usually, I allowed my wolf free-rein, to take control, but tonight all I could think about was Taryn.


    Adam’s howl echoed through the night, calling the Pack to him. He would take the lead, ensuring the wolves stayed away from humans. My ears pricked as my Pack answered his call. Inside, I coaxed the wolf in the other direction.


    We trotted slowly at first, tentative, but the cold breeze shifted, blowing the snow into our eyes. A growl ignited in my belly, my lips pulling back to reveal dangerous teeth.


    Blood was in the wind.


    Lifting my snout, I focused on the scent.


    Taryn and Charlie.


    I raced for them, tracking their scent over rocks and through the trees. Thankfully, the wolf ran on instincts because deep within, my heart had stopped. They were outside in the storm…bleeding.


    There was light in the distance. Far from the humans and their roads. I ran toward it. The terrain below was easier to maneuver, but the light was further up the mountainside. My claws dug into the snow, scrambling to get traction. I pulled myself up the snowy rocks toward the light and the alarming smell of my mate’s blood. As I got closer, another scent assaulted me.


    Jaguar.


    My hackles rose as I made my way toward the crushed Escalade. My wolf didn’t understand the voice, but I did. Loud and clear.


    “You fucking bitch.” Damian grunted. “If you’d stopped, instead of trying to run from me, I wouldn’t be freezing my ass off in the snow.”


    I got on my belly, moving in the shadows. The SUV leaned on the driver’s side, twisted, with one headlight still lit. They’d rolled numerous times after going over the guardrail up above.


    “I had to go buy supplies just to get down here. You better still be alive or I’ll start your heart again just so I can kill you slowly.”


    Our night vision as wolves wasn’t as strong as a jaguar’s. He’d have the advantage once he got to the car. But he was still on the mountainside above. This was our chance.


    I urged the wolf forward when suddenly we bolted for the vehicle. Catching the scent of our mate so close, the instinct to bite her, to convert her and make her ours overwhelmed what little control I had. Gareth had warned me.


    Jesus she was already injured. I couldn’t bite her now.


    I struggled for dominance over the animal part of my spirit, but it was a losing battle. When we reached the driver’s side window, the glass was shattered and the frame crushed. Peering inside, we jumped back when Taryn gasped. She was alert.


    Before I realized what was happening, my wolf lunged at the small opening, jaws snapping in an effort to claim her. No no no! Nothing helped.


    “This is perfect. Here puppy…”


    We spun around at the sound of Damian’s voice. He pointed a gun at us. I snarled, growling as I paced away from the SUV, drawing him away from my mate.


    “You’re the one who ran to my brother aren’t you?” He cocked the pistol. “He’s no match for me, wolf. You’ve gotten in my way for the last time.”


    I lunged off my powerful hind legs. A gunshot deafened my ears as we knocked him to the ground. My jaws snapped onto his wrist, teeth shattering through bone. Damian wailed, dropping the gun and beating me with his other hand.


    I released his arm and sank my teeth into his upper thigh, hobbling him before we ran back to Taryn’s side.


    Her voice was weak, but lucid. “Jared, if that’s you, you need to help Charlie. He won’t wake up.”


    My head tilted. The wolf didn’t understand her words. But I did. Perfectly. The wolf whined in pain, swiping at our face with his paw as I pushed my will. Gradually, he backed into the shadows. Forcing my shift while the moon was still high in the sky was going to hurt like hell, but I couldn’t get Charlie out as a wolf.


    The dark crushed cavern of the cab looked so familiar, the scent of blood, the crunch of glass.


    Already it was harder to breathe.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Taryn


    I drifted in and out of consciousness. The wolf, the same brown one that had come to our house before Halloween, came to me again. It couldn’t be Jared, not really, but it didn’t matter right now. What mattered was Charlie.


    His small hand was cold in mine. I rubbed my thumb across the back. “Charlie. There was a wolf. Just like you said.” Nothing. I swallowed and tried to wet my bloody lips. “He killed Damian. He can’t hurt us now.”


    I didn’t know if Damian was really dead, but he wasn’t moving and his gun was gone. If Charlie could hear me, I was all for easing his fear.


    “You have to hold on for me. Please.” Tears rolled down my cheeks, the salt stinging the cuts on my face. “Please, Charlie. I can’t lose you.”


    In the distance, a man cried out. The snow glowed in the moonlight. Nothing moved.


    If I could get my seatbelt unfastened I might’ve been able to reach Charlie and free him from his. I went to move my left hand, but nothing happened. In dim light, I could make out my misshaped shoulder.


    I didn’t want to let go of his hand, not even to press the button on my seatbelt. I couldn’t let him go, not like I did with his brother. I wouldn’t lose them both.


    “I won’t let you go, baby,” I whispered through my tears.


    “Taryn!”


    I squinted, not believing my eyes. In the silver light of the moon, Jared ran toward us. Naked in the snow. He dropped to his knees beside the crushed opening that used to be my windshield.


    “Jared?” I had to be hallucinating.


    “I’m going to get you out of there.”


    “Get Charlie first.”


    He stood up and leaned in through the open windshield, stretching toward Charlie. “Damn it. I can’t reach him from here. I’m going to need to get you out first, then I can climb in from your side.”


    “I don’t…I can’t…” I couldn’t say the word out loud.


    “I can’t help him until we get you out.” He reached through the opening and released my seatbelt.


    He slid his hands under my arms and started to lift me. I screamed in pain. Jared froze. “Tell me where it hurts.”


    “My shoulder. Left shoulder.”


    He took a closer look and cursed under his breath. “It’s dislocated.”


    “Just get Charlie.”


    He raked a hand back through his hair. Snow landed on his bare shoulders and melted. He was shivering.


    “Where are you clothes?”


    “Far from here. I’ll explain later.” He straightened up. “I’m going to see if I can crawl through the back.” He knelt down close so I could see his face. “It’s really important that you stay awake for me. Okay?”


    I nodded, and when I blinked, he was gone.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    Jared


    Around the back of the SUV, I struggled to catch my breath. Tremors racked my entire body. I wasn’t sure if it was hypothermia or my claustrophobia realizing that I had every intention of climbing into this dark cavern.


    The back window was shattered and the bumper hung from one side at an angle. I tried the handle. It lifted, but the mangled door was jammed. I yanked harder, hoping my added werewolf strength might be enough to make it budge. The metal whined, but it didn’t open.


    Fuck. I grabbed the bottom of what used to be the back window and pulled myself up. A shard of glass cut my belly as I slid into the battered SUV, but I managed to keep the family jewels intact. I’d be counting every small victory tonight.


    Inside the shadowed cold cabin, the stench of blood swamped my senses. My heart pounded, my chest constricted, and dark spots flickered at the edge of my vision. It was happening again. Life slipping away. I couldn’t save her. I…


    “Jared. Are you okay?”


    Taryn. Focus. I swallowed the boulder blocking my throat and struggled to suck air into my lungs. “It’s too small. I can’t get through.”


    Her voice trembled. “Please help him.”


    My chest heaved as I fought the overwhelming urge to get the hell out of this confined space. Charlie and Taryn needed me. I refused to sit outside and watch them slip away. I ground my teeth and pushed forward, deeper into the darkness. The hood was compressed on the headrest of the backseat. I fumbled in the dark, cutting the shit out of my hands, but I barely felt it.


    “Talk to me, beautiful. Your voice…helps.”


    I gulped for air, cold sweat covering my already freezing skin. I shivered, but I kept moving.


    “You really are a wolf.”


    Staying focused on her words made it easier to compartmentalize the irrational ache to curl in a ball and give up. I found a button and pressed it. The seat collapsed forward. “Yeah I am. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”


    “And my little boy…”


    I slid closer to the front seats and stretched my bloodied hand toward Charlie. His skin was like ice. They must’ve crashed right after they left the cabin. While we ate dinner, Charlie and Taryn had been freezing on the side of a mountain.


    I ran my fingers down his cheek until I got to his neck. Holding my breath, I rested my fingers on his throat trying to locate his artery. I closed my eyes tight.


    Come on Charlie.


    And then I felt it. Faint and slow, but steady. “He’s alive.”


    Taryn sobbed, she was still clutching his hand. “Oh, thank God. We have to get him to the hospital.”


    I couldn’t tell her the hospital wasn’t an option. Not right now. “Let’s get him out first.”


    Not being able to stand made it tricky to get a good angle. Once I unfastened the seatbelt, he’d fall straight down, across the cab onto Taryn, crushing her separated shoulder and possibly injuring him further. If he already had a neck fracture, I couldn’t risk jarring him.


    “Just breathe.”


    Taryn’s voice brought me back. I hadn’t realized I was hyperventilating. “Fuck.” I gasped, coughed, and gradually controlled my breathing. “I’m a hell of a knight in shining armor.”


    “I know you can do this.” She lifted Charlie’s arm and put it around the back of my neck. His skin was ice cold. Slowly she released his hand, her fingers brushing my cheek. “Save him.”


    Steeling my nerve, I slid my right arm around Charlie’s waist, and with my other hand I unfastened the seatbelt. His dead weight sank against me. He seemed so tiny in my arms. A tear rolled down my face as I kissed his forehead. “Hang in there, buddy.”


    My options for getting him out were, to try to drag him out the way I came in, to push our way out through the front windshield, or to climb through his passenger door. If it would open, that might be the easiest, but I wouldn’t know until I tried.


    “I’m going to see if I can get his door open.” She didn’t reply. “Taryn?” Nothing. “Shit. This is not going to happen. Not this time. I’m coming back for you.” My voice caught. “You hang on for me.”


    A new dose of adrenaline fueled my muscles. I jerked the handle of Charlie’s door and shoved it up with all the strength I had. The metal shrieked as it opened, more like a tin can than a car.


    With my right arm tight around Charlie, I reached up with my free hand grabbing the frame of the door. I ground my teeth to keep from screaming from the pain of the tendons and muscles in my left shoulder as I pulled both of us up one-handed.


    I hooked my arm on the outside and lifted Charlie out. I laid him on the side of the SUV while I jumped to the ground. The ice cold metal of the car stung my bare skin as I retrieved Charlie. As gently as I could manage, I carried him around the car and laid him under the shelter of a tree.


    His pulse still beat under my fingers. Good boy.


    I ran back to the car and knelt down to the driver’s side window. “Taryn?” She didn’t answer. Damn it.


    I bent my legs and pressed my shoulder against the frigid metal. I let out a primal scream, all my fear and all my love, and I shoved with every ounce of fight left in my body. The metal groaned, but it was moving. I kept pushing, changing my grip to use both hands. Deep inside my wolf howled and a reserve of power I never knew I had, emptied into my muscles.


    The SUV tipped, the tires slamming into the snow. Taryn moaned at the jarring. Her door handle was flattened. I reached through the broken glass and popped the door from the inside. With some extra tugging it finally opened. I stretched across her body and unfastened her seatbelt.


    “Are you with me?”


    “I think so,” she gasped. “Charlie…”


    “I’m going to take you to him, but moving is going to hurt your shoulder. Can you brace your arm?”


    She moved her left hand to hold her forearm.


    “Perfect. Ready?”


    She nodded and I cradled her as carefully as I could. She bit back a cry and rested against my chest as I carried her over to Charlie.


    “I’m going to pop your shoulder back in place. It’s going to hurt like a sonofabitch but then you should be able to use your arm.”


    “Take care of Charlie first.”


    I lifted her chin to be sure she was focused on me. “He’s freezing, Taryn. You’re going to have to warm him.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Taryn


    “I can’t. I’ll burn him.” My pulse thundered in my ears. The thought of using my Pyrokinesis on my little boy terrified me. He already had one scar from my fire, and that was one too many.


    “I didn’t think I could climb in that car wreck either.” Jared kissed my forehead. “You can do this.”


    “What if I hurt him?”


    “He’ll freeze if we do nothing.” Jared shivered beside me. “I’ve done all I can. The rest is up to you.”


    I looked past Jared to my son. Charlie’s skin was almost as white as the snow. I couldn’t let him die like Trevor had. I needed to fight for him. For both of us.


    My gaze locked on Jared’s. “I’m ready.”


    “Lay back.”


    I lay down on the ground and he grasped my right wrist. “Brace yourself, this is going to hurt, but I swear when it’s back in place you’ll feel much better.”


    He pulled my arm out straight. I wailed in pain, fire erupting in my belly. My stomach turned, nausea burning at the back of my throat. Finally, the joint slipped back into place. I trembled, shaken up from the painful treatment.


    Jared pressed his fingers to my wrist. “You should be fine now. Strong pulse.”


    I took a couple of deep breaths. The pain dulled to an ebb. My body still burned from the sudden agony of my shoulder. “I haven’t tried regulating the fire. I’m not sure how.”


    Jared knelt by Charlie. “Kilani told me she remembered you heating mugs of hot chocolate with your hands. Can you remember how you did it?”


    He’d been talking to her about me, about my powers. Just like he’d been talking to my son about werewolves. This wasn’t the time for an emotional discussion, but that didn’t stop it from hurting. Why hadn’t he talked to me? He said he loved me, but he never trusted me. Not when it counted.


    I sat up and scooted closer to Charlie. I rubbed my hands together and glanced at Jared. “Can you tell me if they’re too hot?”


    His bloodstained fingers trembled as he reached for me. His skin was icy. My jaw slackened. He was freezing to death, too.


    Jared withdrew his hand. “Didn’t burn me. Warm him up.”


    I laid my hands on Charlie’s chest first, testing to see if my touch scorched his sweater. “You should turn back into a wolf. The fur would protect you from the snow.”


    “I can’t.”


    I frowned, moving one hand down each of Charlie’s arms. “It’s a full moon tonight, and you’re a werewolf.”


    Jared shivered. “Doesn’t work like that. I get one shift with the moon once a month. I forced the wolf back so I could get you out of the car. There’s no changing back.”


    My heart pounded. “Maybe you can get in the Escalade. At least you’d be out of the wind.”


    “No way.” He shook his head. “I can’t.”


    “Jared, you’ll freeze.”


    “I’ll be fine. Concentrate on Charlie.” He started to walk away, into the dim light of my one fading headlight.


    “Where are you going?”


    “I need to be sure Damian’s dead. I bit him.”


    I ran a warm hand over Charlie’s face. A little color seemed to be returning to his skin. Hope swelled inside my chest.


    But then Jared’s words sank in. “Wait a second. That means…”


    “It means I need to be sure he’s dead.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    Jared


    Now that I was out of the SUV, and Taryn and Charlie were safe, the adrenaline dwindled, zapping my strength. Exhaustion coupled with hypothermia blended until I could barely stand. All I wanted was to sleep.


    I’d die.


    As I neared the spot where I left Damian’s body, I prayed he was dead. I’d never bitten anyone as a wolf. If you didn’t kill them, they’d be changed, they’d become a werewolf, too. And since Damian was already a jaguar shifter, god only knew what kind of hybrid nightmare my mistake would unleash.


    There was plenty of blood-stained snow.


    But no fucking body.


    I followed a red trail. He’d dragged himself away, but he’d lost a lot of blood. He might still be dead. With any luck my teeth had punctured arteries.


    “Don’t move, Wolf.”


    The smooth barrel of his pistol pressed into my back between my shoulder blades. I waited for another dose of adrenaline, but nothing came. No strength, no fear, no survival instincts. My skin burned from the icy wind, and the shivering had stopped, allowing the cold to seep even deeper into my body.


    “You’re underdressed for a blizzard.”


    “Fuck you.”


    He shoved me forward. I fell face first into the snow, unable to break my fall. Behind me he cocked his gun. He shouted over the wind to Taryn. “If you don’t want to see me execute your boyfriend, you need to come with me. Now!”


    I lifted my head, a monumental effort. “No! Taryn, don’t do it.”


    He fired a shot into my leg. I screamed, but before I could retaliate, Damian bellowed in pain, dropping the gun. I rolled over and found him engulfed in flames like he’d been bathed in gasoline and lit a match.


    His arms flailed as he stumbled backwards. His heel caught a rock and down he went, over the edge of the steep mountainside.


    Taryn rushed to my side, her eyes wide. “Where are you—”


    “My leg.” I was already losing blood. Fast. “How’s Charlie?”


    “He’s still not awake, but he’s got some color and his pulse is steady.” She ran her warm hands down my chest setting off another wave of seizure-like shivers. “I don’t know what happened. I set Damian on fire. I…”


    “You saved my life. All of our lives.”


    “I’m dangerous. I’m the weapon they wanted.”


    I shook my head, struggling for the strength to speak. “You’re no more dangerous than I am.”


    She stared into my eyes and finally turned away to inspect my wounded calf. “You were in med school. Tell me how to help you.”


    “We need…to slow…” I couldn’t get my damned teeth to stop chattering. “…the bleeding.”


    Taryn pulled her sweater off over her head and I groaned. “No. You stay warm.”


    She rolled her eyes. “I’m plenty warm.” She pressed the sweater against my wound. I was too weak to scream. She kept one hand on the compress and ran the other up my uninjured leg, warming my wind burned skin. “Now what?”


    I shuddered and forced out a whisper. “I need clothes and a doctor.”


    Two giant wolves burst through the trees. I recognized Adam and Jason. I’d never make it long enough for them to shift.


    Taryn gasped, but she didn’t run away. “Are they…”


    “Yeah.”


    She yelled, slowly like that would help an animal understand. “Jared is freezing and has a gunshot wound. He needs to warm up and get to a hospital.”


    Jason’s head snapped in my direction. He trotted over and sniffed at my face. He licked my cheek and loped into the shadows. After touching my skin, he had to know I was fading.


    Adam came into the light carrying something in his jaws. He dropped my clothes on the ground next to Taryn.


    “Thank you.” She didn’t try to touch him, just went for the sweatshirt. “Can you sit up?”


    I couldn’t move, couldn’t keep my eyes open. No fight left. She and Charlie were safe, that was all that mattered. Jason and Adam would get them home. I could rest now. So tired.


    I sank into the void as I forced out a whisper, “I love you.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    Taryn


    “Jared?” I gave up on the compress and hauled his torso up. His dead weight was heavier than I anticipated. I struggled to keep him upright while I tugged the sweatshirt over his head. “Jason, if that’s you, please hurry!”


    I did my best to pull the shirt down and clutched him close, hoping my intensified body heat might warm him enough. I wasn’t sure if he passed out from the cold or blood loss.


    Adam jogged toward me. In my panic over Jared, I almost missed he was naked. He grabbed Jared’s jeans and checked the pockets.


    “What are you doing?”


    He pulled out Jared’s cell phone. “Calling for back up.”


    Jason bolted from the trees to his brother’s side. He knelt in the snow, examining Jared’s leg. “The bullet went straight through.”


    “Is that good?”


    “Better than me having to dig it out.”


    Over my shoulder, Adam shouted commands into the cell phone. “Sasha. We need you. Now. Jared and Charlie are down, and Jason and I are freezing our asses off without our clothes.”


    He paused.


    “Thanks. I’m getting our coordinates and I’ll text you.”


    “What’s Charlie’s condition?” Jason asked while he put pressure on Jared’s wound.


    “I don’t know.” My eyes welled with tears. “He’s still unconscious. I warmed him and his pulse was strong.”


    “That’s good news.” Jason took my hand, no trace of panic in his eyes. “I’ll go take a look at Charlie once we get Jared stable.” Werewolf or not, Jason was a master at bedside manner. How could he be so calm with his brother bleeding and no ambulance on the way? “We’re going to get them out of here.”


    I nodded and did my best to suck up my tears. Crying could come later, for now, I needed to keep my wits.


    Jason looked up. “Adam, can you use his flashlight app so I can get a better look?”


    Adam shined the light on Jared’s leg. His toes were blue. Jason shook his head. “He’s got frostbite in both feet. We’ve got to warm him up.”


    Adam handed me the phone. “Can you hold this steady? We’ll get his pants on.”


    “Wish we had his socks and shoes,” Jason muttered.


    Adam frowned, pulling a pant leg up Jared’s non-injured leg. “Sorry, but when I realized he took off on his own, I didn’t have time or fingers to tie his laces together so I could carry them.”


    Jason pulled my sweater tight around Jared’s calf, then they went to work on trying to get his pant leg over the wound. Luckily the bullet hit his lower leg. If it had been his thigh, they’d never be able to fit his jeans over the sweater.


    Straightening up, Jason barked orders while he rushed over to Charlie. “Adam, bring him over here. Maybe Taryn can warm both of them until Sasha gets here.”


    I got up to follow Adam. His back was covered in goosebumps. How long would it take for Sasha to find us? He laid Jared on the ground beside Charlie. Jason was using Jared’s cell phone stop watch to check their pulses.


    His hands were trembling.


    They were both going to freeze just like Jared and Charlie. I stared across the clearing, my mind replaying Damian bursting into flames. His clothes hadn’t smoldered or smoked. The eruption of fire had been instantaneous. The moment I heard that gunshot, and I thought he’d executed Jared, the fury and anguish manifested into an explosion of flames.


    An explosion of flames.


    “Wood.” I looked up at them. “We need wood.”


    Adam shivered, watching Jason listen to Charlie’s chest. He glanced at me. “Everything is covered in snow. We’d never find anything dry enough to burn.”


    “It doesn’t need to be dry.” He met my eyes, and I steeled my nerves. “I burned Damian. He was wet and bloody. I can do this.”


    Adam stared at me. I held my breath, waiting to see fear, or repulsion, or at least judgment from my confession. Had he heard me? I just killed a man with fire.


    Adam finally started to nod and nudged Jason. “Let’s gather some wood.”


    


    Werewolves were apparently much stronger than your average man. Jared had lifted my SUV alone, and Adam and Jason came back with trunks of fallen trees that even a lumberjack would need a hoist to lift.


    Once they had the massive logs stacked, they looked over at me. Adam cleared his throat. “Should we step back, or?”


    This was surreal. I was about to expose my gift to two virtual strangers.


    But they’d come to our rescue knowing I would see their secret. Jared trusted them. They loved him. That would have to be enough for me too. Right now, my Pyrokinesis was the only hope we had.


    “No, you can stay there.” I focused on the logs, not completely sure if it would work. I’d never used my power on command like this. I was usually upset or…I forced out the doubt and embraced the fire. Heat flickered in my belly. My love for Charlie and Jared fueled it. They needed me. No one else was going to come to the rescue. They’re lives depended on me and my fire. I narrowed my eyes, my skin so hot now, the snow melted around my feet.


    Nothing happened. For a split second, fear closed my throat. But before panic could set in the wood burst into flame. Adam laughed, reaching his hands out to warm them.


    Jason looked up from his patients and smiled. “That’s a handy trick.”


    Never in my life had I considered my gift “handy.” It never occurred to me that the fire could help instead of hurt.


    I knelt on the ground staring at Charlie and Jared. “Are they going to be all right?”


    Jason nodded and met my eyes. “We need to get them to my office. I’m pretty sure Charlie has a broken collarbone, probably a cracked rib, and whiplash, but until I can get some x-rays I won’t know for sure. His pupils are reactive and his pulse is strong. Jared’s got frostbite, and a hole in his leg, but he’ll heal.”


    “Shouldn’t they be in the hospital?”


    Adam shot Jason a cautioning look. Jason cleared his throat. “They can’t go to the hospital, Taryn.”


    “Why not?” I stroked Charlie’s hair back from his forehead. “If Charlie’s got broken bones, he might need surgery. What if he’s got a concussion? I’m sure you’re a great doctor, but I want my son to have an MRI.”


    “Jared wasn’t lying about Charlie. He’s a werewolf.”


    “That’s impossible. He’s never been bitten.”


    Adam walked over to my other side and knelt down. “Usually for a woman to get pregnant with a werewolf, she needs to be converted, bitten, but recently we’ve learned about Nero running a secret breeding program. They discovered human women with strong psychic abilities don’t need to be bitten in order to carry a shifter child and pass along the ability.”


    I frowned, processing his impossible words. “You’re saying that Noah was a werewolf and the reason he never used protection when we slept together was because he thought I couldn’t get pregnant.”


    “Exactly.” Adam nodded. “And when you told him you were…”


    “…he thought it couldn’t be his child.”


    “Yeah.” He placed a big heavy hand on my shoulder. “Charlie probably had a twin brother, too.”


    A tear spilled down my cheek.


    “And they were born about five months early?”


    “How could you possibly know that?”


    Adam’s green eyes searched mine. “Because werewolves are born in sets of twins and the gestation time is only four months.”


    I covered my mouth to keep from sobbing. Adam pulled me into a tight hug, and in spite of his lack of clothes, I accepted the comfort. Nothing about his touch was sexual. His embrace was calming, protective like a father, or…a leader.


    Pulling back I met his eyes. “You’re their Alpha. It was you that night when Jared showed up under my deck during the full moon.”


    He nodded. “Yeah. I was trying to stop him from exposing us to humans. The Pack is my responsibility.”


    “Malcolm who helped me was…your father?”


    “Yeah.” Jared moaned and Adam stepped back. “If you took Charlie to the hospital and they did an MRI and took blood samples, the lab would detect abnormalities in his DNA and he’d become a lab rat. We’d all be in danger. Humans can’t know we exist.”


    Secrets were something I understood.


    And the more I processed what Adam told me, the more it made sense. Charlie could hear things no human could possibly hear. As a toddler, he walked early, and spoke in full sentences before most babies could say Mama. Charlie and Trevor had been born five months premature, but they’d been fully developed and just over four pounds each.


    The midwife, I couldn’t afford a hospital, had suspected I must’ve had gestational diabetes. No one ever would have guessed the truth.


    I pressed my lips together, struggling to keep my voice from cracking. “What if he’s got a brain injury? You can’t fix that in a doctor’s office.”


    “Charlie’s a werewolf.” Jason took my hand. “And luckily, we’re tough to kill and usually a little quicker to heal than humans.”


    “You think he’ll be okay?”


    “I’ll do everything I can to see that he is.”


    “Calvary is here.” Sasha’s voice echoed. “We’re on our way down.”

  


  
    Chapter Forty


    Jared


    I jerked awake, gasping as I opened my eyes. Adam sat at my bedside. I looked around my bedroom with no idea how I got here. “Is Charlie all right? Where’s Taryn?”


    Adam leaned forward in his chair. “Charlie’s got a couple broken bones and a healthy dose of whiplash, but Jason said he’s going to be fine.”


    I looked over at him. “Where are they? How long have I been out?”


    “They’re at Taryn’s place.” He glanced at his watch. “You’ve been out about ten hours.”


    “Does she still think I’m crazy?”


    Adam chuckled, shaking his head. “I don’t think so.”


    “Why isn’t she here?”


    “Because I told Jason to take them home. I need to talk to you alone.”


    I stared at the ceiling. “You waited for me to wake up so you could chew my ass out? Seriously?”


    “I waited because Jason couldn’t be in two places at once. Kilani is coming back in an hour to change the dressing on your leg.” His voice dropped to a dangerous growl. “You put the entire Pack in jeopardy by taking off on your own last night. We all would’ve frozen in that storm if it weren’t for your mate and her gift.”


    “I’m not going to apologize for saving Taryn and Charlie. Damian would’ve taken her if I hadn’t have gotten there when I did.”


    “My issue isn’t with saving them. It’s with you running as a wolf, half-cocked and alone. You realize you bit Damian?”


    “I had no choice. He had a gun pointed at me. It was kill or be killed.”


    “The problem is we don’t have proof he’s dead.”


    My eyes widened. “He couldn’t have survived that fire.”


    “Maybe not.” Adam shrugged. “From what Taryn described, it doesn’t sound like anyone could have lived through it, but Luke and Logan headed out there at daybreak to search for a charred body, and they came up empty.”


    “Maybe the fire was so hot he was incinerated or he caused an avalanche and what’s left of him is buried.”


    “We’re screwed either way. If he’s dead, Severino will want revenge for his son’s life, and if he’s alive, we risk some kind of hybrid jaguar wolf.” Adam sighed and sat back in his chair. “It’s going to be more important than ever for us to work together as a Pack. Last night is a perfect example of why.”


    He stared at the ceiling. “If Damian’s dead…” His gaze leveled onto my face. “Antonio Severino is not going to look the other way while the Pack murders his son.”


    “There’s going to be retaliation.”


    Adam nodded. “I expect so.” He closed his hand into a fist. “But we’ll be ready. Get some rest and think about what I said. Pack first.”


    “Taryn and Charlie are my Pack.”


    Adam stood up, the corners of his mouth twitching like he was trying not to smile. “Then they’re mine, too.”


    I chuckled. “Guess I better fill Taryn in on that.”


    


    Kilani came by and pulled back the covers on my bed. My toes and the tops of my feet were discolored, and a bandage was wrapped around my calf, covering the gunshot wound.


    “Is that frostbite?”


    She glanced down and nodded. “Yeah. Not too bad though. Walking isn’t going to be fun for a while.”


    She unwrapped my leg while I turned toward the clock. I didn’t want to see the damage Damian inflicted. “How’s Jason?”


    “He’s okay, thanks to Taryn.” She cleaned the wound. I ground my teeth to keep from screaming. “She saved all of you. Jason said she had them gather wood and even though it was wet from the snow, she got a fire started. It kept all of you from dying of hypothermia.”


    I looked over at her as she wrapped my calf. “I’m sorry I got Jason mixed up in this mess last night.”


    Kilani sighed and sat beside my bed. “I’m pretty sure Adam already lectured you on how reckless that was, but I’d add that I’m carrying your brother’s babies, and I want him to be around to meet them.” She pressed her lips together. “I’m new to this family thing, but I think it’s sort of like the Musketeers, right? One for all and all for one?”


    I reached out for her hand and gave it a squeeze. “I spent my whole life watching out for my baby brother and keeping him safe.” A smile crept up on me. “I’m glad to see I passed the torch to a worthy mate.”


    Kilani chuckled. “Don’t get all sweet on me. I’m trying to be mad at you.”


    “Sorry about that.”


    “You are not.” She got up and nudged my shoulder. “You Ayers boys get it from your father. Way too charming for your own good.” She stopped at the door. “Try to stay off your feet for a couple days. Jason’s planning to bring over some crutches too.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “I’m heading back up to Taryn’s to help Jason with Charlie.” She pointed to my cell on the nightstand. “Call if you need anything.”


    I watched a little TV, but I couldn’t focus. The house was too quiet. Tank snored at the foot of the bed, but there were no sound effects from the other room while Charlie played his video games, and no Taryn.


    Last night’s unfortunate events haunted me. I never meant to hurt her. I wanted to hear Charlie laugh and see Taryn smile. But first I needed to tell her everything. No more hiding.


    An engine I didn’t recognize pulled into my driveway. I frowned and sat up. Glancing around my room, I realized if this was a visit from Nero, I was in no condition to defend myself. Tank lifted his head.


    A car door closed. Footsteps. And then a scent. My pulse raced. The deadbolt turned. I waited. Finally she came around the corner. Taryn.


    “Hey.” She didn’t come any closer.


    “Hey.” I cleared my throat. “Is Charlie okay?”


    “He will be. He’s awake and sore.”


    “Good.” I hated the awkwardness between us. “Want to come and sit?”


    “Not yet. I need to tell you something, and if you touch me, I won’t be able to get it out.”


    “Okay.” That didn’t sound good. But whatever she had to say, I probably deserved it.


    “I get what you are now. I believe.” She shook her head. “And I might even believe that Charlie is a werewolf too. It actually would explain a few things he can do. Maybe on some level I knew he was different, I just didn’t want to see it.” She lifted her gaze to my face. “I’m actually less upset about all that, and more hurt that you confided in everyone, even Charlie, but not with me.”


    “I wanted to.”


    She raised her hand to silence me. “I’m not finished.” Tears shone in her eyes. My chest constricted seeing her hurt, and knowing I caused it. “I shared everything with you. I bared my soul, my fears, my scars, I gave you every part of me. I trusted you. Completely. You knew I’d never told anyone my secrets, and yet you hid yours from me.”


    A tear rolled down her cheek, and I couldn’t take it. I turned, my legs dangling from the bed. Bracing myself I stood up, stars lighting on the edge of my vision. My feet throbbed, and my wounded leg wouldn’t bear any weight, but I hobbled over to my mate and pulled her into my arms. Her shoulders trembled with her silent sobs.


    “I’m so sorry.” I kissed her hair, closing my eyes. “I never meant to hurt you. You deserved the truth. I worried I’d upset you and you’d lose control of your power, but…” I shook my head. “I’m so fucking scared of losing you, I can hardly breathe.”


    I waited for her to reply. Nothing. I cleared my throat, hoping to steady my voice. “I was wrong, but for what it’s worth, I had this perfect plan to get you alone and tell you everything on Thanksgiving, and then I’d shift so I could show you my wolf.” It sounded stupid now. “In my head, it was going to be this magical night, and we’d have no more secrets.”


    She sniffled and almost smiled. “The twins had another plan.”


    I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t anticipate the twins.” I took her hand. “There’s one more thing I need to tell you, but if we don’t sit soon, I’m going to fall down.”


    Together, we made it to the bed. I grabbed my pillows and pushed them against the headboard so I could sit up. She came around to the other side and sat beside me. I took her hand, grateful she didn’t pull away.


    “Adam tells me we probably would’ve died in the snow last night. You used your power, controlled it.”


    She squeezed my hand. “You saved us first.”


    “If I had told you everything sooner, you wouldn’t have needed saving.”


    She sighed. “I didn’t come here to finger point. I came to find out why you couldn’t trust me.”


    “It had nothing to do with trust. I told you about my claustrophobia. No one in the Pack knows but you. In fact, no one in the Pack knows I was in that car with Bailey. I couldn’t risk the paramedics treating me, so once my legs healed enough to get myself out, I had to leave her there.” I shook my head. “When I got to the road I called 911 and reported an accident. I’ve never gotten past that guilt.”


    “It wouldn’t have mattered.” She placed her hand over mine. “That’s why you always drive now isn’t it?”


    I nodded. “I can’t be in a car unless I’m driving.” I took a deep breath and looked into her ice blue eyes. “But that’s not what I needed to tell you.”


    She worried her lower lip with her teeth. “All right.”


    My pulse raced, but I forced my voice out. “Being a werewolf is more than just shifting once a month and having heightened senses. My wolf lives inside of me like part of my soul.”


    I cupped her cheek, praying I could make her understand. “Our wolf recognizes our one mate for life when we touch skin to skin. That night when you asked me to be your date to the Masquerade, I put my finger to your lips, and my wolf recognized you. It was crazy because I was already falling for you and Charlie, but you didn’t like to be touched, so I didn’t realize you were my mate until that moment.”


    She didn’t run away. But she also didn’t say anything. I cleared my throat. “The thing is, I think I loved you and your son before I ever realized you were mine, but once I knew, fear kicked in. You’re human. You have a choice to walk away and leave me behind. You still can. And for a guy who has found the one woman I’ll ever love, it’s terrifying.”


    I rubbed the bridge of my nose, fighting against the emotions burning my eyes. “I don’t want to lose you, Taryn. You’re the missing piece of my soul.”


    For a second she didn’t speak, just stared at me. “Is that everything?”


    I nodded slowly. “No more secrets.”


    A tear rolled down her cheek as she reached over to wipe away mine. “I love you, Jared. That’s why it hurt when you didn’t confide in me.” She smiled through her tears. “But I’m not going anywhere.”


    “Thank God.” I pulled her close, fusing my lips to hers.


    She moaned into the kiss, her hands moving over my chest, warming my skin. Every part of me was alive and hungry for her. I scooted down from the headboard with her, lying down on the bed. In my current condition, I should’ve been weak, but having Taryn in my arms, and knowing she knew me completely and still loved me… Shit, I had never wanted a woman so badly in my entire life.


    I pushed her shirt up, my hands eager to explore her skin. Breathless, she pulled back. “You…should rest.”


    I shook my head, eyes locked on hers. “I need you. Now.”


    She kissed me and then turned to look at my swollen feet and bandaged leg. “You’re in no condition—”


    I caught her chin, turning her toward me as I growled against her lips. “Get my shorts off.”


    Her mouth curved into a sexy smile as she moved her hand down to cup my raging erection. She raised a brow. “No injuries here?”


    “We won’t know until we try.”


    She slid her hand under my shorts, stroking me slow and firm. “I’m all for trying.”


    I moaned into the kiss, aching for her. “You might have to be on top.”


    “I like being on top.” She started pushing my gym shorts lower.


    “Good to know.” I lifted my hips, grateful she was busy with my shorts and missed seeing me wince.


    Once they were off, Taryn got up and stripped off her top and pants. Naked, she crawled up my body. I cupped her breasts, feasting on her taut nipples. Every moan from her lips had my blood pumping lower until I throbbed with need.


    She rose up, straddling me, but before she could settle onto me, I grabbed her hips and pulled her up. She gasped as I plunged my tongue into her warm body, groaning at the taste of her. Her body heat flared, but I barely noticed. I was lost in pleasuring her, in hearing her scream my name though my empty house.


    I gripped her ass, as her muscles tightened, growling. “Let go, Taryn.”


    She wriggled free of my grasp, scooting down my body and impaling herself on my rock hard erection. Every inch of me sank into her until I trembled, struggling not to come on impact.


    She leaned down, her lips almost touching mine. “We come together.”


    Ah fuck. So much for not coming on impact. I grabbed her thighs slamming our bodies together, urgent and eager, surrendering to the passion. Her body clenched around me and I lost it. When she cried out, I came so hard, I saw stars.


    Taryn collapsed onto my chest while we both struggled for breath. I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her shoulder. “I love you.”


    She lifted her head, her cheeks flushed with color. “I love you, too.”


    I savored her lips slowly, still pulsing with aftershocks inside of her. Suddenly, I broke the kiss. “Shit. I forgot a condom.”


    I watched her face for any sign of regret, but she didn’t move away, her gaze stayed locked on mine. “Charlie has always wanted to be a big brother.”


    A surprise wave of emotion slammed into me. I slid my fingers into her hair and pulled her in for another kiss. Without thinking, I rolled her over.


    I may have groaned a little.


    She smiled up at me. “Are you okay?”


    I stroked my finger down her cheek. “I have never been better.”

  


  
    Chapter Forty-One


    Taryn


    The Christmas tree lights flickered as I snuggled into Jared’s arms. Charlie was in the other room, trying out his new video game, while we nestled in the aftermath of Christmas morning. Wrapping paper, bows, gift bags, and boxes covered the floor.


    Tank lay in the corner with a big red bow stuck on his head. He busied himself gnawing on the rawhide bone Santa had brought.


    I peered up at Jared and smiled. “This is the best Christmas I’ve ever had.”


    “And it’s not over yet.”


    I raised a brow. “No?”


    He shook his head and kissed my forehead. “Charlie! It’s time!”


    Charlie paused his game and raced in. He was still wearing his Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles sweats, and grinning like a Cheshire cat.


    I looked between the two men in my life. “What’s going on?”


    “You’ll see!” Charlie giggled and sat beside me on the couch. “You should start the fireplace, Mom.”


    I’d finally told my son about my gift. After experiencing the hurt of secrets firsthand, I didn’t want Charlie to find out about mine from anyone else. He surprised me with his quick acceptance, and his understanding that it needed to stay within our family.


    I should’ve told him sooner.


    Focusing on the logs in the fireplace, I funneled heat, envisioned flames, and suddenly the wood ignited. Charlie cheered. On some level, I’m pretty sure he thought I was a superhero. I wasn’t complaining.


    Jared got up, and I wrapped my arm around Charlie and kissed his hair. “So what’s the big secret?”


    He rolled his eyes. “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a secret, Mom.”


    Jared reached his hand into the back of the Christmas tree and pulled out a tiny blue velvet box. “I thought about waiting until tonight when we meet up with the Pack for Christmas dinner, but after our Thanksgiving experience with the whole family, I figured it might be better with just us.”


    He got down on one knee in front of me and my vision blurred with tears.


    “Taryn, I love you so much more than I ever realized I could love another person. You and Charlie are my life. You’re my mate, and I hope you’ll also be my wife.”


    He opened the box to reveal a white gold band with a sparkling blue diamond in the center. I couldn’t speak.


    Charlie nudged me with his shoulder. “Jared searched everywhere for a blue diamond. He says it matches your eyes.”


    I wanted to memorize this moment, to freeze it in my mind and cherish it forever. Finally I managed to nod. “Yes. I’d love to be your wife.”


    He grinned and snatched me off the couch and into his arms. I laughed as he kissed me, and Charlie bounced on the sofa cushions chanting. “I got a Dad.”


    Jared slid the ring onto my finger and rested his forehead against mine. “Merry Christmas, Beautiful.”


    Charlie jumped from the couch, tackling us, and Jared wrapped us both in his strong arms. Right there, in the middle of the crunched up wrapping paper, in our pajamas, on Christmas morning, I got the only thing I had ever wanted.


    My family.


    The End
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    Pale Moon Walking


    a novel by Paula Altenburg


    US Marshall Sam Kyote has been sent to the dry old town of Coyote Bluff to recuperate from a top-secret government experiment that’s left this law man a little…well, different. But Sam’s about to find out that the town of Coyote Bluff has a whole lot of secrets. Most of which lead to Libby Mayden—the sexy, long-legged, and tight-lipped sheriff who saved his ass from an alien ambush. But as a searing sexual attraction ignites between them, Libby will be forced to choose between her secrets…and her heart.


    This Weakness for You


    a Taming the Pack novel by Wendy Sparrow


    Jordan is his pack’s Alpha. The Big Bad Wolf. When his rival’s little sister—a human—comes to his door, Jordan’s tasty little snack turns out to be something much, much more. To Christa, the dark shifter smells irresistibly like forever. But falling for a wolf who tried to kill her brother—twice—is bad news. Especially when in the unforgiving, shadowed world of shifters, there is no room for weakness…
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