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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
     
 
    Gerri shook her head, trying to clear it so she could get on with her work. She had mounds of it to do, and she was more than a little annoyed that the face of that dang girl kept intruding at the most inopportune moments . . . like now. 
 
    She was supposed to be setting up a meeting between two clients, but she just couldn’t get the vision of sad blue eyes surrounded by blonde hair out of her head. Sighing, Gerri sipped her coffee before clicking on the video she’d looked at a dozen times, or more, since the girl had sent it to her when she’d been looking to help her best friend. A soft chuckle rumbling in her chest as Gerri remembered how she’d offered herself up as a “slave” as payment. Her laughter died quickly when she saw right through the smiles put on for the camera . . . Connie Davison was her name, and she needed her own mate. 
 
    “Damn it,” Gerri muttered. “You’re going to haunt me until I sort you out, girl. Aren’t you?” 
 
    Connie’s eyes seemed to mock her as she paused the video and Gerri knew it was her unique ability alone that saw the dark hole inside the girl that called to her. Connie was sad, empty, and lonely and desperately in need of Gerri’s Paranormal Dating Agency. “I’ll help you but you won’t get off scot-free, Connie. No siree. You’ll have to work for your mate. I just haven’t figured that part out . . . yet.” 
 
    Sitting back and relaxing her mind, she let it roam free, knowing that her ability would soon start to work when she set her mind to it. Now that she’d decided to actually help Connie she had to figure out who’d be a good match for the feisty girl. Taking several deep breaths and concentrating, it didn’t take long before a pair of honey eyes flitted across her mind . . . but who did they belong to? She focused harder, and a mane of dark blond hair came into view, but a name eluded her. 
 
    “Shoot.” Gerri shook her head, annoyed that she couldn’t quite grasp all the details she needed. She sat up straighter as an image of her nephew, Theron, sprang to mind together with a tingle of a memory of being introduced to the owner of the honey eyes . . . a Lion perhaps? Yes. Definitely a Lion and she was sure it was at one of her annual Balls. 
 
    Reaching for her phone, she placed the call, glad he picked up quickly, albeit breathlessly. “Hi, what’s up?” 
 
    “Theron, you sound out of breath. Dare I ask what you’ve been up to? No, don’t answer that.” She chuckled, knowing how in love he and Connor were with their beloved mate, Talia. 
 
    “Hey, I’m training.” Theron laughed. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’m working, and there was someone you brought to one of my Balls a couple of years ago, I think it was. Anyway, he was a Lion, tall, with honey eyes and dark blond hair. I need his name and any other information you have on him, Theron.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know him. His name’s Rocky—for real—so no gags. He owns a bakery and I go there to pick up some stuff for Talia. She goes gaga for his stuff, so it’s worth it to go out of my way to get it for her. Why?” 
 
    “I see.” Gerri, paused, her mind working overtime with various scenarios. “Does he work alone, or does he have staff?” 
 
    “Hmm, he has one part-time girl that works there. He’s pretty shy and doesn’t mix with the Shifter community much, I’m sure she’s human. As far as I know . . . again, why?” 
 
    Gerri ignored Theron, carrying on. “So, Theron, you love your Auntie Gerri, don’t you? You’d help me out, wouldn’t you? After all, I did find your mate. Didn’t I? You adore Talia, don’t you? That was down to me, wasn’t it? So, you’re going to help me, aren’t you?” 
 
    Theron exhaled loudly. “What’s going on and what is it you want me to do?” 
 
    “I’ve got a girl and she needs a mate and this Rocky . . . he’s hers. I’m certain of it and you know . . .” 
 
    Theron interrupted, chuckling as he did. “You’re never wrong. Yeah, I know. What exactly is it you need from me?” 
 
    “Now, Theron, this is what you need to do . . .” 
 
    Gerri grinned as she proceeded to put the first steps of her plan in place. Once this was done she was certain the rest would fall . . . like the proverbial house of cards. Perfect, just perfect. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie rushed away, trying to hide her sadness but no such luck, one word halting her in her tracks. “Stop.”   
 
    Chad, her Alpha strode up behind her, his hand landing on her shoulder and pinning her in place as he walked around to face her. His eyes filled with distress as he looked down at her. Shit. She hated that everyone knew how unhappy she was and the fact that they were feeling sorry for her. She didn’t need their damn pity. She didn’t need any of them. 
 
    She tried to shrug off his hand but he tightened his grip, shaking his head. “Connie, don’t. I’m worried about you . . . talk to me.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she ground out, her eyes flitting away as the lie slipped from her mouth. 
 
    “No, you’re not.” Chad shook his head. “I know you’re missing Cyndi, but she’s not that far away. You could go visit if you wanted to. Why don’t you call and ask?” 
 
    “No.” Connie shook her head. “They’ve got their own life and I’ve already been more times than is really necessary. I need to get used to her being gone, Alpha. I’m not a kid anymore and I need to just suck it up and stop being such a baby.” 
 
    Chad canted his head, his eyes widening slightly and a lock of his brown hair falling down over his brow adoringly. If she weren’t so upset she’d think how handsome he looked. “Really? And whose words are those? Because they’re certainly not yours. What asshole said that?” 
 
    Her lips tugged up involuntarily as she shrugged. “Does it matter? It’s the truth. I miss her but she’s got her own life now and I do need to move on.” 
 
    “She and you might not be blood sisters, Connie, but you might as well have been. It’s normal to feel like this so stop being so hard on yourself.” Chad gave her shoulder a squeeze. “It’ll take time but you’ll start to feel better, honey, I promise.” 
 
    “I know,” Connie whispered. “It’s just hard. Some days are worse than others and I hate the weekends.” 
 
    “What?” Chad smirked at her, his face a parody of mock horror. “Connie, I’m shocked! You don’t like the weekends? You used to live for them and going to Silvers.” 
 
    “Not any longer. Not when I can’t come home and tell her all about it.” She bit her bottom lip when tears threatened, determined not to cry in front of her Alpha. Shit, that was definitely not happening.  
 
    “You can still have fun without Cyndi. You just need to find a way to do that.” Chad sighed, finally releasing his hold on her. “It pains me that you’re hurting. Maybe you should have a talk with Karis? She’s better at this sort of thing than I am.” 
 
    “No,” Connie blurted out far too quickly, backing up. “I’ll be okay. I just need some more time. I promise.” 
 
    “If you’re sure, but remember that our door is always open if you do need to talk, Connie. At any time.” Chad gave her that look again. The one full of pity that caused her stomach to lurch with self-loathing and she turned tail and bolted. 
 
    She needed to get some distance between herself and him, and the whole damn Pack. She was suffocating and she couldn’t take it anymore. If she didn’t get out of the damn camp she was going to explode and she’d either burst into tears or punch someone in the face . . . both of which would be a total embarrassment to her and her parents. 
 
    Connie couldn’t bear any more upset. Not after everything else she’d gone through recently. Those words haunting her had dripped from the last lips she’d kissed and that was the most humiliating thing ever . . . no, it wasn’t. It was the fact that she’d allowed the asshole to kiss her in the first place. She was so lonely she’d ignored the fact he was an asshole. That was the sad truth and that was why she wasn’t going anywhere near Silvers anytime soon. 
 
    Damn it to hell and back again. She wished she had Cyndi to talk to about her epic fail. Her friend would have her laughing quickly enough and she’d soon be over it all. But no. She would not call her. She had to learn to stand on her own two feet for once, even if her heart ached and her soul yearned for her friend. Connie was angry at herself right this very minute, angry as hell, because she was so jealous of Cyndi. That was the truth of the matter. That was the reason she wasn’t calling her, because if she did then she’d hear the happiness in her voice, hear it clear as day and her petty envy would wriggle around inside her belly and make her feel sick and . . . “Stop it!” she yelled aloud, stamping her foot for good measure. 
 
    She didn’t begrudge Cyndi her happiness. No. She did not! She was just feeling down and lonely, that was all. After her last foray into the romance department ended so spectacularly bad it wasn’t unusual for her to be feeling this way. “Pick yourself up and dust yourself off,” she mumbled, padding through the forest slowly, kicking some wildflowers as she went.  
 
    “Good advice.”  
 
    Connie jumped, turning to find their Healer, Caitrìona, kneeling on the ground, collecting herbs. Her green eyes gazing up knowingly at her as she huffed a breath to blow some of her red hair that had fallen loose from her bun out of her eyes. Connie didn’t want to chat but didn’t want to upset the woman either. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hello to you too. I’m not sure, but I can always check and see if I’ve got a remedy for talking to yourself . . . if you’re interested.” Caitrìona smirked, her Scottish accent still there even though she’d been with the Pack for a long time. “If not, I’ve got a good ear if you need to talk.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Connie blurted her stock answer. 
 
    “Aye, and I’m Tina Turner in her prime with a bevy of men running after her . . . oh wait, no I’m not.” Caitrìona shrugged. “You’re missing Cyndi and I’d hazard a guess you’re a wee bit jealous she has everything you want. Like a mate who adores the ground she walks on and a . . .” 
 
    “Shush, Caitrìona, I don’t need you to remind me of what Cyndi has.” Connie shook her head, trying to clear it of envious thoughts. “I’m happy for her. I am. It’s just that I seem to make stupid decisions when it comes to men and when I do it makes me realize how little I have and . . .” 
 
    Connie stopped. She had to because she was about to utter words that she’d never be able to take back and which would make her sound like a jealous shrew. Caitrìona, however, seemed to know exactly what she was going to say, and merely nodded. “I understand, Connie, I do. It’s not easy when others are ecstatically happy and you’re filled with emptiness and sadness . . . I know. It’s hard to smile when you want to cry. It’s even harder when you want to roar and scream, yet you can’t because everyone will think you’re just being stupid, or worse, think you’re jealous of a friend who’s found their own happiness. Trust me, Connie . . . I know. So don’t just walk away, sweetheart, don’t turn around, stop for a while and let’s see if I can help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Connie stared at Caitrìona, her words touching deep inside her, every word reaching parts that seemed to jolt and shiver . . . and made perfect damn sense. Surely the Healer didn’t feel that way? She was beautiful, confident and no way in hell could she know how Connie felt . . . could she? But her words and the look in her green eyes told a different story so she found herself nodding, sighing and agreeing. “Okay.” 
 
    Caitrìona wiped her hands on a cloth in the basket next to her before patting the ground. “Sit with me, Connie.” 
 
    “Sure.” She joined the Healer on the soft forest floor, albeit a little grudgingly. 
 
    “I’m going to share something with you, but I’d like for you to keep this between us.” Caitrìona raised an eyebrow. “Can you do that?” 
 
    Connie nodded, intrigued. “Yeah, I’m good at keeping secrets . . . Cyndi and I had some whoppers.” 
 
    “That’s all I need, your word.” Caitrìona settled herself, exhaling a large breath before carrying on. “I don’t talk much about why I came here, to the US, but I’ll tell you, but as I said, this is strictly between us.” 
 
    She paused so Connie nodded, her interest piqued because Caitrìona rarely spoke about anything personal. “Right, Connie, so, many years ago when I was much younger and in Scotland, I was head over heels in love. He was the Beta in our Pack, and boy was he hot, I mean scorching, sex-on-legs hot. Every time I saw him my heart almost beat out of my chest and we’d sneak off for alone time, if you get my meaning? We made love everywhere we could and were almost caught more times than I care to think of. My skin was on fire for him and we couldn’t wait to mate, but the Alpha kept putting him off with one excuse or another.” 
 
    Connie blushed at her frankness but she could see the happiness in her eyes as she spoke, and wondered where the story was headed. 
 
    “I pleaded with my father to talk to the Alpha because, quite frankly, I couldn’t wait any longer.” Caitrìona smirked cheekily. “I was going to explode with lust and love. I swear to the Goddess that’s how I felt every time we were together and his hands touched me, or his lips caressed my skin. It was that intense, Connie. Anyway, my father hugged me and said he’d do his best and told me to just hold on.” 
 
    Caitrìona’s eyes clouded as if she were lost in the memory and Connie shivered. The Healer’s hands clasped tightly, her knuckles turning white as she took several deep breaths before continuing. “We tried to be patient, rather I did, while we stole away for long passionate nights under the stars until finally we were both summoned to a meeting with the Alpha. I can’t begin to tell you how excited I was. This was it. The moment he’d give us permission for our mating ceremony and make me the happiest She-Wolf alive.” 
 
    Again she stopped and it was then that Connie could see the despair in her. It clouded around her, in her eyes and in her very soul. Connie sat back as the emotion rolled off Caitrìona, causing Connie’s heart to fill with sadness and her eyes to prick with tears as the Healer fought to carry on. But she did. 
 
    “But that’s not what happened. The Alpha shook his head sadly, both our parents were already there, and the Alpha advised that the Beta was to be mated with the Alpha’s daughter of a neighboring Pack. It was purely for the good of our people and he regretted it but it had already been arranged and he couldn’t back out without it causing huge problems for the Pack. He’d delayed telling us to allow us to have the summer together so we would always have that to remember.” 
 
    Connie gasped. She could see the scene play out in her head. See the distraught young couple clinging to each other as the Alpha dealt such a crushing blow. Her hand shot out of its own volition, grabbing hold of Caitrìona’s and squeezing it tightly. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It was so long ago, yet when I allow myself to think of it the pain is as strong as it was that very day.” Caitrìona admitted softly. “We held on to each other, refusing to let go. Both of us yelling and cursing like two lunatics . . . that’s why our parents were present. To pry us apart and hold us as we shattered with our grief. It was two days later that I left for the States. I couldn’t stay, Connie. I couldn’t see him mated to another woman. See her have his pups. See his eyes every day full of the sadness that mirrored mine. I would’ve gone insane and so I ran and ended up here. So yes, sweetie, I know all about pain and how hard it is. Will you let me help you?” 
 
    “I’m honored that you shared that with me and I’m so sorry that you went through such a loss, but I’m not sure what to do, Caitrìona.” Connie admitted, not just to the Healer but to herself too. “I feel like I’m adrift and don’t know where I’m going, or what to do about it.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that but if you’d give me a few minutes to chat with you then maybe we can point you in the right direction.” Caitrìona winked at her. “What do you say? Give me a chance to help you and I promise you I won’t give you any bullshit.” 
 
    Connie couldn’t help but laugh at her straight-talking, then again, she’d expect nothing less of the Scot. “All right. Hit me with your best shot . . . what am I gonna do?” 
 
    Caitrìona cracked her head to the side then shook her shoulders before her emerald eyes caught Connie’s with a piercing look that seemed to reach deep inside to her very soul. She sat still, scared to move while the Healer scrutinized her for long moments before she finally broke the silence surrounding them. “You’re not like the other Pack members. I’ve noticed it before and I’m not being mean, Connie, but you don’t use the Pack link, you stay to yourself, and you rarely get involved in any of the Pack festivities.” 
 
    Connie bristled before spitting right back. “So? Neither do you . . . go to the Pack stuff that is. Rarely anyway.” 
 
    “It’s not a criticism, sweetheart, I’m merely making observations.” Caitrìona held her hands up, palms out. “Anything I say is not meant to upset or hurt you.” 
 
    “Okay, well, no, I don’t go to those. I don’t enjoy them and I hate the damn link. It’s an intrusion and I’ve never felt comfortable using it.”  
 
    “Yet, you’ll go to Silvers?” Caitrìona pointed out. 
 
    “That’s different,” Connie retorted. “It’s not just our Wolves that’s there. There are people from all over, and even some other Shifters and humans sometimes too. I like that.” 
 
    “I see,” Caitrìona said quietly. 
 
    “Do you?” Connie nibbled her lip because she sure as hell didn’t.  
 
    “Don’t bite my head off . . . but have you ever thought of living in town, even for a while?”  
 
    Connie’s eyes widened and she was sure they were like saucers but her heart was thudding excitedly in her chest. Living away from the Pack had flitted through her head more than once but that meant so many things . . . like leaving her mom and dad, and getting a job to support herself. Shoot, she’d have to stop being an airhead and do that thing that Cyndi was always going on about . . . be sensible. 
 
    “Well?” Caitrìona prodded. “I think you should think about it, Connie. In my humble opinion, I think it would do you good to be away from the Pack and be on your own, be independent. Give it some thought and if you want to talk some more, or need any help, then come find me.” 
 
    She focused back on Caitrìona, going so far as to give the woman a smile. “I’ll think about it, and again, thank you for sharing your story and for taking the time to talk to me. I’m very grateful that you did. It looks like I have a lot to think about and some choices to make.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Caitrìona replied, her eyes clouding for a brief moment. “I’ve not thought of him for a long time . . . no, that’s a lie. He comes to me often when I sleep, so I’ll rephrase that. I’ve not talked about him to anyone and I probably never will again. I’ll give you a piece of advice, Connie, if you ever meet someone and you know he’s the one, then don’t wait, don’t think, just grab him with both hands and make him yours.” 
 
    Connie slowly got to her feet, thinking about everything that Caitrìona had said, especially the last part. “If I ever do find Mister Perfect, it’ll be my luck he’s already found his Missus Perfect.” 
 
    “I sincerely hope not.” Caitrìona rose, bending to retrieve her basket. “Remember what I said and if you need to talk to me again you know where to find me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” Connie turned to leave, but stopped to give the older woman a smile. “If I decide to leave, do you think Chad will be okay with that?” 
 
    Caitrìona pursed her lips briefly before she answered, “I think he will. He knows you’re unhappy and I can’t see him standing in your way. If he gives you any trouble then just holler. I can put a case forward about it being best for you. Just let me know if you need my help.” 
 
    “Okay, I will, thanks.” Connie stepped forward shyly, grabbing her in a quick hug before turning and rushing away. She’d given her a lot to think about and although it scared her witless, she was giving her suggestion serious thought . . . leaving the Pack. Wow, that was something she would normally speak to Cyndi about but that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    No. This time she’d make up her own mind and stand on her own two feet. If she fell flat on her face then so be it. At least she would’ve tried . . . no. She wasn’t going to fail. If she did this then she’d work her ass off and succeed. Yes, she damn well would. 
 
    Connie straightened her back, flicking her hair with a determined hand, and stomped back toward her home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter how many times she went over things, Connie knew she couldn’t do this on her own. She needed help and the only people she could ask were her parents. Shoot. She didn’t want to, but if she wanted to move into town then she had to. 
 
    They were downstairs and she was aware they were worried about her and she was going to add to that. Connie knew she had to do this, so she swung her legs off her bed and went to join them in the kitchen. Her dad at the head of the table and her mom at his side, both of their heads turning to her when she walked in. 
 
    “Hi, darling, you want something to eat?” her mom asked straight away as her dad’s eyes locked with hers.  
 
    He knew something was brewing. 
 
    “No, Mom, I need to speak to you both.” Connie sat down, fiddling with the hem of her top nervously. 
 
    “Sure, what’s up?” her dad asked, all the while his eyes scrutinizing her. 
 
    “I know you’re aware I’ve been unhappy and I’m sorry that you’ve been worried about me . . . please don’t interrupt.” She held up a hand as her mother’s mouth opened. She had to get this all out or she’d stutter and make no sense at all. “I don’t want to upset you, so don’t think this has anything to do with either of you, but I’d like to go and live in town and get a job there.” 
 
    Her mother’s hand shot to her mouth, a soft sound escaping that was between a sob and a cry while her father just stared at her for a few seconds before he inclined his head. “You’ve thought this through, Connie? Really thought it through? This isn’t some kind of whim?” 
 
    Connie shook her head, trying hard not to look at her mom because she knew she’d crack and cry. “I’ve thought it through, Dad. I need a break from everything here and you know I’m not happy. Shit, everyone knows that. I’d like to do this but I need some help. I don’t have enough for a deposit on a place and I can’t get a job until I have a place to stay. It’s a catch twenty-two situation.” 
 
    “What will you do?” Her mother finally spoke, her voice high-pitched and laced with tears. “Who’ll feed you? Wash your clothes?” 
 
    She looked over at her mom, giving her a shrug. “I’ll do whatever I can, waitressing, working in a shop, anything. As far as looking after myself, I guess I’ll have to learn. It’s about time, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Waitressing?” Her mother turned to her dad. “Did you hear that? Our daughter is going to be a waitress.” 
 
    Her father nodded, reaching out to snatch one of her mom’s hands to steady it. “I heard and there’s nothing wrong with that. If she works and gets paid then that’s all that matters. Although, I assume you have something else in mind for the future?” 
 
    Connie sighed, knowing that question would come. He was her father after all. “Daddy, I just want to get settled first. Once I am, I’ll think about the future. This is kinda huge for me so forgive me if I don’t have everything else planned out just yet.” 
 
    “Of course,”—her dad’s free hand snaked out, reaching for her and she willingly took it, her own hand shaking as his strong one clasped hers—“we’ll help you, baby. I just want to know one thing . . . will you allow me to vet the place first? I don’t want you in a run-down slum. Please? For your old man’s peace of mind?” 
 
    “Of course, Dad!” She launched herself out of her seat and into his arms as her mom started to cry. 
 
    “Our baby’s leaving.”  
 
    “We need to go to Chad and ask his permission first, Connie,” her dad mumbled as she smothered him. 
 
    “I know.” Connie squealed, happy and excited in equal measures. “But if we have any problems with him, don’t worry, I have a secret weapon in the sidelines.” 
 
    But they didn’t need Caitrìona. Or any kind of wheedling for Chad to agree to her leaving the Camp and moving to town. In fact, he offered to help her find a place, well, not him exactly, he called Cody who ran Silvers the Shifter club and asked him to help. And as Cody was a member of the Pack, Connie knew he’d look out for her and it certainly put her mom’s mind at ease that Cody would be helping. Although when he’d offered her a job at Silvers her mom almost had a heart attack. 
 
    That wasn’t what Connie wanted either, but if she didn’t find something else then she might have to take him up on the offer. But first things first, she had to go view the apartments he’d set up for her, and that’s where she and her dad were headed right now. She was grateful that he’d managed to talk her mom out of coming because although she loved her to death, she just knew her mother would find fault with every single place they saw. Not that her father wouldn’t, but at least his would be valid, probably. 
 
    The first was definitely not for her. It was tiny, dark, and over a pizza parlor with the scents wafting up and into the apartment far too overpowering for her sensitive nose. It did have good points, being central and cheap, but she couldn’t see herself living there, so they were headed over to number two on the list.  
 
    As they drove along the main street, Connie realized she felt happier than she had in ages, and looking at the town with fresh eyes, she saw it as a new beginning for her and noticed how clean and well looked after it was. Usually she only came in to go to Silvers, or run a quick errand, and she rarely took the time to see the town itself. Now she did and it looked better than she’d hoped. 
 
    “It’s just down here, Con, off Main Street, so you’d be pretty central.” Her dad pointed off to the right. “Looks like a good area too and the rent’s reasonable. We can do the deposit and three months for you, sweetheart, the rest is up to you.” 
 
    Her heart stuttered, shoot, she was really doing this. “That’s more than I could ask for, Dad. Thanks so much.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Now, let’s see if it’s any good, huh?” 
 
    He pulled off onto a tree lined road that was quiet, with a young woman pushing a stroller and a small dog walking beside her. As they slowed down to check the house numbers, she raised her hand and gave them a smile and a wave, her dad automatically returning the gesture. “Friendly.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Connie smiled, concentrating on locating the apartment. “There! Dad, it’s that one.” 
 
    “Nice,” her dad commented as they stopped at a large house that had been broken up into separate condos. “Let’s go and see if it’s as nice inside.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Connie grinned. “Location is perfect. I wouldn’t need to get a car if I stayed here.” 
 
    “No, there is that.” Her father agreed as they got out. 
 
    As the letting agent came to meet them Connie stopped in her tracks . . . a divine scent hitting her nostrils and almost flooring her. Her head snapped around in search of the source, her eyes scanning the area, her nose twitching towards Main Street as her Wolf rose inside her to pad around uncontrollably. Shoot, now was not the time for her to misbehave. Not in front of a human.  
 
    “Behave!” she chastised her, all the while the delectable aroma assaulted her senses, invading her and settling inside her and causing her stomach to do somersaults and clench with . . . what? She was trying to decide exactly what was going on when her father took hold of her elbow, and pulled her around. 
 
    “Connie! Hey, come on, the lady is waiting for us.” 
 
    And then it was gone. As fast as it had come the scent dissipated and left her feeling as if she’d lost something important. Sadness settled in her belly as she allowed her dad to tug her away, her eyes darting back again toward Main Street with wonder and thoughts of what the hell had just happened. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Rocky hurried along the street, late after picking up some new ribbons for decorating a cake he’d been commissioned to do for a Sweet Sixteen. It was ridiculously ostentatious but he would do it because it was also going to cost a pretty penny and he wouldn’t turn down the business. 
 
    As he rushed along, over the road that led down Baker Drive he almost tripped over his own feet when something assaulted him. It was as if his entire being was being attacked . . . well not exactly, not by a physical beating, but his senses went haywire and his Lion rose to the fore and roared so loudly that his head spun around because he wasn’t entirely sure that the sound hadn’t ripped free from his throat. 
 
    His heart thudded wildly in his chest and he could hear his blood thundering through him, rushing so fast he barely heard the car’s horn when it skidded to a halt, its bumper inches from hitting him as he stood rooted to the spot in the middle of the road. The driver’s wide eyes full of shock as he rolled down his window to ask if he was okay. 
 
    “Rocky! Hey, you all right?” 
 
    Rocky barely acknowledged him, couldn’t even remember who the hell he was as his nose flared to inhale a scent that had his beast chuffing in his head and his groin reacting embarrassingly. He raised a hand, nodding and forced his feet to move and get himself out of the way of the traffic. His head spinning like a top as he fought to locate the owner of the scent, but he came up empty, his beast now snarling like he’d snatched a kill right out of his paws. 
 
    “Shut up.” He’d growled right back, continuing on his way as his brain refused to focus on anything but the scent that almost got him knocked on his ass in the middle of the road. 
 
    It was only a short walk to the bakery, his pride and joy, and he fought to remember what he had to do . . . oh yeah. That damn cake. He’d been the third bakery they’d come to after the first two had said they couldn’t possibly do what they’d wanted. Jeez, even he’d balked at the design, but he’d told them he’d give it a shot and if after a day he thought he couldn’t come through he’d let them know so they would have plenty of time to source someone else. Yeah, right. If he couldn’t do it then nobody could. It was large, and had enough bling on it that it should have been on that TV show he’d caught a glimpse of the other night . . . dang, he couldn’t remember the name but it had outrageous girls in wedding dresses with so many crystals and what they called bling on them that they couldn’t even sit in their damn wedding cars. Some of them were kneeling on all fours in the back of their limos. 
 
    This cake would be right at home on that show with the amount of ribbons, crystals, and even a flashing decoration on the top. Classy . . . not. 
 
    Jilly, his part-timer, had almost choked on her coffee when she’d seen the almost finished product, laughing her head off. “What the hell?” she’d asked. 
 
    “Hey, it’s work and I don’t turn that down.” He’d shrugged.  
 
    “It’s an . . . an . . . hell, I don’t have a word for it.” She’d shook her head. “What is it exactly?” 
 
    “What?” He’d stopped placing more crystals around the bottom, standing to scowl at her and handing over the picture he’d been given. “It’s exactly like they’ve asked. Or don’t you agree?” 
 
    She’d looked at the photograph and then the cake, and nodded. “Yes, it is but damn! I’m still not sure what it’s supposed to be. It’s a mish mash of stuff put together.” 
 
    “It is.” Rocky sighed. “Apparently their daughter loves that group, so they’re on the bottom. Then she loves her dog, and the cat, and her pony, so they’re in the middle.” He stopped pointing out the animals. “And she also loves shopping . . . so she’s got her designer shoes, bags, and other items here. Her mother made sure that I had all the brands iced on and showing. And, last and most certainly not the damn least, her tiara and all the crystals and that word that’s been the bane of the last few days . . . bling! It’s a damn monstrosity, but it’s what was asked for and that’s what I’ve produced.” 
 
    Jilly snorted, her cheeks crimson as she continued to laugh. “It’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen. I mean, it’s so, well, vulgar is one word but there are just so many others.” 
 
    “I know.” Rocky agreed.  
 
    Jilly had shrugged, sighing. “There’s only one person who could’ve made that monstrosity though, and that’s you, Rocky. Nobody else could’ve pulled it off.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure that’s a compliment.” He’d shook his head sadly. 
 
    Now all he had to do was add this last garish ribbon and it was done, thank goodness. He pushed open the door, Jilly looking up and raising an eyebrow as she saw it. 
 
    “Dang, that’s . . . bright.” 
 
    “It’s the finishing touch.” He sighed. “I can’t wait to get that thing out of my shop.” 
 
    “Me too.” Jilly shivered dramatically. “It’s freaking awful.” 
 
    “I’m just going to put this on quickly.” He walked past then stopped, warning. “The mother is due any minute, so please, try and be professional.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can . . . I think I’ll take a break.” Jilly grabbed her jacket. “Text me when she’s gone.” 
 
    “Sure,” Rocky replied, frowning. “But this is coming out of your lunch hour.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jilly shot back. “That’s cool, I just can’t, I mean, I really just can’t.” 
 
    He didn’t blame her. It was going to take all his self-control, but he’d do his best to remain professional. It was his business after all. 
 
    Rocky took his time placing the garish ribbon around the top of the gaudy creation and checked that everything was as it was supposed to be before returning to the front of the store to wait on the customer and his mind kept going back to earlier and the fact that he’d almost been knocked on his ass by a car while his senses were overtaken by . . . what? He had no dang clue. The only thing he did know was that the aroma had him and his beast off kilter with no idea why and that wasn’t like him. Not one bit. He kept to himself, with a strict control over his beast, and only ever allowed himself to let loose on rare occasions, and only then when he was far enough away from any Pack land so as not to cause offense to the Wolves inhabiting the areas.  
 
    The Alphas were aware of him and several had given him permission to roam on their land, if he gave them prior warning, but Rocky felt uneasy at doing so. He preferred to drive far enough away to ensure he wouldn’t come face to face with any other Shifters. That way his beast could truly behave as it should: king of the jungle. Albeit there was no jungle for him to be king of and no subjects to be king over. But if any other wildlife crossed their path they soon found themselves being hunted by a wild and ferocious Lion that was mighty and much larger than anything you’d find in any zoo. 
 
    The bell over the door jingled, startling him and bringing him out of his thoughts. Pasting a smile on his face he turned to the two females: mother and daughter who were dressed as if they were going to a nightclub instead of a local bakery. 
 
    “Is it ready?”  
 
    No, preamble, and no hello. Apparently good manners weren’t the order of the day either. Rocky did his best to remain professional, his smile tight as he nodded. “Yes, it’s been done exactly the same as the pictures you provided. If you’d follow me, it’s through here.” 
 
    He led the way, the clicking of their impossibly high heels grating on his ears as they followed, although not as annoying as the pop pop popping of the gum the daughter was playing with. Damn, his nerves were frayed and he fought to keep himself from turning and snarling as he strode faster toward their abominable monstrosity. 
 
    Instead he cracked his neck, stopped in front of the damn thing and waved them forward. “Here it is.” He picked up the photographs, holding them out. “These are the pictures you gave me, and I’ve followed them exactly.” 
 
    A high-pitched scream filled the room, quickly followed with a similarly piercing shriek. One from each of them. He watched as the girl jumped up and down, clapping her hands, screaming loudly, as the mother shrieked just as loudly, with words he had trouble following. 
 
    “They’ll be so jealous, sweetie! So jealous! It’s the best damn cake ever! Just look at all that bling!”  
 
    The mother was apparently overjoyed and Rocky was sure he saw freaking tears leaking from her over made up eyes. What? The woman was crying over this thing? Was she insane? Or did she just have that bad taste.  
 
    Her eyes swung to Rocky, her smile so wide he saw every one of her false white teeth. “It’s wonderful! Absofreakinglutely fabulous. I didn’t think you’d do it, but you’ve done it! My little girl’s friends are gonna be so jealous and so are their mommas.” 
 
    She reached into her bag, pulling out a thick wad of cash, and thrusting it toward Rocky, but he held up his hands. “Hey, that’s more than we agreed. I’m sure it is.” 
 
    “Hey, you deserve a bonus, especially if you can deliver it today. You can, can’t you?” 
 
    “I thought you needed it tomorrow?” he asked, bemused. 
 
    “Well, yeah, but that’s just so fabulous I want it on display early. You can deliver it today . . . can’t you?” Her tears were gone and her tone had gone from friendly to cold in a heartbeat.  
 
    This was the woman he knew. The one he’d met before. He sighed. Shit, he’d do anything to get the dang thing out of his shop and welcomed getting rid of it. “Sure. I can bring it almost straight away. I just need to wait for my assistant to come back from her break. Is that soon enough?” 
 
    The fake smile slid back into place, her daughter flinging her arms around her mother’s neck as she smothered her face with kisses as she pressed the cash into Rocky’s hand. “That’s perfect. You’ve got our address, get it to us as soon as you can.” 
 
    And with that the two squealed again, held hands and tottered off on those heels that clicked across the floor. For a fleeting moment he pictured them slipping on an errant piece of pie and falling flat on their faces . . . but it didn’t happen and they disappeared out the door like two toddlers hyped up on too much candy.  
 
    All he felt was relief. Relief that it was over, that they actually liked the cake, and that the bill had been paid, and more importantly . . . the dang thing would be out of his shop soon and he wouldn’t have to see it ever again. 
 
    He snatched his phone out and fired off a quick text to Jilly. The quicker she got back meant the quicker he could get the cake delivered and that would be the end of the order from hell. At least it was a well-paid job and he got a bonus.  
 
    Truth was, if he had to do it over again the answer would be a resounding no.  
 
    Rocky loved what he did, had worked hard to build up his business and he’d allowed his pride to get in the way when the customer had come to him grumbling loudly that she couldn’t get anyone to take on the job. That everyone else had turned her down saying it was “impossible” to create. He’d bristled at the word and heard himself say he’d try . . . even though he’d been flabbergasted at the absolute lack of taste in the design. The fact she’d offered a huge sum of money for him to do it hadn’t even registered, not really. It had been the personal challenge of creating the damn thing that had forced his lips to utter his agreement to take on the job. But never again.  
 
    He couldn’t create anything so grotesque ever again, no matter how much he was offered.  
 
    With the decision firmly made a long sigh escaped as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders, just as Jilly arrived back. “Thank goodness.” He grinned. “Now I can deliver that thing and get it out of my head forever.” 
 
    Jilly giggled, her eyes twinkling. “I assume they liked it then?” 
 
    Rocky turned away, throwing his hands up in the air. “Yes, freaking loved it, and paid to have it delivered today so they could show it off. I’m happy with that because it means I can get the damn thing out of here. I’ll take it out the back and into the van, and I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “That’s fine, we’ve got a couple of orders getting picked up, but other than that it shouldn’t be too busy.” Jilly removed her jacket and donned her apron, before going to wash her hands. “I’ll see you when you get back.” 
 
    “See you.” Rocky left, knowing Jilly was more than capable of looking after the shop in his absence, but still eager to get back. He had a weekend coming up where he planned on leaving early to get away and allow his beast to run free and he wanted to let Jilly off early to make up for her covering for him on Saturday afternoon. 
 
    He had to make up a batch of his signature Rocky’s Cinnamon Rollers for the weekend rush and also Rocky’s Heavenly Twists. They were two of his biggest sellers and he loved the scents that permeated the entire shop when he was baking them, as did Jilly. Although she’d moan at him constantly about the temptation of both.  
 
    The perils of working in a bakery for a human. His metabolism meant he could indulge whenever he wanted and it never impacted on his waistline. He did, at times, have a sweet tooth, but he preferred a cold beer, a good movie or book and a pizza, and that’s exactly what he was going to do later . . . relax after a long day with a beer and pizza.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Gerri smirked as her plan came together. Theron had come through for her, although there was no doubt that he would, but he’d gone above and beyond this time. He’d agreed to place a large order with Rocky and at the same time he’d sent his assistant, Jilly, an all-expenses paid spa trip “prize” which meant that Rocky would be left high and dry in urgent need of help. Timing was of the essence though. Theron would have to ensure that Jilly had received his letter first, and told Rocky that she was going, before placing his order. But her nephew had that sorted. He’d used “tracked and signed for” so he knew as soon as the letter had been delivered and he’d wait for a couple of days before going to the bakery. In fact, he planned on chatting with the girl first, just to make sure the plan was in place before he spoke to Rocky. 
 
    And that’s where she came in. Gerri had already emailed Connie asking for her telephone number. She wasn’t leaving anything to chance with this. It had to be carried out just so, and she wanted Connie ready to start work as soon as Rocky needed her. With Theron even offering to help, if Rocky mentioned a problem, if not, then Gerri would have Connie going to the shop soon after Theron left and asking if there was any work available. Gerri was certain that if she put these two together that it wouldn’t take long for them to realize they were meant for each other. No. No doubt in her mind whatsoever. 
 
    The sassy Wolf who hid her sadness behind her brash façade and the quiet and lonely Lion were definitely a match. All she had to do was get them together and with Theron’s help it looked like it was going to happen. Gerri grinned as she picked up her coffee, sipping from the steaming cup. “I can’t wait to get you mated, Connie. Maybe then I can get you out of my dang head, girl.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Connie couldn’t contain herself. The last few days had gone so fast and here she was in her own place at last. Her dad had just left and she was standing in her bedroom . . . her own bedroom, in her own apartment. 
 
    Her dad had managed to get the place for her at a great price, even when she’d been ready to agree straight away. His hand had shot out, grasping her arm and shutting her up. He’d taken over and negotiated with the agent and she’d watched with a new-found admiration for him as he’d parlayed with the woman and got her down to a rent that was far better than she could ever have imagined for such a wonderful place.  
 
    It was right in the center of town, only a few minutes walk, and had plenty of room, with a large bedroom with attached bath, a small kitchen, extra half bath, and a lovely lounge area featuring a huge bay window that looked over the gardens to the rear of the property. It was on the ground floor which meant she didn’t have to carry groceries upstairs too. Although that was one of the points her dad had used to get the rental down, stating the fact that he was worried about his daughter being in the back of the building and on the ground floor and open to possible break-ins . . . or worse. 
 
    She’d had to stop herself from giggling aloud at that. Heck, if anyone was stupid enough to try any of that nonsense they’d soon regret it when she allowed her beast to rear her head. But she’d managed to remain quiet, going so far as to gasp and to grab her dad’s arm and ask if he could maybe add some extra locks for her . . . just in case. 
 
    He’d got the reduction in rent and filled in the necessary paperwork there and then, as well as making payment. That meant she could move in straight away, so here she was, in her very own apartment and she was so excited she could burst. Now all she had to do was find a job.  
 
    She’d already been out looking and there were some possibilities, but she was going to have a relaxing night and get up bright and early and hit the town refreshed in the morning. A beer and pizza was about all she could manage tonight, she was exhausted. After that she was going to drop into bed and sleep. 
 
    She was almost ready to do just that when her phone lit up, alerting her to a new email. At first she was going to ignore it, but that wasn’t something she could do, hoping it was from Cyndi and a little shocked when she saw Gerri Wilder’s name. Quickly clicking to open it, Connie frowned when she saw the woman who owned the Paranormal Dating Agency requesting her phone number. “What does she want with my number?” she muttered as she hit reply, giving her the details without question. 
 
    After all, who wouldn’t? It was Gerri Wilder after all.  
 
    Connie sat waiting, looking at her phone expectantly. After half an hour when nothing happened she shrugged, yawned and went to bed. The first night in her very own place.  
 
    She slept like a log and woke refreshed and raring to go. After a shower and breakfast, she got herself organized and went in search of work . . . and searched, and searched, and searched. Although there were some positions available, there wasn’t anything that excited her, or that paid enough to cover her bills. Washing dishes wasn’t what she saw herself doing, although if it came to it she’d suck it up and go back and take the job. Then there was the sleazeball who’d eyed her chest more than anything else when she’d asked about a job . . . yeah, he’d offered her one, but she’d said she’d think about it. Mainly because she saw herself giving him a black eye and a kick to his balls when he tried to grope her, and that was definitely what was on his mind. It was so damn clear in the way he was looking at her that it wasn’t worth the trouble. 
 
    It ended with her feeling down and stopping off at Silvers to chat with Cody, just to cheer herself up. His piercing green eyes bored into her as he offered her a job as a waitress, again, but she shook her head. “No thanks, Cody, you know my mom wouldn’t be happy, and the whole point of me moving to town was to get away from the Pack. If I worked here that would kinda defeat the purpose, ya know?” 
 
    He’d nodded. “Yeah, but the offer is there if you don’t find anything. You don’t need to rush into accepting something, kid. Take your time and just settle into town life. Relax and enjoy your freedom for a few days and then start looking. Go around and get to know the people some more and once they get to know you, then you never know, someone might offer you something.” 
 
    “Thanks, I might just do that.” She’d thought on his advice and realized he was probably right. 
 
    She’d been so caught up in trying to get something, anything, that she was more than likely being too pushy, forward, and coming across as desperate. Connie decided to just chill and get to know the town properly, walking the length and breadth of it, and spent time chatting with anyone who would spare her the time. She had a lot of fun and learned a lot about her surroundings, the town, and the people. 
 
    She also found places to spend time, shop, and eat, including a great pizza place and an amazing bakery with a girl who was so chatty she spent almost twenty minutes telling her about all the different kinds of pastries, cakes and donuts the owner made. Connie had settled on a selection and left, but not before she’d had a severe case of the jitters that felt similar to the feeling that had happened when she’d come to view her apartment. It wasn’t quite as intense, but that might have been because of all the other scents invading her nose. With so many different aromas in the small area she found it difficult to separate them, but something else was there and it had her heart speeding up and her beast acting very strangely. 
 
    The girl, Jilly, was on her own because the owner was away, so maybe that’s why she was so chatty, but she was nice and welcomed Connie to the town. Connie liked her and said she’d definitely be back for more of the delicious goodies and Jilly had offered to help her if she needed anything, telling her to just drop in and ask for her if she needed her. 
 
    Connie thanked her, smiling and thinking Chad’s advice was spot on.  
 
    She was wandering back to her apartment, munching on something absolutely delicious called a Rocky’s Cinnamon Roller, when her phone rang. Connie’s heart jumped, her first thought was it was Gerri Wilder, and she almost dropped her box from the bakery as she fumbled to retrieve her phone, but she managed to hold onto it just barely as she answered the call. “Hello?” 
 
    “Connie, hi, how are you? It’s been ages since we spoke and I thought I’d call and check in to see how you were?” 
 
    Cyndi’s voice came through, not Gerri’s, and Connie’s heart soared at hearing her friend. The fact that she’d called and not vice versa somehow made it so much better. “Hi! I’m good, in fact I’m great, Cyn, I’ve got lots to tell you.” 
 
    “You do? Well, why don’t we chat now? That’s if you’ve got time?” 
 
    “I’m just on my way to my apartment . . . I’ll be home in a few minutes but I can chat and walk at the same time.” 
 
    “What?” Cyndi’s voice rose several octaves. “Your what? Oh my gosh. Spill now, Connie! You’ve been hiding things from me, girl!” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve moved out of the Pack and I’m in town. I’ve got my own place now and I just moved in . . . so, where do I start?” 
 
    The next hour was spent with catching up and her filling Cyndi in with everything that’d been going on in her life. Her friend squealing with delight when she told her all about her place and the fact that she’d set out on her own. Cyndi said she was over the moon for her and they had a long chat with them both promising not to let time slip away again between calls. Connie felt much better afterward and Cyndi promised to come for a visit soon too, which cheered her up to no end. The relief that she and her friend had sorted things out between them was huge. It felt like a huge weight had been lifted from her chest and she could breathe properly again.  
 
    Connie settled back, much happier than she’d been for ages, and noticed the box from the bakery. “Yum,” she licked her lips, picking it up and opening it, the tantalizing scent wafting up to tease her. She reached in, snatching up a Rocky’s Heavenly Twist. “Oh hell, I’ll go for a run tomorrow,” she promised herself as she tucked in, sighing as the taste exploded on her tongue . . . it was beyond delicious. It was almost orgasmic. It was that good.  
 
    No wonder it was called Heavenly. It was out of this world. Connie savored each morsel, taking her time with the pastry, and moaning when she finished, opening the box to check and see if she’d bought more than one. “Dang!” she moaned when she saw no more of the delicious twists hiding inside. So she made her way through the rest of the contents only to find that each and every one of her purchases were just as scrumptious. 
 
    “Shoot! I’m going to spend all my salary in the damn bakery.” She giggled as she scoffed down the last of the delectable delights. “When I get a job that is.”  
 
    She sat back, closed her eyes, and drifted off into a sugar induced coma. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Rocky hadn’t had the enjoyable weekend he’d hoped for. His beast had been unsettled and so had he, they’d not been in harmony as they’d hunted, and he’d ended up coming home early. His Lion chuffing inside his head the entire journey back, uncharacteristically snarky and grumpy the whole way home. 
 
    So he’d done what any guy would: had a few beers and watched TV until he fell asleep. When he woke he still felt out of sorts and when Jilly arrived at the shop on her day off, excited and squealing in a high-pitched voice, it took all his will-power not to yell at her to hush up and a few minutes to realize what she was saying. 
 
    “I can’t believe it! I really can’t!” 
 
    “What? Tell me again?” he’d asked. 
 
    “I told you already.” She shook her head. “Weren’t you listening?” 
 
    “Just tell me,” he’d snapped back. 
 
    “Gosh, did you get out of bed on the wrong side, or what?” Jilly scowled for a second then her grin returned. “Never mind. I’m too happy to let you upset me this morning. Okay . . . so, as I said, I’ve won an all-expenses paid spa trip! Isn’t that great! Only thing is it’s really short notice, Rocky. But we don’t have anything big on. Do we? I can go. Can’t I?” 
 
    “When?” he asked, thinking he’d say yes just to get her out of the shop. His head was thumping and he was in a foul mood, although he had no idea why. 
 
    “I need to leave the day after tomorrow and I’ll be gone for four days, but I only work part-time and I’m off today and tomorrow anyway, and we don’t have any big orders in. But I wanted to come in and let you know so I can go and get organized and not worry about work.” 
 
    She spoke so fast that his head spun trying to keep up. Her excitement was palpable and as he worked it out in his head it meant he’d be on his own all week. It was doable though, if somewhat undesirable, but he couldn’t say no. Not when she was almost jumping up and down in front of him, and her face was scrunched up waiting on his answer. He gave a brief nod. “Away you go. I’ll manage by myself. I’ll sort out the weekend stuff beforehand so I’m not rushed off my feet.” 
 
    Jilly let out a scream, launching herself at him and jumping up to wrap her arms around him. “Thank you! You’re the best boss ever!” 
 
    He had no option but to catch her in his arms, patting her back before placing her back on the floor. “Yeah, right. Remember that when you get back and I want to leave early the next Saturday.” 
 
    “No problem!” She about turned and ran from the shop, her feet flying over the floor. 
 
    Rocky shook his head as she left, thinking that he’d quite like the peace and quiet of having the shop to himself for a few days. And that first day was perfect. With a steady stream of regular customers, but not enough to stop him from nipping into the back of the store to bake, and blissful silence to do it in. That was until the following day when the imposing Alpha, Theron, arrived. 
 
    He was friendly enough, and although Theron was a regular customer even though he lived miles away, and had even invited him to his Aunt’s annual Masquerade Ball before, which he’d attended on one occasion. Rocky always felt a little . . . off balance, in his presence. He looked more like the leader of a biker gang than an Alpha. What with the multiple tattoos, long hair, and overall look the Alpha appeared as if he’d walked straight out of that show that Jilly raved about . . . Sons of Anarchy. Albeit Theron was cleaner and far better looking.  
 
    Rocky’s lips tugged up. What the hell? He couldn’t stop himself from smirking at the wild route his mind was going as Theron stopped, canting his head to gaze intently at him with eyes that seemed to reach inside his head and read his mind. Damn! That’s what it was that put him on edge. The feeling that the Alpha could read him, but he couldn’t. He was Wolf and Rocky was a Lion. No way could Theron get inside his head. No damn way . . . could he? 
 
    Theron’s mouth lifted on one side, just briefly, before he spoke. Setting Rocky’s nerves on edge. “Hey, Rocky, how are things? Where’s that cute assistant of yours? What’s her name . . . Jilly?” 
 
    Rocky cracked his neck, refusing to believe that the Wolf could read him. No way, not happening. “It’s her day off, but she’ll be off all week. She’s going away for a few days.” 
 
    “Aww dang, that might cause me . . . and possibly you a problem.” Theron frowned, a finger rising to tap his chin.  
 
    “How so?” Rocky asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s like this, Rocky.” Theron tilted his head and shrugged. “Talia has decided to throw a little get together for her friends and she’s already told them that she’s going to amaze them with the most delicious cupcakes and pastries ever made. That’s the words she used. So, you see the bind I’m in . . . can’t you? I can’t let her down because, well, I just can’t. I need a big order and fast. I need an assortment of cupcakes as well as your Roller things that she loves, and also those, damn what’re they called? Those twist things I get all the time?” 
 
    “Heavenly Twists,” Rocky prompted. 
 
    “Yeah, those too, and can you throw in an assortment of everything else you do? She wants to make sure they sample everything.” Theron shrugged again. “You know how she loves everything you make, Rocky. That’s why I drive all the way here to get her fix for her.” 
 
    “How many do you need and when do you need them?” Rocky asked, knowing he wouldn’t say no to the Alpha, but also realizing he was going to be in a bind. Damn. 
 
    “A lot. She’s invited just about every female in the Pack and, well, you know I can’t let her down so I have to come through for her, Rocky. I’m gonna need at least a hundred assorted cupcakes, and a hundred each of those Rollers and Twists, and at least another hundred of your other items, but you can do a mix of your own choice for those.” Theron stopped, looking straight into Rocky’s eyes with a determined stare. “You can do that for me? Can’t you? I’ll drop by on Friday afternoon to pick ‘em up. Say about three?” 
 
    Rocky’s head ached as he thought of the hours he’d need to put in to get the order done and run the shop without Jilly. But Theron didn’t seem to notice as he pulled out a thick wad of notes and put them on the counter. “Oh, and Rocky, my Aunt was asking after you the other day. She said to tell you she was thinking of you and she hopes you’re doing well.” 
 
    Gerri Wilder. The woman scared the hell out of him. Rocky was sure she could see right into his soul . . . and more. When he’d met her she was friendly enough, but yeah, he was left feeling jittery and wondering if she was trying to set him up the entire evening. He’d left as soon as he could slip away unnoticed and hadn’t gone the following year when Theron invited him again. Rocky had politely refused. Thankfully he hadn’t pressed him for a reason and let it go, although he did send him another invitation, by post, last year, and again Rocky didn’t attend. 
 
    “I’m fine, tell her thanks, but I’m just fine,” he managed to reply, wondering why his aunt was taking an interest in him at all.  
 
    “I will.” Theron’s eyes twinkled briefly before getting back to business. “So, I’ll see you on Friday . . . right?” 
 
    Rocky’s jaw tightened. He hated being backed into a corner, but he didn’t want to lose Theron as a customer either. Talia, his mate, did send a load of business his way through word of mouth. “Sure. I’ll have everything waiting for you, Theron.” 
 
    “That’s great. Talia will be pleased.” Theron gave him a big smile before turning to leave, throwing over his shoulder as he opened the door, “And when Talia’s happy . . . I’m happy.”  
 
    Rocky let out a huge sigh as the Alpha finally disappeared, running through everything in his head. He’d be running around ragged for the rest of the week instead of the quiet, relaxing one he’d had planned. Dang it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Her nerves were frayed as she stood outside the bakery. More so when a huge biker dude came out and strode toward her. Connie’s heart thudded wildly in her chest when he stopped and raised an eyebrow as he inhaled her scent. 
 
    “You must be Connie,” he drawled and that’s when her own senses picked up he was also a Shifter about two seconds before she realized he was also an Alpha. 
 
    Her eyes lowered automatically as she nodded, her voice coming out in a stutter. “Yes, that’s me . . . Connie.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay.” He reached over and tilted her head up. “No need to be nervous. I’m just here doing a favor for my aunt. You know her . . . Gerri Wilder?” 
 
    “She’s your aunt?” Connie spluttered, surprise in every damn syllable. “Oh, shoot, I’m sorry.” 
 
    He didn’t seem to be upset though, his eyes twinkling as he grinned down at her. “Yeah, she’s my aunt. I’m Theron and you need to hustle in there. You know what to do? You’re looking for work and you can start immediately. Go. Now. He’s in a bind ‘cause I got rid of his assistant and just put in a big order so he needs the help.” 
 
    Connie’s heart stuttered and the words just tumbled out. She couldn’t help it. She really couldn’t. “You what? You got rid of his assistant? I just met her the other day! She was nice!” 
 
    Theron frowned. Looking at her as if she were crazy before he realized what she meant, a chuckle rumbling in his chest as he shook his head. “I didn’t mean that, Connie. She’s perfectly all right and will be back at work next week. She’s away on a trip, but stop talking, girl, and get your ass in there. Now.” 
 
    He gave her a shove and her feet stumbled before she caught herself, taking a few deep breaths, straightening her shoulders, lifting her head and walked toward the store. All she knew was that Gerri had called her last night and told her she was to be here this morning, bang on time, and ready to go into the bakery and ask for a job. Connie had no idea why because when she asked, Gerri had snapped that she owed her for setting Cyndi up and that this was the payment. So here she was and she’d do it because Gerri was right. She did owe her.  
 
    Connie stopped at the door, turning to see Theron standing with his arms crossed over his massive chest watching to make sure she went in. He gave a curt nod and she returned it, her hand reaching forward, trembling but she had no idea why. Hell, she wanted a job, she needed one. So what was the big deal? All she had to do was walk in and do as Theron had said.  
 
    Why he’d done her a favor wasn’t clear but she wasn’t going to question it. He scared the hell out of her. His size, the tattoos she could see on his neck and forearms, and not to mention his Alpha power . . . yeah, she was going to do exactly what he said. No question about that.  
 
    Her hands were clammy as she entered the bakery to find it empty. The delicious scents of the baked goods swarming over her and making her mouth water. Goodness, what a place to work . . . heaven. The name of the place was perfect. Heavenly Scents. What a great name for this amazing bakery and she wondered, again, why she hadn’t known about it. Then again, she didn’t know a hell of a lot about most of the stores in town. Not until she’d moved here and taken the time to walk around and actually go into them.  
 
    Taking a deep breath to calm herself she gave a shout. “Hello, anyone there?” 
 
    She could hear someone in the back, moving around and mumbling. Someone big going by the noise her sensitive ears could hear as footsteps came her way, a door opening to reveal a huge guy wiping his hands on an apron tied around his waist. His bulk taking up the entire frame of the door, he was massive, with shoulders that barely made it through the door, and muscles rippling as he strode toward her. His dark blonde hair was shaggy, hanging longer at the back over the collar of the tee that seemed to be struggling at the seams, and then his eyes lifted and damn, Connie’s heart skipped several beats in her chest. 
 
    He was a Shifter. She could tell that from the way he carried himself, his scent, his aura, but what kind she wasn’t sure. He definitely wasn’t a Wolf. That was certain. Golden orbs with flecks of brown met hers and he stopped right where he was, frowning, before barking. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Her mind went blank. Totally and utterly blank as she stared at him and she was damn sure her mouth was hanging open too. Shoot. What was she here for again? 
 
    “Well?” he prodded. His voice low, husky, and so damn sexy her mind was all over the place. 
 
    Connie wasn’t sure she could talk. Her mouth was dry as a bone and her heart was doing the strangest of things inside her. She had no freaking idea what was going on and this guy must think she was a complete idiot just standing here staring at him. She had to say something but no words would come. Nothing. Nada. Not one dang word could she form and that’s when the door opened. Her head spinning around to see . . . Theron. Oh shit! 
 
    “Ahh, I see you’ve arrived, Connie.” Theron smirked down at her, walking over and patting her shoulder. “Hey, Rocky, I hope you don’t mind, but when you said Jilly was on vacation and I landed you with that big order, I thought you might need some help, so I called Connie here. She’s new to town and needing work and can start right away. Isn’t that right, Connie?” 
 
    Connie nodded, her voice returning, albeit low and not her own at all. It was nervous and quiet. At least she knew the guy’s name now. “Yeah, that’s right.” 
 
    Theron carried on as if she weren’t there, addressing Rocky directly. “She’s a friend of Aunt Gerri and thought I’d get in her good books if I helped her out . . . what do ya say, Rocky? You need help and Connie needs some work. Sounds like a win-win to me.” 
 
    Connie’s beast started to prowl around inside her head, pawing at the ground and acting strange, very strange. Great, just what she needed right now. She needed to keep it together and do what Gerri wanted: get this job so she’d paid off her debt to the Paranormal Dating Agency. Why Gerri wanted her to work here was irrelevant to Connie. And the fact that Theron, her nephew, was in on the scheme told her that something big was going on. Connie only hoped that they weren’t doing something shady. 
 
    She’d been here for only a few minutes but the thought of them taking advantage of Rocky didn’t sit well with her. No. Not at all. Her insides churned and her heart stuttered as his eyes left Theron and landed on her. The golden orbs seemed to caress her skin, slowly raking over her body from her feet, up her legs and finally landing on her face which was now scarlet. She could feel her cheeks burning when he locked eyes with hers, his head canting to the side as his brow puckered as if he were confused before he finally gave a curt nod. 
 
    “Fine. Can you start right now?” Rocky asked, his voice a low rumble that had her stomach clenching and her head bobbing furiously. 
 
    “Yes,” she managed to get out. 
 
    “Fabulous.” Theron patted her shoulder before striding to the door. “I’ll leave you two to get acquainted and I’ll see you later, Rocky.” 
 
    She heard the door open, the bell tinkle and that was it . . . Theron was gone and she was alone with the owner of Heavenly Scents. The most amazing specimen of male hotness she’d ever seen in her life and she was standing with a red face and her feet glued to the floor like a teenager on a first date. She’d never felt like this before. Not once in her life had she felt so . . . unsettled. Her beast acting out wasn’t helping and Rocky’s intense stare was causing her to fidget so she stuck her hands in her pockets to hide the fact she was so damn nervous. 
 
    Finally he spoke again, breaking the deathly silence. “I’ll be baking most of the time, so I’ll need you out here, looking after things. There’s a list with prices next to the cash register and if you get stuck just give me a shout. You need to wash your hands first, there’s a sink there,”—he nodded over in the corner—“and make sure you use the tongs when picking up any of the merchandise. There’s also disposable gloves in a box next to the price list, we’re very particular here, so please bear that in mind.” 
 
    Connie looked around at the vast array of goods for sale and hoped she wouldn’t be busy, because if she were then she’d be in trouble. Luckily the cash register looked simple enough and she hoped she’d be able to figure it out without having to ask him how to work the dang thing. That would be too embarrassing. “Sure. I can do that.” 
 
    Rocky stepped toward her, the distance closing and BAM his scent cascaded over her . . . holy shit. It was the same one that she’d smelled the day she’d come to view her apartment! The one that had such an effect on her . . . and it was doing the same thing now as it enveloped her. Her nipples hardened, chafing against the lace of her bra, her breathing hitched, caught in her throat, and her thighs clamped together as desire swamped through her body. Hells fire! This was not the way to start a new job. Panting after her boss was a sure-fire way to get her ass kicked out the door and she couldn’t lose this job. Not now, not today, not five minutes after getting the damn job. 
 
    She had to keep this position! She had to. If she were to pay off Gerri Wilder then she had to control herself and not offend the boss, who was right this second staring at her with a steely glare. His nostrils flared . . . was he freaking scenting her? What the god damn hell? 
 
    “What are you doing?” she spat out, her hands now on her hips and her voice high and indignant. She expected him to look at least embarrassed at being caught, but he didn’t, not one iota. 
 
    Rocky took a step back, his eyes never leaving hers. “I’ve caught your scent before. In town and I almost ended up on my ass in the middle of the road because of it. I wonder why, Connie, what’s different about you?” 
 
    She was shocked at what he said. What was he talking about? She wasn’t sure but she didn’t have a chance to ask him because he turned on his heel and disappeared through the door she’d first seen him appear from, kicking it firmly closed behind him, and leaving her to stand with her mouth open and having no clue as to what the hell had just happened. 
 
    Her anger still up, she was about to follow him when the bakery door opened and her first customer arrived. Connie was forced to attend to the elderly lady who wanted a small selection of pastries and who took her time in doing so, which gave her time to check the list for prices and to add it up on the cash register. All the while the woman chattered away, asking where Rocky and Jilly were and welcoming Connie to the store with a bright smile. She made her first sale easy and when she left, Connie felt more at ease and ready to deal with anyone else who arrived.  
 
    She took the time to memorize some of the stock and where things were, hoping she didn’t make any huge mistakes on her first day. The last thing she wanted to do was call on Rocky. No. She’d rather he stayed where he was so she could try and figure out what was going on. Why he affected her and why the freaking hell her Wolf was acting like a pup on crack inside her head.  
 
    She’d never felt like this before and no man had shaken her and her beast like this before. She needed him to stay where he was . . . away from her and maybe she’d be able to stop acting like a bitch in heat and get through the week without embarrassing herself and pay her debt to Gerri Wilder.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rocky slammed his fist into the dough on the table, his thoughts whirling around like a hurricane in his head. “Not happening!” he cursed as his hands went to work, furiously. 
 
    As soon as Connie had appeared he’d known. Her scent almost bringing him to his knees and his beast longing to claim her as theirs. She was his . . . but no. She was a Wolf and Rocky couldn’t live within a Pack. Not in a million years could he live within a Wolf Pack. He’d found it hard enough within a damn Pride and left as soon as he could, so a Pack of Wolves would be impossible for him . . . and Connie was definitely a Wolf so it couldn’t happen. No. Absolutely could not happen. 
 
    Then Theron appeared, again, rambling on, talking. His words not registering apart from he wanted him to employ Connie as a favor for his aunt. Damn him and his aunt and he should have said no. A great big fat no. But that’s not what happened and now he had her out there, in his shop with only a flimsy door separating them and her damn scent was in his nostrils and fuck it to hell and back . . . he wanted her. He wanted her so badly he didn’t know if he’d make it to the end of the day without hauling her back here and ripping her clothes off and sinking himself balls deep inside her and . . . Stop!  
 
    Rocky crashed his hand down so hard he heard the table creak and groan, the legs sliding away from him as it slid across the floor.  The sleek metal showing an indentation where he’d allowed his emotions to flow free. Damn it to hell. He had to get a grip on himself and his beast if he was going to get through this week without claiming Connie as his mate . . . did she know? He wasn’t sure she did. 
 
    He saw the attraction in her eyes. Scented her arousal wafting toward him but he’d seen confusion in her beautiful blue orbs as she gazed up at him, in her body as she swayed slightly in his direction although he was certain she hadn’t realized she’d done so. Although he’d seen a smirk on Theron’s face as he’d left . . . had the Alpha sensed what was going on? He hoped not because that would be embarrassing for all concerned. 
 
    All he had to do was keep his distance and fulfil Theron’s order. Simple. 
 
    “Who’re you kidding?” Rocky grumbled as he moved his table back and attempted to carry on, all the while his mind filled with visions of Connie’s tiny frame in his arms. 
 
    Goddess, she was so small. He’d break her in half! 
 
    “Rocky, sorry to bother you but I’m going to grab a coffee from next door . . . do you want one?” Connie’s soft voice interrupted his lewd thoughts causing him to jump around to face her as she rushed on. “Is that all right? I mean, it’s way past lunch time and I’m only going to be a few minutes, I’ll be right back. I was going to just take a break in the shop. Is that okay?” 
 
    Her face blushed as she looked up at him, her cheeks pinking deliciously and making him think of her beneath him . . . again. He shook his head to clear it and she backed up a step, misunderstanding, her head shaking. “Oh, okay. I’ll just get back to work then.” 
 
    “No . . . that’s not what I mean. Yes, you can go, of course you can.” Rocky huffed out, his voice gruff and sounding nothing like his normal friendly one at all. Hell, she must think he was an idiot.  
 
    “So, do you want something?” she asked quietly, her head tilting to the side and offering him a clear view of her throat. 
 
    Soft, silky soft skin called to him, and his Lion pawed inside his head, purring like a damn kitten! He blinked, forcing his eyes away as he shook his head. “No, thanks. I’ve got to get on with this order. Lots of work to do.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” She nibbled her bottom lip . . . plump, luscious, red lips that he was sure tasted sweet, delicious, and . . . what the hell?  
 
    His mind wandered again and Connie was staring at him as if she was aware of exactly what he’d been thinking. Her eyes wide and sparkling with interest as her tongue darted out to run along her bottom lip. Her chest heaved as her breathing increased, causing the material to tighten across her breasts and there . . . he could see her nipples harden and peak to torture him further. His eyes flew to hers briefly before he spun around, breaking contact with Connie, throwing over his shoulder. “I’ll be busy in here for the rest of the day. You can go at five and I’ll see you at ten tomorrow.” 
 
    “What?” she breathed out.  
 
    “You heard me,” he replied curtly, refusing to turn around again. He wasn’t certain he’d be able to control himself if he did.  
 
    This little Wolf was affecting him far more than he’d thought possible. Yes, he’d recognized her, yes, she was his . . . but no, it couldn’t be. It would never work between them. He couldn’t live within a Pack so there was no point in starting something that would bring nothing but heartache for them both. If she thought he was an ass then so be it, better that than break her damn heart . . . and his. 
 
    “Fine,” Connie spat out coldly before slamming the door and that was the last he spoke to her that day. 
 
    He heard her, sensed her, and scented her all day long, but she stayed well clear. He heard her joking and laughing with his customers. Heard them talking with her and welcoming her to the store . . . hell, they better not get used to her. She’d be gone next week! His enhanced hearing picked up how well she was doing. How she was already remembering where the stock was and their prices. How she recommended items for people who were undecided on what to buy. All in all, he was impressed . . . if she was anyone else he’d be offering her a full-time position. But she wasn’t just anyone . . . she was his soulmate that could never be his mate and his heart ached with every tinkle of her laughter that filtered through the door. 
 
     His body was taut with nerves by the time he heard her shout a curt, “Goodnight.” Finally relaxing, his head falling forward as a sigh escaped him. 
 
    He’d made a good start on Theron’s order but he still had a long way to go before Friday. He’d have a quick break for something to eat and then get back to work after locking up . . . and that’s when the door slammed open to reveal an irate Connie. Her face red, hands on hips and her anger rolling off her in great waves . . . and she was so fucking gorgeous it took his breath away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Connie scowled up at him, stepping into the room. “Okay, buster, I’m not leaving until you tell me what the hell is going on, and I mean all of it. What’s with the scent thing? Yours is . . . weird, in a good way, but I’ve never smelled anything like it and it’s doing things to me I’ve never encountered before and my Wolf is acting crazy . . . so I’d like to know what the hell that’s all about? And then there’s the whole . . . you being a shit to me? Why? What have I done? Don’t you like Theron? Or Gerri? Have they made you employ me and you’re angry at them for that and you’re taking it out on me? If so, then just say so and I’m outta here because I’m not putting up with this shit all week! So . . . so, well, out with it . . .” 
 
    Rocky crossed his arms, letting her spout off as she walked closer to him and as her tantalizing aroma engulfed him he had to force himself not to react. She was younger than him, probably by at least five years or so, but he waited her out and when she faltered he raised an eyebrow. “Finished?” 
 
    “No . . . yes . . . I’m not sure.” Connie’s face flushed, her eyes darting around as she seemed to realize where she was and what she’d blurted out. Then he saw her straighten her shoulders, her resolve coming back and she turned those gorgeous azure eyes to his again. “Tell me, Rocky. I need to know.” 
 
    “What do you need to know?” 
 
    “All of it . . . what I said.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for being such a . . . what did you say? A shit? Well, I apologize. I didn’t mean to be rude and nobody’s forced me to do anything.” 
 
    Her shoulders dropped a little, relaxing at his apology. “So, what did I do wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Rocky shook his head. “You’ve done great. I’ve heard how well you did today.” He tapped his ears, smirking. 
 
    “What are you? I know you’re not a Wolf but I’m not sure what you are?” Her hand shot to her mouth. “Sorry! I didn’t mean for that to come out. Sometimes my brain and mouth don’t cooperate.” 
 
    “That’s all right.” He couldn’t stop his lips tugging up, hell, she looked so adorable that he felt a chuckle rumble up his chest, escaping before he could halt it. “I’m a Lion and before you ask, I live alone and not within a Pride. I left a long time ago and have no wishes to return. I don’t like living within a community . . . it’s just not for me. That’s why I live here and by my own rules with nobody to rule over me.” 
 
    He left that hanging. Hoping his meaning was loud and clear, although the grin on her face and her next words were the last thing he expected to hear. 
 
    “I know what you mean!” Connie exhaled loudly. “That’s why I’ve recently moved into town. Chad, that’s my Alpha, agreed to allow me to move here. He knew I wasn’t happy in the Pack so he let me come here to live. I’m enjoying it and I doubt I’ll go back . . . it’s just not me. He knew that . . . like, I never used the Pack link and other stuff, so I think he was kinda relieved. Well, relieved might not be the right word, but he knew I wasn’t happy so he was okay with me moving out of the Pack. Thank goodness! I don’t know what I would’ve done if he’d said no.” 
 
    Rocky’s heart sped up, his legs suddenly feeling weak at her revelation. Connie was, in effect, a lone Wolf. That fact changed everything. 
 
    “Really? You won’t be heading back to the Pack to live?” Rocky pressed. 
 
    “What?” Connie’s eyebrows shot up. “No, not happening. I don’t like it there. I prefer living here and having my independence. No Pack rules, nobody in the Pack trying to get in my head, and last but by no means least . . . none of those Wolves trying to make me believe they’re my mates. Boy! That was the worst. My best friend, Cyndi, she found hers . . . her mate I mean . . . and dang, she knew, and he knew, and well, there was none of the faffing around or not knowing. Ya know? And these idiots use the line just to get . . . you know? So yeah, I’m glad I’m away from it all. Shoot. That sounds like I hate all of it but I don’t. They look after each other and will fight for you if you’re in danger and . . . shit, I sound like an idiot and I’m rambling. I do that . . . when I’m nervous.” 
 
    He knew she was nervous. It was obvious . . . her scent had alerted him to it as soon as she’d stormed in but she was also attracted to him and trying to hide that fact. She was doing a poor job of it . . . her pupils dilated, her cheeks pinking, her pheromones filling the air around them and sending his beast into a frenzy. He fought to rein both it and his growing arousal in, instead focusing on stringing a sentence together. 
 
    “You’re young to be out on your own. I’m surprised your Alpha allowed it.” He canted his head, scrutinizing her reaction which came sharp and fast. 
 
    “What? Are you serious?” her tongue lashed back. “Just ‘cause I’m a little vertically challenged doesn’t mean anything. I’m old enough to be on my own and I don’t need you questioning me about my life or the way I choose to live it.” 
 
    “How old are you?” he pressed her harder, needing an answer. 
 
    “How old are you?” she shot back angrily. 
 
    “I’m thirty next month,” he answered quickly, hoping she’d respond in kind. 
 
    “Well, I’m twenty-three, and yeah, I know I look younger,” she said, shrugging. “I get carded all the time if I go somewhere new, which isn’t often. I usually just go to Silvers.” 
 
    “Silvers . . . my surname is Silver . . . I hate being reminded that the Shifter bar shares my name.” 
 
    Connie’s lips curled up, a snicker escaping. “Rocky Silver, huh? I’m sure Silvers was there long before the bakery was here though, so I don’t think it was named after you. What about Rocky . . . that’s a strange first name for a Lion?” 
 
    It was his turn to blush. He could feel it burn his cheeks and he knew she saw it. Her hand waving in front of her as she cocked an eyebrow at him. “Aah, there’s a story there, huh? Spill.” 
 
    He never told anyone. Nobody. But his mouth opened and he started talking. “My mom is a little . . . out there I guess you could call it. She and my dad only settled down long enough to raise me within a Pride, but as soon as I was old enough to look after myself, well, they were off again. They’re still travelling, all around the world, they just can’t settle, but my name, well . . . you can’t laugh, Connie, but when she was younger she loved the films. The ones with Sly in them. Thought he was hot, sexy and tough, and when I was born she called me after them . . . Rocky. I’ve never, and I mean never told anyone that before.” 
 
    Connie’s face sobered, her head tilting to reveal her throat to him again as she whispered, “Thank you for trusting me. I’d never break that, Rocky. Ever.” 
 
    His cock twitched, his heart thudded, and his beast roared . . . she was his and he wanted her more with each passing second. Her eyes locked with his and he nodded. “I believe you, thank you.” 
 
    “Can you explain what’s happening? My Wolf is going nuts inside me right now and it’s scaring me. She’s never been like this before . . . is there something wrong with me?” Connie breathed out, her voice soft, low, tortured. 
 
    “What?” He took a step toward her, every cell in his body aching to ease her pain. “No. There’s nothing wrong with you . . . not at all.” 
 
    “So, what’s going on? And don’t say nothing . . . because something is. I can feel it and I know you can too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can feel it,” Rocky admitted, taking another step and closing the distance between them so there was mere inches between them and forcing her to tilt her head back to look up at him. “You’re so damn small. I feel like a giant next to you.” 
 
    “I like it. You make me feel . . . safe.” Connie’s hand reached up, touching his chest she quipped. “Well, when you’re not being a jerk.” 
 
    “I apologized.” 
 
    “You did . . . but you’ve not told me what’s going on.” Her head tilted farther back and to the side, again giving him full access to her throat. 
 
    Damn it! She was a Wolf and he was a Lion, but her actions were driving him utterly insane and he had to come clean before he tore her clothes off and ravaged her on the dang floor. “Connie, you honestly have no idea?” 
 
    Her body tightened, her eyes widened and she shook her head before she spluttered, “No, I don’t. All I know is I’m . . . I’m all . . . all . . . discombobulated!” 
 
    Rocky’s head fell back, his body shaking as a loud rumble of laughter tore up his throat and filled the room, echoing around them. His hands cupped her face, staring into her eyes. “Discombobulated, huh?” 
 
    She’d relaxed, his laughter had broken the intenseness of the previous moment and she giggled as she nodded. “Yeah . . . that’s right. I’ve never felt so weird and out of control so that word is spot on, and I’d really like to know why I’m feeling like this ‘cause I don’t like it. Especially when I have the feeling that you know something I don’t.” 
 
    “I’ll clear up here and then I think we should move this conversation to my place. If that’s okay with you?” he asked, still holding her in place and hoping against hope she’d agree.  
 
    “Your place?” The skin between her eyes puckered as she frowned. “And where’s that?” 
 
    “Out back. I have a cottage there. It suits my needs being close to the shop and it’s secluded. I’m a private person, Connie, and that’s one of the reasons I bought this place because of the property that came with it.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll come and we can talk but I’m hungry so you clean up and I’ll go get us something to eat while you do that.” 
 
    “Don’t be long,” he said quickly, far too quickly, fearful that she’d disappear and not return. 
 
    “I won’t be.” She smiled up at him. A full on, bright smile and his heart soared high as his stomach clenched tight. 
 
    Shit, she was gorgeous, so damn beautiful, and she was his. She just didn’t know it yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Connie’s heart beat wildly in her chest as she closed the bakery door. “What the hell just happened?” she mumbled to herself, stepping outside on her way to grab some pizza. 
 
    She had no idea what was happening to her but she knew it was something big. Rocky was hot. Smoking hot and the way he’d looked at her almost had her melting into a puddle at his feet. His scent had her Wolf acting crazy, his body had her acting crazy, and damn if she didn’t want to run her hands under that t-shirt that was stretched so tight over his chest it looked fit to burst and . . . dang! Her mind was doing it again. Going in directions that it definitely shouldn’t be. 
 
    He was her boss and she was there for a few days only. Come Friday she’d be gone and . . . her breath rushed from her and a crushing pain lanced through her chest causing her to stop, bending over to draw great gulps of air in. Her hair falling forward as she fought to control herself and her body. What on earth was wrong with her? 
 
    A hand landed on her back, a concerned voice causing her to jump forward, stumbling and almost falling onto her knees, strong arms halting her. “Hey, Connie, you okay?” 
 
    Cody. Dang. Trust him to find her like this. How embarrassing. “I’m fine, Cody.” 
 
    “You don’t look fine, sweetie. What’s going on? Do you want me to call your mom?” 
 
    She spun around, hands on hips. “I said I’m fine. I’m a big girl, Cody, I don’t need you to call anyone.” 
 
    He stepped back, hands up in front of him. “Hey, sorry. I was just trying to help.” 
 
    Connie knew that. Of course she did and a rush of shame poured over her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap but I’m okay, really.” 
 
    “I saw you come out of the bakery and you didn’t look fine, Connie. Has something happened? Do you need my help? I promise I won’t call anyone but if you need me, you know I’ll always be here for you.” 
 
    “No, nothing’s happened . . . well, something has but I don’t know what.” Connie turned around. “I’m going to get take-out . . . walk with me?” 
 
    Cody fell in beside her. “Sure. Wanna talk about what it is?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I can, Cody, because I’ve no idea what’s going on.” 
 
    “Why don’t you start with what you were doing in there when the shop has a closed sign on it?” he said quietly, smirking. “Yeah, I noticed that.” 
 
    She gave him a nudge with her shoulder. “Observant, aren’t ya? I’m working there, sort of, just for this week to help out and Rocky is, well, he’s . . . different.” 
 
    Cody nodded. “He is. He’s a Lion for starters and he keeps to himself but from what I know about him he’s a good guy. So, what else is going on?” 
 
    Connie sighed, shaking her head. “My Wolf’s been acting crazy, really nuts, and he’s been acting weird too. We had a few words there and he suggested we talk some more so I’m going to get us some food while he cleans up. But, Cody, I’m nervous and jittery and, hell, I’m not sure what’s going on.” 
 
    He stopped, staring down at her seriously. “Your Wolf’s acting up huh? And he’s acting weird too?” 
 
    She nodded, shrugging. “Yeah. She’s yipping inside my head and I swear my heart is thudding like a drum and my stomach is full of butterflies. Jeez, I sound like a baby. Don’t I?” 
 
    “No, honey, you don’t. But I agree that you and Rocky need to talk.” Cody patted her shoulder. “But before I go, I’m glad I ran into you because that ass you went out with a while back was in the bar last night looking for you, Alden I think he said his name was. You remember him?” 
 
    Connie screwed her face up. “Yeah, I remember him, black hair, right? I only went out with him a few times. I got rid of him pretty damn quick because he was just off. He was from one of the neighboring Packs but I can’t for the life of me remember which one.” 
 
    Connie thought back to the few dates she’d had with Alden and the way he’d pawed at her the entire time. He’d been after one thing and she hadn’t given it up and that had made him angry. When he’d got upset with her, she’d told him it was over and that didn’t go down well either but she hadn’t seen him since and that had been fine with her. She’d had a feeling about him and it hadn’t been a good one, she was relieved when he’d left her alone. 
 
    “I have a feeling he’s gone Rogue, Connie, and he’s sniffing around asking for you. You need to be careful. I don’t think he’s gonna give up easily so don’t take any chances and don’t be out walking alone at night. Okay?” 
 
    “Shoot, thanks for letting me know.” Connie shivered. “I’ll ask Rocky to walk me home later.” 
 
    Cody chuckled, patting her shoulder again. “Yeah, you do that.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, scowling up at him. 
 
    “Nothing.” He crossed his arms. “You go grab your take-out. I’ll stay here and wait until you get back to the shop safely.” 
 
    “For goodness sakes, it’s still daylight,” she argued, but Cody merely stood resolutely waiting. “Fine. I won’t be long.” 
 
    She grabbed a couple of pizzas and sodas, finding Cody exactly where she’d left him, his eyes scanning the area as she arrived back. “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing, just being careful.” He inhaled, humming. “That smells good.” 
 
    “No, you’re not getting any . . . go get your own.” She laughed up at him. 
 
    “I’m being your bodyguard and you won’t give me a slice?” he pouted as they walked back toward the bakery. 
 
    “Don’t do that, it doesn’t suit the whole bodyguard persona.” She giggled and that’s when Cody’s body tightened, his muscles rippling and his arm shooting out to tug her behind him. 
 
    “What the hell, Cody?” 
 
    And that’s when Rocky appeared out of nowhere . . . his eyes wide and shining brightly with a golden tinge as a growl rumbled in his chest. He stopped right in front of Cody, toe to toe and she saw just how big he was. Damn! She’d always thought Cody was huge but Rocky towered a good foot over him, his face tight and as she peeked around the side of her friend she saw Rocky’s hands balled into fists as he snarled. 
 
    “Don’t touch her, Cody.” Rocky’s voice was hard as steel and just as damn cold, his lips snarling back as he carried on. “Back away from her, now.” 
 
    Connie looked up in shock, both at Rocky’s sudden appearance and his words but also at Cody’s response because he didn’t back down to anyone. Hell, he barely bowed to Chad, their Alpha. It was why Cody stayed in town and had little to do with the Pack, but right now she watched as Cody tilted his head, staring at Rocky for a moment before giving a brief nod. 
 
    “I’m no threat to her, Rocky. I’m her friend and I was just looking out for her . . . she can explain why later.” Cody held his hands up in front of him, palms up as he side-stepped. “Look, I’m backing up, you’ve nothing to worry about. Okay?” 
 
    Connie was flabbergasted. Utterly stunned as she watched, her eyes flicking between Cody and Rocky who was taking great gulps of air as he eyed Cody before he finally gave him a curt nod. “Fine. But just don’t touch her.” 
 
    Again Cody complied. “I won’t. I promise. But she shouldn’t be out alone right now . . . again, she can tell you why. I’ll get on my way now. Take care, Connie, and remember what I said and be careful.” 
 
    She couldn’t answer because she was still in shock, her heart thudding wildly at the show of aggression . . . of what? What was it that Rocky had done? It was almost like he was . . . no. It couldn’t be that. Absolutely not. Connie focused back on Cody, managing to give him a weak smile and nod as he disappeared, Rocky’s arm sliding around her waist. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked quickly, worriedly. 
 
    “I’m fine . . . I think.” She looked up at him, saw him looking down at her with a torrent of emotion rolling over his face. “What the hell was that all about? Cody is my friend. He wasn’t doing anything wrong and you were ready to tear him apart, Rocky. Why?” 
 
    Rocky reached over with his free hand, taking the pizza boxes. “Here, let me take those . . . and we really need to talk, Connie. Let’s go.” 
 
    She felt his hand tighten on her waist, her body reacting to his touch in ways she’d never felt before, and allowed him to lead the way, muttering as they walked, “Damn straight we do, because I’ve no idea what the hell just happened.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Rocky’s body was thrumming with barely contained power as he led Connie back to his home. He’d came so close to transforming in the middle of the street and attacking Cody that it scared the hell out of him. He was the one that kept to himself, never got involved with other Shifters, and sure as hell didn’t cause any trouble, far less face off with one of the strongest Wolves in the area. 
 
    Hell, Cody might not be an Alpha, or a Beta, but that was only through his own choosing. Rocky could sense the man’s power and had known him since he’d moved to the town, he knew full well that Cody was Alpha material but for whatever personal reasons the man preferred to run Silvers. He sensed Cody’s beast struggling with his overt threat, but he didn’t react, reining in his Wolf and stepping aside and removing himself as the barrier between Rocky and his mate: Connie. 
 
    Shit, did Cody know? Was the Wolf aware of what Connie was to him? If he did, would he run to her Alpha and tell him, and if he did would her Alpha intervene? Damn it to hell. The anger that engulfed him when he’d exited Heavenly Scents and caught sight of Connie and Cody together was . . . insane. There was no other word for what had taken control of his mind, body and soul when he’d seen another male so close to his mate that their bodies were actually touching. 
 
    His Lion roaring in his head as he sped toward them, fur rippling along his skin as he fought to control his transformation from taking hold. He’d wanted to rip Cody’s heart from his chest and feast on it before tearing his liver from his body and offering it up to Connie as the delicacy that’s normally cherished in any Lion hunt. Fuck! He had it bad. 
 
    When they turned at the side of the bakery, she stumbled, and he realized he’d been hauling her as he stomped quickly toward his home. Shame and regret rising in him in equal measures as he steadied her, pulling her against him. “I’m sorry, Connie. I’ve been going too fast.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said quickly. “You seem upset and I thought it best to get you home before you, well, before you bit someone else’s head off. And, to be honest, I want to get to the bottom of what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “Soon.” He pushed the gate open and inclined his head. “This is my place.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t expect this . . . a cottage surrounded by nature right in the middle of town, complete with a white picket fence. You’re full of surprises, Rocky.” 
 
    “Let’s get inside and eat.” Rocky rushed forward, opening the door and waiting for her to enter his home. Hoping she’d like it because if things worked out then she wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    Connie looked around as she followed him inside, her appraising look taking in his neat and tidy living room as he opened the pizzas on the coffee table. “I’ll get us plates and napkins.” He darted away toward the kitchen. 
 
    “Don’t bother on my account, I’m happy to eat from the box,” she called after him. 
 
    “Just napkins then.” He arrived back with them and a couple of bottles of beer. “You want one?” 
 
    “Yes, I could do with one.” She snatched one from his hand, quickly opening it and chugging half of it down. “Sorry, that wasn’t very ladylike.” 
 
    He grinned, opening his own and doing the same before motioning to the sofa. “Why don’t we sit, eat, and talk.” 
 
    “Good idea.” She walked around the sofa and perched herself on the edge, nervous energy swirling around her as she leaned forward to snatch a slice. 
 
    “How’re you feeling? How’s your Wolf?” he started as he grabbed his own pizza. 
 
    She had a mouthful, chewing rapidly before swallowing and turning those gorgeous blue eyes up to his, he could see her cheeks blush before she replied. “She’s still acting out and I’m feeling okay, sort of.” 
 
    “Okay?” He cocked an eyebrow. “If we’re going to have a frank discussion, we have to be honest so I’ll admit I’m not okay, Connie. I’m anything but okay. I feel like I’m going insane . . . with the need to kiss you. Run my fingers through your hair and hold you beneath me as I . . .” 
 
    Connie held a hand up, halting him. “All right! I get it. I do. And I feel the same but we’ve just met and I don’t do one night stands . . . well, not normally. Then there’s the whole ‘sleeping with the boss’ thing. That’s never a good idea and I’ve no freaking clue what’s going on with my Wolf. She’s acting nuts and, shit, Rocky. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    He slid closer, popping his pizza back in the box, and gazed into her upturned face, reaching up to grasp her chin softly. Her eyes widened, her breathing increased at his touch, her breast heaving against her shirt. “You seem intelligent to me, Connie, you can’t piece this together? Really?” 
 
    Connie’s tongue darted out, running along her bottom lip briefly before she nibbled it nervously for a moment. Her eyebrows puckering as she thought. He held her in place, watching as she tried to figure out what was happening. He saw her mind at work, saw her eyes darkening and then popping wider as they latched back onto his, her mouth opening and closing silently before she whispered. “No, it can’t be. Can it? Is it?” 
 
    “What? What do you think is going on, beautiful?” Rocky moved his head closer, his lips a hairsbreadth from hers. “Tell me, baby. I know . . . I’m certain. Are you?” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Connie gasped. “You’re him . . . aren’t you? You’re . . . mine?” 
 
    At last! Rocky grinned, nodding. “I am. And you’re mine! You’ve been driving me crazy all day, Connie. But I wasn’t going to do anything about it. Hell, I was going to send you away . . . because you’re a Wolf and I thought you lived within a Pack and I couldn’t do that. I could never do that. Then you told me you didn’t, that you’d left your Pack and that changed everything . . . fucking everything.” 
 
    Connie’s heart was thudding wildly in her chest. He could hear it clearly as she whimpered, “I’m not sure I understand. Why? What?” 
 
    “I’m a loner, baby. I left my Pride as soon as I could, remember I told you that? Well, I couldn’t live within a Shifter Pack so when I recognized you this morning and I realized you were a Wolf, hell, that nearly killed me. I thought it would be better if I sent you away, but then we talked and you said you lived here in town, away from the Pack . . . and that changed the whole damn thing. My plans to send you away changed right there, baby, and I knew I couldn’t do it. I knew I couldn’t live without you and I had to make you mine . . . shit, you are mine. You are my soulmate, Connie, and I’m desperate to claim you, to love you, to show you what you mean to me.” 
 
    Her body quivered, actually quivered, and he knew why. She felt it too. Their bond. She wanted him as much as he wanted her. 
 
    “Now I understand why my Wolf’s been acting like a bitch in heat.” She smirked at him cheekily. “I’ve been a little slow to understand though but I guess that’s because you were acting weird and now I know why. Rocky, I’ve no plans to go back and live within the Pack, but if we are soulmates, I’d have to let my Alpha know, shoot, and my parents.” 
 
    Rocky frowned, worried. “Would he object, because I’m not a Wolf? Could he force you back to the Pack? If he said you had to go back . . . would you?” 
 
    Connie shook her head. “No, we have mixed Shifter matings in the Pack. Chad’s not like that and he wouldn’t force me back either, but if he tried . . . I wouldn’t go. I’d refuse.” 
 
    Relief flooded his system in huge waves, his body relaxing and he’d not realized he’d been waiting on her confirming this until she had. He smiled. “Good. Because if he tried then I’d have to challenge him, and I would, Connie. I fucking would . . . for you. I’d do anything to have you right here with me. Anything.” 
 
    Her eyes sparkled, tears suddenly appearing, and a soft sob escaped. “R-R-Rocky,” she stuttered, her hand reaching up to hold the side of his face. Such a small hand with tiny fingers that felt light as a feather as they stroked his cheek. 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Nothing. Not a damn thing. Everything is perfect.” She leaned forward, her lips touching his and fireworks exploded in his head. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Connie’s mouth on his was like nothing he could’ve imagined. It was magical, erotic, and he thought he’d died and gone to heaven when she opened and he slid his tongue inside to tangle with hers. He swallowed her sweet moans as he slid a hand through her silky tresses, holding her tight against him as desire spread throughout his entire body in waves so strong his breath became labored and he thought his heart would break free from his chest. 
 
    Connie’s soft moans filled his ears, her fingers working their way under his clothes and trailing over his skin and causing him to groan into her mouth. “I think we should move this to the bedroom, my love.” 
 
    “Yes,” she purred, licking along his lips. “That sounds good.” 
 
    He picked her up, cradling her tiny form against his chest and strode quickly to his room, noticing night had fallen and it was now dark. His enhanced eyesight seeing clearly as he placed her on her feet beside his massive hand-carved bed, dropping to his knees before her. “You’re so small, fragile . . . I’m scared I’ll break you,” he whispered in the darkness as he unclasped her jeans, slipping them down her thighs slowly. 
 
    Connie’s hands slid into his hair, tangling in his shaggy locks. “I’m anything but fragile. I promise you won’t break me.” 
 
    She gasped as his head fell forward, his nose inhaling her glorious scent before his tongue darted out to tease her clit, his hands running upwards to lift her shirt so he could feel her soft breasts. Pushing beneath her bra, his fingers pursued her nipples, latching on and twisting them into taut buds as she thrust herself forward, groaning in pleasure. 
 
    “Rocky, oh dear goddess, that’s so good.” She moaned louder, her hands grabbing harder to his head when his mouth covered her mound and suckled hard, her juices flowing down his throat and tasting like nectar. 
 
    “Damn, Connie,” he mumbled against her. “You taste so fine, baby.” 
 
    “My legs . . .” she cried out. 
 
    He felt them tremble, shake, and pushed her back, gently, until she fell onto the bed. “I’ve got you, Connie, I’ve got you.” He rose, lifting her and moving her up the mattress until she was comfortable with her head on his pillow, her desire filled eyes gazing up at him. “Let’s get you fully undressed.” He smiled down at her. 
 
    “I’m at a disadvantage.” She quirked her brow, her fingers tugging at his clothes. “You get rid of yours and I’ll deal with mine.” 
 
    She pushed him away playfully, quickly removing the remainder of her clothes before lying back to watch him. Her eyes trailed his body as he threw his t-shirt away, her pupils dilating even more as he revealed his deeply cut, muscled chest. When his belt unbuckled, his jeans unzipped and he began to slide his jeans down, his rock hard cock sprang free . . . and Connie let out a soft moan. “You all right?” he asked as her eyes locked onto his groin. 
 
    “Hmm? What?” she asked, although her eyes remained south of his. 
 
    His pants dropped to the floor, kicking off his boots, he stepped out of his jeans and stepped toward the bed. “I asked . . . are you all right?” 
 
    This time she looked up, her face flushed scarlet. “I’m good . . . I’m just trying to figure out how that’s gonna fit inside me.” 
 
    “It’ll fit just fine,” he tried to calm her as he wondered the same thing. She was miniscule compared to him.  
 
    He was six and a half feet tall and he was large . . . in all departments, and she was so small that he worried he’d hurt her and that was the last thing on earth he wanted to do. She reached for him as he slid next to her. Her eyes glinting cheekily. “You can take it nice ‘n slow, big guy . . . just the way I like it.” 
 
    “I’ll do just that, darling.” He slid between her thighs, feeling like a damn giant as he towered over her briefly before dipping his head to cover her mouth with a searing kiss full of the pent-up desire he’d been holding inside all day. 
 
    It was rough, hard, and took his breath away because Connie returned it with the same fervor . . . her nails raking across his shoulders, her teeth nipping his lip and drawing blood as a growl tore free from her throat and tumbled down his. It was gloriously sexy and not what he’d expected. His little She-Wolf was wild as she writhed beneath him, her legs hooking behind his ass and urging him toward her . . . but he held back. Holding his weight on one arm he slid his other hand between them, teasing her clit mercilessly with his fingers as their lips continued their erotic dance. 
 
    Connie inhaled sharply, her eyes popping open and locking with his . . . he’d never closed his, watching her face the entire time and savoring her reactions. “You like that?” he asked as he broke their kiss. 
 
    “Yes!” she hissed, licking her lips. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on stopping, baby.” He flicked her harder with his thumb as he slid a finger inside her wet channel. “I want you to come for me, Connie.” 
 
    He thrust his finger inside, adding a second as she rose higher, then a third to widen her in preparation for his cock . . . he didn’t want to hurt her when he finally took her and he wanted her ready for him. He was desperate to feel her around him, be inside his mate, have her screaming his name as he came deep within her . . . but he would never, not ever hurt her. He’d die first. 
 
    Connie’s eyes grew wider, her hands reached up to tangle in his hair as she nodded. “I’m near . . . oh shit, Rocky!” 
 
    He felt her walls tighten around his fingers, her legs quivering and shaking, her eyes glassing over as she screamed his name as she tipped over the edge into the ecstasy of her orgasm . . . she was so fucking beautiful to watch. Rocky’s breath hitched as he took in her splendor, the magnificence that the effect of the orgasm had on her body. Her face flushed, her body glistened with beads of sweat and continued to shudder for several moments as she clung to him tightly, murmuring his name softly. She was beyond gorgeous . . . he had no words to describe how she looked as she lay beneath him. No words to describe how he felt for her. The depth of his love was so great that it scared the hell out of him and he knew, without a shadow of doubt, he’d do anything to make her happy, and he’d die to protect her. 
 
    “Oh fuck, Rocky, that was . . . like nothing I’ve ever felt before. It was amazing,” Connie finally said, a shy smile on her face. “I’ve heard others it’s different when you meet your mate, but I have to be honest . . . I didn’t believe it. But damn they were right.” 
 
    He leaned down, kissing the side of her mouth. “We’re just getting started . . . but we can’t mate properly tonight, Connie. I’ve got the shop to run this week . . . with Jilly being on holiday I’ve nobody to take over. We can mark each other tonight but the full mating will need to wait until the weekend . . . is that all right?” 
 
    He waited with bated breath. Although he was desperate to mate right that very moment he had responsibilities and with nobody to run his Heavenly Scents until Jilly was back, together with the large order to do for dang Theron, his hands were tied. He hoped she’d understand, he prayed she wouldn’t be upset or angry. 
 
    Connie looked up, her eyes softening and one of her tiny hands coming around to trail a finger down the side of his face. “As long as I have your mark, I’ll be happy, Rocky. I’m aware that when we mate that we’ll be indisposed for a few days and you have your business to run, so yeah, I’m happy to wait until Jilly’s back and can take over.” 
 
    Rocky let out a long breath, one he wasn’t aware he’d been holding until she’d answered, and also gave her a wide smile. “Thank you! For understanding and being cool with it, sweetheart. I promise I’ll make it up to you for waiting and until then . . . you can stay here with me. That’s if you want to?” 
 
    She giggled up at him, nodding vigorously. “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Now . . . can we get back to where we left things? I’m desperate to mark you and  . . .” 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to say anything else as she grabbed his hair, pulling his head down to cover his mouth with her soft, sweet, and luscious lips in a kiss that left him breathless and with no doubt as to what was on her mind . . . the same as was in his. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Connie was ecstatically happy, beyond anything she could’ve imagined and her life was all set to change for the better. Her mom and dad had already been into town and briefly met Rocky, approving of him immediately, and that had been a load off her mind. And she’d also spoken to her Alpha, Chad, who had wished her well and approved of her mating. That had been a huge relief to both her and Rocky. 
 
    Things were perfect! She’d been spending the days working in the shop . . . and the nights with Rocky in his cottage. They’d spent the time getting to know each other as well as having the best sex in her damn life, and that was before they were fully mated. She couldn’t wait until they’d bonded fully. It would be amazing. Rocky had already contacted Jilly and told her to be at work first thing in the morning and that she’d be on her own for a week. A full week. Damn. Connie couldn’t wait to have him all to herself, locked away and able to do whatever they wanted with no interruptions. 
 
    She’d spent a full hour on the phone to Cyndi the day before, telling her all about Rocky and catching up with her friend. They’d laughed and giggled and Connie felt stupid for not calling sooner, especially when Cyndi said she’d been feeling sad about not hearing from her, and that she’d not called because she thought Connie was too busy for her. Shoot. They agreed to call every week and to visit more often. It would be easier now that they both had mates, especially for Connie. She wouldn’t feel awkward anymore, and she couldn’t wait to invite Cyndi and Mitch over and what was great was the fact that Rocky didn’t seem fazed at all by the idea. 
 
    He’d said he didn’t mind one bit and he was looking forward to meeting her friends. So long as he didn’t have to live within a Pack permanently, then he was okay with a short visit. That made Connie jump into his arms and squeal happily as she kissed him all over.  
 
    He’d been stocking up with provisions for them for the past few days. The kitchen cupboards, fridge and freezer were jam-packed full with a hoard of items. So many that she’d asked him how long he’d expected them to be holed up inside and he’d just quirked an eyebrow at her and smirked. The look he’d given her had her thighs clenching, her stomach quivering, and her heart thudding in her chest with anticipation. 
 
    Rocky had also slipped out of the shop the previous day for a couple of hours, tapping his nose mysteriously when she’d asked where he was going. She still had no idea what he’d been up to and he didn’t enlighten her either. So here she was, watching the clock and waiting for Theron as Rocky boxed up the order. After that she was heading to her place to get some more of her stuff. Although over the week she’d already moved quite a bit, there was some special underwear she wanted for this evening and several pieces of silky nightwear. 
 
    She was hoping to make tonight memorable for Rocky. That was the plan anyway. If only Theron would hurry up! It was almost closing time and there was still no sign of him. She could hear Rocky grumbling in the back and knew he was getting annoyed too. He’d planned on cooking them a meal while she went to her apartment and Theron being late was holding them both up. 
 
    “Is he here yet?” Rocky’s disgruntled shout came through loud and clear, followed by a thud. 
 
    She stifled a laugh as she pictured him kicking something. “Hmm, nope, sorry,” she replied, stepping out from behind the counter and going to the front of the store to look out for the hundredth time. “Oh, wait . . . yes! He’s just pulled up.” 
 
    “At last!” Rocky opened the door to the back, before disappearing again.  
 
    Connie opened the door, holding it wide for Theron who strode up as if he didn’t have a care in the world . . . and of course, he didn’t. She plastered a smile on her face as he arrived. “Hi, come on in. Rocky’s got everything ready for you.” 
 
    “Hey, Connie, how’s . . .” he stopped, inhaling sharply before grinning down at her. “Well, well, what’s that? Am I mistaken? Or is that Rocky’s mark I scent on you?” 
 
    Flustered she let the door slip out of her hand, Theron grabbing it before it slammed into him, but she didn’t apologize, instead she stepped back, her eyes flying to Rocky who now stood with his arms full of boxes but his eyes were glaring at Theron and his lips were pulled back in a snarl. “You should step away, Theron.” 
 
    Connie didn’t know what to do? Well, of course she did. She should move, but her feet were glued to the floor as she watched Theron’s head swivel to Rocky, his eyebrow raised but he didn’t look angry. Instead he looked amused, as if he were in on some kind of inside joke. Theron raised one hand before taking a side-step. “I’m not a threat to your mate, Rocky. Don’t be a fool . . . you know I’ve got Talia and I have eyes only for her.” 
 
    “Your eyes were well and truly on Connie when I walked in here, Theron.” Rocky stomped over, glowering angrily. “She’s mine and you should fucking know better.” 
 
    “Hey! I’m right here!” Connie stomped her foot. 
 
    They turned to look down at her then back at each other. Theron nodded. “I scented your mark on her . . . I was surprised, sort of.” 
 
    “What?” Connie stepped forward. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Theron smirked. “Nothing. I’m here for my order then I’ve got to go. I’m late.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Rocky growled. “Here.” 
 
    Theron held out his arms, taking the boxes from Rocky. “Thanks, I’m sure Talia will be very happy, and when she’s happy, I’m happy. I appreciate it, Rocky, and I wish you two all the very best. This is wonderful news.” 
 
    “Thanks, now if you don’t mind, we have plans.” Rocky stepped between Theron and Connie, holding the door. 
 
    Theron chuckled, nodding. “I bet you do. Have fun.” 
 
    “Bye.” Connie waved from around Rocky’s huge body but he moved again, blocking Theron’s view before closing the door, turning around and pulling her into his arms and holding her tight. 
 
    “Damn, we need to get our mating over with, baby, before I do something stupid . . . like challenge a damn Alpha for looking at you.” 
 
    She didn’t know whether to be angry or laugh at him. His face was a mask of worry and his body was taut as he held her close. She could feel the tension running through him and knew that this week had been hard on him, very hard, so she allowed him to hold her and said nothing. After tonight they’d be mated and this wouldn’t happen again.  
 
    “Okay, let’s lock up and I’ll go get my stuff and you go home and start cooking. I won’t be long,” she mumbled against him. 
 
    “Yeah, sounds good.” He kissed the top of her head. “Don’t be long or I’ll come looking for you.” 
 
    “I won’t be, promise.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Connie had her small backpack with what she’d wanted from her place. She couldn’t believe that her little apartment would soon no longer be hers. She’d already given notice, after all, there was no point paying rent when she’d be living with her mate.  
 
    “You’re the luckiest girl alive,” she said aloud to herself as she cut through the shortcut to Rocky’s cottage.  
 
    He’d shown her it the first time they’d come to get her some clothes. It ran from the back of his home right through the trees and arrived at the ones that she looked out onto from her living room. It cut the journey in half and meant she’d be back in his arms soon, and even in the waning light, with her Shifter abilities she could see just fine.  
 
    She was so happy and focused of the night to come that it took her a moment to realize she wasn’t alone . . . was she? No. Definitely not alone. She heard another heartbeat nearby, and then the sound of a twig breaking as a foot fell on it. Her head spun around and the last person on earth she wanted to see stepped out. His cocky smirk and eyes raking over her turning her blood to ice in her veins.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” she spat out coldly. 
 
    “I’m here for you, Connie. You knew I’d come for you . . . didn’t you? I told you before . . . you’re mine.” Alden took a step closer, his dark eyes locking with hers and that’s when she scented what Cody had warned her about.  
 
    Alden was exactly what Cody had said . . . he’d turned Rogue. Shit. 
 
    “I’m not yours, Alden. Never was and never will be. Go now before you do something you’ll regret.” She was surprised how strong her voice came out because inside she was shaking. Hell, her heart was beating like crazy and her stomach was churning so bad she thought she was going to throw up right on this asshole’s feet. 
 
    “You were mine the moment I set eyes on you, Connie. It was my decision. Not yours, and I’m here to take you with me. You can come quietly or not. Either way you’re coming.” Alden shrugged as if he didn’t give a shit whether he hurt her or not and that’s when she knew for certain she was in deep shit. 
 
    How far was she from Rocky’s? She looked around, gauging how far she’d come and saw she was almost there. Would he hear her if she screamed? Would he get to her in time before Alden took her? Hurt her? She had no idea but she did know that he would not go with him. She would not allow Alden to take her from her mate. She’d fight him tooth and claw and die before she’d allow that to happen. 
 
    “No, Alden, I’m not going with you. Not happening.” She dropped her pack, took a step back and held her hands in front of her as she opened her mouth and screamed as loud as she possibly could, “Rocky! Help me!” 
 
    Then she did the only other thing she could: she transformed and fought for her life. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Rocky was on cloud nine. Finally, their mating would be completed and he could stop feeling like a cat on a hot-tin-roof and acting like an ass whenever another male even glanced in Connie’s direction. He couldn’t wait to shower her with his love, and the gifts he’d gotten her, especially the matching rings he’d purchased for them. They might be Shifters but they also lived in the human world and he wanted everyone to know they were “married.” He also planned on asking if she wanted a human ceremony and if she did, well, then she’d have that too.  
 
    He’d give her the entire world if she wanted it. 
 
    Right now, he was making them dinner. A proper sit-down meal, complete with candles and wine, with dessert for after, and then they’d have their official mating and spend the next few days in bed. Bliss! 
 
    The back door was open for her, that’s where she’d arrive and he couldn’t wait to sweep her up into his arms and welcome her into his home officially for the final time. After tonight it would be just the two of them and . . . “Rocky! Help me!” 
 
    What the fuck? Connie’s scream reverberated in his head and his legs were moving before he’d even processed the words. He was out the door and leaping over the fence at the bottom of his garden in seconds, tearing along the trail in the woods towards the heartrending sounds of his mate in trouble. And fucking trouble she was in. He could hear it clear as day.  
 
    Howls, growls, and the unmistakable noises of Wolves in battle. Oh hell no! Someone was hurting his soulmate. Fury filled him, mind, body and soul and his Lion rushed to the fore . . . fur sprouting from his skin, his muscles splitting and reforming, bones breaking and realigning and he leapt high, concluding his transformation mid-air, landing on four massive paws. He rushed forward, a roar filling the darkness as he tore through the trees, around a corner and saw . . . a small golden Wolf with a silver streak lying on the ground with blood marring its beautiful fur and trying to fend off a larger, dark brown Wolf who was snapping and snarling at her.  
 
    Rocky knew immediately that it was Connie, she called to him, whining, and yipping as the larger Wolf turned . . . Rocky didn’t hesitate. He attacked.  
 
    The battle didn’t last long. It was a one-sided fight. His huge Lion against a paltry Rogue Wolf and Rocky was filled with a fury burning like lava that caused him to fight like he’d never fought before. He wasted no time with dispatching the Rogue. His thoughts on getting to his mate his priority. He swiped his massive paw across the Wolf’s face, knocking it away, then he bounded on top of it, opening his massive jaws and locking them around the back of its neck. He clamped his jaws tight, his teeth breaking through so fast it was laughable, did this fucking Rogue really think it stood a chance against him? It was over in seconds, the Wolf collapsing beneath him, and he spat out the beast and dashed over to Connie, transforming on the way and dropping to his knees beside her. 
 
    “Oh fuck, Connie! Are you all right? Hell, here, let me carry you home, and then I’ll get you help.” 
 
    He picked her up, but before he could move she whined, her paw motioning to her torn clothes and a pack lying on the ground. “Good thinking.” He gathered her belongings to remove all evidence she’d been there, then started back.  
 
    His chest ached as blood dripped down his body, terror rippling through him at the extent of her injuries. He hadn’t seen what had been done to her and would have to wait until they got home. “It’ll be okay, baby. I promise.” 
 
    She whined pitifully in his arms, and as they came out of the woods and up into his garden there was a shadow of a man standing. A growl tore up his throat in warning. “Who’s there?” 
 
    “It’s Cody. I was on Main Street when I heard Connie . . . she’s my Pack, Rocky, I know our Wolves. I heard her in trouble. What’s going on?” 
 
    Rocky walked forward and Cody saw what he was carrying, rushing forward to help. “What the fuck happened? Who did this?” 
 
    “I don’t know who it was . . . a Rogue Wolf but he’s been dealt with. I got to her in time. She screamed and I heard her, thank fuck. I ran and heard them fighting so my Lion dealt with him. He’s back down the trail but we need to help her, Cody. I don’t know how badly she’s hurt. Please, you need to help me.” 
 
    They were inside and Rocky placed Connie onto the Sofa, blood seeping everywhere, ordering Cody. “There’s towels in the closet in the hall.” 
 
    Cody rushed and brought some towels in, asking. “Can I check her over? I’ve more experience with Wolves and wounds.” 
 
    Rocky reluctantly agreed and Cody dropped down, patting Connie’s head. “Hey, honey, I can guess what happened. It was that fucker, Alden . . . hey?” 
 
    She whined as if in agreement and then Cody looked at him. “An ex who’d turned Rogue. Let me check her out.” 
 
    His anger roiled inside him as he thought of the Wolf he’d ended so quickly. He should’ve made him suffer so much more before killing the bastard! 
 
    Cody quickly checked Connie then sat back, on his heels. “She’ll be fine in a few hours, Rocky. She’ll need rest but the wounds are mainly superficial and flesh wounds which are causing the blood. They look worse than they are . . . I promise.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Rocky growled out. “That’s a lot of fucking blood, Cody? Shouldn’t we get her to a hospital? Or get a Healer or something?” 
 
    “Here, look.” Cody pulled apart some of her fur. “This one here is already healing.” 
 
    Rocky leaned in, seeing the skin knitting together and the blood flow almost at a stop. “Hell, so it is. Fuck! I thought I was going to lose her!” 
 
    “I know.” Cody patted his shoulder. “I can sense your fear, Rocky. But she’s going to be okay and Alden is dead so there’s no threat to her any longer. He was nuts and wanted her, even though she threw him away ages ago and told him she wasn’t interested. I’m sorry, man, I know how much you care for her. It’s written all over your face, but she’s going to be okay. Just let her rest in her Wolf form and it’ll do all the work, by morning she should be fine. But here’s my card with my number on it. If you need me just call, at any time, even if it’s the middle of the night. I’ll come.” 
 
    Rocky took the card Cody had pulled from his back pocket, nodding. “Thanks. I might do that. I thought I was going to lose it . . . the thought of . . . well, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” Cody got up, looking down at them both. “I’ll go get rid of Alden and any other evidence of anything. If I heard the commotion then others might have too. We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Rocky said again. “I mean that.” 
 
    “I know that too.” Cody smiled. “Look after her, she’s special.” 
 
    “That’s something you don’t need to tell me.” Rocky gave Cody a small smile. “That’s something I know.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you do. Goodnight.” 
 
    “Night.” Rocky nodded to Cody as he saw himself out, turning back to his mate and running his hand through her sleek fur. “Goddess, you’re beautiful, but please, baby, don’t do that to me again. I thought I was going to die when I saw you on the ground with that asshole on top of you.” 
 
    She whined up at him, her raspy tongue darting out to lick his hand. “Okay, now close your eyes and sleep. You heard Cody, you need to rest.” 
 
    Her eyes drooped and he was glad she followed his orders, her breathing evening out and she fell over into a long, deep sleep. He settled down beside her, his head on the edge of the sofa, and stayed there watching her for the rest of the night. Standing guard . . . just in case. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Connie huffed as she carried the box into the cottage, her back sore and her feet even worse. Damn it, this was hell. Pure hell. She couldn’t take much more of this and if she had to . . . well, she just couldn’t.  
 
    Rocky rushed toward her, his eyes wide, and his tone sharp. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” she snarled back. Her temper rising. She had a short fuse today and he had no right to talk to her like that. No right whatsoever. “Who do you think you’re talking to?” 
 
    “I’m talking to you, baby.” He hauled the package from her arms, placing it on the floor and taking her into his arms. “What were you thinking? You shouldn’t be carrying that, it’s too heavy.” 
 
    “I got the card saying there was a package at the post office,” she moaned, leaning against him. “I went to get it. How was I to know it was that big?” 
 
    “All you had to do was call and I would’ve come . . . right?” He leaned back, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, yeah, but I was there already and you were here working.” 
 
    “I still would’ve come and you know it.” He smirked down at her. “But you’re headstrong and stubborn and you’re grumpy today. So, why don’t I try and help with that?” 
 
    “Grumpy? I’m grumpy?” She scowled up at him, knowing he was right. Shit, she’d been grumpy for days. 
 
    “Yes, grumpy. But I can help.” He smiled cheekily, his hands running up and down her back. 
 
    “How? How can you help.” She tilted her head, relaxing already as his touch calmed her. 
 
    “You know how . . . does this feel good?” His head lowered, his lips kissing along her throat and sending jolts of pleasure through her body and causing her to gasp. 
 
    “Hmm, that doesn’t feel so bad,” she admitted. 
 
    “What about this?” he asked as his hands slid her dress up, cupping her ass and kneading her before slipping inside her panties, one at the front and one at the back to work their magic on her. 
 
    “Oh god, Rocky. Move away from the windows, anyone coming back here will see.” 
 
    “Shh, how does that feel?” He slipped a finger inside and his thumb ran small circles around her clit, her moans escaping unbidden as she clung to his shirt. 
 
    “Shit!”  
 
    “Good? Do you feel better?” Rocky murmured as he kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Don’t you damn well stop,” she gasped as he carried on. 
 
    He chuckled. “I don’t plan to, baby.” 
 
    She ground against his hands as he brought her higher, pleasure rippling through her and building inside her. He was a master at work. He knew her body so well and continued to work her into a mess of desire. All other thoughts flew from her mind, nothing else mattered but what his magical hands were doing to her, his fingers inside her, others on her clit, rubbing, thrusting, and she could feel her own juices flowing from her as her orgasm came ever closer. It was going to be huge . . . she could feel it growing, growing . . . a cascade of overflowing sensations invading her body until finally it exploded inside her and she screamed his name against his chest as her legs gave out. 
 
    Rocky’s arm behind her moved so fast, grabbing her and holding her upright as she rode the wave of delight, the one at the front still flicking her mercilessly to wring every last marvel of desire from her body. He was her mate and knew how to achieve every last delicious moment from her orgasm out of her. She was a sopping mess in his arms when she was finally done, with Rocky cradling her on his knee on the sofa, and cooing her name as she came down from the endorphin high. 
 
    She couldn’t even remember him moving them! Damn, he was good. 
 
    “Feeling better?” he asked. 
 
    “Hmm, hmm,” she mumbled, reaching up to tangle her fingers in his hair. “Sorry for being a grump.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I know it’s . . .” 
 
    “Shit! Rocky . . . let me up . . . now!” 
 
    He shot to his feet, placing her on the floor a split second before a gush of water shot out between her legs. “Damn,” she cried out, placing a hand on her engorged belly. “Looks like my water just broke.” 
 
    Rocky grinned, his arm around her waist. “At last! I thought our son was never going to make an appearance.” 
 
    Connie turned to look up at him, smiling. “I know. I can’t wait to meet him, darling. Our own little . . . heck, what will he be? A Lion and Wolf mix?” 
 
    “Connie, he’ll be our son. Plain and simple. Whatever he turns out to be won’t matter. He’ll be our son to love.” 
 
    She nodded, knowing everything was going to be just fine. With Rocky at her side how could it not? 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Gerri sat back, grinning. “So, what’s the latest? And what’s this?” 
 
    Theron placed a box emblazoned with Heavenly Scents on the worktop, the delicious aroma filling the kitchen and making her mouth water. “This is a present from Rocky, he asked me to drop it off. And Connie’s almost due with Rocky walking about behind her like she’s a piece of fine china about to shatter into a million pieces. It’s so damn cute to see them together, Aunt Gerri, we did something good.” 
 
    She sipped her coffee, raising an eyebrow over her cup before setting her nephew straight. “We? We did nothing. It was my skills, Theron, darling. I merely used you to start things rolling, it was my fantabulous abilities that knew they were soulmates, darling boy. But I’m happy for them, very happy indeed. Another success for the Paranormal Dating Agency, even if it was a freebie.” 
 
    Theron chuckled, shaking his head. “Freebie? It wasn’t exactly a freebie for me. I had to pay for that huge order, remember?” 
 
    “Semantics, Theron, and you made Talia happy when you arrived home with a trunk full of delicious delights from the bakery . . . did you not?” 
 
    “Happy? Heck, she was over the dang moon. She was very inventive in showing me just how happy she was.” Theron grinned wickedly. 
 
    Gerri waved her hand over at her nephew. “Away with you, leave me in peace so I can delve into this box and see what Rocky’s sent me. Whatever’s in there, it smells divine and I plan on putting my feet up and enjoying them all by myself . . . no sharing, Theron, so off you go.” 
 
    “I’ve got my own in the car. I’ve got to get going anyway, Talia’s waiting on her fix. I’ll see you soon, Gerri.” 
 
    “Bye, Theron . . . oh, remember to let me know about Connie,” Gerri shouted after him as he opened the front door. 
 
    “Sure,” he replied as he left. 
 
    She slid a long red nail under the lid of the box, opening it slowly to reveal the contents of a selection of baked goods, each one looking and smelling as delicious as the one next to it. “Oh yummy, thanks Rocky,” she muttered as she reached in and snagged the one nearest and settled down to enjoy the delights that the Lion shifter had baked. The first mouthful elicited a moan from her and she knew without a doubt the name of his bakery was perfect if each of his creations tasted like this . . . Heavenly. 
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    Peri is haunted by memories of her father’s dark, magical cult, who tortured and imprisoned her throughout her childhood.  Even six years after her escape, Peri is still a wanted woman, and is only able to stay alive by tracking criminals as a bounty hunter, constantly on the move and always alone.  
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    Demon attacks, angels and even the ultimate, divine intervention, shake Alex to her very core. Can she do this? Can Zach keep her safe? The alternative is unthinkable: demons once more ruling the earth.  
 
    Zach has to ensure that Alex puts a stop to this - and quickly.  
 
    Read Defender's Blood, Alex's Destiny – Book 1 in the Defender's series. 
 
      
 
    Lori’s Wolf Pack 
 
     
 
    Lori’s lost in the forest, regretting her idea to go for a hike. Hurt and getting more terrified by the minute, especially when she hears the howls of a large animal nearby. In her haste to get away she falls and knocks herself out. 
 
    The animal finds her, having heard her screams. 
 
    The Wolf changes and the Alpha looks down at the female. As soon as he picks her up, his body reacts and he, at first, has no idea why. All he knows is his Wolf wants out, wants to mark this human as his. 
 
    Lori is oblivious to what’s in store over the next few days as the powerful Alpha carries her to his cabin. 
 
    Adult content in this novella, no cliffhanger, and a happy ever after. 
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