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Chapter One 


Angel Kane had seen enough male shifters begging to be her mate to last a lifetime.
Sitting down at the truck stop diner, surrounded by the sounds of the highway outside, she ran a hand through her dark-as-night black hair and wondered if she had finally lost them.
Julian Vincent and Houston Darvill were the most persistent of the pain-in-the-ass men she had encountered lately. They’d been chasing her since she left New Orleans two weeks earlier. She’d thought she’d lost them when she got to Maryland but she’d been wrong. They’d shown up two days later, much to her chagrin.
So she’d run. Again.
You don’t have to run. I told you. We can take them. All of them. Easily.
Angel signaled to the waitress that she wanted coffee before sinking further into her seat and tried to ignore the smell of grease wafting from the kitchen. Her wolf was always so sure of herself, so capable, so completely confident that they could kick the butt of anyone who threatened them.
But Angel had seen enough violence to last a lifetime. She shivered at the thought.
After her pack leader’s death, her wolf pack had dissolved into near chaos. The wolves had run amok through the streets of New Orleans, causing havoc everywhere they went, particularly to the women. A wolf pack was supposed to be a safe place for females, but that wasn’t the case when the guys got to simply pick you out and pronounce you their mate whether you or your wolf wanted them at all.
Then again, it sounded like the New Orleans pack was a walk in the park compared to what happened in her native pack on Westervelt Island when she’d been a baby.
They’d butchered all their women, including her mother, who had barely managed to send her off to New Orleans for safekeeping before she’d been killed. Even though Angel had recently found out that she had brothers on Westervelt, she didn’t dare go there and find them for help.
No, that would be like exchanging one bad situation for another one. The answer wasn’t just no, it was hell no.
“What can I get you?”
Angel smiled at the waitress. She was a fifty-something woman who wore her bottle-blonde hair in a high ponytail. It wasn’t a good look for her since it made her dyed roots much more evident than they would otherwise be.
Her wolf sat up in rapt attention. Should we make her feel good? 
Angel hadn’t used her powers since they’d gone on the run. She’d been terrified to.
What if it brought Houston and Julian right to her side? Still, not using them hadn’t exactly kept them away.
Sounds good.
Placing her fingers lightly on the waitress’ white apron, so gently no one would notice, she smiled as she sent her power into the nice lady serving her.
“I’d like a ham and cheese sandwich, please. No french fries, but I will take the coleslaw and maybe you better make it a pot of coffee instead of just one cup.”
It was a multi-cup-of-coffee day. There was no question.
“Oh.” The waitress smiled and swayed slightly on her feet. It was okay, that was a perfectly natural reaction to Angel’s use of power on a human. She’d be okay in a second. “I’m sorry, for a second I was a little bit dizzy but now—oh wow, I feel fantastic.
I feel like I could fly to the moon if I needed to and—oh—I don’t want to wear my hair this way anymore. I think I’m going to go back to my natural brown or, better yet, maybe I’ll let myself show the grey. It would look very chic on me.” The woman closed her mouth abruptly. “I’m so sorry. I’m talking your ear off. I have no idea what has come over me.”
“You’re fine.” Angel couldn’t help grinning. “I’m glad you’re feeling so well and, please, wear your hair however you prefer.”
Still grinning, the waitress went away to put Angel’s order in to the kitchen. Or at least that’s what Angel thought she did. She couldn’t read the woman’s mind. She might be going back to the kitchen to dance a jig for all she knew. The only thing that mattered was that she’d made the woman feel wonderful for today. The rest of Nancy the waitress’
day would be a happy, uplifting experience. Angel had been told it was a bit like walking on sunshine.
She rolled her eyes at her wolf. Why did you tell her to change her hair? That was my private thought. 
Her wolf lay down, growling low at Angel’s reprimand. You were right about the hair issue. I thought to help her. Don’t you get huffy with me. We’re running away, which makes me mad at you already. 
Nancy returned with the coffee pot and set it down. Smiling as she heard the other woman humming to herself, Angel tried to feel satisfied with her own lot in life. Things weren’t really that bad.
So what if she currently had no place to call home? She had money thanks to the businesses she ran, and she would find some place that was hers.
Maybe if she went out west…
A sudden scent wafted into the room, catching Angel’s attention. Usually she could ignore the smells that defined the human world. She’d learned how as a child. Some shifters went nuts due to the constant assault on their nasal passages, but not Angel. She knew she was made of stronger stuff.
But this she couldn’t ignore. This was the smell of woods, of man, of hope. She stood up. This was wolf. She took a deep breath. Yes, there was a male shifter somewhere in here and she’d caught his scent.
Breathing deeply, she wanted to grin. She’d never smelled anyone who made her senses feel like this. Usually male shifters, especially ones who wanted her, made her want to gag. This scent was like heaven. She’d had a taste and she wanted more.
She shook her head. Wow, she’d not even seen this guy yet. What was the matter with her?
Mate.
Her wolf’s voice stopped her in her tracks.
Oh no. She knew what that entailed. Soon, she’d be dragged off and locked up never to see the free world again while he screwed her until he got her pregnant. She closed her eyes. No. No. No. She wasn’t doing that. No frickin way.
Her wolf interrupted her internal rant. You have the wrong idea of mating.
Angel sat back down in her seat. She wasn’t going to find the guy. No, in fact, as soon as her food arrived, she was leaving. As fast as possible.
Oh yeah? I have the wrong idea? I’ve watched it for thirty-five years. I don’t want it. 
Her wolf huffed. That’s a distorted version of mating.
Mating led to killing on Westervelt.
And thinking of that reminded her that where she was, somewhere in New Jersey, would be as close to Maine as she was going to get. Any nearer and she’d be too close for comfort to Westervelt Island. Yes, she was definitely going west.
A crash sounded in the kitchen and Angel stood up again. It was the scent wafting through the room. It was making her jumpy. She moved quickly toward the scent.
Nancy came out from the kitchen carrying her tray with a dance in her step. “Now Bob, don’t come down hard on him. It’s my fault, I wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing.”
“Everything okay?” Angel asked.
“Oh,” Nancy laughed. “Did you hear that crash? Yes, everything is fine. I knocked over a bunch of glasses. Come sit down.” Angel did as she said following the older woman back to her table. “I’m only concerned Bob, that’s our owner, is going to come down too hard on Parker. It’s not his fault.”
Angel really hoped that Bob—the owner—wasn’t the one giving off the lovely scent that played games with her sanity. He didn’t sound like a nice guy.
The door to the kitchen swung open, slamming against the wall behind it. A man stomped out of the kitchen and Angel caught her breath at her first sight of him.
“Oh dear,” Nancy muttered. “Looks like he gave him hell anyway.”
“Who is that?” Angel could hardly utter the words.
“That’s Parker.” Nancy said his name like it made her sad to do so as she shook her head. “He washes the dishes.”
Parker was tall, maybe the tallest man Angel had ever seen. Well over six and a half feet tall, he towered over everyone else in the place. His hair was cut short, military style, and he had dark eyes to match his dark hair. Built like a linebacker, he had a presence the likes of which she had never encountered before. It was like he took up all the space in the room just by being in it.
His features were hard, like his dark eyes, and she shivered as he walked further into the room.
Every part of his visible arms seemed to be marked with some kind of tattoo.
She wished she was closer so she could see what they were.
Taking a deep breath, he seemed to jump backwards a step before righting himself.
His head darted left and right as he tried to identify what he smelled. Angel was familiar with the look; she did it herself whenever she couldn’t find what triggered a response in her.
And she had a pretty good idea what he was smelling. He had caught her scent the same way she had caught his. Yep, there was no question about it. The huge hunk with the scary eyes and the pissed-off demeanor was her mate.
She narrowed her eyes at her wolf. No way. No how.
We do not determine these things. They’re made in the heavens. Just because the pack you were raised with distorted the natural way that doesn’t mean you get to just decide you don’t want anything to do with it.
Angel raised an eyebrow. Wanna bet? 
As if he’d zoomed in on what he smelled, his head turned and he stared straight at her. Angel caught her breath. The linebacker wolf, who might be her mate if she let it happen, didn’t seem any happier about seeing her than she was to see him. In fact, he made a growling sound in his throat that stated his opinion clearly: he hated the idea.
Angel’s cheeks heated as she watched him turn around and storm back into the kitchen. She hadn’t necessarily wanted him but he had outright rejected her on sight. She rubbed a hand over her face.
Sure, she wasn’t looking her best. She’d been on the run for weeks and she was tired.
Bone-weary tired. But she’d spent the night before in a motel and she was showered and clean.
In the past, all the men had found her attractive enough.
Was she so ugly he’d dismissed her out of hand?
Her heart pounded hard. This was unacceptable. She was Angel Kane. He didn’t get to turn around and walk away like he didn’t know she was his mate.
“Poor guy. He’s never had it easy.”
Angel turned her fuming attention back to Nancy who grinned from ear to ear, thanks to Angel’s magic making. “Oh no?”
“No.” Nancy shook her head. “He can’t speak.”
Angel knocked over her coffee. “Oh, sorry!” Jumping up, she grabbed the napkins before Nancy could and started cleaning up her mess. “Did you say he can’t speak?”
“Not a word.”
Angel tried to digest this news. Her mate was mute? “Is there something wrong with his vocal cords? Has he seen a doctor?”
“No, it’s not a physical thing. I mean let’s face it—the man is a prime specimen of health. He doesn’t appear a day over thirty even though Bob swears he’s got to be close to forty now.”
Angel could have explained that to Nancy. Wolf shifters didn’t age past thirty until they mated.
They could live forever looking like they were thirty years old.
“Go on. If it’s not physical, why can’t he speak?”
“Oh now, I don’t like to gossip…”
“Of course not.” Angel touched her arm. “You can trust me”
“Bob says that a social worker came to him with Parker twenty years ago. Told him he was twenty years old and he needed a job.” Nancy stared down at her. “According to Bob, the man said Parker was smart and capable but hadn’t uttered one word to communicate with anyone ever.” Picking up the dirty napkins, Nancy glanced back at the kitchen. “He does a good job, lives upstairs for a deduction in pay, and never utters a word. All I can think is something bad must have happened to him.
Something so bad he can’t—or won’t—speak.”
Nancy finished talking and turned to go back to the kitchen.
That seemed kind of dramatic to Angel. Stopped speaking all together? No, he was a wolf, even if his co-workers didn’t know it. There was something magical going on here and, even if she didn’t want to mate, she wasn’t leaving until she found out what it was.
Maybe she could help. Yes, that would be her gift to him. They wouldn’t mate—he didn’t seem to want to anyway—but she would fix his magical issues before she left to go out west.
Yes, that was a plan. She nodded her head feeling good about that.
Two repugnant odors wafted through the door and she darted to her feet. Oh no. How had they caught up to her so fast?
Julian and Houston stood staring at her from the doorway of the diner, like they’d stepped out of a Wild West movie side by side ready for a fight.
This is not going to be good.
Her wolf growled. We can take them.
In the diner? In front of all of these people? 
Her wolf paced inside of her, itching for a fight. Angel tried her damndest to not lose her cool. If she had to shift and fight, it would be outside. Still, maybe there was a chance left to reason with Cole’s deranged enforcers before she had to resort to violence.
“Listen boys, I get it. Cole sent you after me. He wants to look tough. He told you whichever one of you got me, could keep me as a mate.”
She raised her hands hoping they weren’t getting too many stares from the other patrons.
Tweedle-dee and Tweedle-dumb were not the brightest wolf-shifters to ever grace the planet. The fact that they worked for Cole, who only made women servants and didn’t rape them, as opposed to Zack who kept his females locked in the basement, made them only slightly less disgusting to her.
“You really don’t want me as yours. I’m not worth it. Truth is, I’m a big pain in the ass.”
Houston nodded and she wanted to deck him. Okay, maybe her priorities were warped but she didn’t want him agreeing. Screw him. He was an imbecile. He had the nerve to think anything but highly of her?
“We agree.” Houston rubbed his chin. “That’s why me and Julian, we think we’re gonna share you.”
She looked between them. Neither of them was taller than her five foot ten frame.
Julian had red hair and freckles that might be cute on someone else and Houston had blond hair and blue eyes. They didn’t do it for her. Not in the least.
Her wolf might be right. She could probably take them.
“You’re going to share me? Doesn’t that kind of go against the grain in terms of mating? Isn’t the purpose of mating to own me?”
The door to the kitchen swung open and she had one second to scent him before Parker was in front of her and picking up Houston and Julian by the back of their collars.
Three seconds later and they were both out on their behinds in the parking lot.
Parker turned around, not even glancing at her, and walked back into the kitchen.
Angel was so confused. What had happened? She turned to follow him and walked into Nancy instead.
“Don’t worry about that. Bob has a standing policy, if anyone bothers a customer, we’re to kick them out. Parker handles this type of thing all the time.”
“He does, does he?”
So he hadn’t come out of the kitchen and charged to her rescue because he had some sort of sense about her? Well, this had to stop. With the two idiots temporarily handled, she moved past Nancy to enter the kitchen.
“I want to say thank you,” she called over her shoulder to Nancy.
The kitchen was surprisingly small, barely ten feet across, but clean and well organized. She’d stomped into it like she owned the place but now that she was inside she felt her nerve leave her. She rocked on the balls of her feet. What was it she wanted to say, exactly?
Clearing her throat, she looked at Parker who kept his back to her even though she was certain he knew she was there. Her scent would have told him if nothing else and she knew he could hear just fine so he had to have heard her enter.
Turning to her left to the scent of the other man in the room, she smiled. “Are you Bob?”
He was older, she would guess from the sounds of his heart struggling and the way his bones creaked when he moved even a little that he wasn’t much longer for this earth.
Smiling, she walked to him and placed a hand on his shoulder letting some of her magic make him feel better.
His smile was practically instantaneous and she let go of his arm. “Are you Bob?”
He nodded, moving back to the oven to flip the eggs simmering there. “I am.”
“Would it be okay, sir, if I thanked your dish washer for helping me out back there?”
Bob shrugged. “You can thank him but he won’t answer you. He’s not dumb.” Bob shouted presumably so Parker could hear him clearer. Angel could have told him Parker could have heard him blocks away if he’d wanted to concentrate. “Just stubborn.”
“Okay,” she smiled. “Thank you, sir.”
Angel walked from Bob to the other side of the kitchen where Parker washed dishes.
She moved up next to him until she stood directly at his side. He smelled better than heaven; he was like ambrosia and her wolf rolled around like she wanted to ingest his aroma.
Angel cleared her throat. “Um, Parker. I wanted to thank you.”
Nothing. Parker didn’t even look up or stop what he was doing to acknowledge she was there.
Okay.
Try again. Her wolf encouraged. Maybe he’s shy.
“My name is Angel. Those men out there, well, they’ve been chasing me for some time and you are the first person to ever help me. Thank you.”
Parker glanced at her from the side of his eyes. It wasn’t much, but halfway to full eye contact was better than nothing.
“Um…” She gazed at Bob and decided he was busy but not wanting to risk exposure, lowered her voice. “I think you and I both know that we’re the same in a very important way. I’m wondering if it would be possible for me to speak to you, alone, at another time? I can wait. The truck driver who is going to take me from here to some place called Poughkeepsie isn’t leaving until tomorrow. I’m supposed to spend the night out in his haul if I can’t find a motel room.”
Silence met her query but really what had she expected? He didn’t speak.
“Would that be okay? Could you meet me whenever it is that you get off work?”
Parker growled and stormed from the room out the backdoor.
Apparently that was a no.
Yeah, sometimes her wolf was the queen of understatement.



Chapter Two 


Parker Liberty wasn’t sure he could take any more of that she-wolf’s tempting smell.
 He might actually go insane. Pacing around outside the restaurant, wasn’t improving his mood.
Out of all the truck stops in the world why did she have to come to this one? He shook his head. And if he was honest with himself, why did she have to leave in the morning?
 He wanted to roar from the conflicting emotions inside his system right now.
 His wolf yawned. You need to talk to her.
 You need to stop saying that. I’m dangerous.
 The wolf shook his head. I’m so tired of having this conversation.
 With a silent groan, Parker bounded up the side staircase that led to the small apartment he had lived in for two decades. It wasn’t much, but it was his. Of course, it might not be for much longer. When the old man passed on to his next existence, his never-seen-nephews were going to swarm in, take the restaurant and oust him from the apartment. The old guy had told him this much himself last week.
 For now, however, it was still belonged to the old man. He sat down on the couch, picking up the book he’d been reading. It was about the life and death of Oscar Wilde. It was interesting, he supposed, if you were looking for a brief discussion on what were otherwise small, unrelated events in the life of a great man…
 He threw the book across the room. Nope. He wasn’t going to be able to read it today. Not with the she-wolf wandering around. And who had been those goons bothering her? She’d said they were chasing her.
 Well, he knew something about that. Male wolves were dangerous. He knew that first hand. It’s why he stayed away from everyone all the time.
 Standing up, he walked to the window and growled in the back of his throat when he saw her—what had she said her name was?—Angel, walking to the motel down the block. He shook his head. It didn’t matter. She’d be leaving soon.
 A bang on the floor was the only indication Parker got that Bob wanted his attention downstairs.
He rolled his eyes. Just because he never took a break didn’t mean he wasn’t entitled to one, damn it.
 Throwing his hands in the air, he stormed out of the apartment. Back to washing dishes.
Endlessly washing dishes.
 You didn’t do anything wrong. You can stop the penance any day now.
 That phrase had become his wolf’s mantra lately. Ignoring it, he walked down the outside stairs.
 She’s your mate.
 Parker sighed. That made it even worse.
* * *
Living next to a highway meant he spent a lot of time watching cars as they drove by at high speeds.
Every one of them had a destination, a purpose, or maybe someone waiting for them at home. Every one of them except Parker.
 He leaned his head against the windowpane.
 Use your senses, man. Everything smell right out there to you? 
 He closed his eyes. Half of his life was spent in the pursuit of not being a monster, and his wolf side did nothing but try to force him to do the things he longed never to do again.
 But this time the furry pain in his ass was correct. Something was tickling his nose and not in a good way. Groaning, he opened his lids and made for the doorway of his apartment. A walk was in order. He would find the cause of his sensory distress, handle it, and then get back to his life.
 Closing the door behind him, he took the steps two at a time until he was on the ground below.
He walked out toward the highway keeping his head down as he shivered in his light sweatshirt. It was still technically summer but the nights were getting colder.
 His nose twitched and he wasn’t surprised to find he walked in the direction of the motel. This was going to turn out to have something to do with the she-wolf. He knew it.
 His mate.
 The word conjured up strange images for him, things he hadn’t thought about in so long he’d all but forgotten they ever took place
 His parents holding hands walking through a pasture. The feel of his mother’s body covered in fur as she rubbed against his leg. A wolf pack moving together as one hunting well-hidden prey. The knowledge he was part of something bigger than himself.
 He sighed. That was long ago and it was best left in the past where the less happy memories couldn’t harm anyone ever again. Although even he would admit those particular visions had been of pleasant times, wonderful actually.
 As soon as he crossed the small bridge that was a walkway to the motel over the highway, he caught her scent. It was like oranges on the wind—fresh, enticing, and clean.
 If he could, he’d dissolve into nothingness and travel with her smell alone for the rest of his life.
 But of course he couldn’t do that so he might as well not get all poetic about it. He had a mission: to figure out what was wrong with Angel and then he was going back to his life.
 The door to one of the motel rooms slammed open and Parker took a step back to observe. The two thugs from earlier dragged an unconscious Angel from the room, slung over one of the shoulders of the redhead.
 Parker saw scarlet. He didn’t know what happened but he was sure it hadn’t been by her consent.
 This was an unacceptable occurrence.
 It had been two decades since Parker Liberty had given into his wolf’s demand to shift.
 Let me do it. Let me do it.
 He’d taken two running steps when he agreed. His wolf was right. This was going to require some canine assistance, especially since the two criminals hauling away his so-called mate smelled like wolves to him.
 It was a good bet they would shift and if they were going to do it, then he needed to do it too.
 A warm white light consumed him, shifting his bones, putting fur over his skin.
 Before he knew it, he was down on all fours running toward his targets.
 One of them whirled around as he approached at high speed. He had two seconds to register the man’s huge eyes and the cry of “Oh shit” before he slammed the foolish imbecile onto the ground.
 As the man shifted into his wolf form, Parker tore and clawed at him. He wasn’t really in control of his own movements; his wolf hadn’t had this opportunity in two decades and was clearly going to make the most of it.
 Having bloodied the other wolf into submission, he turned around ready to take on the man holding Angel. He growled, showing his teeth as he reveled in the feeling of using his abilities.
 The redhead placed the still unconscious Angel on the ground in front of him and raised his hands in the air. “I’m sorry.” He took two steps back. “She’s not worth this much trouble. I’ve been thinking it for the last hundred miles or so. I’m not getting torn up over this. Let me take my friend. We’ll never bother her again.” Another two steps. “I promise.”
 He growled. Truth was he really wanted to tear into the man’s undeserving hide.
 What do you want me to do? 
 Internally, Parker blinked at the question. His wolf was asking him? Wasn’t this the part where he was supposed to lose his mind and start causing havoc to the entire world?
 I’ve told you a million times, that isn’t in my nature. It’s always a collaboration between the two of us.
 Parker didn’t want to argue except he’d seen first hand what happened when wolves went crazy. This time they were both fine. It might, however, not be so easy in the future.
 Let him go.
 The wolf took a step back and the redhead man ran to his friend. Parker watched as he swung the mauled body of his friend into his arms and ran.
 Do you think he’ll die? 
 His wolf snorted. He might.
 Parker shifted back to his human form, liking the feel of being in control of his own body again.
He was meant to be on two legs. The four-legged ability was an abomination.
 Sighing, he gently picked Angel up. Her head hung back on his arm letting his see the large gash across her forehead.
 They’d knocked her out.
 Parker felt a growl form in his chest. Those two pathetic little men had put their hands on this woman hard enough to render her unconscious. He wanted to howl with anger. Now he wished he hadn’t let them go. He should have taken down the redhead too.
 And if the blond died, well that would be fine by him.
 The thought startled him and he almost dropped Angel. He was going to have to do some serious work on himself to get a grip on all his violent thoughts. Ignoring the fact that his wolf rolled his eyes at him, he crossed back over the bridge still holding Angel.
 She was about five foot ten, he would guess, and weighed almost nothing. He wondered if she’d been eating regularly while she ran from the two wolves that would never bother her again.
 He had to make sure she was okay. The need to assure himself of her health was all-consuming.
His head roared with the intense desire to get her home and taken care of. He was a big man and could cross spaces faster than normal humans. Still, he wasn’t sure he’d ever moved so fast before.
 Opening the door to his apartment one handed, he carried her inside. He closed the door behind him with his foot before walking across the room to his bed. Laying her down, he stared at the beautiful woman who hadn’t stirred at all.
 Well? Now what? His wolf questioned. Have I missed the part where you obtained your medical degree? 
 Quiet. He didn’t need any more self-doubt right now.
 He went into the bathroom and ran some cold water onto a washcloth. He wrung the extra water out of the towel and then brought it back into the bedroom. Trying to be as gentle as he could be, he dabbed it on the angry-looking red cut on her forehead.
 After a second, her head moved back and forth on the pillow. He bit down on his lip.
 That was a good sign, he hoped. His wolf was right. He didn’t have a medical degree of any kind but it had to be positive that she stirred.
 Her eyes sprang open and not one second later her hands were around his neck, squeezing as she cut off the air from his windpipe. She was strong and even as he gripped her wrist to stop her he wasn’t sure he actually could.
 Someone had taught this woman who was called Angel how to fight like a devil.
 Gasping as he tried to get air, he was sure he was going to lose consciousness if this went on any longer. His throat burned and her fingernails dug into his skin. Oh yeah, this was hell.
 Just as abruptly as she had started squeezing, she stopped. Dropping her hands from his neck, she screamed.
 “Oh my god.”
 He grabbed his throat as he let his body take in all the air it needed. Oh man, his throat. It throbbed. This was going to be a problem for a while. He stood up, bending over as he gasped.
 “I am so sorry. I thought you were them, the guys who whacked me over the head.”
 She jumped up and as he straightened he watched her sway on her feet.
 Ah hell, she was going to fall over.
 He grabbed her arm and shoved her back down on the bed. She couldn’t fall over.
 He’d just gotten her back up.
 She stared up at him. “That’s right, you don’t speak.”
 He coughed trying to clear his throat.
 That wasn’t entirely true. He could speak. Well, at least he used to. It had been a conscious choice to stop and he was fairly certain he could again if he chose to. But what would that mean for his life?
 Keeping his silence, not having to talk to people, it was safer. He was less likely to be a danger to anyone else as long as he maintained his distance.
 Standing up straight, he moved to the kitchen to make Angel an icepack. Opening the freezer, he felt the cool air of the small appliance hit the raw, hot skin burning on his neck. For a second, he stood there and pretended the brief contact with the cold air could soothe him on the inside too.
 He rolled his eyes. It wasn’t likely. Not when he’d been born to be a monster.
 Parker pulled the ice out of the tray and wrapped it in a dishtowel. Angel still sat where he’d left her with her head in her hands. He’d bet she was dizzy. Having been knocked upside the head more than once himself he knew she was in for a long night.
 Sitting down next to her, he placed the ice pack against her bump. She hissed, opening her eyes to look at him.
 For a second, he let himself get lost in the depths of her dark eyes. If the eyes were the gateway to the soul, and he’d read that about a million times in all sorts of places, then Angel’s soul was calm and soothing to his senses. He took a deep breath, inhaling her further inside of him.
 How was it possible she could be his mate? She was lovely; there was no other word to describe it. She had classical features; Rembrandt would have wanted to paint her. Her dainty nose sat perfectly on her face between the darkness of her eyes. High cheekbones framed an oval outline with olive skin he wanted to reach out and stroke.
 He blinked at that thought. What the hell was wrong with him?
 She’s your mate.
 He could have glared at his wolf. Even more reason to stay away.
 “Thank you for the ice.” She put her hand over his and held the ice pack, and his hand, against her skin.
 All he wanted to do was jump up and run away. He could feel the need to move crawling up his spine. He knew the feeling too well and if he’d let himself, he would have been out the door by now.
Still, Angel’s hand was like an anchor. He physically couldn’t get up as long as her hand held him still.
 Whatever else mating was, it obviously made you crazy.
 “Nancy said there’s nothing wrong with you, just that you don’t speak.”
 He swallowed. Yes, he could speak but at the moment he couldn’t come up with a single thing to say. Not one darn thing.
 She smiled. “She thinks you suffered some kind of trauma.” Angel took his other hand in hers.
He looked down at their entwined hands. His fingers were so much bigger than hers were. He dwarfed her in every way possible.
 And he could hurt her.
 She continued to speak. “I don’t think it’s a trauma. I think it’s a magic problem.”
 A magic problem?
 His face must have shown his confusion because she laughed. “Okay, I’ll back up.
 Do you know, that is to say, are you aware you are…different?”
 Was she asking if he knew he was a wolf? He raised an eyebrow at her question. She might have missed the show earlier when he took out his furry half but to answer her question, yes, he was more than aware.
 “Could you at least nod or shake your head?”
 It had been so long since he’d replied to anyone or, maybe he needed to amend, since anyone had expected him to, he’d obviously gotten out of practice. To do what she wanted, he nodded his head.
 He had to admit, it was nice to be communicating again. Maybe he should speak…
 “Okay, so you know you’re a wolf.” She smiled. “Then you know I am too, and I think you get the same sense I do that we are…connected.”
 That reminder was all he needed. He kept this distance in order to keep everyone safe. He’d seen it. He knew what could happen. His father had torn into his mother like she was nothing more than a feather pillow. He could still hear her screams in the middle of the night.
 “Your whole face just fell. What are you thinking about? You did know you were a wolf, didn’t you? Oh god, I didn’t let the cat out of the bag, so to speak, did I?”
 Her complexion went paler and he hoped it was from her misplaced worry rather than her injury.
 “Well, I hope you knew.” She glanced down at the bed. “The thing is I’m really good at magic. I mean really, really good. And I think I can help you. You saved my life.” She rubbed her nose. “I can make whatever magic is doing this to you go away.”
 Magic? He didn’t think this was a magic thing. It was a conscious decision he’d made to stop speaking.
 His heart pound hard.
 Wasn’t it? 
 His wolf stayed remarkable silent on the subject. He could talk. He knew he could.
 He opened his mouth to tell her so and nothing came out. Grabbing his throat, like he could make his vocal cords work, he tried again. Nothing.
 Standing up he moved around the room. This was unacceptable. Did his voice box— what?—Atrophy from non-use? He could still make growling noises.
 To prove it, he made the noise in the base of his throat. Sure enough, it worked.
 There, that was evidence. He could talk if he wanted to.
 Opening his mouth, he gave it a good try.
 Nothing.
 He whirled around to stare at Angel. She jumped off the bed, faster than she should have considering her injury, and grabbed him by the arms.
 “I know. I get it. I’m not sure how I know, maybe it’s the mating thing, but I’m sure you didn’t know right until this moment you couldn’t speak.” She squeezed his arm muscle with her hand not holding the ice. “I’m going to help you. My wolf is a powerful magic wielder. One way or another, before I leave, I will get you speaking. You have my word on it.”
 He nodded as he swallowed hard. He’d like to think the stress forming in his gut was from the very real fact that he physically could not utter a word. But, he had a feeling it was more about the idea that Angel would some day leave.
 Even if it was the best thing. For both of them.



Chapter Three 


Angel sat quietly, chewing on her bottom lip, as she watched Parker make a bed on the floor, presumably for her to sleep on. She could go back to her motel but after having woken up to Julian and Houston wielding a club at her head in that particular location, she preferred not to. Yes, Parker’s floor would work out very well for her.
 Besides, it would give her more time to mull over exactly what she was going to do about Parker’s magic problem. She had promised him she could fix it and now she needed to figure out how she was going to do that. Staying close to him might inspire a solution faster than being out on her own.
Or, at least she hoped it would.
 She’d been told her whole life she was special and not necessarily in a good way.
 Growing up, the women of the New Orleans pack who had raised her, each taking a turn handling her, had loved to tell her the story of the Kane family and the way their wolf pack had turned on their mated women. She shivered at the thought.
 If the stories were to be believed, her six brothers still roamed around their island in Maine looking for more women to butcher. So she certainly couldn’t take Parker there for help. A bunch of raving wolves were not going to be able to work magic on him.
 Returning to New Orleans wasn’t an option either. She’d had to flee to get away from Cole and Zack battling for control of the pack. Besides, the women there had never been as powerful as she was.
It wasn’t bragging, it was fact. Right or wrong, the heritage she’d received from her lunatic family was an incredible amount of magical strength.
 She stood. That meant she was going to have to handle this on her own. She rubbed her eyes trying to stay awake. It might take her a few days to get a handle on this problem but she would figure it out eventually. Then she could leave with a clear conscience knowing that just because she didn’t want to mate ever—no way was she giving someone that much power over her—she’d left the poor guy in better shape than she’d found him.
 And if she got to look at the hard line of his chest and the strong muscles in his arms then she would think herself a lucky woman. She smiled at the thought. Her attraction to him amazed her. She’d never had the slightest interest in men before now. Shrugging, she chalked it up to the mating thing.
Maybe she wasn’t supposed to want men who weren’t her mate. Of course, in New Orleans there had been lots of male shifters who had wanted her…
 She walked closer to him. The outline of his tattooed arms was visible to her. She would really need to be on top of him to see them closely but she thought one of them looked like some kind of bird.
Did Parker like animals?
 “Thank you. I think I’ll be very comfortable there.”
 Smiling, she glanced down at the floor where he’d made the bed before she glanced back up at him. Parker scowled at her and for a second she couldn’t breathe under his harsh gaze.
 “What?”
 He took her and turned her around so she faced the bedroom. With strong hands clutching her shoulders he moved her forward until she stood in the doorway. Pointing, he nudged into the room he indicated.
 Huh? 
 Her wolf darted around. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do and neither was Angel.
Yeah, she needed to get Parker back his voice as soon as possible.
 “Do you need something from the bedroom?”
 Parker made the one noise he seemed to be able to make—the low growling sound in the back of his throat and turned her around to face the bedroom again.
 “Oh!” Realization dawned on her and she rubbed her forehead. “No, I am not sleeping on your bed while you sleep on the floor. I can go back to the motel and bunk there.”
 He moved in front of the doorway and crossed his hands over his chest.
 “Are you suggesting you aren’t going to let me leave?”
 He raised an eyebrow at her question. She shook her head. You could take away the voice but you couldn’t take away the male ego.
 “If I want to leave, I’m leaving.”
 Parker stormed away from the door into the kitchen. With his back to her, he rinsed off a few of the dishes strewn around in the sink. She sighed. Apparently, he wasn’t going to try to stop her. She scratched her head.
 To say this was confusing would be an understatement. She walked next to him staring down into the sink. “You wash all day, I’ll do it.”
 He shook his head and pointed at the bedroom again.
 “Fine, then I’ll dry.” She took the towel hanging on a hook on the wall. “This one okay?”
 He nodded without looking at her.
 She couldn’t help the smile that crossed her lips. All right, maybe she was a little sick in the head but she couldn’t help it, she wanted to tease him into a more joking mood. Or, at the very least, she wanted to know if she could.
 “Gonna thank me, big guy?” She took the plate from his hand as she dried it with the towel.
 He raised his eyebrow in question.
 “That’s right, thank me. You don’t have to use words. I’m sure you can come up with something you can do to get your point across.”
 He turned off the water and shifted his position to stare at her. For the most part, Parker hadn’t made a lot of eye contact with her and she found the power and force of his gaze to be intimidating. It made her quiver. After a second, she looked down in what she knew was a distinct act of submission.
 She shook her head. That hadn’t gone well. If she wanted to spend her life being docile, she could have stayed in New Orleans where it was expected of her. Exhaling a long breath, she pushed at his chest. It was childish and asinine but she wanted to see what he would do.
 Maybe it would be more effective if her efforts had made him move in the slightest.
 Parker was built like a solid wall. It would take a construction vehicle to move him or maybe two strong men. In any case, her attempts at shoving him did nothing more than make him smile.
 She gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. Most of the time Parker seemed severe.
Hard lines marred his face and his eyes were intense, almost all seeing in the way they bore into her. But when he smiled. Wow, he lit up the room. He was beautiful, like a mythical Greek god come to life.
 Reaching up to touch his mouth, she pressed a tentative finger on his lips. His smile fell but she didn’t move away her hand. Instead, they stayed like that for a few moments.
 Wow. Her skin is so soft.
 Angel dropped her hand. “Did you speak?”
 “I wish I could speak. I would tell you to get your butt in the bedroom and stop arguing about things I’m not going to relent on.” 
 “Now, I know I heard that and you didn’t move your lips.” She took a step back as she pointed at him. “I can hear your thoughts.”
 Parker’s eyes got huge. “What?” 
 Yes. She’d heard about this. True mating. What was it? Oh! True mates could speak telepathically. She chewed on her bottom lip. There was only one way to find out.
 “Can you hear me when I think my thoughts towards you?” 
 Silence filled the room and Angel sighed. Apparently, not.
 Parker nodded. “I can.”
 Putting her hands on her hips, Angel wished she could kick him. “Why did you wait so long to answer me?”
 “I was a little shocked. I don’t really understand how this is working. Can you hear all my thoughts?” 
 She shrugged. “Gods, I hope not. I really don’t want to know what you’re thinking and doing every second of every day while I’m here. Try to limit what you send in my direction.”
 “But I didn’t mean to send you anything to begin with. How am I supposed to limit myself?” 
 This was turning out to be a lot harder than she liked, especially considering she wasn’t planning on making this a permanent arrangement. “Maybe we should just be glad it happened by accident and leave it at that.”
 “Easy for you to say.” 
 Angel turned her back on Parker. Maybe she would take his bed. He was being so surly he didn’t deserve her good will. “I think I liked you better when I couldn’t understand you at all.”
 The sound of his laughter resonating in her mind followed her to the bedroom. She closed the door behind her and realized she was scowling. Touching her lips, she couldn’t help the smile that came with that realization. She hadn’t meant to be funny; she’d intended to be rude.
 What did it mean he’d found it amusing instead?
 Touching her head tentatively, relief filled her senses. The spot where she’d been whacked didn’t hurt anymore. She was lucky. If she’d been a regular human, the blow she’d taken to the head would have sent her straight to the hospital. Instead, it had knocked her out and then given her no trouble at all.
 She smiled at her wolf. Thanks for fixing it.
 Her wolf didn’t acknowledge her. That was typical. Her canine companion didn’t like gratitude for things she did that fell into some kind of category she called „standard care.’ Angel wondered all the time if other people had as much of a prickly relationship with their wolves as she did with her own. It wasn’t like there was anyone she could ask.
 Half of the female wolves in the New Orleans pack were latent and the other half terrified. No way was she ever approaching a male shifter about it. Nope, she’d just have to never know.
 Pulling down Parker’s covers, she caught the scent of his soap wafting off the sheets.
 Closing her eyes, she let herself breathe him in without him knowing it. Since she’d opened her eyes, it was all she’d been wanting to do. It wasn’t like she could indulge the need. If there was one thing she’d learned about him right off the bat it was he wasn’t all that comfortable with basic contact.
He flinched nearly every time she got close.
Well…either that or he found her repulsive. She didn’t think that was the case since the first thought she’d „heard’ was about her soft skin. Still, he’d been rather hot and cold on how he found her physically.
 Angel blinked to clear the crazy line of thinking that had taken away her reasonable thoughts.
This wouldn’t do, not in the least. She was leaving. What difference did it make if Parker Liberty thought she was physically desirable? None. She had a life to start living and she wasn’t going to get tied down in the abuse of mating.
 No way. No how.
 She lay down in the bed. If she’d thought smelling his scent was intense from above the bed she had no idea how much worse it would laying down in his sheets. It felt like Parker lay with her in the bed, his arms around her as he moved over her, rubbing his aroma all over her own until they couldn’t tell where one of them began and the other one ended. They were no longer separate entities, but one single being.
 Forgetting all her inhibitions, she closed her eyes and rolled around in his sheets. She stopped only to take her clothes off her body, wanting nothing between herself and the little bit of Parker she would let herself ingest. Never before had she ever felt so completely in touch with her wolf side.
 She inhaled deeply. Scent was a wonderful thing. Humans would never know what it was like to become so completely invested in the small particles that gave meaning to things, which would never exist without her extrasensory perceptions. She loved it.
 The door banged open and she gasped yanking the covers over her naked body.
 Parker stood in the doorway. She breathed hard as she looked at him. What had she been thinking? He was a wolf. He would know how turned on she was from miles away let alone the next room.
 But it had been too much, too intense to not lose herself to the moment. She bit down on her bottom lip. How would she explain it to him so he didn’t think she was a freak?
 The closer he got to the bed, the less she worried about that. Suddenly, it felt like her throat had closed up and she’d swallowed her tongue. Yet, she was perfectly capable of breathing and might, in fact, start hyperventilating if she wasn’t careful. Parker was huge—her initial impression of a linebacker hadn’t been wrong—and right now his eyes were wolf, pure wolf.
 She should be running away, terrified. Male wolf-shifters were nothing if not volatile at best.
When they gave into their animal natures, they could be maniacs. And yet…
 She was anything but scared. She was hot, like she’d never been hot before.
 Decisions, she had learned early on in her existence, were only ninety-percent yours to make.
Some of it was timing. Some of it was fate, or luck, or divine intervention, whatever your preference of names happened to be.
 Ten percent of Angel wanted to give in, wanted to give into her wolf instincts and just be with this man because it was easy and because rolling around in his scent had made her skin tingle in the most delicious ways.
 But ninety-percent of this was her and it wouldn’t do to deny it or blame it on the same instincts she had controlled every day of her life.
 She sat up on her knees letting the blanket fall down until her breasts were exposed.
 He hadn’t moved but a growl sounded in his throat as she showed herself.
 “We hardly know each other.” She reached out until she touched his chest. “And still I am drawn to you like I have no choice.” She swallowed. “But I do have a choice and so do you. If you want to do this, do it because you want to and not because your wolf is demanding it. We’re more than our animals.”
 He cocked his head to the side. “Sometimes I think they’re more than us.”
 She smiled. “That too.”
 “Angel, I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind since I scented you in the restaurant. 
Knowing you’re in here and you’re turned on,” he sniffed the air to demonstrate how he knew. “I can’t resist it any more than I can resist breathing or thinking.”
 She wanted to ask him if he’d seen her down the street and they’d been two regular people who happened to spot each other on some random Saturday would he have pursued her? Instead, she moved forward so he could grab her shoulders in his strong embrace.
 She didn’t ask because she had decided. The ninety-percent of her that got to still be in control of her destiny had made her choice. She wanted him and she wasn’t going to let Parker say anything that might change her mind. She could still leave when it was over. They’d go their separate ways.
Tonight they’d be together and she’d always know what true-mated sex was like.
 Few got to experience it. Who was she to throw away the chance to know what it was like?
 “I can feel that you want me too.” He ran his hands down her chest to touch the top of her breasts and she closed her eyes to let the shivers making their way around her body take her wherever they wanted her to go.
 “Say it aloud. Let me hear your consent.” 
 She smiled, feeling heat in her cheeks and desire in her mind. “Let’s do this.”
 Parker didn’t seem to need any more encouragement. She leaned backwards off her knees and he pushed her back on his bed, staring down at her with heat in his wolf eyes.
 He blinked and his brown depths came back to their human form as his mouth came down onto her nipple.
 She gasped, her back arching off the mattress as he continued to suck on the straining peak.
She’d never done this before, not ever, always equating sex with mating and gods knew she never wanted to do that.
 Yet here she was.
 Enjoying the hell out of this.
 Her hands roamed to the short hairs on the back of his neck up onto his only slightly longer strands on his head. She dug her fingers into his scalp and he moaned, letting go of her breast for a second to move his mouth to her other nipple. She hissed.
 “Parker, I think you might be trying to kill me.”
 He stopped sucking to look at her. “Kill you in a good way or in a bad way?” 
 “Like I might die from pleasure.”
 He smiled, and she stopped breathing. He was so beautiful when he smiled. It was like the heavens had opened and sent him down to torment her with his beauty. She reached up to stroke his face and he kissed the palm of her hand.
 Running his finger down her chest to her belly button, she shivered under his ministrations.
 “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about this all day.” He leaned toward her, his tongue tracing where his finger had made a path. “I tried not to think about this.
 She nodded as she tugged at his shirt. She wanted skin-to-skin contact with him and she wanted it right now. He helped her by pulling the shirt over his head and throwing it onto the floor. His muscles were well defined and huge. There was nothing about Parker that was small. Even his hands, which stroked her shoulders, were large and sturdy.
 It made her wonder how big other parts were going to turn out to be. She gulped at the thought. Thoughts like that were only going to make her nervous.
 His broad chest, like his arms, was covered in tattoos. Colors called out to her and she wanted to stroke each one, admiring the designs he had chosen to place on his skin.
 Seeing one that looked like an anchor displayed over his heart she traced the edges of the ink.
 “Do you mark yourself because you can’t express yourself vocally?”
 “I like the designs. Each one is something that is important, something I need to remember.” 
 Angel sat up, placing a gentle kiss over the one on his heart. Why would he have chosen to put an anchor there? What did it mean?
 There wasn’t any time for more of those thoughts as Parker tugged her panties, the only clothes she hadn’t taken off, down her legs. She grinned from ear to ear. He was in a hurry and so was she.



Chapter Four 


Parker couldn’t get enough of Angel. He’d nearly come in his pants just smelling her arousal in the other room. Up close, wow, he’d be lucky if he lasted five minutes. As it was, the little mewling sounds she made in the back of her throat were enough to make him lose all lucidity and feel like a madman.
 “Okay, big guy, how is it fair that you are still dressed and I am totally naked?”
 “Maybe because you haven’t undressed me yet.” Technically, that wasn’t true. She had made him take off his shirt. But it was too much fun to taunt her and she reacted so passionately when he did.
 With a raised eyebrow, she looked so adorable he wanted to tweak her nose. He wouldn’t because, well, that would be ridiculous, but he had the urge. She, by contrast, seemed to have taken his statement as some kind of challenge.
 Seconds later, her hands were on his pants, ripping them from his body. Parker jerked backwards. The little vixen had just torn up his favorite pants. He stared for a second, realizing he must appear like a landed fish, at the two halves of his jeans now sprawled out on the floor.
 He didn’t know what was more shocking to him—that she could do that—or that she had.
 “What’s a matter, Parker, did you forget I’m a wolf like you? You might be super strong but I’m tough as nails too.”
 Like he could ever forget, not when she smelled like the breeze through the trees, the sun hitting the ground after the snow melts, and, gods help him, home. It had been two decades since he’d smelled another of his kind and she was his to claim if he wanted, which only made her even more incredible to his senses. There was nothing about Angel that didn’t appeal to him.
 Even if he might have preferred she not destroy his clothing.
 He pushed her on the bed, forcing some of his weight on top of her while holding the majority of himself off the bed using his forearms. They were nose to nose now and he could feel how her chest went up and down as she breathed beneath him.
 “Do you sew?” 
 She shook her head. “No, and I don’t think I could do anything to fix your jeans anyway even if I could. I pretty much destroyed them.”
 He growled even though he felt no real anger. Maybe he was in shock. All he knew was that he’d never expected to be with a woman who harbored such strength and zest for living. And it made him hot as hell.
 There was no holding back with Angel. He was part wolf and he didn’t have to pretend to be anything else. That was a big turn on too.
 Staring at her black hair and dark eyes, she looked like some kind of mythical goddess come to life to seduce him in his bedroom. As she pulled, more gently this time, his underwear down his legs, she stared up into his eyes taunting him with boldness and making him so hard he was afraid he was going to come instantly.
 What was it about Angel? Was it because of this so-called mating thing their wolves kept talking about or was it something more? He blinked as she touched his hard shaft and all reasonable thoughts left his mind.
 More, he wanted more of her hands on him. His mouth took on a mind of its own as he kissed her everywhere he could reach. Her skin was smooth and soft. He wanted to smell himself on every part of her body.
 She rewarded his efforts with the most delicious sounds and movements as her fingers dug into his hair. He touched her mound, pressing his hands to that sensitive part of her body, anxious to know what she felt like on the inside.
 Inserting his fingers, he realized just how tight the little woman beneath him really was. The last thing in the universe he ever wanted to do was to cause her any pain or discomfort. He was a big man.
That wasn’t bragging, it was fact. He needed to go out of his way to make sure she was ready for him.
 The idea made him smile.
 She opened her eyes. “Does that grin mean you’ve found something you like down there?”
 “You might say I like the whole experience.” 
 Being able to communicate with her was an amazing thing and he would dwell on that fact.
Later.
 For now, all he wanted to do was to continue to pet the soft curls that hid her most private parts from view. He stroked her until he could feel her muscles clench around his fingers.
 Angel bit down lightly on his shoulder and he hissed not from pain, but from the surge of pleasure that threatened to make his cock spill way before it was time.
 “I’m going to memorize you, Angel; I’m going to know your body in all the ways possible tonight.” 
 Seriousness gripped her gaze as she leaned up to kiss him softly on the mouth. She tasted like cherries and mint. Intoxicated, he let himself get lost in her mouth for a while.
 Their tongues met stroking, plunging. He grabbed the back of her head, hauling her upwards so she was even closer.
 He wanted to possess her, to make her part of him, and those emotions scared the hell out of him. This wasn’t a permanent relationship. They had these feelings for each other. They were acting on them, but in no way had anyone said one thing about forever.
 This was now. He needed to get his head out of the owning zone and back into the fucking one.
That was safer.
 Finding the small bundle of nerves he hoped would send her over the edge, he stroked her in a circular motion until he felt her muscles start to move.
 “That’s it, Angel. Come for me like a good girl.” 
 She gasped, her head falling backwards onto the bed. She seemed to explode from the inside out, and it made him feel powerful, strong, fulfilled in a way he hadn’t known possible. She’d come because he’d told her to and that was fucking fantastic.
 Inching towards the headboard, he slipped himself up against her warm core wanting to plunge right inside of her but holding back instead. Little by little, he inched his way in. Pushing forward just a smudge, he felt her stretch slightly to accommodate him.
 “More.” Angel’s voice was a command he wanted to give in to.
 He shook his head. “Slowly.”
 She grabbed his chin forcing him to look her straight in the eyes. “I said more, now.
 Don’t baby me. I want to feel you full up inside me.”
 Well, there was something to be said about having a woman who knew what she wanted in bed.
Even if he suspected she’d never been intimate with anyone before based on how tight her passage was.
 He moved inside her and for a second lost himself in the sheer pleasure that was Angel. She was soft, hot, wet, and clenched around him like she’d been made to fit him, which he supposed she was.
 Closing his eyes, he let himself go. In and out. In and out. Yes, over and over.
 Beneath him, Angel moaned and closed her eyes. Her teeth bit into her lower lip. It was the sexiest scene he’d ever seen and even though he wouldn’t have believed it, he got even harder.
 He was going to come, he knew it, but so help him by everything that was holy in the universe he wanted her to come first.
 “Oh gods, Parker, yes, more of that.”
 Happy to oblige, he pushed harder. She arched off the bed as she screamed, her body grasping him as her core poured warmth all around him.
 Seconds later, he gave one last push and followed her into that dark, carnal place.
 Screaming her name inside because he couldn’t speak a word, he saw stars as the world turned into only Angel and nothing else.
 He collapsed on top of her, trying to hold off his weight but not succeeding. She gasped, and he internally swore as he tried to wriggle away. He must be crushing her.
 “Oh my gods.”
 “I’m getting off.” He promised. She was tall but small boned; he hoped he hadn’t hurt her…
 “Parker, look.”
 He opened his eyes as he lifted his tired muscles off Angel’s body. Colors filled the room, bright and dynamic. They swam in front of his eyes, anchored by what appeared to be a steel cord.
 “What’s going on?” 
 Angel’s eyes were huge as she sat up shoving him off her. She pressed up against the headboard as he watched the first wave of color connect with her chest.
 She gasped. Shit! Was it hurting her?
 “What is it?” 
 “Your soul, Parker. It’s giving me part of your soul.”
 “What?” 
 Suddenly he was hit with it. A bright red light consumed him before plunging into the center of his chest. He sucked in a hard breath, not because it hurt. No, by contrast it was incredibly filling, like warm apple cider when he’d been freezing all day. He realized it was her—it was Angel’s soul, filling him with heat.
 Color after color entered his lonely insides and filled them up with her. At first it was simply a feeling of being hot but then he could make out the individual sensations for what they were. Love: Angel had a capacity for it beyond that which he’d ever understood. Loyalty: she’d been betrayed practically since the moment she’d been born and she was searching—desperately—for someone to share her gift of trust with.
 Happiness: even amongst all of her pain and trauma, Angel was happy and joyful, finding life delightful and funny. Kindness: she was nice to everyone until they betrayed her.
 Vengeful: like Parker, her wolf side knew how to get even for evilness.
 He smiled. Yes. He closed his eyes. This felt as good as anything ever had. This was mating. Yes.
His eyes shot open.
 This was mating. He glanced at Angel. Her eyes were filled with tears and he wondered if the gifts she’d gotten from him were not as wonderful as the ones he’d gotten.
 He shook his head. He couldn’t dwell on that. His heart pounded fast.
 Angel…
 “I know.” She reached out and touched his face. “We’re connected now.”
 He swallowed. To him, it didn’t seem like such a bad thing. He’d really loved having sex with her.
She was filled with so much goodness, it would be nice to have her around.
 “Is that a bad thing?” 
 She sniffed. “No, I mean, yes, I mean I don’t know. Didn’t you have a life to live before you met me? Now you’re stuck with me. Plus, I know what happens to mated couples. The man ends up killing the woman. If I’d known having sex would do it…”
 She wouldn’t have done it. He didn’t need her to say the rest aloud. Her words sunk into the pit of his stomach. She wasn’t wrong. He knew all about the violence that male wolves could do to their mates. He’d seen it too.
 The memories flooded his mind like a dam breaking and even as he tried to shove them back, there was no stopping them.
 He’d been ten years old standing on the dock with his father. It was early in the morning. The sun hadn’t even come out yet but they’d planned to go fishing for weeks and afterwards his father was going to show him how he could shift again. Some day soon—maybe in the next three years if he was lucky—he would get to it himself. His father was everything to him. Strong, capable, and loving, he took care of their small family. He wasn’t sure but he thought they were important pack members.
 Before he had left the island, Kendrick Kane—the Alpha who scared the hell out Parker every time he saw him—called at the house all the time to speak to his father. He wanted to be just like his dad when he grew up.
 They’d left his mother sleeping in the house. Dad had said it was important she occasionally had a break and even though he wasn’t sure what that exactly meant, he knew his father always spoke the truth.
 A sound in the distance caught his attention. What was it? He turned around trying to identify what his senses had picked up. He didn’t have a wolf yet so sometimes he couldn’t do more than a regular human could do when it came to hearing and smelling.
 He spun around to stare at his dad. His father would know what the roaring sound was.
 His father stood motionless, his eyes staring off into the distance, a glazed look in his eyes.
 “Dad?” His voice was barely a whisper. He couldn’t explain why or what made him feel this way but his hands had started to shake and he was afraid, maybe more frightened than he’d ever been in his life.
 His father covered his eyes with his hand and groaned, nearly doubling over.
 “What is it, Dad?”
 His father raised his head and stared at him. “Son,” that’s what his father always called him.
“Run.”
 “What?”
 “Run away.”
 With a growl as he shifted, his father ran back toward the house. For a second, Parker stood motionless. Then, with a sudden burst of energy he took off after his dad.
 He’d never disobeyed him before but this felt important. Something was wrong with his father.
 Maybe he’d need his help.
 He ran as fast as his legs would take him and as fast as he was, he reached his house moments later. He was out of breath and he thought his chest might explode. The door to the house hung open and Parker ran through it.
 He’d entered his home maybe thousands of times. He’d never bothered to keep track.
 His feet made the floorboards creak. Stopping his movements, he stood still to try to figure out what was going on.
 That’s when he heard her scream. His beloved mother was howling from upstairs. He ran, taking the steps two at time. One after another until he reached the top. Rounding the corner, he reached his parents’ bedroom.
 His father stood over his mother on the bed, his hands on her throat. She wasn’t screaming anymore. No, she was making this strange gurgling noise.
 “Dad?” He shouted his question. This wasn’t right. He was hurting her. He was causing his mother pain.
 His father growled and whirled around. His eyes were wolf but not the way they should have looked. No, they were…what…he couldn’t tell but it reminded him of Kendrick Kane.
 Parker backed up two steps. There was something evil in his Dad’s eyes.
 His distraction might have been enough. His mother leapt up and pushed at his Dad from behind.
 “Parker!” She shouted. “Run! Now!.”
 This was the second time he’d been told to run and like the last time, he couldn’t seem to listen.
 Instead, he charged at his father, hoping he could tackle him down.
 “No, Parker!” His mother’s voice barely registered with him as his struggles did nothing to his father.
 No, for all of his effort, his dad didn’t even budge. He screamed as he pounded on him. Seconds later, he was out in the hall on the floor, his arms and legs aching like he’d been beaten.
 His father had tossed him through the air like he was a sack of feathers and he’d landed hard on the floor. His eyes filled with tears. Gods, he was so useless and this was like a nightmare he couldn’t wake up from.
 He forced himself to stand up. Limping, he made it back into his parents’ room. His parents faced each other, his mother’s face tear streaked.
 She raised a hand in Parker’s direction. “Don’t move darling. There is dark magic in here. I can feel it. Your father wants to kill me.” Parker could see her neck muscles clench. “I’m going to try to undo it.”
 Dark magic? His father had done dark magic? When? Out by the lake? Why would he want to kill his mother?
 She raised her hand. His mother was powerful, he’d heard that all the time. The female wolves in the pack were the ones who controlled all the magic. She taught magic to the other wives. They got together once a week.
 Parker took a deep breath. She’d handle this. He knew she would. She would make all of this okay.
 Like he could sometimes read words fast on a page without having to really look at them, he could see his father’s intent in his wolf eyes. He was going to kill Parker’s mom.
 There was no question and his mother wouldn’t have time to work her magic to save them.
 Parker was a man…or he would be. And he knew what men were supposed to be.
 They were meant to save the women of the pack. They were Warrior Wolves. He would stop his father from harming his mother.
 Leaping in the air, he pushed at his father just as his mother sent out a wave of magic. His mother screamed as Parker took the hit meant for his father.
 He plummeted to the ground hard unable to move, unable to breathe. It wasn’t a killing hit. He knew that instinctually. He wasn’t going to die.
 As he watched, unable to do much of anything, he saw his father advance on his mother, her gaze totally focused on Parker as she tried to rush towards him.
 He’d done this.
 He’d gotten in the way.
 His father shifted his hands into their wolf claws as he tore up his beautiful mother’s face. She didn’t even scream. Blood was everywhere. The world went black.
 Parker blinked and shuddered as the world from thirty years ago fell away. He was here. He was on the bed with Angel. He was mated.
 That meant he was dangerous to this woman. He swallowed. His mother had loved his father.
She’d never thought her husband did black magic. That was his father. He could turn out the same.
 He stood up, moving off the bed. “Angel, I think you should get far away from me.”
 “I can’t.” She blinked, her eyes calmer than they’d been before. “You have half of my soul now.”
 “I know but my father killed my mother. I don’t trust myself.” 
 She yawned. “Are you going to kill me tonight?
 “How the hell do I know?” 



Chapter Five 


Angel tried to stifle her yawn. Clearly, Parker was nervous about the idea that he could kill her and she wasn’t particularly thrilled with the fact that he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t try. But, she carried around part of his soul inside of her now and one of the biggest parts of Parker to come over to her in the freaky mating thing that had happened between them was his sense of right and wrong.
 Parker was pretty darn serious and unless something weird happened in the next few minutes to completely alter his ability to be a moral compass, Angel didn’t feel like she was in any immediate danger. Still, when the sun came up tomorrow she was going to start to work on a way to get her soul back and remove his. She wasn’t going to be permanently bound to anyone—not even someone as utterly fantastic as Parker Liberty.
 For tonight, as long as they were stuck this way she might as well take advantage of some the perks, so to speak. She patted the bed next to her. “Come here.”
 He shook his head. “Not a chance.”
 “I’m not going to let you kill me.”
 “My mother thought she could stop my father. Apparently, she was wrong. I’m twice your size. 
I’m not going to take a risk with you.” 
 Angel looked at her wolf who had sat up at the mention of Parker’s mother. “Any suggestions?” 
 Her wolf nodded. “Ask him more about the mother.”
 “Did you say your mother thought she could stop your father?”
 He nodded and sat down at the end of the bed. Placing his head in his hands, Angel couldn’t get over how tired he suddenly seemed. His eyes were red and worn, the hard lines defining his face more evident than they had been earlier. He took life very seriously. She knew this because she could feel those parts of his soul now tucked safely inside of her stirring to life.
 “I witnessed my father kill my mother.” 
 “That’s terrible.” A sudden thought dawned on her and she scooted over to where he sat, holding the blanket over her nude form. She wasn’t shy, not really, but this didn’t really feel like a
„naked’ conversation. “Let me ask you something, where were you living at the time?”
 “On an island about six hours north of here.” 
 She nodded. That had been the answer she’d been expecting. “Westervelt.”
 His head shot up. “That’s right. How did you know?” 
 Leaning against his shoulder so she could get a good dose of his scent infused back into her bloodstream, she smiled. “That’s where I’m from originally, too. How many wolf packs do you think there are running around North America?”
 He put his head on top of hers. It was an awkward position but she didn’t mind. She knew she’d have to give this up but for now she was content to enjoy it.
 “Don’t be a smartass.” 
 “I can’t help it, it’s my nature.”
 “No,” he kissed her hair, “it’s not.”
 “Just because you are currently in possession of parts of my soul doesn’t mean you know me. If I say I’m a smartass, I’m a smartass.”
 He nodded but she couldn’t get over the impression that he humored her. She wasn’t sure exactly what made her think that way, maybe it was the gleam in his eyes. She’d be leaving soon so maybe she shouldn’t bother trying to figure him out. Still, it irked her to think he was laughing at her on the inside.
 “Back to the important stuff here, I was born on that island—Westervelt—but my mother got me away before my father and the other crazies could hurt me.”
 She could feel his sigh travel through her body. She shuddered. This mating stuff was freaky even if she kind of liked it.
 “That’s good. I’m glad they got you away but since you understand what happened that day, can’t you understand why I am so dangerous to you?” 
 She shrugged. “Yes and no. I’m really, really good at magic. I think I would be able to feel it if you had bad energy flowing through you making you want to kill me.”
 He raised an eyebrow. “Like you knew the two idiots were going to come into your room and whack you over the head?” 
 Now that wasn’t fair. She stood up, putting her hands on her hips not caring one bit if she was as nude as the day she was born. “I didn’t know they were coming because they weren’t bathed in dark magic. They’re just idiots who wanted to have sex with me. It’s different and I’m pretty darn sure that since you just got to have sex with me you aren’t going to conk me over the head to get more of it.”
 “All right, I apologize. That wasn’t exactly fair.” 
 That was it? He apologized? But she was rip-roaring ready for a fight. She sighed and sat down.
“Look, I’m exhausted. We’ve already done what we were trying to avoid.
 We might as well share the bed. I think we’ll both sleep better.”
 “But…” 
 She held up her hand. “If you try to kill me in my sleep, I’ll kill you, okay? And if there is any way to get us out of this mess called mating, I’ll find a way to do that too.
 Okay?”
 Moving toward the headboard, she wriggled under the covers. When she was finished adjusting herself, she looked up at Parker.
 “Seriously? Did you suddenly become a statue or are you going to join me?”
 As she waited for him to respond, she felt an array of emotions inside of her. Even though it might be stupid, she knew she was going to be hurt if he didn’t spend the night with her. She’d just given her virginity to him. Was he going to treat her like he didn’t care? She bit down on her lip. Did the fact that he had some of her soul inside of him not do anything to him?
 Without a word, he climbed into the bed next to her. Laying down beside her, he pulled her into his arms until they spooned each other. She could feel his warm breath on the back of her neck and it sent shivers down her spine.
 “I want you to know that I will end my own life before I would take yours.” 
 She smiled in the darkness. “Determination was one of your first traits to come over.
 We won’t let it come to that.”
 “Do you think the fact that we have each other’s souls would matter if something happened to the other one? Like if I was to die, would your soul return to you?” 
 She shook her head. “I don’t know the particulars of this any more than you do.
 Besides, I think we’ve talked enough about death tonight. It’s too gloomy. I don’t want to think about it right before I go to sleep. I need to be rested so I can get to work on returning your voice to you in the morning.”
 “How exactly are you going to do that?” 
 “I have a book back in my hotel room. It’s the one thing I have from my mother. It’s a collection of family magic. I’m hoping it will teach me to draft a spell to help you.”
 “I would be immensely grateful. I feel kind of…foolish that all of this time I assumed I could speak and I couldn’t.” 
 “Don’t.” She rolled over until her face touched his chest. “That’s the thing about spells. You don’t know you’re under them until you’re either released from it or someone tells you that you are.”
 She closed her eyes, loving the way he smelled and the way his scent seemed to enter her bloodstream and not leave. She could swim in his scent, she could live in it…She knew she was falling asleep about a second before she did.
* * *
Angel wasn’t sure where she was. She supposed she could be dreaming. She’d dream walked before. It was part of her magic. Usually, they were simple dreams full of images she couldn’t really identify. This time she had a clear feeling of where she was…sort of. She stood in some kind of conference room.
Not that she’d ever been in this room before, she hadn’t, but it was obviously used for meetings. A wooden oval table filled up most of the space with chairs on all sides of it. There were no windows anywhere she could see. A group of people walked into the room.
 Her immediate impression of them was that they’d been through some kind of fight.
 A lot of them had bruises on their faces or their clothes torn. She did a quick head count.
 Eight men and eight women.
 One of them moved away from the others. He sat at the end of the table in one of the swivel chairs. Angel shuddered as she regarded him. He had wolf eyes. There wasn’t even a trace of human in them. They made her want to take a step back or look down.
 Everything about him made her wolf nervous. Clearly, he was dominant.
 Angel had never been particularly comfortable around wolves that were more dominant than she was. Not that there were too many wolves who fit that bill. She was an Alpha wolf, which meant that this man, whoever he was, he was someone’s supreme Alpha. He was in charge of his pack and she wouldn’t be surprised if all of these people around him were his pack members. She sniffed the air and wasn’t surprised that since this was a dream she had no use of her wolf senses. She couldn’t scent a thing. She took a few steps around the room watching the people who surrounded the table. No one had spoken yet.
 One of the women ran a hand through her hair and sighed. Angel turned around to look at who it was and almost fell backwards. Scarlett Knoll. She knew her. She was one of the nice women pack members from New Orleans. Not an Alpha wolf, she was frequently picked on. Angel had done what she could to help her.
 What was Scarlett doing in this room? As far as Angel knew, this conference area had not existed in any of the pack houses in New Orleans. This was somewhere new. Had Scarlett been kidnapped? Taken from New Orleans? Angel’s heart pounded hard. If Scarlett was in trouble, being trapped with these men, Angel would do what she could to help her. Maybe that’s why she was having this dream. Maybe that was her destiny: to save Scarlett from these wolves…
 The man at the end of the table pounded his hand down and everyone jumped. “I refuse to lose any more pack members. Consider it a law I’m enacting. No one else dies.”
 “Darling,” a redheaded woman approached him, sitting down on the arm of his chair.
 “It’s not like you did this on purpose. None of us saw the attack coming. It was a terrible tragedy. I don’t think, however, that you can outlaw death.”
 “Why not?” The man stood up. “I’m Alpha here. They take an oath to obey me, to listen to me, why can’t I tell them they’re not allowed to die saving my life?”
 Angel was impressed with whoever this man was. Most Alphas she knew were happy to let others lay down their lives for them. In fact, she’d never met one who put others welfare ahead of their own.
 “Tristan,” a male voice from across the room spoke. “My mate would like to speak.”
 The man—Tristan—sank back down into his char. “By all means, Scarlett, speak.
 You have my permission to speak at will.”
 Mate? Scarlett was mated to the tall, dark haired man who had spoken for her? Wow, how much had happened in the weeks she’d been gone?
 “I think you’re underestimating, sir, how much it meant to those men to be allowed to give their lives for you.”
 “How much it meant to them? To die? I don’t think it was something they particularly enjoyed. I can feel their pain, remember?”
 “No,” she shook her head. “Not that they enjoyed it but that they were allowed to be part of a functioning pack with a strong, good Alpha. It was their right, their privilege to help uphold the Westervelt pack.”
 Angel took a step backwards and tripped over the chair behind her. Westervelt? She wanted to run. She’d dream walked to Westervelt? What a nightmare.
 The room went silent. Tristan stood up. All eyes seemed to be focused on the chair that had flown across the room.
 Tristan pointed at the chair. “What made that happen?” He whirled around. “Tell me one of those invisible wolves isn’t in this room with us!”
 Angel wasn’t sure how that had happened. In her dream walk, they shouldn’t have been aware of her and she certainly shouldn’t have knocked over that chair.
 She needed to get out of there right that very second. She looked around. She could maybe get to the door. Then where would she go? A tall, broad shouldered man who stood next to a small blonde woman walked forward.
 “I don’t know if it’s one of the invisible wolves, my Alpha, but I would say that we are clearly not alone.”
* * *
Angel jolted back into awareness in Parker’s room sitting up straight in the bed.
Usually she came to awareness slowly but that experience—whatever it was—made her awaken fully conscious.
 She felt Parker’s hand on her back before she heard his voice in her head. “What’s the matter?” 
 “I dream walked—meaning I traveled in my sleep—to Westervelt. Gods, it was so scary. I don’t know how they knew I was there except they did.”
 She needed to steady her breathing and get control of herself. It did no good to be scared. If someone wanted to hurt her, they would only get more enjoyment out of her fear. She’d learned that lesson over and over again growing up with the pack in New Orleans. Still, traveling without a choice to Westervelt had thrown her.
 Parker’s strong arms came around her pulling her up against his chest. She could hear his heartbeat. His scent enveloped her. He felt steady, strong, and larger than life. He felt real. She was here, not in Westervelt. Even if her consciousness had been there—and somehow moved a chair—her body had been here with Parker, safe in his bed.
 That knowledge helped more than anything else could have.
 “You were only asleep about ten minutes.” 
 She sat up to look at him. “Really? Were you awake the whole time?”
 “I had started to doze off.” 
 Nodding, she let him lay her back down on the bed tucked into his arms. He stroked her hair as they both lay silent under the covers. There was so much she needed to consider about what she had just seen.
 The Westervelt pack was alive and well—with women, including Scarlett, whom Angel had known her whole life. They had an Alpha who wanted to outlaw anyone dying for him. No one in the whole room—even scared Scarlett—seemed at all worked up or afraid of him.
 She groaned at the implications. Could she have been so wrong in her assumptions of Westervelt? Were things so much better there? They had all looked beat up, like they had been through some kind of ordeal. Clearly, some kind of violence had gone on. That didn’t speak well to their current state of existence.
 Was the whole thing an elaborate trick to try to get her to come back so they could do to her whatever nefarious plan they’d had for her since her birth?
 There were too many questions and no one to give her any answers. Parker’s breathing had evened out. She suspected he was asleep but when she looked up at him his eyes were open. He was awake, unless he was one of those freaky-deaky people who slept with their eyes open.
 “I was just thinking that we need to find a way for you to control your magic when you’re asleep.” 
 She nodded, not surprised he knew she’d been wanting to speak to him. He was super quiet, hardly ever moved when he didn’t have to, and he never missed anything that was going on.
 “Maybe there’s something in my mom’s book.”
 He sniffed her hair, which made her smile. “You haven’t read it cover to cover?” 
 “I have, except every time I do something new pops up. That’s the thing about a magic book.”
 “Do you always find what you need?” 
 She shook her head. “I wish, but no. I think my Mom tried to anticipate things I might need but how could she know everything I would face?”
 “Or perhaps there isn’t a spell for everything. Or maybe your wolf needs to teach it to you herself.” 
 He made some really good points. “True.”
 “Go back to sleep. I won’t let you travel.” 
 “You can’t stop it.”
 “I can. When I need to be, I am a force to be reckoned with. For as long as we are together, I will protect you. Tonight you will be safe, even from your own abilities.” 
 It was a stupid statement filled with sentiment and not fact. He couldn’t possibly do what he said he was going to do. Yet, she believed him with all of her soul.
 Somehow Parker might actually be able to keep her from traveling in her sleep to places she didn’t want to go.
 “Do you snore?”
 He shook his head. “Don’t you think you should have asked me that before you insisted I get in the bed with you?” 
 She laughed, loving this easy way between them. Her wolf liked it too. She yawned contently and Angel suspected she’d soon force Angel to go to sleep whether she wanted to or not.
 “I just want to know how hard I’m going to have to elbow you in the ribs.”
 “I don’t think I snore, but feel free to kick me if so. I’d prefer that to a good elbow jab.” He paused. “Do you snore?” 
 “Going to throw me out if I do?”
 “No. But I might go and sleep on the couch.” 
 “You’re such a gentlemen. I’m talking about beating you up and you’re saying you’ll sleep elsewhere.”
 “What can I say? I’m clearly a better person than you are.” 
 This time she cracked up. Long, hard chuckles. She couldn’t remember the last time she had laughed so hard. Or, to be honest, had really laughed at all. Wow, it felt good, which was why it shocked her to her core when she started to cry.
 Not even dainty tears, no, hard thick wetness fell from her eyes.
 “Oh my gods, I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
 Parker didn’t say a word as he pulled her even closer into his side. “I’ve got you, Angel. You’re safe with me.” 
 Once again, she believed him.



Chapter Six 


Parker set down the dish he washed and inhaled deeply. He knew the moment Angel set foot in the restaurant. He hadn’t wanted to wake her so he’d snuck out while she was still lost in dreamland.
He’d hated doing that. When he’d woken up and regarded at her, she had appeared so incredibly soft and delicate. He’d wanted to pull her into his arms and never, ever let go.
 He shook his head. This had to stop. If there was one thing they’d both agreed about, it was the need to end their so-called mating before it got out of hand. Day dreaming about her was a bad sign. It meant he was getting comfortable with her soul being inside of his.
 Still, he couldn’t help but wonder what she was doing out there in the diner. What had she ordered? Which greasy dish was for her? He tried to guess. Maybe eggs…
 The object of his thoughts walked through the kitchen door holding Nancy’s apron.
 He raised an eyebrow knowing they’d have to communicate entirely telepathically since she would look crazy speaking aloud while he couldn’t.
 Instead of glancing at him, she turned to Bob. “Hi, Bob, do you remember me from yesterday?”
She touched Bob’s arm. “I’m Angel Kane. Nancy isn’t feeling well and even though I’m not a waitress, I have lots of experience waiting on people. Can I help?”
 Bob stammered his response. Angel had a way of doing that to people. She walked in a room and took over. It was very opposite of how Parker handled life. His size made him noticeable, there was nothing to be done about that, but his general silence made everyone forget he was in the room.
 Still, part of what she’d said made his head sputter. Had she told him earlier her last name was Kane? As in „Kendrick Kane?’ The Alpha of Westervelt who had terrified him as a child? Wow. Angel was royalty and that would make her even more of a target to people who wanted to hurt her.
 Even after they removed their souls from each other’s keeping he might have to stick around her to keep her safe. It made his blood boil even to think of her being in danger.
 His wolf growled at the thought.
 She whirled around to gaze at him. “I can feel your tension all the way over here.” 
 “Sorry. I’ll try to tone it down.” He stared her up and down. She appeared downright sultry in her waitress apron. If he could, he’d bend her over one of the tables and take her with nothing but that apron around her waist.
 “Alright,” she spoke to Bob again. “I’ll get moving.” She winked at Parker. “Hope you can keep up”
 Bob stared at Parker. “Do you have something going on with that hot number? Woo, good for you boy. Guess she likes the type who doesn’t have much to say.”
 Bob shook his head and kept cooking. He often spoke to Parker but he never expected a response, which was good because, as it turned out, Parker couldn’t have spoken to him if he’d wanted to.
 The morning went pretty smoothly. Angel would come into the kitchen, leave the orders, pick up the orders, deliver them, and if it wasn’t as smooth a transition as Nancy did no one seemed to notice or complain. Every time the door opened his day would get a little bit brighter.
 He hung his towel on the rack and decided to take a five-minute break. He would have waited for Angel to take hers but truthfully they couldn’t both be off at the same time. Bob needed her help while he was out of the room.
 Picking up the garbage—he might as well take it out while he got his few moments of fresh air—he moved to the rear of the restaurant and out the back door. After he quickly deposited the waste in the dumpster, he walked over to the front of the building to watch the cars go by. This was his usual routine. He’d spend his free moments imagining that he got into one of the moving automobiles and let it take him…
 Where was always the question. Where would he let it take him? Unfortunately, his wolf always had one answer and it wasn’t one he could abide: home. He couldn’t go there. Not after what his father had done. Not when he knew that being there would bring out the parts of him he so desperately wanted to keep hidden deep inside where they couldn’t harm anyone.
 Especially Angel.
 A car door slammed and he looked momentarily at three women who approached the diner.
Most of the time he didn’t care about the patrons. They came, they went. The diner’s location next to the highway meant the majority of the patrons were mostly transitory. They had very few „regulars’ coming in at any time.
 For most of his time here the lack of constant people had been part of the appeal of the strange little place he’d spent the last twenty years cleaning up. It was less likely anyone would find him or recognize him. Of course, Angel had found him. Not that she’d been looking. He shook his head. Perhaps it was time to also acknowledge that after twenty years, no one was going to be searching for him.
 So maybe he could leave. He rubbed his forehead as a headache started between his eyes.
Where would he go? Angel’s face appeared in his imagination. He sighed. The truth was, he would go anywhere she wanted.
 But he wasn’t sure the same could be said for her feelings, and he didn’t want to follow her around like a lost puppy she had to take care of.
 He turned to go back in the diner when the scent assailed him. His nose twitched and he covered his mouth. He didn’t have a word for what he scented. No, it simply smelled…wrong.
 He’d never encountered the situation before. Not like this. He moved forward trying to identify the source. Bob would be looking for him any second but for the first time in his life the old man was going to have to wait for Parker’s attention. This took precedence.
 In seconds he had determined the foulness came from the three women who had exited their vehicle and were now climbing the stairs to the diner. It wasn’t a hygiene thing—no, that element of them smelled fine. This was a magic problem. He sniffed again and adjusted his thinking. It wasn’t all three of them. It was the twins. The ugly woman who walked by herself didn’t smell evil.
 It was like all the badness in the world had gathered itself up and attached to two of the women entering the diner. And gods help him, they stunk from it.
 The wrongness about them would be undetected by humans. Only Angel would know there was something off when they came near her Not necessarily. 
 His wolf spoke lowly, a growl in his voice.
 Parker stopped moving. What do you mean? 
 We’re all different. Her wolf may not scent the evil of those two.
 That wasn’t good news. His pulse pounded hard. He needed to get inside and keep her from getting near those three people right away. Instincts he couldn’t control threatened to overtake him. A very large part of him wanted to run inside and tear up the two women—hell the three of them—just to keep her safe.
 But he was a rational man. He would control the beast inside of him and find a better way.
 He ran quickly through the back door of the restaurant and Bob looked up.
 “Short break?”
 Yep, it was. He nodded and stepped out into the dining room. He spotted Angel and his fists clenched. She was currently waiting on the very patrons he didn’t want her anywhere near.
 “Angel, they’re wrong.” 
 She raised an eyebrow but made no other outward indication she’d heard him as she smiled at the unattractive woman.
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Magically, they smell bad, evil, or something.” 
 He wasn’t particularly versed on the right words for this kind of thing. He just knew what he knew. They smell wrong.
 She cleared her throat and wrote something down on her pad. “They smell fine to me but I’m not going to argue with you on this subject.”
 “Well, I’ll be right back with your coffee.”
 She turned and moved toward him. When she reached him she grabbed his arm, pulling him with her into the kitchen. It wasn’t like they could talk in there, not with Bob cooking at the stove.
 “Bob, do we have arugula salad?”
 He shook his head. “Darling, I don’t even know what that is.”
 “That’s what I thought.”
 She walked quickly to the freezer and opened it. As she gazed inside, she spoke to Parker telepathically.
 “You think they’re bad witches?” 
 The way she said witches made him think she’d had dealings with them before. He hadn’t, as far as he knew, except apparently he’d been cursed. Magic was a dangerous thing altogether. When he got out of this mess, he wasn’t going anywhere near it ever again if he could help it.
 “I think they’re bad something.”
 She smiled as she pulled three ice packs out of the freezer. “You have a real way with words, Parker.”
 He leaned against the counter and watched what she did. “What are you doing? 
 “Nothing. I’m pretending to be busy so we can chat undisturbed.”
 That was what it had looked like to him. He couldn’t imagine what she’d found so interesting in the freezer or why she grabbed the ice packs. It was a relief to know he wasn’t nuts.
 “I want you to go back to my apartment and wait for me there.” 
 She stopped her maneuverings and rounded to glare at him. Gone was the soft, sweet gaze of their workday together. No, the eyes that studied him now were the eyes of a pissed off woman. He didn’t have to work hard to see that she was Kendrick Kane’s daughter. The man had terrified him as a child and the woman who stared at him now could melt glaciers with her glare.
 “Did you just tell me to go home and hide?” 
 He crossed his arms over his chest. She might be able to intimidate the world, and even make him sweat a little bit, but he wasn’t going to be pushed around by her. No way, no how.
 “The hiding is optional. The going home is an order.” 
 If it was possible to scream telepathically she did it. “An order?” 
 Inside of him, his wolf whimpered. This was not good territory. His use of that word was a big mistake. He held enough of her soul to know she didn’t handle what she considered manhandling very well. Parker hadn’t put his hands on her—and never would—except she considered orders to be akin to beatings.
 The door to the kitchen flung open and Angel gasped. He whirled around. The twins stood in the doorway staring at them.
 They were identical. The one who stood on the right hissed. “I told you I felt magic.
 Someone in here is using telepathy.”
 Bob slammed his spatula down on the stove. “What is going on here? I don’t know who you two think you are but I don’t let customers in my kitchen.” He pointed at the door. “Out.”
 The woman on the right sneered. “Go to sleep, old man.”
 She clicked her fingers and Bob hit the floor. Angel swore as she ran to his side.
 Parker stalked forward. For once, he wasn’t ashamed of his wolf side. He wanted to kill these two bitches. No one hurt Bob…
 Angel snarled as she grabbed Bob off the floor, holding him in her arms. “Are you crazy? You don’t use that kind of magic on an old man.”
 “What are you? The magic police?” The twin who had knocked out Bob laughed.
 She turned her attention to Parker, which was just fine with him. “Tell your boyfriend to back off or I’ll make him a toad.”
 She’d been looking at him when she spoke but she’d clearly addressed Angel.
 “I don’t tell him to do anything.” Angel gently eased Bob’s head back down on the floor and stalked over to him. “He’s a fully grown wolf-shifter. He’ll have you for dinner before you can blink.”
 That was right. He could, if he wanted to, have these women for dinner.
 He hadn’t made a move but the witch stared at him like he’d threatened her.
 Inwardly, he shrugged. His size alone made that happen all the time. Finally, she spoke again. “I mean it. I’ll turn her into a cockroach.”
 He knew the women must be feeling desperate. They’d stormed into the room thinking they could pick on whoever was in here. They were no better than bullies— magical bullies but the idea was the same.
 The door banged open behind the horrible twins. The twin who had threatened Angel fell forward at the impact, discharging her power through her hand. It happened so quickly, it was over before he even realized what was about to occur.
 Angel! 
 He screamed in his mind but it was too late. His blood boiled hot as the woman who had been picked out for him by the universe doubled over on the floor.
 He howled along with his wolf at the horror.
 “Oh my gods!”
 He stared at the person who had knocked into the twins. It was the unattractive woman who had accompanied them. She gasped as she whirled her arms in the air.
 The room seemed to slow down for a moment before the twins froze on the ground.
 He didn’t care. He only had eyes for Angel as he darted across the room. She was unconscious and he cradled her in his arms. He hadn’t wanted this thing between them.
 Still, he couldn’t stand the thought of her dying. Inside of him something shriveled at the thought. He could still feel her soul where it had been entrusted to him safe and secure inside of him.
That meant she still lived, which was a small relief.
The third woman who had barged in spoke. “Oh no, what’s happening in here?”
 He pointed at the woman. “You did this.”
 “No.” She gasped again as she ran over to him. “I didn’t. Charra did. She and Penny are horrible.
I’m sorry I knocked into her. She must have planned to hit her with the spell anyway otherwise this couldn’t have happened.”
 “You heard me?” 
 She shook her head. “Of course, I did. You spoke to me directly. You wanted me to hear you, right?”
 That was too weird. He couldn’t deal with it right now. “Fix her.”
 She bent over. Placing her hands directly above Angel’s body, she made a hissing sound.
 “I can’t.”
 “You can’t? Or you won’t?” 
 Parker had never thought of himself as being rude but he couldn’t stand to look at this woman.
Sores covered most of the visible skin on her face. One of her eyes drooped down lower than the other and her hair was a rat’s nest of brown tangles. It was painful for him to stare at her even as he forced his gaze to remain on her distorted features and not on Angel’s unmoving figure.
 The woman stared at him with sympathy in her eyes. “Thank you for continuing to regard me.
It’s hard, I know.” She nodded in the direction of the two frozen twins. “Their mother did this to me. I have to stay with them and take care of them until she turns me back or I’ll stay this way forever. It’s a spell. It’s almost impossible to look directly at me. But you’re doing it.” She glanced down at Angel. “And she did when she took my order.”
 “She’s kind.” He grabbed the woman’s arm. “Please, can’t you fix whatever they’ve done, to both Angel and Bob?” 
 The woman shook her head. “I would if I could. It’s too powerful for me. They’re more talented than I am.” She stared down at Bob. “He seems to just be unconscious but she’s in a magical coma.”
 “What do I do?” 
 He had an idea of what he could do. He could wake up the wonder twins and beat them—hard—until they told him what they’d done to Angel and they undid it. He’d never raised a hand to a woman, but he was willing to break his cardinal rule right now if need be.
 “Take her away from here, quickly.” She bit her fingernail. “My freezing spell won’t hold very long and they’re going to be really mad when they come to. You don’t want to be here when that happens. I’m Liz, by the way.”
 “Take her where, Liz? Who can help her if you can’t?” 
 He didn’t know how to drive a car. Even so, he’d take her wherever she needed to go. He’d find a way.
 “There are only two places to go and neither of them are very good options.” She stood.
“Kendrick Kane is a very bad man who controls an empire of wolves. I think he’s somewhere in Arizona.”
She visibly shivered. “I’m afraid of him. It might be too far for you get there in time.” She bit her lip. “Or you could take her to his sons. They live up in Maine on an island called Westervelt. I wouldn’t go anywhere near there, personally.
 They killed a witch there a few years ago. Neither situation is very good. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help.”
 Liz darted over to where the twins lay unmoving. “You need to hurry. You don’t have much time.”
 Parker picked Angel up in his arms. She weighed nothing. He ran out the back door grabbing Bob’s car keys on his way out. It had been years since Bob took the car anywhere and Parker hoped it still worked. He’d have to fake his way through driving.
 There was no time to get to Arizona. Angel was in a magical coma and even though Parker didn’t know exactly what that meant, it didn’t sound like a good thing to him.
 He’d take her up to Westervelt. Neither of them were witches, so hopefully the Kane brothers wouldn’t take out their brutality on them. Not that Parker was going to let anyone hurt Angel.
 He’d rip them all to shreds. He’d seen his father do it. Still, his mind stuttered at the information Liz had given him. Kendrick Kane led an empire of wolves somewhere other than Westervelt? How was that possible? This was Angel Kane; the brothers wouldn’t want to hurt their sister, would they?
 After putting Angel in the car, Parker stuck the key in the ignition and felt a moment’s relief when the car turned on. Maybe his luck was changing. He pressed on the gas, too hard, and the car made a loud growling noise. Damn. He hadn’t remembered to put the car in drive.
 This was going to be ridiculously hard.
 Why hadn’t he ever taken the time to learn to drive?
 Because you’ve been hiding in a kitchen.
 He growled inside. He really wasn’t in the mood.



Chapter Seven 


Angel looked around at her surroundings as she shivered from the cold. She had no idea where she was. Wherever this place was, it was early morning. She stood in front of a large lake with a slight mist covering the still waters. Closing her eyes, she searched for her wolf but didn’t get a response to her query. She tried again as the truth dawned on her.
 Her wolf was missing!
 She gasped and clutched her chest. It was like an ache inside of her body, a limb that had been surgically removed and she wanted it back. A calm, soothing presence filled her up and breathed deeply for a moment to enjoy the sensation. It felt as if Parker held her in his arms even though he wasn’t anywhere around.
 Except, of course, he was. Half of his soul now resided in her body. As she opened her eyes, she moved forward, drawn by a force she couldn’t explain to see whatever was about to happen.
 She scratched her head. Something about this didn’t seem right. How could she have somewhere to be when she wasn’t even sure where „here’ was? Grumbling to herself, she kept walking.
This felt off somehow and it troubled her more than she could imagine to not have her wolf with her.
 A movement caught her eye and she turned around. The sight she witnessed made her want to jump for joy. It was her inner wolf. She’d never seen her like this before—  somehow separate from herself. Still, she’d recognize her anywhere with her dark brown coat speckled with white patches like a permanent dusting of snow.
 Her wolf turned to regard her before darting forward into a patch of thick woods.
 Angel ran to catch up, feeling as if her feet weighed two tons each. She’d never moved so slowly in her entire life.
 As difficult as it was, Angel had no intention of giving up the chase. There was something really weird going on and she wasn’t going to get answers standing around.
 Finally, she caught up to her wolf. Out of breath, she gasped and choked like she’d run a marathon instead of a brief jog. Her wolf batted her with a paw and she scratched the animal between her ears.
 “What is this place?”
 Her wolf nudged her until she turned around to regard a scene taking place on the other side of the lake.
 A little boy sat holding a fishing pole with an older man.
 “Who is that?”
 It frustrated the heck out of her that her wolf couldn’t respond to her since apparently her canine half knew what was going on, which was more than she could say about herself.
 “Angel.”
 She swung around as soon as she heard someone calling her name. A woman stood behind her watching the same scene of quiet reflection. She could have been her twin if she hadn’t been slightly older than Angel.
 Not able to help it, Angel raised her hand to stroke the other woman’s cheek. Usually she didn’t like touching anyone but her near doppelganger’s skin felt smooth under her hands. The still unnamed person smiled at her caress and Angel pulled her hand back suddenly ashamed of her odd behavior. As a rule, she wasn’t a real touchy-feely sort of person. She certainly didn’t caress people she didn’t know really, really well.
 “Do you know who I am?”
 “No.” Angel rubbed her arms suddenly feeling a cool breeze that seemed intrusive on this episode. “Who are you? And while we’re on that track, where the hell am I?”
 “Such language.” The woman sighed. “You wouldn’t use it if you’d been raised with me.”
 “Why would I have ever been raised with you?”
 For a second, Angel could feel the answer to her own question burning its way through her subconscious. She blinked and the sensation left her.
 “I’m your mother.”
 “You’re my mother.”
 Angel didn’t answer as a question. It seemed plausible, as possible as anything else that happened, and besides there was something about this place that simply made her feel accepting of all things. Her wolf was missing from inside of her while she roamed around on her own—sure why not?
She couldn’t run because her feet felt too heavy—
 okay, that works. A woman appears with nearly her same face, claiming to be her mother—well it wouldn’t be the strangest thing that happened to her today.
 “And as for your other question, this is somewhere you shouldn’t be. At least not yet.
 As best as I can tell, something must have happened to you—something that has put you on the brink of life and death.”
 Now that news shook Angel to her core. Goosebumps appeared on her skin and she rubbed her arms. The cool breeze picked up, making Angel feel like she’d stepped out into the middle of a typhoon.
 She held her hair back with her hand to avoid being whipped in the face by the long dark locks. If she’d known this was going to happen to her, she would have shaved her head.
 “So how can I go back to life, Mom? I don’t want to be on the brink of any kind of death. I still have too much to do.”
 An image of Parker filled her mind. She knew she needed to separate herself from him but she couldn’t exactly remember the reasons why anymore. They blurred in her thoughts until they were colorless, emotionless, and virtually impossible to recall. She shrugged. It probably didn’t matter.
 “You mated with the boy. With Parker Liberty.”
 She smiled at his name. “Yes, with him.”
 “So if you die, you bring him with you. That’s how it works. He’ll be compelled to end his own life and follow you.”
 Angel’s heart stuttered. All the years she’d lived with the New Orleans pack she’d never heard that.
 “Are you making that up?”
 Her mother laughed aloud. It was a light, feathery sound like a bird twittering. “No—
 haven’t you seen true mates before?”
 “Apparently not.”
 What had she been witnessing in New Orleans if not true mating? Angel could recall the miserable women trapped in loveless, endless sexual ordeals with men they couldn’t stand and certainly hadn’t chosen. When she’d finally reached adulthood, it had terrified her to think at any moment she might have to undertake sexually pleasing a man she felt no desire for.
 Fortunately, she’d been good at making money—something a mated female was not supposed to do—so the pack had left her alone. That had given her ample time to plan her escape.
 And now, of course, she might die. Angel rolled her eyes. Why was she surprised?
 Life wasn’t fair, at least not for her. She’d just found Parker and now thanks to whatever had happened to her she might be condemning them both to death.
 She motioned to the pastoral lake scene with her chin. “What is that all about?”
 Angel tried to figure out if she’d ever seen this place before and she drew a blank. So either she’d forgotten it like she’d forgotten why she couldn’t stay mated to Parker, or this was something brand new. In any case, if it helped her get out of here then that was fine by her.
 “I’m not sure. This isn’t my creation. It’s yours. I’ve been living in my own version of this for thirty some-odd years waiting for your father.” Her mother put her arm around Angel’s shoulder, which should have been jarring but actually felt kind of nice. “Let’s walk down and check it out.”
 They fell into an easy pace as they approached the lake. This time Angel’s legs worked just fine, the leaden feeling of earlier having disappeared as quickly as it arrived.
 “Why are you still waiting for Dad if he should have killed himself when you died?”
 Angel had so many questions flowing through her mind she could have built a raft and rode them all the way home.
 “Your father made bad decisions. They have…delayed him a bit.”
 As far as Angel was concerned almost every male wolf shifter she knew made bad decisions.
They were an aggressive, mean, murdering bunch of ego-driven Alpha-wannabes. The exception to that rule being her silent Parker with his shy ways and sensitive soul. She couldn’t imagine him ever going „bad’ even if he had made the tremendous error of ordering her around.
 She bit down on her lip. In retrospect, if she’d listened to him, she wouldn’t have gotten hurt in the first place.
 Together they finally arrived down at the lake. Angel blinked twice as she realized what she looked at. It was clearly Parker—as a child—seated by the water with his father.
 “That’s Parker.” She kept her voice barely a whisper even though she doubted the memory she observed could hear her even if she shouted.
 “I remember him from when he was a child.” Her mother stood silently for a moment. “That’s his father, Jack. They were so close. Jack always had a glow in his eye when he talked about his little pup.”
 Angel exhaled loudly. “The question is, of course, why are we viewing this? Why is this significant here and now? Is it just happening because Parker is my mate or am I supposed to be getting something from it?”
 “I have no idea.”
 Angel stared at her mother. That wasn’t the answer she’d been hoping to get.
 Shouldn’t a woman who had been dead for nearly forty years have gained some kind of universal understanding of all things?
 Her mother smiled, like she knew just what Angel had thought and found it amusing.
 A jolt traveled through Angel’s body and she shuddered. Glancing down, she realized her hands shook, which made her gasp. What the hell was going on?
 “Mom?”
 Her mother sucked in her breath. “You’re going back.”
 “Back?”
 “To your life, Angel, to your life.”
 That was good news but Angel’s heart picked up speed just the same. “I still need to ask you about the book you gave me and removing Parker’s curse—”
 Her mother interrupted. “No time. Just remember there is a reason he wants you dead beyond his desire to kill all of them. There was a reason you were hidden. Find the reason, reclaim the female line.”
 With a start, Angel sat up. Her breath came in short bursts as she clutched her chest.
 It felt tight and she wondered if she was having a heart attack. That would be awful. She just got back and now she would die? She looked left and right as she tried to figure out where she was. Her senses went haywire. Smells and sounds she’d never encountered before overwhelmed her and she had to close her eyes to stop the sensory overload that threatened to undo her.
 “Ssh, calm down.” A woman’s voice spoke to her while a cold washcloth was pushed onto Angel’s head. “You’re safe.”
 Angel didn’t know if that was true. Her wolf prowled inside of her, angry at the assault of the unknown. Angel shoved the washcloth away as she whirled to look at the person trying to calm her down.
 The woman who stood next to her didn’t seem like she was much past twenty years old but that could be misleading. Although she wasn’t clear on the details of exactly why, Angel knew wolf-shifters stopped—physically aging at around thirty. Sometimes that could happen earlier. Angel herself appeared no more than thirty and some people swore it was less. She got carded frequently at bars. For all she knew, the woman who stood before her could be hundreds of years old.
 “Who are you?” Her voice sounded rough to her own ears and she winced at the sound. This wasn’t proving to be a moment of personal power and there was nothing she disliked more than appearing weak. Where the hell was Parker? If they’d hurt him…
 “You’re safe.”
 She narrowed her eyes hoping the other woman could see the threatening wolf that wanted to come out and destroy. “Answer my damn question.”
 “She’s a Kane, Ashlee. She’s bound to be surly when she’s uncomfortable.”
 Angel jumped up onto her knees to see the other woman who spoke. There were too many scents in this place. She couldn’t tell one from another and she hadn’t even known there was more than one person in the room.
 The woman who’d held the cloth on her had been young and redheaded. The new speaker also looked about thirty with dark brown hair.
 “Faith, that’s not helpful.” The washcloth holder finally spoke and Angel turned to regard her again. “I am Ashlee Kane and this is Faith Kane.”
 Kane.
 Both of them were Kanes.
 Her own last name had never sounded so appalling. There was only one reason Kanes surrounded her, which meant somehow she had ended up on Westervelt—the last place on earth she wanted to be.
 The dark haired woman—Faith—spoke again. “You’re Angel.”
 As Angel swung her legs over the bed where she laid, she considered lying. It wasn’t a good sign they knew who she was.
 “How do you know that?”
 The redhead grabbed her arm. “Don’t move so fast. You’ve been in a magical coma for days.”
 “Days?” Angel’s mind whirled. She wanted to sit down. Of course her desire to do that warred with her need to shift and tear some heads apart. “Where is Parker?”
 Faith stepped forward. “Is he the tall, dark haired wolf with all the tattoos?”
 “Yes.” Now Angel heard herself snarl. “What have you done to him? Where is he?”
 Ashlee raised her hands as she stepped between Angel and Faith. “He’s okay. He doesn’t say anything. We didn’t know if he did this to you so Cullen and Theo have locked him up. But he’s unharmed.”
 Angel moved until she was within striking distance of both Faith and Ashlee. Neither of them seemed particularly tough. “Bring me to him. Now.”
 Faith raised any eyebrow. “Yep, she’s their sister.”
 Angel couldn’t care less what they wanted to say about her. She had no interest in seeing her brothers, who she had to assume were married to these women. All she wanted was to free Parker and get off Westervelt before the residents did something bad to her.
 “A little gratitude might be nice. We did save your life, after all.”
 Faith had a sharp tongue, something Angel might have respected under different circumstances.
At the moment, however, she wasn’t in the mood to make friends.
 “Thanks.” Angel took another step forward. “Now take me to Parker or I’ll shift and we’ll see which one of us is the most lethal.”
 Ashlee growled. “You can’t threaten us, Angel. You wouldn’t get within two inches of us before more than thirty pissed off wolves would come in here and tear you to shreds—sister or no sister—so I’d advise you to tone it down. We’ll take you to Parker.”
 “You can’t very well expect me to be pleased that you’ve locked up my mate when he clearly brought me here for help.”
 She’d have to speak to him about such a stupid decision but she was sure that was why he’d done it.
 “Your mate?” Ashlee’s aggressive posture lessened a bit. “We’ll let him out immediately.”
 “Ash…”
 Ashlee interrupted Faith. “It’s her mate, Faithy. Imagine if it was Theo in there. I’d say she’s being downright calm, considering the fact that she’s a Kane.”
 “Take me to him.”
 Faith took a step back, giving Angel some breathing room. “He’s on his way to you now.”
 “You’re speaking telepathically to other people?”
 “We do that as a pack.” Ashlee moved until she sat down on a chair across the room.
 “Can you not hear us?”
 “No. Why would I be able to do that?”
 Because you should be in their pack.
 It was the first thing her wolf had said directly to her which meant she must be calming down from wanting to kill all the people in the room.
 Why is that? 
 Because you are their husbands’ sister. You’re family. 
 Well, I can’t hear a damn thing…
 You’re completely cut off.
 That might be true but at the moment the only thing Angel wanted to focus on was getting Parker back.
 “He’d better be unharmed.”
 Ashlee nodded. “He is. It’s a miracle, really.”
 “That he’s unharmed?”
 “No.” Ashlee laughed as if Angel had made a joke. “That you came back to us when we’ve been searching for you everywhere.”
 “Yeah, it’s a real miracle. That’s just the word I would use.”
 “Angel? You’re okay?” 
 Parker’s voice filled her mind and Angel exhaled. Calm filled her body and she felt less like committing homicide. It was like the world had been placed back on its correct axis because he was okay.
 “I’m fine. How are you?” 
 “Better now that you’re back.” 
 Faith sat down next to Ashlee, a smirk on her face. If the other women knew Angel and Parker communicated then that was fine. Everything was fine now.
 “We need to get out of here, Parker. They’re not to be trusted. They locked you up!” 
 “I’m coming to you.” There was a pause. “They locked me up because I couldn’t speak and they couldn’t trust me. I didn’t resist. I just wanted them to fix you. I’ve been listening to a lot of stuff, eavesdropping. You’re father is a really bad man. He has done some terrible things. The people here? I can’t communicate with them but I think they’re okay. Even if they assume I can’t make myself understood.” 
 “What?” Angel walked over to the window. She was in a tall building that overlooked some woods and a lake. “They don’t have pen and paper here? You couldn’t have written them a note?” 
 “Things got chaotic when I showed up trying to get over to the island. There wasn’t a lot of time to explain anything.” 
 Looking out the window, Angel gasped. She knew that lake. She’d been standing by it in her vision watching Parker Liberty and his father Jack fishing. What had been important about it?
 Angel bit down on her lip. Her mother had said to find out why he wanted her dead.
 She had a feeling the answers would be found by that lake, which meant she had one other thing to do before she could leave here with Parker. One more task to fulfill.



Chapter Eight 


Parker stormed through the door like the hounds of hell chased him. He realized, belatedly, that if he replaced the word hound with the word wolf, it might not be so far off track. The Kane men were intense to say the least. He’d be glad to be off Westervelt and away from them. It also struck him as sort of amazing that not one of them had recognized him. Although perhaps it made sense since only Rex Kane had been his own age and he hadn’t seen that particular family member.
 He took the stairs two at a time while his dual guards, whose names he didn’t know and didn’t care to learn, followed close behind him. As he burst through the door, he scanned the room. Angel stood by the window with two other female wolf shifters watching her from a slight distance.
 She whirled around and it looked to Parker like a million separate emotions passed over her face in the span of a few seconds.
 Angel.
 He wished he could howl her name to the moon. The quiet, unmoving slumber she’d fallen into had seemed endless on the drive to Maine. Only the smallest shreds of what remained of his faith in life had sustained his belief that she might be okay.
 And yet here she stood—alive, whole, and staring at him with her dark eyes that seemed to see into the parts of himself he’d always kept hidden from everyone else.
 After a second, he felt huge and awkward. The wolves in here were sleek, well put together. He was like an elephant in a china shop. One false move and he might destroy everything.
 Angel ran to him in two long strides. She launched herself into his arms and he pulled her to him.
 She pressed her lips to his. He closed his eyes, feeling the essence that was purely Angel envelope his insides until he was warm and secure. She smelled like sunshine after a long winter.
 “I am so happy to see you. I was terrified you’d never wake up.” 
 She blinked away the tears in her eyes and he sucked in his breath. Angel Kane should never, ever cry.
 “Parker, everyone is staring at us.” 
 He sighed. “They’re probably trying to figure out how their baby sister ended up being mated to an oaf like me.”
 She whacked him—hard—on his arm and he rubbed the spot as he let her slide back down to the floor onto her feet.
 Angel turned to regard the room.
 “Who is in charge here?”
 Parker realized he could listen to her speak all day. In fact, at that very moment it didn’t matter to him whether he ever spoke again. He’d be happy to simply stand by Angel and watch her take over the world by sheer force of will.
 A broad-shouldered wolf shifter moved forward. “Princess, that would be our Alpha, Tristan.”
 “Don’t call me Princess.” Angel spoke through clenched teeth. The reality of what had just been said struck Parker.
 She was a Kane.
 She was a princess.
 He was mated to a princess. Wow, he was completely unprepared for handling royalty. Clearly, fate had made a terrible mistake.
 Inside, his wolf snarled. She was made for us. Don’t you dare screw this up. You heard her. She’s not a princess.
 Whether she claims the title or not, she is, in fact, a princess.
 His wolf rolled its eyes. Go search her soul a little bit. She’s as much a princess as you are a cat. 
She’s a woman and she needs us, so leave the insecurity at the door. Let’s get down to business.
 He didn’t usually agree with anything his wolf said but in this case he was going to have to admit his furry half was correct. She was a woman. He could attest to that—and wouldn’t mind attesting to it again. And again.
 “I need to see your Alpha—Tristan—that’s his name.”
The man nodded. “Princess, your brothers would all like to see you. We thought it best to give you some time to adjust to being here before springing the whole family on you.”
“I don’t need to see them. In fact, I have no interest in a reunion. I just want to speak to Tristan for a moment.”
 “Angel, I think you should meet your brothers.” 
 She turned to regard him, her dark eyes meeting his. “Why should I do that?” 
 He shrugged. “Once in a lifetime opportunity?” 
 “The only things I’m concerned with right now are getting your voice back and figuring out some of the things I saw in my weird dream.” 
 “Angel…” 
 He cut off what he was going to say before he said it. People surrounded them. It would be weird to stand in silence and communicate telepathically while everyone stared at them. Also, he wasn’t entirely sure of the protocol for telling someone that since you held their soul you knew they had a hankering for family they’d never expressed.
 Besides, he had learned very quickly his mate did not like being corrected. It really pissed her off.
 “I have spoken to my mate.” The redheaded woman, Ashlee, spoke. “He’s on his way here to see you.”
 “That’s good because the sooner we get this done, the sooner we can leave.”
 “Princess.” The man he recognized as Cullen Murphy spoke again. “Clearly you can communicate with your mate. We couldn’t get him to speak a word. Can you explain?
 Has he taken some kind of vow of silence?”
 “Do people still do that?” 
 Angel laughed aloud, covering her mouth as she did so. Her eyes briefly lit up with delight, and he sighed. He wished he could keep her laughing all the time.
 “A spell has affected Parker. I’m interested in figuring out how to get rid of it. He hasn’t spoken in nearly forty years, but, yes, I can communicate with him telepathically.”
 Cullen turned to him. The older man had not recognized Parker but Parker remembered him quite well. You didn’t forget the people who terrified you as a child.
 Kendrick had led the pack. Cullen had enforced it. Every child had been terrified that if he stepped out of line Cullen Murphy would come down on him like a ton of bricks.
 “His scent is familiar to me except I can’t place it.”
 His mate, Summer, crossed to Cullen. She laughed as she kissed the man. “Are you getting old, Cullen? Can’t remember things?”
 Angel put her hands on her hips. “He isn’t deaf. He can hear you just fine. If you have something to say to him you can speak directly to him. I assure you, he can understand every word you say.”
 Cullen blinked. Clearly, he wasn’t used to being addressed that way. Parker took a step forward.
He might be a dumb oaf but he wasn’t going to let anyone hurt Angel.
 Whatever fear he’d had of the other man as a child was long gone.
 His wolf growled inside of him. We’re bigger than he is.
 “I didn’t mean to be rude.” Cullen held up a hand, this time looking directly at Parker. “I have no intention of making an aggressive move toward Angel. You can tone down the testosterone. This situation has thrown all of us for a loop.”
 “Ask him how.” 
 Angel raised an eyebrow. “How? Why has it thrown you for a loop?”
 “We’ve had people looking for you all over the country and then you showed up here unconscious with a man who couldn’t speak.”
 Angel opened her mouth and Parker had a feeling whatever she wanted to say was not going to be pleasant. However, she never got the chance. Ashlee stepped forward instead.
 “Explain to me why he can’t talk aloud.”
 “I’m not explaining anything to you.”
 “Angel.” 
 Parker remembered enough of these shifters to know that they could be brutal, even vicious. He stretched his neck, getting ready to shift. He never wanted to have to become a wolf again but he would to get Angel out of here if that was necessary.
 “Look, I get it.” Ashlee sighed. “You’re hostile towards us. You’ve probably heard things about us that make you think we’re horrible people. I imagine you think we go around killing witches.”
 Angel laughed. “That might actually be a good thing.”
 “A very nice witch helped save your life.” 
 She sighed. “Parker has just informed me that a witch helped save my life. Perhaps I shouldn’t be quite so bloodthirsty.”
 “Anyway,” Ashlee finished. “I’m really good at magic. Maybe I can help you—or if I can’t, one of the other women here can help you fix it.”
 In all the years he’d worked at the diner and never communicated verbally with anyone, he’d never felt as isolated as he did right now. It was absolutely humiliating to have his mate communicate for him as if he wasn’t capable of performing the basic task.
 The women continued to discuss what they were going to do about him and he zoned out on the subject. Truth was, there probably wasn’t anything that could actually be done—otherwise he knew Angel would have already performed the task.
 Parker walked to the window. He hadn’t really taken any time to look around when he’d run to see Angel earlier. Staring out at the lake he felt…nothing. Shouldn’t there be some kind of feeling about being back „home?’ Shouldn’t something move him? This is where his parents had lived, loved, and died. If that hadn’t happened it was likely he’d never have left this place. He paused. He felt exactly the same way about this place as he had about the highway he’d stared at every day for the last twenty years. It was like one big old dose of…nothing.
 “You’re Parker Liberty.”
 Not used to being surprised, Parker jolted out of his thoughts to regard Cullen Murphy.
 “I know I’m not losing my memory. It just took a few minutes for it to come back to me but now I know it’s you. You’re Jack Liberty’s son. You vanished right after the horror of thirty years ago.”
 That was an interesting way to put it. Yes, he’d vanished and there had been lots of horror. It was kind of funny to hear it summed up so succinctly.
 Parker stared at Cullen. What did the other man want? It wasn’t like he could answer him. Did he want him to do a dance or mime?
 “I didn’t recognize you. To say you’ve changed would be an understatement. I can’t say that in all of my considerable years I’ve ever seen a wolf-shifter as tattooed as you.”
 He’s probably not seen one who refused to shift either.
 Parker rolled his eyes at his wolf. He could do without the personal banter. He looked down at his own arms. Each tattoo had meant something to him at the time he’d had them inked.
 The turtle on his left bicep had been because the days had seemed time was endless and moved slowly. He had chosen the turtle to remind himself of that old children’s nursery rhyme where the turtle had beaten the hare in a race. The design made him feel like maybe there was a purpose to the day-to-day monotony. Maybe something good would come of it.
 He wondered what tattoo he would choose to represent how he felt right now. What symbol could illustrate how much he felt like a fish out of water?
 His wolf grinned. Or a wolf in a kitten parade? 
 Angel came to his side, grabbing his arm. “What’s going on here?”
 “I know who he is.”
 She stared up at Parker, her gaze seeking for some kind of answer from him. He wished he had any to give her. If she wanted to leave, they would leave. If she wanted to stay, they would stay. He rubbed the back of his neck to try to release some of the tension forming there.
 Angel squeezed his arm. “What’s wrong?”
 “I feel like I’m going to crawl out of my skin.” 
 Angel turned to look at Cullen. “Is there somewhere he and I can be alone for a few minutes?”
 “I thought you wanted to see Tristan.”
 Angel held up her hand. “I know what I said. Now I’m changing my mind.”
 Summer stepped forward, grabbing Cullen’s arm. “Yes, there are several guest suites. I’ll show you where they are. Then we’ll all talk around dinnertime. How does that sound?”
 “How does that sound to you?” Angel’s voice in his head was like a warm balm.
 “Right now, the only thing I can focus on is getting out of this room.”
 “That sounds fine. We’ll do that.”
 Angel took his hand and tugged on it. He moved with her toward the door as they both silently followed Ashlee. He thought it would be better when they left the room only it wasn’t. The lights in the hallway weren’t fluorescent but they might as well have been.
 The glares made his head feel as if he was going to explode.
 “Seriously, sweetheart, are you okay?” Angel’s voice was low but Parker knew Summer could have heard them across a courtyard. It was one of those wolf things.
 “Sweetheart?” He tried to keep his tone light. He suspected he failed. “Does this mean you’re not going to get rid of me?” 
 “Get rid of you?” Angel covered her mouth as she realized she’d spoken aloud. He would have laughed if his head hadn’t felt as if someone had put a jackhammer inside of it. “What do you mean?” 
 “You want to end our mating.” 
 Angel stopped walking. “You wanted to end it, too.”
 “Do you still?” 
 Something flashed in her eyes, something he couldn’t identify. She reached up and stroked his cheek. “Parker, your eyes, they’ve gone totally wolf and you look like you want to claw your way out from six feet underground. What is going on?”
 “Answer the question.” 
 “I don’t think whatever is wrong with you has anything to do with my answer to that question.” 
 He sighed. “Answer it anyway.”
 “No, I don’t want out of our mating.” She smiled. “I’ve gotten used to how cozy your soul feels inside of me.”
 She squeezed his hand and they moved again catching up to Summer who stood outside of a door. The whole building felt like some deranged hotel. Twists and turns led all over the place and if he didn’t have his sense of smell he wasn’t sure he could have found his way out again. Still, as long as the guest suite had a bed where he could lie down he would be happy.
 Summer smiled as she opened the door and they walked in quickly. Their guide made some innocuous remarks he didn’t listen to. Instead, he waked straight to the back where he assumed the bathroom was and turned on the water to the shower.
 He somehow managed to not tear the clothes from his body as he forced himself under the hot water. He hadn’t lied when he said he wanted to claw off his skin. He did.
 Let me out.
 Parker’s eyes got huge. You? You’re doing this? 
 Actually, I’m not. His wolf snorted. This place is. We’re meant to be wolves here. Be a wolf.
 No. He heard himself growl.
 Nothing bad happened when you let me out to protect Angel. Nothing bad will happen now.
 I decide when and where.
 The shower curtain sprung back and Angel stood before him still fully clothed.
 “Seriously, what is going on?”
 “I feel funny.” 
 As he watched, she pulled her shirt over her head. His eyes widened as he looked down at her.
She had on no bra, and her breasts—heaven help him—her perfect breasts laid out in front of him like beacon of lights in the darkness. He reached out to grasp one and she stepped back so he couldn’t reach.
 “Define funny.”
 “It feels as if my skin is going to peel off my body. This place, for some reason, it makes me want to shift like I’ve never wanted to before.” 
 Angel pulled her pants off leaving only a pair of sensible but oh-so-hot white panties on her body. She had the longest legs he’d ever seen and he wanted to drop to his knees and lick her from her toes to the pink tips of her rounded breasts. After that he’d make love to her neck…
 “So why don’t you shift?”
 “Right now I have other things on my mind.” 
 She raised an eyebrow. Her dark gaze held a grin even as her mouth stayed serene.
 “Aside from that, why don’t you shift?” She toyed with the waistband of her panties.
 “You’re going to torment me into talking about this?” 
 “Now you’re catching on.”
 “I don’t shift because I’m dangerous. I watched my father brutally destroy my mother. I won’t be that man. I won’t give into the animal any more than I have to.” 
 She was silent for a moment. “You shifted for me. You shifted to rescue me.””
 “I did.” He shrugged, not able to meet her gaze and not wanting to explore why that was.
 “Why?”
 He looked at her. He had heard women insisted on talking all the time and apparently that was going to prove to be true. “Why do you think?” 
 Finally, she smiled. “We weren’t mated yet.”
 “You smelled the same mating signals I did. There was no way I was going to let you get hurt.” 
 With one finger, Angel slowly drew her panties down her legs. There was, however, nothing slow about how quickly his cock hardened as he watched. He hissed in his breath. She was this exquisite creature and she was all his. Like a man possessed, he couldn’t pull his gaze from her lingerie until she slipped them over her feet.
 Finally, he pulled his gaze up to meet Angel’s.
 “Parker, first we fuck, then we shift. You’re about as dangerous to me as a bunny rabbit.”
 She jumped into the shower, pushing into his arms. He had one moment to be grateful he caught her before he lost himself into the sensuous assault that was Angel’s mouth on his own.



Chapter Nine 


Angel couldn’t get close enough to Parker. It was a good thing he was so strong because she had foregone supporting her own weight immediately after jumping him. He held her up against the wall like she was a feather. Which she knew was not the case since she was five-foot-ten and not skinny.
 She thrust her tongue into his mouth and he groaned. It was a glorious sound. She felt powerful.
But then she always felt powerful when she was with Parker. Not because he was wimpy. By contrast, having him stand next to her so strong and steadfast showed the world she was to be taken seriously.
Right now, however, her power came from the fact that she could make this strong, beautiful man quiver beneath her touch.
 Parker raised a hand to trace the side of her face and now it was her turn to shudder.
 He was just so gentle. Even though she was tall, strong, and a wolf-shifter he could easily knock her down if he wanted to. Instead, every touch was a loving caress.
 She pulled back to look at him. “I can’t believe you asked me if I wanted to undo our mating.”
 He raised an eyebrow before splashing her with some of the water. “We both wanted to get out of it in the beginning. How was I to know you’d changed your mind?” 
 “I knew you’d changed your mind. I have your soul. I have a pretty good idea of what you want and don’t want. Doesn’t my soul tell you I’m a committed, strong person who is looking for love and family?”
 He laughed. “Yes. It does. But it didn’t tell me anything about your lack of confidence.” 
 She wrapped her legs more tightly around him and squeezed. He yelped as he pushed her harder against the wall. Their lips met. For a while she wasn’t sure where her mouth ended and his began. She simply knew the heat that was always present between them flared to life again. Being up against Parker was like holding the sun and it warmed her in places that had been frozen for so long she hadn’t believed they could be thawed.
 His hands cupped her breasts. Tingles traveled up and down her spine as her insides turned wet.
She wasn’t sure what was wetter—her or the shower. Either way, it amazed her that all Parker needed to do was touch her and she melted.
 “Angel, you have the most beautiful breasts I’ve ever seen.” 
 “If you have seen a lot of breasts, I don’t want to know about it.”
 “You don’t take compliments well, do you?” 
 “I don’t have a lot of experience with them.”
 She bit down hard on his neck and he had the nerve to laugh at her. She pulled out of his arms before dropping to her knees in front of him. The hot water on her back lent a sexual massage to the moment as she indulged her fantasies. Pushing forward, she sucked on the head of his cock, loving the taste of his manhood so deep in her mouth.
 Her hand located his balls, massaging them slightly. He leaned against the shower wall, a moan escaping his mouth. This was her mate—her strong, tattooed, take-no-prisoners mate—and she could bring him to his knees.
 “Stop Angel. This will end right here if you don’t.” 
 She pulled back. “Maybe I like knowing I can do this to you.”
 “Was there ever a question?” 
 He grabbed her shoulders, pulling her upward. God, she loved being in his arms. His lips met hers and this time it was her turn to shudder. His fingers started a delicious trail up and down her body.
Finally, he found her core. His fingers ventured inside of her and she knew what true happiness felt like.
It was heavenly to be this close. It was incredible to know she had a man who cared about her pleasure.
 “Inside of me, big guy.”
 Parker grunted his reply and she wondered if he was too far gone to even communicate with her telepathically. She wrapped her arms around his waist again joining him in the silence of the moment. It was just the water hitting the shower stall and the sounds of their fast breaths in and out.
 Moving until she was settled, she pulled him inside of her. He fit like he’d been designed to be there, which she supposed he had. Then there wasn’t anymore time for thinking.
 In and out he thrust until she lost count of how many times he had entered and left her. Her muscles contracted around him, each movement sending waves of pleasure into her very essence.
 She didn’t know how long it lasted just that each second of their joining branded her more his than she had been the second before. Finally, when the pleasure was too much—when it was so intense it might as well have been pain—she lost herself in the moment, surrendering in his arms. Seconds later, Parker followed his own release matching hers.
 Pushed up against the shower wall, she didn’t know if he held up her weight or if she held up his. Absentmindedly, she stroked the back of his neck feeling the small pieces of hair that lay there in her fingertips.
 “Are you alive?” Her voice sounded hoarse to her own ears.
 “Barely.” 
 “Me too.”
 “If I set you down, are you going to fall?” 
 “No.” She hoped. It would be really un-cool to fall and even though she should be past caring, she still didn’t want to land on her ass in front of him just yet.
He set her down but didn’t let her go until she’d demonstrated that her legs worked.
As he wrapped her in a towel, she stared at his back. Parker took up most of the space in the shower but he didn’t overwhelm her. She ran her hand over the smooth muscles of his back as he dried himself off.
“Think everyone heard us? Or rather heard you since they can’t hear me?” 
 “Huh.” She sighed. “I hadn’t thought about that, but now that you mention it the fact that they’re all wolves probably means they could hear us if they felt like eavesdropping.”
 He laughed, one hard yelp in her mind. “Think your brothers and their mates are a bunch of pervs?” 
 “From the stories I’ve heard about them, that wouldn’t surprise me.”
 She bit down on her lip. Of course none of them had actually seemed that way to her when she’d met them. Everyone had been helpful and concerned. They’d even saved her life. It was getting harder to reconcile her belief in the ultimate evilness of Westervelt with what she was seeing here.
 In general, she didn’t particularly like to have to question her assumptions. There wasn’t a lot of time for self-indulgent personal exploration when she was either fighting to stay alive or running for her life. But maybe she had a minute now. Maybe this situation warranted a second look.
 As she dried off her body, she knew she’d have to deal with all of it later—whether she wanted to or not. For now, she still had something to do.
 “Time to shift.”
 “I really don’t want to. I feel better. I guess I needed to work out some of my nervous energy, so to speak.” 
 “Nope, you’re not getting out of doing this simply because you feel uncomfortable.”
 “It’s more than that.” 
 “Explain it to me.”
 He sighed and he sounded weary. It nearly undid her. She wanted to tell him to forget it, he didn’t have to shift. Except, of course, he did. To be a shifter who didn’t turn into a wolf amounted to living a half-life. He was already limited. Parker couldn’t utter a word aloud. In the whole world, only she could hear him, at least for right now.
 He needed to be able to be who he was supposed to be and she was going to see to it that he was. She was his mate; she was allowed to interfere in his life to make it better.
 “My father killed my mother right here on this island. I know the kind of violence that lives inside of me because it lived inside of him. I don’t think shifting into an animal is particularly wise for me.” 
 Angel took his hand. His calluses were raw from all of the years he’d spent working with his hands in hot water. She shivered at the thought. He’d been alone in abject silence for so long before she’d arrived. The thought made her ill.
 “Animals are less violent than humans. Surely you know this by now.”
 Her wolf sighed. Go easy on him. He’s been through a lot. Rome wasn’t built in a day.
 Her wolf knew what Rome was?
 Of course I do. You know what it is. 
 This conversation was getting rapidly off track and she needed to focus so she made a conscious decision to tune out her wolf for a few minutes.
 “I know they’re less violent. I get it. My wolf tells me all the time. Still…” 
 “You’re afraid.”
 His eyes got huge as he dropped her hand and stormed forward. “I’m not afraid.”
 “Because Gods forbid you get afraid? Or admit to it?”
 He narrowed his eyes. She thought he might start shouting telepathically. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d had to face down a shifter in a temper. She wasn’t worried about Parker’s reaction, even if he doubted himself.
 A warm white light filled the room. Angel gasped. It wasn’t often she was surprised.
 Yet, Parker had done just that. She hadn’t believed he could be goaded into doing what she wanted.
 Seconds later, she looked down at her huge mate’s huge wolf. He blinked up at her and she stepped forward until she could pat him on his head. His fur felt soft under her fingers.
 “I’ve never seen one as big as you before.”
 He panted at her praise and bumped her legs.
 “Are you humoring me? No way is it that easy to get you to do what I want.”
 “Maybe I decided you made sound arguments.” 
 She shook her head. “I know you better than that.”
 “Maybe it was simply time.” 
 “Past time.”
 “Don’t rub it in. You won this argument.” 
 “You still haven’t said „you’re right, Angel.’”
 “You can keep holding your breath, mate.” 
 She laughed aloud, loving the way it felt to banter with him. Everything with Parker was just so natural, so easy.
 “Are you going to keep me here by myself or are you going to shift too?” 
 Raising an eyebrow, she tried and probably failed to look uninterested. “I suppose I could shift.
It’s not like I have all that much going on.”
 “Keep it up and I’ll shift back.” 
 Well, she didn’t want that. Not with the possibility of an actual run with her mate on the horizon.
 “Okay, I’m shifting.”
 Calling the white light to herself, she felt the calm and peace that always filled her before any change into her wolf form. This time, however, the sensation was also joined by a tremendous sense of anticipation. There were real woods here—even if she was temporarily trapped on the island of Westervelt—and she would get to run in them without the burden of the warring Alphas in New Orleans breathing down her neck. Plus, Parker would be with her and even though it should still feel new to have him by her side, she had already come to find that everything was better when he was around.
 She shook her head as she relaxed into her wolf form. It wasn’t until she strained her neck to look up at Parker that she realized how much bigger he was than she as a wolf. If possible, it was an even larger discrepancy than when they were in their two-legged form.
 Still, she wasn’t intimidated. If he came across as a giant teddy bear when he was a man, he seemed like a puppy now. As she moved forward, she butted him with her head until he walked through the wolf-door in their room.
 She followed him out of the building onto the front yard. Her wolf begged for control, loving the feel of the grass beneath her feet. Angel smiled inside as she gladly relented to her wolf-half. They were both given so little opportunity to indulge in simply being who they were meant to be.
 Her last human thought was that magic could be a gift when it felt like this. She moved fast, aware that Parker’s wolf traveled in her wake. She had no idea if he’d given himself over to his wolf but suspected he had since he made no attempt to contact her telepathically.
 Her wolf swung around to regard him. He stopped moving for a second and she wondered what he was up to. Seconds later he nipped at her heels and she yelped.
 Oh…so he wanted to play. She darted around behind him to grasp the back of his leg. Her teeth dug into his fur and he growled low in his throat. He wasn’t threatening her, simply letting her know he intended to win whatever game this was they played. She smiled, showing him her teeth. She was a Kane and even as wolf, she always won.
 She took off running, the wind hitting her snout as she darted through trees. She had to move fast to keep him from catching her. His sheer size alone gave him an advantage.
 For every two strides she took, he took one. She darted through bushes and over large rocks until skidding to a stop as she realized where she’d run.
 Blinking, Angel felt her full consciousness return to her wolf body. They were at the lake. Her wolf had run them to Parker’s lake. She looked up. An old, abandoned wood cabin sat several yards from the lake. She swallowed. It had to be where Parker had grown up.
 She turned around to see him. He sat very still, his wolf eyes unblinking as he stared straight ahead.
 “Parker, are you okay?”
 She rubbed up against him. His silence concerned her. He hadn’t been here—not to this particular spot—since he’d seen his father murder his mother. This had been dumb.
 What had her wolf been thinking running here of all places? There had to have been somewhere else she could have led them.
 He needed to come here and you saw this lake in your vision.
 She really didn’t want to get into a rip-roaring argument with her wolf right now.
 Perhaps it might have been wiser to have given Parker a little bit of a chance to get used to the idea of being a shifter again before hoisting his past onto him.
 His wolf didn’t think waiting would accomplish anything.
 Angel bit down hard on her tongue. She could taste blood in her mouth. So the two of you decided this on your own? You decided we would cause him pain without so much as a hint to me.
 Her wolf had the good sense to look down. Knowing that was about the only sign of an apology she was going to get from her constant companion, Angel called the shift onto herself, letting the warm white light engulf her.
 It took her a few seconds to find her balance on human legs. When she was sure she wasn’t going to fall, she walked over to Parker and sat down next to him on the grass.
 She placed her hand on his soft fur and stroked his back, staying silent.
 This had to feel like visiting a gravesite. It was a solemn moment. She wished she could put on some clothes. That was the problem with shifting: it left you completely vulnerable when you shifted back, which was why it was so important to be in good company when you changed back.
 Parker’s head nudged hers and she smiled. “Feel like talking yet?”
 “I don’t know if I’m ever going to want to talk about this place.” 
 “Well,” she sighed. “We have two choices. We can sit here and not move. We can leave and tell our wolves to mind their own business. Or we can go closer, look at the cabin, and try to figure out what is happening with this lake since I dreamed about it in my magic-induced coma.”
 The white light of Parker’s shift touched her and she smiled. She regarded his naked form as he sat down next to her on the ground. A warmth started in her core, which she decided to ignore. This was not the time or the place to be so turned on by her mate.
 He sniffed the air as he looked down at her.
 Her cheeks got red. “I’m ignoring it. I can’t help it if you’re gorgeous.”
 “I think I just thought of a fourth option of things we could do.” 
 “What? Now?”
 “Why not?” He ran a hand down her arm and she shivered.
 She stood up. “Because you’re stalling and much as I can’t think of anything I’d rather do than roll around on the grass with you like randy teenagers, we need to go into that house.”
 In her head she heard him make a grumbling noise. “Someday I’m going to get you to waste time.”
 “Maybe you will.” As she said it, she doubted it. She’d been moving, running, or focused on escape since she was six years old. It wasn’t likely she would suddenly get lazy.
 She took his hand, pulling him to his feet. His callused hands felt good in her own.
 Parker made her feel small in the best possible way. He was her gentle giant and she was going to protect him from anything that might hurt him. The only way she could be sure she could do that was to get the pain that seeing the inside of his house would cause him over with.
 Otherwise it was going to be this big looming problem over their horizon for all time. Even if they left Westervelt and never came back, they’d always remember they hadn’t done this one thing.
 Problems didn’t go away if you ignored them, they only got bigger.
 Parker sniffed the air as they approached the house and she squeezed him tighter.
 “Smell like home?”
 “No. I don’t have any sensory feelings for it at all. This whole thing feels like I’m watching it instead of going through it.” 
“Really? That’s weird.” She wished she could be more articulate. Weird was the only word she could come up with.
 “I know.” 
 They were about to go up the porch stairs when she pulled to a stop. This was huge, momentous, that Parker was coming back here. Something had to be said.
 She opened her mouth and he waved his hand to stop her.
 “Let’s just get it over with. You want me to go in the cabin; I’ll go in the cabin. Fine. 
 I don’t need a whole production about it.” 
 Without another word, he stormed up the stairs in front of her.
 Huh. She hadn’t seen that outburst coming.



Chapter Ten 


Parker knew he had been surly with Angel. He stomped up the stairs, throwing open the door so roughly it shook from its already loose hinges. Not wanting it to break on some unsuspecting person trying to walk through it, he ripped the door all the way off, loving the way the wood groaned when it did so.
 It felt good to destroy something. This was, after all, where his life had been destroyed.
 “Parker.”
 Angel’s voice grounded him. Immediately the anger he’d felt when he entered the house deflated.
 “I told you I was dangerous.” 
 But even he could hear how tired, rather than angry, he sounded.
 “You’re like a little boy having a fit. We don’t have to do this. Step outside. What do I know, anyway? Maybe this is a bad idea.”
 He sighed closing his eyes. All he had to do was step through the threshold of this cursed place.
 Was it cursed? 
 He grimaced. He’d kind of hoped his wolf was leaving him alone after dragging him here against his will. It felt like there was this mass conspiracy between his wolf and Angel’s wolf to make him deal with things he preferred to leave in the past.
 Because I remember a lot of laughter. I remember the way your father loved your mother before Kendrick’s curse ruined everything. I remember a father who spent hours sitting out at a lake with a little boy who liked to hold a fishing pole.
 He wished he could make his wolf stop talking, he wished he could force him to stop.
 They had wonderful wolves. I can’t imagine they’d want you to remember them like this… 
 Just stop! He shouted through his link to his wolf, not caring if he accidentally broadcast to Angel, not caring if he accidentally let the whole world know how he felt.
 He didn’t want to have to remember them. Running a hand over his face, he realized his breathing was labored. He had spent so much time forgetting.
 “Parker.” Angel’s voice was gentle as she grabbed his arm. “Let’s go outside.”
 “No.” He shook his head as he forced himself through the door. His mother deserved his remembrance. He would go to where she died. He’d loved her—both of them—too much to hide from this anymore.
 Eyes forward, he crossed the front hall fast before taking the stairs to the upstairs two at a time.
Twice he nearly hit his head on the low ceiling. It was a good thing he hadn’t stayed here until adulthood; he would have hit his head everywhere he went. Angel followed right behind him not saying a word, which he appreciated. He wasn’t sure he could handle any conversation at the moment.
 He rounded the corner and came face to face with the scene of his worst nightmares.
 The door was open and even though his parents’ bodies were not strewn bloody across the floor, they might as well have been. Although it had been thirty-five years since their death, he suddenly felt like he was a child again.
 He slapped his forehead and tried to get some perspective. He wasn’t a child. He wasn’t stuck as a child. He’d left here. How that happened he wasn’t exactly sure. Did he swim to the mainland? Had he gotten onto the ferryboat? How could he not remember?
 Angel put her hand on his back. It was a lifeline back to the here and now. Perhaps it didn’t matter how he’d gotten off the island. In all the chaos, it would have been easy to disappear, especially for a young boy traumatized by what he had seen.
 “She died here.” He pointed to the bed. “She tried to fight back but she was so stunned and he was so much bigger than she was. Also, I got in the way.”
 “You were a child and this was a bad idea.”
 He looked around. “Why do you say that?” 
 “Because clearly this is too much for you.”
 He shook his head. “You were right. I needed to do this. I’m already trapped in my own head. 
Only you can hear me. I can’t be trapped in the past too.” 
 An unfamiliar scent wafted through the air and Parker turned around to regard Angel.
 “Another shifter is approaching.” 
 She nodded. “I can smell him too.”
 Parker immediately became aware of his mate’s nakedness. His own didn’t matter.
 He looked around. There wasn’t much to cover her but he rushed over to the old dusty floral bed cover and wrapped her in it.
 Angel choked as dust flew, covering her mouth. “This is worse than being naked.”
 “Humor me.” 
 “It’s like a hundred years old.”
 He rolled his eyes. Sometimes Angel was such a princess. “Not quite that old.”
 “I bet it’s infested…”
 Footsteps charging up the stairs stopped her mid-sentence.
 Alpha! 
 His wolf shrieked lowering his gaze while Parker struggled to hold his own. Tristan wasn’t his Alpha, he hadn’t sworn allegiance to him and wouldn’t if Angel didn’t want him to. Whether they stayed or went was really up to her. He wanted to be where she was—end of story.
 The Alpha of the Westervelt wolf pack was unassuming at first glance. It was the way he carried himself. He had the same height as his brothers, the same dark hair, and general air of royalty Parker had encountered from the other Kane brothers during his stay here. However, looking at Tristan was a lesson in seeing beyond outward appearances.
 Dressed simply in worn jeans and a black t-shirt, he looked a little bit like everyone’s favorite English teacher. His hair was slightly too long to be called „neat’ and the three days worth of growth on his chin suggested to Parker he hadn’t had a lot of time lately to take care of his basic needs. As Parker watched, Tristan pulled his dark sunglasses off his face. That was when any thoughts of an unassuming Tristan fled the room.
 Tristan’s eyes were pure wolf and if Parker’s memory was to be trusted then so had Kendrick’s been when he’d been Alpha of the Westervelt pack. It was a sign that wolf and man were one. The ongoing struggle other shifters had with their internal wolves, Tristan did not have. They were one single entity and the leader of all who resided under his care.
 Parker swallowed hard. This was the first time since he’d left Westervelt that he wanted a pack.
Tears threatened to fill his eyes and he used all of his strength not to let them. It was just Tristan’s presence that did this to him. When he left, it wouldn’t feel this bad. When he left, he would rediscover his balance.
 “Angel. Parker.” The Alpha’s voice sounded kinder than Parker would have imagined it would have. Angel stepped forward and took his hand.
 “Are you okay?” Her voice filled Parker’s mind and pushed away some of the strange emotions threatening him.
 “I am. Now.” He squeezed her hand.
 “I’m Tristan.” The other wolf’s eyes moved over both of them. “My other brothers—   our other brothers—will be here shortly with some clothes for the two of you. We have baskets of them all over the island but not here.” Tristan moved forward into the bedroom until he reached the window that overlooked the lake. “But not here unfortunately. This is part of the island we never come to. Maybe someday we’ll be able to move around as we’d like.”
 Angel cleared her throat. “Why can’t you now, Tristan?”
 Parker gazed at the two of them. They were clearly related. He would have known just by looking at them if he hadn’t been aware of their sibling relationship before. The same dark hair, the same piercing gaze. But Angel moved like she was light come to life.
 Air seemed to glide around her. Tristan didn’t give off that impression—at least not to Parker.
 “We’re under constant attack.” Tristan didn’t turn around to look at them, which struck Parker as odd.
 He’s really stressed. His wolf, as usual, had an answer.
 Tristan continued. “We have a lot of numbers now. Most of your former wolf pack from New Orleans has come here and we’re introducing them into the fold. Retraining them, if you will.”
 Angel snorted. “Good luck with that.”
 Parker could hear the sarcasm in his mate’s voice and he was sure Tristan could too.
 Still, the Alpha didn’t turn around.
 “I have to ask you something, Angel.”
 Next to him Angel tensed. “Okay.”
 Tristan didn’t turn around to look at them yet. “Cullen tells me that we found your parents here.” Tristan tapped the wall with his foot. “I try not to think about that time but it’s almost impossible not to.”
 Parker knew the feeling. Didn’t he want to speak to Angel? Why was he bringing up that terrible night?
 “When your father woke up from his magical stupor brought on by Kendrick’s misbegotten curse of a spell, he killed himself. He couldn’t live with what happened. He loved her. They all did—all of the men who were overcome that night—they all loved those women so much.” Tristan paused, which was a good thing considering Parker felt like he’d swallowed his tongue.
 His father had been possessed by magic. It hadn’t been his fault. He hadn’t been evil.
 I’ve been telling you this forever. His wolf sounded so relieved.
 “I can feel them. I can still feel all of them like they’re here. Watching me. Waiting for me to find a way to make it right. Which is why I have a question for you, sister.”
 Now Tristan turned around. He stared at Parker’s mate intensely. “Why does our father want you dead?”
 Parker’s senses went on full alert. Kendrick wanted her dead? He hadn’t known this.
 No one was going to cause his mate any harm. He would kill a thousand wolves if he had to in order to protect her.
 “I didn’t know he wanted to kill me any more than he wanted to kill anyone else.
 Didn’t he try to kill everyone? I just got smuggled away. I mean whatever his issue was when I was a baby—he can’t still have it out for me more than anyone else.”
 “No.” Tristan shook his head. “He wants to kill you more. And you’re not wrong—  he wants us all dead. But you specifically. That’s why Mom hid you.”
 “I never knew anything about it.”
 Tristan nodded. “I had hoped that you did know. It would be easier if you already knew. But of course, this is just another mystery. Another piece to place in this never-ending puzzle of our lives.”
 “Ask him about the attacks.” 
 “My mate would like to know about these constant attacks.”
 Tristan’s wolf eyes met his and the jolt of pack awareness made Parker almost fall to his knees.
 “That’s right. He can’t speak.” Tristan narrowed his gaze. “You should be my pack.
 You both should be.”
 “Tristan, I…”
 Angel’s voice tapered off and Parker wondered if she was having the same problems he was with communicating around Tristan.
 His wolf whined. That’s because he’s our Alpha. 
 He’s not. 
 He should be.
 “Let me ask you something, Parker. Had your father started your wolf training before you left here?”
 Parker nodded. Yes, they’d been handling his education for a few years. He had been ready to join with the other young wolves. That would have put him under Cullen Murphy’s direct supervision.
But they’d never reached that spot.
 “That’s what I thought.”
 “Why?” 
 “Parker asked why.” Angel filled Tristan in on what he’d said.
 Tristan grinned. “I heard him.”
 Angel and Parker both spoke.
 “He did?” 
 She gasped. “You did?”
 “Yep.” Tristan nodded. “I can also bring your voice back.”
 “How?” Parker’s heart pounded hard. This was what he’d been waiting for. Wasn’t it? His palms started to sweat. Something about what Tristan said rang true to him.
 “I went through Mom’s spell book and nothing came up.”
 Tristan shook his head. “It’s not female magic. It’s very basic.” He paused. “Do you still have that spell book?”
 “It was left in Parker’s apartment, I think, in New Jersey.”
 Tristan nodded, biting his fingernail. It seemed like such a normal gesture that Parker almost laughed.
 Tristan didn’t notice, which was probably a really good thing since Parker was sure he already looked like a lunatic.
 “We don’t need the spell book for this. I’d just like to see what Mom had in there.”
 He shrugged. “We could wait until Cullen gets here but I don’t think we need him.”
 Tristan pointed to the window. “Parker, step over there.”
 Angel grabbed his arm. “What are you doing?”
 Parker looked down at her. He could feel her heart beating in fear and loved her for caring that much. “What Tristan told me to do.”
 “Why?” Her fingers dug into his arm. “Have we decided we trust him? He could be plotting something bad.”
 “I brought you here for them to help you, which they did. I trusted them to care for you even as I was locked up. That was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.” He swallowed, almost unable to talk about what those days had been like even as he knew they were now over. “Walking to the window so I can see if Tristan can fix my voice, that’s easy.”
 “Easy for you, maybe. But I’m terrified he’s going to kill you.” 
 He nodded to her. There wasn’t really much to say. He’d feel the same way if their positions were reversed. In fact that had been exactly how he’d felt when he’d had to hand her over. This place—Westervelt—he’d heard they killed a witch here. He’d been here as a child when it had imploded and his father had destroyed his mother. There was no doubt it was a troubled, difficult existence here.
 But there was something else too. Something that called to him inside his core where he hadn’t known the need for pack existed. His very basic self felt secure here, felt needed here, felt like he belonged.
 He moved slowly to the wall, feeling every step he took like his feet weighed a ton.
 Something momentous was about to happen and even as his mind was too clouded to really handle it his mind was well aware of the magnitude.
 It had been over three decades since he’d uttered a word.
 Tristan smiled. “When children start out in their training here, there is a period of time when they are the most volatile. Their wolves are, for lack of a better description because of the chaos involved in it, waking up. Sometimes things can slip out, things that people outside of Westervelt cannot learn.”
 Angel stormed by Tristan until she stood shoulder-to-shoulder. “That seems ridiculous. How likely is it that a person could find out? This is an island in the middle of nowhere.”
 “We used to go away more than we do now. We all had off-island jobs. We maintained appearances. Jack Liberty owned a brewery. He had concerns his son might lose it one day in public during the change. I wasn’t there for the discussion—Dad didn’t run a democracy—but I can guarantee that Cullen Murphy would have given your parents two options.”
 “In case he can’t hear, ask him what options.” Parker couldn’t believe how fast his heart beat now or the shivers running up his spine. All of this made sense. All of it felt correct.
 A tear ran down Angel’s face and he was relieved to see she understood how huge this was for him. “He wants to know what the options were.”
 “Cullen would have told your parents that they could island-bind you, meaning it would be a good two to five years before you would be allowed to leave Westervelt.
 Your wolf would have to fully present itself before you’d be given the go ahead leave.”
 Tristan cleared his throat. “Or one the women, probably your mother, would have placed a small spell on you. We almost all had it done at one point. The spell doesn’t allow the person for whom it is enacted to discuss anything to do with Westervelt at all. It physically stops your vocal cords from forming any words about it.”
 Angel shook her head. “No, that doesn’t make sense. Parker can’t talk at all.”
 “Emotions help to govern spells, or at least that is what my very talented mate tells me. I have no ability to perform magic, not really.”
 Parker highly doubted that. The man had physical connection to his entire pack and held a wolf in his eyes at all time. He would place money on the idea that he was plenty magical. But he wasn’t going to argue about it.
 Tristan wasn’t done. “You saw a trauma, I assume. I don’t know. I’m ashamed to say that given everything that happened that day, to all of us, I don’t know everyone’s personal story. I know you went missing and were presumed dead. I don’t know who cleaned up this house, who disposed of the bodies—“
 Parker held up his hand and Tristan stopped speaking. They weren’t bodies to Parker. They never would be. They would always be these bright, vibrant lights that were snuffed out too soon in a wave of violence he’d never understand, no matter how many times it was explained to him.
 Tristan nodded his understanding. “I think your spell went awry and with your permission I’d like to remove it right now.”
 Angel grabbed Tristan’s arm. “What will removing it do to him?”
 Tristan glanced down at her fingers and Parker wondered if anyone else would ever have the gumption that Angel did to simply touch this man without so much as a by your leave.
 “It will let him talk.”
 Angel stomped her foot. “Nothing is ever that simple.”
 “In this case it is.” Tristan regarded her silently for a second. “The resemblance is uncanny.”
 Angel groaned. “Yes, I know. I saw her. I look just like our mother.”
 “No, I think you look like Kendrick. You have his eyes.”
 As she dropped his arm, Parker witnessed one second of horror cross his mate’s face before she hid her emotions again. Now he really didn’t care one bit if he ever spoke again. He was not going to have his mate hurt in anyway.
 “Tell him we’re leaving.” 
 “No.” Angel shook her head. “I’m okay. Do it. He knows what he’s doing.”
 “I didn’t mean that to be insulting. It’s just I haven’t seen his eyes in decades and even before that they were never as steady or calm as yours are, Angel. If it means anything, I look just like him too.”
 “Fix Parker. I really don’t give a damn who I look like.”
 Tristan stepped forward until he stood right in front of Parker. Perhaps it was an overactive imagination, but Parker felt like he could hear hundreds of voices speaking in his head for a second before they silenced. What was that? He shook his head with no time to worry.
 Tristan raised his hand, placing it in front of Parker’s face. “I release you of your burden. I give you back your voice.”
 Parker gasped. His throat felt like it was on fire, like a million needles had been released to scrape and poke on the inside of his mouth. He fell to the floor as he tried to endure the pain. Angel’s small hands grabbed his back. She spoke soothing words but he couldn’t hear them.
 “Give him a minute.”
 Tristan’s voice felt like honey to his mind but it wasn’t only Tristan he could hear.
 The hundred or more voices he’d thought he’d imagined minutes earlier were back but now they were distinct. They were clear. They were…pack.
 Parker bounded to his feet as he pulled Angel to his side. He kissed her and pulled her off the ground to dance in a circle with her.
 “Parker?”
 “Oh Angel.” His voice sounded hoarse but it worked. “I can hear them. All of them.”
 She shook her head. “Who? Who can you hear?”
 Tristan answered for him. “Pack. He hears the pack.”
 Angel gasped, pulling out of Parker’s arms. “You made him pack?”
 “He always was. He was born to be.” Tristan took a step toward her. “As were you, baby sister.”
 “I don’t want to be your pack. I don’t want to be anyone’s pack. I just want Parker.”
 “It doesn’t work like that, I’m afraid. Unless he gives up his pack affiliation, you will always be our pack too.”
 Angel grabbed her head and Parker knew she could now hear the voices he could hear.
 “You knew this would happen. This was what I was asking you about.”
 The joy he’d felt moments earlier dimmed until it was almost out. He’d wanted this and he hadn’t even known it but his mate did not. He could see it as clear as day. She was not happy to have Westervelt in her mind or her soul, which left him no choice.
 For Angel he would do anything.
 For Angel he would give them up.



Chapter Eleven 


Angel picked herself up off her knees and tried to regain some semblance of the dignity she’d clearly just thrown out the window. The only noise in the room she could hear was the sound of her racing heart. That was saying a lot. She could always hear everything around her.
 Finally, Parker sighed. “We’ll leave. I’ll drop the pack.”
 The throaty, rough sounds of Parker’s voice made her shiver and she turned to look at him. She might feel differently in a year—or maybe ten—but right now she couldn’t imagine there being a time when she wouldn’t want to listen to him speak.
 She reached out her hand for him to take. Their fingers entwined, she smile at him.
 “You would, wouldn’t you? And just last week we both wanted out of this mating.”
 Heat infused his cheeks creating a small red tinge to his tone. She had to grin. No one else would notice he blushed. They’d be too leery of his size and his manifesto of tattoos to see the heart inside the gentle giant that was her mate. She squeezed their joined fingers before she glared at Tristan.
 “You knew and you deliberately evaded my question when I asked what would happen.”
 “I suspected.” Her brother met her gaze not dropping his eyes or even looking sheepish about what he’d done. She had to give him credit for that. He at least stood behind his boneheaded decisions.
 “You should have told us that freeing Parker’s voice would make him part of the pack.”
 “He’s always been my pack. You should have been my pack.” Tristan raised his voice. “As far as I’m concerned I simply set things back to the way they should have always been.”
 “Now you’re a god?”
 Her older brother roared a sound that could only be called more wolf than man.
 Parker tried for her attention. “Angel.”
 She didn’t listen. In all honesty, listening had always been a problem for her followed by her second biggest issue, which was to know when to shut up. At the moment she didn’t care.
 “What? No one here questions you? No one here tells you when you’ve done something really bad? Guess what? The leaders in the New Orleans pack hated everything about me. They were desperate to find some man who could mate me and shut me up. It didn’t work for them and it’s not going to work for you—no matter how loud you howl.”
 Tristan had the audacity to laugh. Not just a snicker either but a downright loud snort through his nose. Angel couldn’t believe it. She put her hands on her hips. There was nothing she’d just said that should have been at all amusing let alone warranted that much humor.
 “What are you laughing at?”
 He shook his head. “You. You are the female version of Gabriel.”
 “Gabriel?” Had she met a Gabriel? “I don’t know who that is.”
 “And you won’t for a while because, apparently, while our world is imploding and we are considering plans to run away, he’s off having a nervous breakdown.”
 Angel looked at Parker but he seemed as confused as she was. “Should I be insulted by the Gabriel remark?”
 “No, it means you’re family. I’m Tristan, you know that. I’m the Alpha of our pack but the third oldest in terms of our brothers. Michael is the oldest, he’s mated to a former pack mate of yours.”
 “Scarlett Knoll. I saw it in a vision. I thought she must be here against her will.”
 Tristan raised his eyebrows. “They’re only here a little while but I can’t imagine anyone making Scarlett do anything she didn’t want to do. Michael would take off their head.”
 “I know the feeling.” Parker stepped forward. “I would destroy anyone who dared approach Angel disrespectfully.”
 “You’re very intense. I can feel it in my mind as I can feel all the members of our pack. You will be an asset to us whether we stay to fight or have to go into hiding.”
 Angel could feel Parker’s pride at those words swimming through her veins. She wasn’t going to ask him to leave this. No way, no how. It was enough he’d been willing to go. The longer she spoke to Tristan, even with his prickly ways and his reference to her looking like their dad, the more she liked him.
 “Who else? Who else is in the family?”
 Tristan and Parker regarded her silently and she shrugged. “What’s the big deal? If I’m going to stay I might as well know who my family is, right?”
 Parker caught her meaning first and she could feel the love radiating off of him towards her.
Their mating bond was tight.
 “So you’re staying?” Tristan voice sounded strained.
 “Oh yes. You wanted me, now you’re stuck with me.”
 Her brother smiled and he looked younger, more relaxed than she could have imagined him.
“After Gabriel there’s me, then Theo. He’s here with his mate Faith. Then Azriel. And then the baby is Rex—Randolph—but we call him Rex. He’s not here either.
 He’s off hunting a witch.”
 “What is it with you people and witches?”
 But his reference wasn’t lost on her. She still had something to do. Her mother had come to her in her magical coma and shown her the lake that was right outside of Parker’s home. That had to mean something. She didn’t particularly like having a destiny but she would fulfill it nonetheless.
 As she chewed on her fingernail, she moved forward. Parker had gotten his voice back. It was time to figure out what was important about the darn lake.
 “Where are you going?” Parker’s voice called after her.
 “The lake.”
 In two strides, Parker had caught up to her. “Feel like a swim?”
 “Mom came to me in my dream. Showed me a scene of you and your dad fishing in that lake. I think it’s important.”
 Tristan was right behind them. “Do you have a lot of visions?”
 “Yes.” Angel paused looking back at Tristan. “Doesn’t everyone here?”
 “No. I mean we all have powers, the women have stuff they can do, but a lot of visions?
Absolutely not.”
 “Maybe that’s why your father wants you dead,” Parker supplied.
 “That’s as good a guess as any.”
 She didn’t give a flying fig why Kendrick Kane wanted her dead. She had no intention of not being alive. He would have to get used to disappointment.
 Taking the stairs two at a time, she made it downstairs a lot faster than she’d made it up. Of course this time it was Parker chasing her and not the other way around. The lake stood out in front of them and she almost tripped on her makeshift toga that Parker had insisted she wear so no one saw her naked.
 She hated the thing. It smelled. It was old and it was itchy. Not a great combination.
 Dropping it to the ground, she raised one eyebrow as she dared Parker to complain. She’d just agreed to pack for him. The least he could do was let her be naked if she wanted to be naked.
 At that moment, out of the woods like they’d appeared out of thin air, came what looked to be the entire Westervelt pack. She swallowed, now aware more than ever about her nudity.
 Tristan stepped forward. “Cullen.”
 The broad shouldered man who seemed to be around all the time came forward holding out some clothes for her. Angel nodded, hoping her gratitude showed in her eyes.
 She’d never been particularly good at expressing thanks. Cullen nodded back and she had the feeling he understood.
 Quickly, although far less graceful than she would have liked, she managed to shove on the grey sweatpants and matching t-shirt. Finally covered, she turned to look at Parker.
 His eyes held amusement and she had the impression he laughed at her.
 “What’s funny, Parker?”
 He raised an eyebrow. “You are, Angel. Even if you don’t know it.”
 Gods, she wished they were alone and not standing in front of the entire pack like some kind of weird show they all wanted to watch.
 “Um…”
 Cullen interrupted her as he handed Parker a set of clothes similar to her own. “I see you managed to return his voice, my Alpha, and might I inquire if they are also members of the pack?”
 “They are. Although, my baby sister is not thrilled about it.”
 Parker’s love traveled through their connection and she grinned. “The idea is growing on me.”
She cleared her throat. “But there is something I have to do.”
 Tristan rolled his eyes. “Yes, you mentioned that. Something about the lake?”
 “Right.” She walked forward, aware all eyes were on her. She hadn’t strode much of a distance when a familiar face stopped her.
 In front of her stood Scarlett Knoll. She’d been a member of the New Orleans’ pack where Angel had been raised. The other woman had been abused by the terrible leaders there and Angel knew she’d spend the rest of her life feeling guilty about not being able to help her.
 Scarlett reached out to grab her arm. “I’m so happy to see you.”
 “As I am to see you.” Tears threatened to pool in her eyes and Angel blinked them away. “Are you okay? I understand you’re mated.”
 “To Michael, yes.” Scarlett grinned. “I’ve never been better. I mean in my entire life I’ve never felt as right as I do now. Angel, I can shift.”
 She’d been with Michael in her dream. It was incredible to see her looking this good in person.
 “You can shift? Scarlett, that’s incredible…”
 “I know.” Scarlett squeezed her arm. “We have all been worrying about you. Almost the entire pack is here now and everyone is so…different. It’s incredible what Tristan and Michael and Cullen have done…”
 Angel’s head whirled. There was so much information to digest, so many things she was going to have to spend time relearning and thinking about.
 “But I think you were on your way somewhere and now everyone is staring at us.”
 Scarlett dropped her gaze. Angel sighed. It was a Beta thing. Even as wonderful as she looked, even with the glow that lit up from the inside of her, Scarlett wouldn’t hold her eye contact very long.
 Just get to the lake already. Her wolf snorted.
 She decided to do just that. Walking as fast as she could, she made it down to the lake that seemed a lot smaller in person than it had in her dream. The image of Parker fishing with his father flashed into her mind and dissipated as quickly as it formed. Yes, there was clearly something important about that lake.
 Angel supposed it actually looked more like a pond. It was oval, rather than round and held a green mossy film on the top of it that she supposed was some kind of algae although she knew very little about these things.
 “What are we looking at?” Parker’s voice was right above her ear. She could feel his hot breath on her cheek.
 “You keep doing that and I’m going to have to leave all of these people and take you somewhere to be by ourselves.”
 He laughed, a low guttural sound. “Say the word.”
 “No.” She shook her head. “I need to figure out what I have to do. I had this vision of you and your dad fishing here.”
 “We did that a lot. Maybe you were simply cued into one of my memories.”
 Angel bit down on her fingernail as she considered what he said. “It’s possible, I suppose. But that doesn’t feel right to me.”
 “It doesn’t feel right?”
 She elbowed him hard and he oomphed. “Don’t make fun of me. I’m making this up as I go along. Do you have some sort of concrete game plan I don’t know about?”
 “Just to love you forever and ever. That and to do whatever you want whenever you want it.”
 His words made her cheeks heat up. “Then what I want is for you to help me figure out why I’m so consumed with this…pond.”
 “Is there something in the pond? In your vision, I was fishing. That implies I was catching something underneath the surface.”
 “Now, you’re giving me something I can use.” She tugged at her shirt and he pulled it back down.
 “What are you doing? Keep the clothes on.”
 “I’m not going to swim fully dressed.” She wasn’t that great of a swimmer on a good day. If she didn’t have a suit, it was better for her to be in the buff.
 Parker pulled off his shirt. “I’ll go in. If there is something in there, I’ll find it.”
 “No, I don’t think…”
 But he’d already stripped. The site of his tight, nude ass made her catch her breath.
 Distracted, she didn’t complain when he dove into the water instead of her.
 “What is he doing?”
 She jumped as Tristan and Cullen came up behind her.
 “Well, brother, I have a feeling there is something in the lake and he is checking it out for me.”
 Tristan and Cullen looked at each other. Seconds later, they’d both shoved off their clothes and dove into the water. Angel rolled her eyes as she waited for Parker to surface.
 He came up for air and dove back down.
 “Did you find something?” 
 She didn’t like being left out of this. It was her vision and the men had usurped her role in it.
 “Not yet, love. Don’t get your panties in a twist. It’s called delegating.” 
 She put her hands on her hips. “I’m not wearing any panties, big guy.” 
 He groaned. “Thanks for reminding me of that.”
 Just then all three heads resurfaced from the water. Parker spoke first. “I’m sorry, Angel, we can’t see or sniff anything down there.”
 Angel stomped her foot. No, that wasn’t right. There had to be something. She felt her eyes turning wolf and she wondered why she was getting so upset over this. Maybe it had been a stupid dream; maybe it had been meaningless, maybe…
 Maybe they can’t see it or sniff it. Maybe only we can.
 Her wolf’s voice made her stop. Yes, that was the answer. Before anyone could say anything else, Angel pulled off her clothes.
 “I assure you, Princess, we looked everywhere.”
 She cut off Cullen’s assurances as she dove under the water. If she was wrong, then there really was nothing lost. She had a feeling most everyone in the pack probably already thought she was nuts already.
 The water felt cool to her hot skin. As she opened her eyes under water, she took a moment to appreciate the serene beauty of the moment. Had she ever done this before? If she’d grown up on Westervelt—before everything went to hell—she imagined the kids did this all the time. Parker probably swam regularly simply for the fun of it.
 In her whole life, Angel had never done anything for the pure enjoyment of the experience.
Some day that would have to be fixed.
 A glittery light displayed before her and she swam in that direction. Were the men nuts or had they simply missed the bright white light that shouldn’t be pulsating from the bottom of the lake? Her lungs started to burn and she resurfaced quickly.
 Catching her breath, she was hauled tightly up against Parker’s chest.
 “Are you crazy? You could have drowned staying down there that long.”
 “Did you not see the bright light surrounding some kind of box?” She panted between words as she struggled to get out of Parker’s embrace.
 She needed to get that box in a way she hadn’t before she’d entered the lake. It felt like she was under some kind of compulsion now and while that should have concerned her, it didn’t.
 “There’s no bright light down there. I’m sure of that.”
 Angel gasped for breath, finally wrenching herself free. “Trust me, it’s there. And I’m going back for it.”
 Parker squeezed her shoulders as he reached her again. “Angel, I can’t see it. Tristan can’t see it.
Cullen can’t see it. I might not be very magical but I get the impression they are. If they can’t see any bright light, then there isn’t one. Maybe this is a trick to get you to drown yourself, something your father is doing.”
 “If I could interject here,” the red-headed Ashlee, Tristan’s mate, dove into the water.
 “Little one,” Tristan hollered at her. “What are you doing?”
 “I’m going to help Angel.”
 “This is madness.”
 “No.” Ashlee shook her head. “It’s not. This is female stuff. Angel says she can see a box surrounded in white light. I’m inclined to believe her. You guys can’t see it. Well, you can’t call the watchtower winds to assist you in magic either. I can. So move out of my way.”
 “But, little one.” Tristan’s voice was low. They were all wolves so they could hear it but at least it gave the illusion of privacy. “You’re pregnant.”
 “Pregnant people can still swim, my love.” Ashlee looked at Angel. “You’d think after three children he’d know pregnant didn’t mean disabled.”
 Angel blinked, her focus shifting from the incredible need to get back down to the bottom of the lake to the here and now. “You’ve had three children?”
 Ashlee looked to be about twenty-two years old. Angel knew that, as a rule, shifters were a lot older than they looked. But still…
 “No, I wasn’t sixteen when I had them. I’m forever twenty-two because I’m mated to Tristan and that was the age I was when we met. It’s one of the Alpha things.”
 “I’ve never heard of that. It didn’t work that way in New Orleans.”
 Ashlee shrugged. “My understanding is that nothing worked the way it should in New Orleans.”
 That was true. “Are you coming with me?”
 “I will. Even if I can’t see it, maybe I can help.”
 “I appreciate it.”
 The men were all silent, which Angel found amazing. Apparently when the Alpha’s mate spoke, everyone shut up. She’d have to remember that.
 She took a moment to fill her lungs with air before she dived down beneath the water. Since she knew where she was going, she made better time to the bottom of the lake. Ashlee was right behind her and she had to give the other woman credit, she could really swim.
 The box lay out before her like a beacon. Angel tugged and tugged until it came lose.
 In her arms if felt light but hot like it might burn her fingers off if she wasn’t submerged in water.
 Ashlee pulled at her arm, helping her swim upwards with the burden she’d felt so compelled to discover. As she broke through the top of the lake, she wondered if it was going to be blessing she’d gotten the box out or if like Pandora before her, she was going to wish she never had.



Chapter Twelve 


Parker’s mouth opened into a giant „O’ as he watched Angel and Ashlee come out of the water carrying the large box. Where the hell had that come from? He rushed forward to grab it from his mate but she shrank back from him.
 She gazed at him. Her brown eyes swirled, pleading. “I have to do it. It’s mine to do.”
 He didn’t like the sound of that. Every hair on his body stood up in alarm. Her voice wasn’t her own. It was like listening to someone else speak. He suspected she’d been possessed with some kind of magic. Parker would be damned before he’d let anyone—or any spell—have control of his mate.
 As he reached out for the wooden box that had somehow managed not to become rotted despite its years under water, he stared her directly in the eyes. “I won’t try to open it. You can do that.
Let me carry it for you. Your burden is my burden, okay?”
 Inside of him, his wolf paced back and forth. He understood the sentiment. If something were wrong with Angel, someone would pay for it, possibly with his or her life. He had been alone and not just in the physical way before he’d met her. His soul, his wolf, had longed for something he’d never thought to find. Then Angel had walked into the truck stop diner. He’d thought he was a violent man—he wasn’t. But he would be to protect her. The world would shudder if something happened to Angel Kane.
 Ashlee immediately let go of the end of the box she held. He thought for a second Angel would resist or object. Finally, her hands unclenched on the box and she let him hold it. Tristan came up next to him.
 “Did you see that down below? I didn’t.”
 Parker shook his head. “No way. No how.”
 Ashlee, now wrapped in a blanket, snorted. “I told you, it’s female magic. For the record, I couldn’t see it either. Only Angel could.”
 “It was mine to find.”
 Parker couldn’t wait to be done with whatever this box was.
 “I hope that isn’t what I think it is.”
 Cullen Murphy had a way with words that made Parker wish they spoke a different language so he couldn’t understand him.
 As Parker set the box down on the side of the lake, he looked up at Cullen. “What do you think it might be?”
 “The source.”
 Tristan cursed. “Is this going to prove to be one of those things you should have told me about, Cullen, that you never did and now it’s going to bite me in my unprepared ass?
 Because I have to tell you, buddy, I’ve got so much on my plate right now I can’t possibly handle anything else.”
 The wolves surrounding the lake fell silent. Slowly, a strange sound of snickering started in the group. Parker looked up. He had no idea why they were laughing.
 Finally, Tristan sighed. “Is it the buddy? Did I use the phrase incorrectly?”
 Cullen covered his mouth to hold back a laugh. Finally, he looked at Parker. “Tristan keeps trying to sound more modern. It just ends up with him sounding really funny.”
 Parker nodded. “It must be hard, living through all the changes in time and trying to keep up with them.”
 Cullen bent over the box. “I found my first grey hair this morning. I started aging several years ago when Summer and I mated. Before that I’d been thirty a very long time.” Cullen smoothed his hand over the lid of the box.
 Angel gasped as she threw her body down on top of the wooden box. Everyone’s laughter stopped.
 “Angel?”
 “Don’t let him open it, Parker. It’s mine to open, not his. If he opens the lid, it will be very, very bad.”
 I don’t like this.
 Parker agreed with his wolf. I don’t either. I’m about two seconds away from grabbing her, putting her over my shoulder, and getting the hell out of here. 
 “I’m not going to open it, Princess. I know better.”
 “What is it, Cullen?” Now Tristan sounded genuinely annoyed.
 Parker wanted to scream. Instead he forced himself to remain calm. “What is the box doing to Angel and how can I stop it?”
 “I never mentioned this before because I didn’t believe it actually existed. I thought it was legend.”
 “Cullen…” Tristan growled and Parker agreed with his sentiment.
 “Legend said the source of this pack’s power, the ability to shift, to perform magic, was kept from the Alphas. No one wanted their Alpha to become so powerful he could rule over the pack with an iron fist.”
 Tristan sighed. “Like Dad wanted—and still wants—to do.”
 “Exactly.” Cullen touched the box again. “Legend said it was taken away from the Alphas and hidden. As a dual protection, a female shifter could only handle whatever was in the box. She would have to decide her Alpha was worthy enough to get whatever is inside the box. If she didn’t think he was good enough to warrant it, he didn’t get it.”
 Theo, one of the Kane brothers, stepped forward out of the crowd. “You do understand what this means? Whatever is in that box is so powerful it could enable us to win this war, Tristan. Angel can open the box and give it to you.”
 Parker could feel Angel’s tension like it was a palpable entity between them. He took her hand and reveled in the softness of her skin against his. All of this was way too mystical for his liking. When it came down to it, he was a really basic man. Even though he carried the soul of a wolf inside of him, even though he could become one at will, he still liked to be able to see, feel, and touch the things he dealt with.
 This box that he hadn’t been able to see under the water proved to be the limit of what he could handle.
 He stood up. “Give it to him, Angel, so we can be done with this.”
 “No.” Tristan put out his hands in front of him. “Don’t give it to me, Angel. I don’t want it. We’ll win this war against Dad using our wits and our abilities. Not by using some source of magic someone thought was so dangerous they hid it in a lake and made it so only you could find it.”
 “But, Trip…” Theo clearly wanted to argue the point and Parker wanted him to win.
 He wanted that thing away from Angel.
 “No. We wouldn’t want that power anywhere near Dad and I’m not going to trust myself to handle it either. It was entrusted to the females in our line. Cullen might not have known about it but I can guarantee Dad does. That’s why he wants Angel dead. He doesn’t want her to be able to give that to me.” He pointed at the box. “You keep it safe, Angel. I’m sorry to have to burden you with anything, baby sister. But it’s yours. Keep it.”
 Having said that, Tristan turned on his heel and stalked away from the lake, Ashlee right behind him. Parker could feel the stunned silence around him.
 Angel looked up at him, her gaze the most wounded he’d ever seen. “What am I supposed to do with it if he doesn’t want it?”
 He scratched his head, knowing she’d reject his suggestion even before he said it.
 “Put it back?”
 Angel frowned at him, the beautiful curve of her eyebrows slanted downwards. “Not going to happen.”
 “Do you think it’s a good thing to cart it around with us? What if someone steals it?”
 Not that he would ever let someone get close enough to her to actually grab the box but the point had to be made. At some point, they were going to have to sleep. It might be possible to pilfer the source of magic then.
 “I was given a vision to go and get it.” Angel stood up. As she placed her hands on her hips, her eyes sparked with anger. “I’m not going to simply „put it back.’”
 Parker felt tremendously relieved to see the flare back in her eyes. Maybe the magic waned. He could hope at least.
 “Alright.” He nodded as he walked over to pick up the box. “We’ll take it back to the mansion with us until we figure it out.”
 “You’re not going to argue with me?” Angel didn’t move even as he walked forward.
 “No.”
 She ran to catch up with him. “You just got your voice up and running, you don’t want to use it to yell at me? To tell me I’m acting nuts? That I’m possessed by some kind of crazy magic in regards to this box?”
 He smirked. “Sounds like you’re saying all that stuff all on your own—or you wolf is—either way, you don’t need me to say it.”
 “I don’t deserve you, Parker.”
 He stopped, turning around to look at her. “I’m not sure I deserve you, Angel.
 You’re royalty. But you’ve got me. I’m your mate. I will always do whatever you need me to do.
For whatever reason, right now you need me to haul this box, with gods-know-what inside of it, to the mansion. So that’s what I’m doing.”
 She stroked his arm, her warm fingers heating his skin. “Thank you.”
 They walked in silence together toward the mansion. It was peaceful, which was why he found it so odd that his wolf woke up and started pacing around inside of him.
After a moment, he had to ask. Something wrong? 
I’m not sure. Something has me worried. Something is amiss. 
 That didn’t sound good. What do you mean? 
 The first explosion threw him forward onto the ground. Parker’s ears rang and his vision blurred.
He turned around searching for Angel and after a second caught her shape as she shifted into her wolf form.
 He grabbed the box. If they were under attack, he had to get his mate’s precious cargo out of the line of fire. Angel ran up to him in wolf form. She nudged at his leg and he petted her head. He was fine.
 “I know, you want me to grab the box. I’ll get it.”
 I’m more concerned about you, Parker. You were closer to the blast than me. Are you okay? 
 He smiled at that, petting her head. Thank you. I’m fine.
 Tristan tore through the clearing. “Anyone hurt?”
 “My Alpha,” Cullen called from behind them. “Remove yourself from this or I will have someone remove you. You’re too valuable to us. We can’t lose you.”
 Tristan growled. “I’ve told you before, I will not hide when the fight comes to us. I want the women and children back to the mansion.”
 “He’s got another thing coming if he thinks I’m going to run and hide.” 
 Parker would have been shocked if she had. His mate shifted back into her human form.
 “Put the box down, Parker.”
 He couldn’t believe he’d heard her correctly. “What? Now?”
 “Yes, now. The fact Tristan doesn’t want it means he should have it. This was given to me to find by whoever decides these things and I’m deciding to give whatever is in there to my brother.”
 “We’ve just been firebombed. The enemy could be here any second.”
 She shook her head. “So we can’t waste any more time debating this.”
 She pulled open the lid. It groaned, as the wood strained to release from where it had been sealed for gods knew how long. A burst of bright white light exploded from the inside hitting Angel square in the chest.
 She screamed as she fell backwards onto the ground. Parker’s heart stopped beating for a second before he rushed forward.
 “Angel.”
 If she were dead, he would kill Kendrick and every one of his men before he followed her. The evil bastards didn’t know the meaning of pain. He would teach them knew ways to hurt.
 She raised her hand touching his chest as he approached. “I’m okay.”
 He took a deep breath as his world righted itself again. Okay, he could breathe. The rest of the pack was deeply involved in making sure everyone was okay.
 “Give me a hand.”
 He grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet. Not able to resist, even given the circumstances, he pulled her strong body up against his own. Maybe he needed reassurance she breathed, maybe he simply needed to feel her. Either way, she didn’t seem to begrudge him the moment.
 Finally, he let her go.
 “We need to get to Tristan.”
 Parker took her shoulders. “No. You need to tell me what happened to you. A white light exploded out of the box and unless I’m imagining things it went right into your body. Are you okay?
Explain what’s going on.”
 “I can’t, Parker. I’m asking you to trust me. Can you do that?”
 He ran a hand through his hair. The woman was going to be his undoing. When this was over he was getting a whole new slew of tattoos to remind himself to be patient. “For now.”
 She brushed her lips against his. “Thank you.”
 Then she was running. He had to give Angel credit, when she was on a mission, she moved fast.
He caught up with her as she reached Tristan.
 “Little sister, I realize this has been a terrible time for you to join the pack. But I’m afraid this is our life. We are always under attack. I need you to get yourself back to the mansion with the women and children.”
 Angel shook her head. “You can ask Parker. I’m not really a stay-in-the-mansion kind of girl. But that’s not why I’m here.” She took a deep breath. “I opened the box.”
 “You did what?”
 Parker took a step forward to be closer to Angel. He knew Tristan was okay but he didn’t want him yelling at her.
 “I had to. Tristan, this whole thing—leaving New Orleans, running away, finding Parker, coming here—it’s been like chaos for me. Only Parker was peace for me.”
 He felt the same way about her. In the stream of endless mess, Angel was a bright and shiny existence.
 “That’s nice, sister, but I’m afraid that I’m a little busy…”
 She held up her hand. “Let me finish. Then I got hit with this bright light when I opened the box.
Suddenly everything made sense. I could see all of it. Dad is making his miscreant wolves using what is now inside of me. Mom hid it from him in the lake but he managed to get some of whatever it is before she could. But now it’s in me and it’s my gift to you. It’s how you’ll beat him.”
 “Angel, I don’t want that responsibility. What if I do something really bad with it?”
 Parker had to speak. “She’s right. It’s because you don’t want it that you should have it.”
 “Give me your hand, Tristan. Our ancestors want this done. It’s enough already.
 When Dad comes back—when he comes himself—you’ll finally be able to beat him.”
 Tristan blinked and Parker wondered if he was still going to refuse. At last, he held out his hand to Angel.
 “Parker, you too. You’re my mate, part of me. I need you for this.”
 Parker stepped forward. Even when he’d lived on Westervelt, they hadn’t been royalty. It seemed a little bit strange to be part of some mystic ceremony involving the Kanes now.
 Tristan regarded him silently. “I don’t hold to ceremony, Parker. Every member of my pack is as equally important to me as any other member. The days of my father’s rankings are long behind us.”
 He placed his hand on top of Angel and Tristan’s. “Can you read minds too, my Alpha?”
 “I wish. Then I would at least know what Cullen talked about most of the time.”
 The laughter in Parker’s soul stopped abruptly as a slew of images he’d never seen before crossed before his eyes. Generations of wolves crossed before his vision like they were really there with them. He gasped as one woman stared at him with what he would swear were his mothers eyes.
 All of them turned to look as they crossed in front of them.
 “What’s…”Parker barely got the word out before the scene changed. As the world revolved around them, it felt like Parker, Angel, and Tristan stood still. Voices that sounded like whispers bled into his ears. He couldn’t make out one word from another.
 “It’s going to happen now. The power is going to transfer from me to you, Tristan.
 With Parker as my strength, I’ll be able to handle the task.”
 The first thing Parker realized was his hands burned. He looked down at them as he tried to make sense of what happened. For a person who hated the mystics, he was rapidly approaching his limit. But he would handle anything that Angel needed and that included this craziness.
 Tristan gasped, his wolf eyes getting huge. “Wow. I can feel the entire pack and I mean the entire pack. The ones who have passed, it’s like part of them is now inside of me. I can feel the members of the pack who are still lost to us, who haven’t come home yet. I don’t know them but I can feel their souls reaching out to me.”
 “Tristan!” A yell sounded, pulling all of them back into the here and now. Angel staggered as she let go of Tristan’s hands.
 Parker caught her before she fell, pulling her against him until their bodies were pressed into one another.
 “You okay?”
 “I think the magic really sucked the heck out of my energy.” She blinked a few times. “But the good news is that whatever mojo was happening with that box has left me now. I’ve officially transferred it to Tristan where it belonged.”
 He sighed, as he stroked her dark hair. “Good.”
 “I don’t think I could have gotten through this without you.”
 He leaned down to kiss her forehead. “I guess it’s a good thing I’m never leaving, isn’t it?”
 Angel blinked a few times again. He really needed to get her back to where she could get some rest. Unfortunately, the scream that had jerked them back from magic reality to the present continued.
There were strange looking wolves everywhere. They didn’t smell right and the Westervelt wolves were battling them.
 “Come on sweetheart, I’m taking you somewhere safe.”
 If such a place existed. He wasn’t sure it did anymore.
 “I’ll go anywhere you want, Parker, but I don’t think we can leave Westervelt. We belong here; you can feel it, like I can, can’t you?”
 His wolf smiled. He could feel it. And once he got his mate away from all the action she was too drained to handle, he was going to enjoy shifting and showing these funny smelling wolves what he thought about them messing up his newly rediscovered home.
 In two swift moves, he scooped Angel up in his arms.
 “I’m your wolf, Angel. Wherever you want to go, I’ll go. But, yes, I can feel it. We belong here.
We belong in this fight.”
 He was Parker Liberty and he’d finally come home.



Chapter Thirteen 


Angel stepped into the truck stop diner feeling quite differently about it than she had the first time she’d arrived. It was technically closed for the night but Parker still had a key so they were able to get inside.
 She grinned at her mate, who stood so tall and proud next to her. He’d come a long way since the last time he’d been here.
 “Are you planning on showing Bob your newfound voice while we’re here?”
 He shook his head. “I think it might freak him out too much and after everything he’s been through, I think its best we leave well enough alone.”
 Angel had called Bob the day before to tell Parker’s former employer they’d be coming back to pick up his things. After that, it was a quick trip down to New Orleans to get what remained of her stuff out of storage. Then they were going back to their pack in Maine. It had only been one day since they’d left them and already it felt like a gaping hole in her soul to be away from her family. How had she thought she could be pack-less?
 When you don’t know the difference, you don’t know what you’re missing.
 Angel nodded to her wolf. That’s true.
 But she knew the difference about a lot of things now. She had no intention of being without her mate or her pack for any length of time in the future. Even if it meant she had to go into hiding with them.
 “You’re thinking deep thoughts. I can feel them. Cut it out. If we’re going to get through being away from the action, we have to keep it light.”
 “You’re right.”
 Angel walked forward through the double doors that led to the kitchen. She wanted to see the place where the witches had knocked her out. Finding them was on her agenda too. Just not first on her list. There were more important things than personal revenge at this point. But someday, she promised herself, there would be time to seek them out and punish them.
 “I’m glad you’re on our side.” Parker laughed as he walked behind her. “Tristan might be right.
You might be just like your father.”
She rolled her eyes. “Reading my mind, Parker Liberty?”
 “Nope, just your facial expressions.”
 “No one has ever been very good at that until you.”
 He winked. “Must be one of those mate things.”
 The door from the outside banged open and Bob wobbled into the room holding tightly to his cane. He hadn’t been that immobile when they’d left and Angel winced as she thought about the injuries he must have gotten during the escapade with the witch.
 She could tell Parker noticed it too by the way he narrowed his gaze. Her heart bled for him. Bob might be cranky and cantankerous but he’d taken a very young Parker in and sheltered him from the outside world when he’d needed it. To her, he’d always be an unsung hero in their war.
 “You finally got here. I’ve been waiting an hour.”
 Angel grinned. He might have been knocked down but it hadn’t harmed his spirit.
 She moved forward to embrace him, tightly. “We hit some traffic in Massachusetts.”
 Bob snickered. “I never would have picked you as liking the absolutely silent type.
 You like a man who has nothing to say, eh?”
 She laughed. “If only that were the case…” 
 “Watch it.” Parker’s tone was light. “Or I might start talking to you more.”
 “We’re just glad you’re okay.”
 “Yes, I’m still not sure what happened. When I came to, there was a big fight going on. Some young fellow hauled this really ugly woman out of here over his shoulder while she yelled and screamed.
Then the other two women went nuts. I’m glad it’s over.”
 Angel raised an eyebrow. “Any idea what he’s talking about?” 
 “None. But I think it might be worth reporting to Tristan. Anything to do with those witches is highly suspect as far as I’m concerned.” 
 Angel let go of Bob as she continued to speak to Parker. “No wonder Tristan made you an enforcer. You’re like a walking danger alarm.”
 “Do you have any problem with us going upstairs to get Parker’s stuff?”
 “Nope.” He shook his head. “It’s exactly as the boy left it. I knew he’d be back. I have to say, it’s not been the same around here without his silent presence. Nothing I can do to make you stay put?”
 “Sorry, Bob, we’re moving on. We have a big road trip ahead of us. Who knows where we’ll end up?”
 It was better Bob not know where they were going to live. Heavens forbid he'd attempt to visit and get firebombed by Kendrick.
 “Well.” Bob walked to Parker. “We’ll miss you. When you were younger…” His voice drifted off.
 Angel waited, wondering what he was going to say. When he didn’t continue, she prompted him. “What? Bob? When he was younger, what?”
 “Well, I was going to say, when he was younger I used to think there was some grand story behind why you couldn’t speak. Like something had happened to you that was beyond my understanding.” He shook his head as he patted Parker on the arm.
 “Never mind the ravings of an old man. Go on, get upstairs and get out of here before I starting ranting like a lunatic.”
 Angel took Parker’s hand and pulled him from the room towards the back stairs.
 When they’d gone a distance, she spoke. “Did you have any idea he felt that way?”
 “Not a clue, but I’m not surprised. It would take a real different kind of guy to employ and house a huge, giant, tattooed mute for years. Not to mention, he must have noticed at some point I stopped aging.”
 Angel put the key into apartment door and opened it. “Did you ever think about leaving?”
 “I wasn’t sure where I’d go. I watched cars go back and forth outside but I couldn’t bring myself to get in any of them.”
 She walked into the room before she turned around to grin at him. “Guess you were waiting for me.”
 He pulled her into his arms. “I think that’s a pretty good guess. Fate placed me where you would eventually show up.”
 The sounds of the highway filled the room as she leaned up to kiss him square on the mouth.
Whatever had happened, however fate had maneuvered things so she could find him when she did, she would always be grateful. They might be at war. They might have to go into hiding. They might never be able to live normal lives. But they had each other.
Parker sighed. “Get your mother’s book. I really don’t need anything else here.”
 “Why are you anxious to leave?”
 He rubbed his nose. “It reminds me of the time before you. It was a good place to be while I waited, but now…it’s stifling.”
 “Right.”
 She nodded. Running to the back of the room, she picked up her mother’s book.
 “I’m going to grab some clothes.”
 Parker walked to the other side of the apartment. Angel sat down, opening the book.
 The pages were blank, as they always were when she first opened the book. She didn’t need a spell today.
 Instead, words she’d never seen before appeared.
 Dear Angel, 
 Good Work. I knew you could do it. 
 Love, Mom.
 Covering her mouth, Angel gasped. She didn’t know why she was surprised. Magic was always surprising her.
 “You okay?”
 Parker’s voice startled her and she smiled. “I’m great, Parker.” Angel closed the book. “But you still haven’t told me what all your tattoos mean. What are you hiding?”
 Parker shook his head. “You’re too much, lady.”
 “I am. But you love me.”
 His smile fell, his gaze a heated caress of lava to her senses. “I do. I do love you, Angel. Like you’ll never understand.”
 But she did.
 The End 
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