
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




 


 


 


 


Moonlight Kin: A Wolf’s Tale

 


by

 


Jordan Summers

 


 


 



Moonlight Kin: A Wolf’s Tale

Copyright 2012 by Jordan Summers

Published 2012 by Jordan Summers

 


Smashwords Edition

 


All rights reserved. Without limiting the
rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication
may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system,
or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the
prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above
publisher of this book.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the
author's imagination or are used fictitiously. The author
acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various
products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used
without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not
authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark
owners.

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you are reading this book and did not purchase
it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should
return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for
respecting the author's work.

 



Table Of Contents




Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Epilogue

Sneak Peek: Moonlight Kin 2: Aidan’s
Mate

 



Chapter One

 


Damon Phelan Laroche scented his prey as she
walked alone down the frost-covered cobblestone street. She smelled
of fresh dandelions on a dewy spring morning. Brightness and light.
Feminine heat.

Too bad she had to die.

The Lycanian Elders had spoken. The only way
to end centuries of violence was to kill the woman, Madeleine
Lucine Valois known to all Lycans as The Hunter.

Damon crumpled the photo he carried. He no
longer needed it. Now that he had Madeleine’s scent, he could find
her anywhere, anytime.

The cool New England breeze brought him more
tantalizing information about the doomed woman. Damon shook his
head and his brow furrowed. No, that couldn’t be right. He inhaled
deeply, convinced that his acute senses had somehow made a
mistake.

They hadn’t.

Damon’s heart began to pound, raging in his
ears as he struggled with the astonishing truth.

Blood did not taint her delicate hands.

How could this be?

The answer was it could not.

Werewolf blood may visibly wash off after a
kill, but the scent took several months to wear off. Even
the slightest drop would be evident to a Lycan. Yet there was no
denying what his senses relayed.

Damon froze.

He knew Madeleine was the latest werewolf
hunter. As the only child in her family, it was her duty to hunt
and bear the next generation. She’d inherited the dubious title of
Hunter from her aged father, the despised Gaston Valois, who’d
inherited it from his father before him and his father before
him.

So how had she remained unaffected?

Once again, Damon’s nose sifted the cool
night air, sharing intimate details with the natural predator
within. Details he wished he wouldn’t have learned.

Madeleine Valois, The Hunter was
untouched.

Damon’s mind reeled at the news, while the
visceral impact tightened his groin. As Alpha, the pack depended on
him to defend and protect them. His seed would bring the next
generation into being. As a man, he could not ignore the urge to
taste—to conquer, the forbidden.

How could she have reached this age and
remain untried? Unclaimed? He had to be mistaken.

Damon took a step back into the darkened
alley. Humans made no sense at all. Werewolves never left females
unprotected. If the women were attacked, injured or worse, there
would be no way of ensuring pure bloodlines and the continuation of
the species.

He shook his head. Stupid humans, he
thought with a mixture of pity and sorrow. When will they ever
learn?

Turning, Damon allowed the comfort of night
to embrace him. His eyes were as accustomed to the dark as they
were to daylight. He made his way down the narrow alley, past the
putrid garbage cans, until he reached the back wall of the New
Salford post office.

His muscles bunched beneath his skin as he
crouched and then leapt to the roof effortlessly, landing silently
on the shingles. His human form was no hindrance to his
wolf-enhanced athletic abilities.

Bones popped in his neck, as Damon rolled his
head to relieve the tension. It had been a long time since he’d
hunted a human. And he’d never hunted a woman. Like hogs,
sheep, or cattle, he found no sport in the kill.

This was no ordinary woman, he reminded
himself.

She was the Hunter and her family was the
keeper of the ‘Book of Lycan’. The thought of the information that
book held diminished any temptation he might’ve felt, along with
any mercy. Somewhere in that weathered tome was a record of his
brother Jacque’s death and Damon intended to find it, even if it
meant using the woman to do so. Once he had the book in his hands,
then he’d carry out Madeleine’s death sentence.

Waves from the cold Atlantic crashed with
ferocious fervor against the rocky shore in the distance, echoing
off the brick walls of the historic New England buildings.
Madeleine’s journey home would take her right by him.

Low clouds hung ghost-like from the night
sky, their figures haunting, menacing, and changing with each blast
of cool spring air. A foghorn up the coast moaned deep, its
lonesome bellow calling out to tiny boats unfortunate enough to be
upon the turbulent sea.

Damon’s emotions mirrored the water, swirling
dangerously close to the surface like an eddy.

Madeleine paused at the entrance to the
alley, tilting her head from side to side, listening. He knew she
couldn’t see him from his rooftop vantage point, but Damon had a
clear view of her.

Untamed hair cascaded past her shoulders in a
silken blanket of gold so pale that it appeared white under the
half-moon. Her delicate oval face glowed, illuminating the
darkness. Full red lips, the color of ripe apples in fall,
practically begged him to kiss them. Her vibrant blue eyes sparkled
with intelligence…and uncertainty.

Damon swallowed hard, fighting the unexpected
lust that racked his body. He’d been too long without a woman. That
was all. It wasn’t her nearness that affected him. The signals of
anger and arousal were similar enough to be easily confused. The
wires in his body had simply gotten crossed. Damon continued to
watch from the safety of the roof.

Madeleine wore oversized clothing, which
seemed to swallow her in the darkness. An ill-fitting shawl with
bits of scraggly yarn poking out like fuzzy barbed wire cloaked her
slender shoulders.

He continued to stare. Trying to see through
the image she projected. To Damon’s unfettered eyes, Madeleine’s
attempt to hide her form failed miserably. Without thought, he
inhaled, breathing in her musky richness. In another week, she’d be
in heat.

Need assailed him. Restless and angry, it
reached inside and pulled at the very core of his existence.
Unaccustomed to the loss of control, Damon growled, annoyed that he
had to rein in his baser instincts.

If it weren’t for the book, he’d kill her now
and be done with it. But his people were counting on him to get to
the truth. The Elders might not care about the ‘Book of Lycan’, but
the local pack did. They’d lost too many members to just let it
go.

Madeleine shuddered at the sound of his
warning growl, her eyes growing wide as she stared into the
darkness, searching for its source.

Come to me, Damon willed in an attempt
to enthrall her.

The wind gusted, sifting through his hair,
before taking tiny bites out of his exposed flesh. Yet Damon barely
felt the cold as he basked in the glow of her ethereal beauty.

Madeleine’s eyes glazed and she stepped into
the alley. Her footfalls tolled heavy on the cobblestones as she
drug her feet forward. Damon could see the struggle from within
taking place as he forced her to move toward him. Her will was
strong, but his was stronger. A second later Madeleine’s face
pinched with pain and a small cry escaped her throat.

The mournful sound shattered Damon’s
concentration. His chest seized as her pain lashed out at him.

She blinked twice and shook her head to clear
it. Free from his thrall, Madeleine whirled around and hurried down
the street, without so much as a backwards glance.

Shocked, surprised, and more than a little
intrigued, Damon stared at her retreating form. No one had ever
broken from his hypnotic thrall. It was strong and especially
effective on women.

But not on Madeleine.

Was it her Hunter instincts that made her so
strong or something else?

Damon threw his head back, releasing a
wailing howl, which pierced the relative tranquility of the spring
night. He heard doors slamming, windows clattering shut, and locks
fastening, along with the rapid beat of a fluttering heart.

Madeleine. Her name was a curse and a
dream that remained mired in his churning emotions.

He howled once more, for all to hear,
claiming his pack, his territory—the woman...to do with as
he willed. A smile curved Damon’s mouth before he melted into the
shadows.

Soon, he thought.

 


***

 


Madie pulled the corners of her gray woolen
shawl together, her fingers numb from the cold. Shivers racked her
body as the bone-shattering howl shook her to the core. Her boots
clip-clopped on the cobblestone as she picked up her pace.

The fog closed in, swirling around her, so
dense that the air seemed to squeeze from her lungs. She didn’t
know why she’d had the overwhelming urge to enter the darkened
alley. Commonsense told her it was foolish, yet she’d gone anyway,
compelled by an unknown force. Her heart skittered in her chest
while her stomach coiled in fear.

Madie hurried along the uneven bricks,
stumbling when her boot heels caught in the cobble cracks. She
righted herself quickly and continued. The muscles in her legs
burned and her lungs ached.

Standing sentry, like gravestones in a
cemetery, a few parked cars dotted the sides of the street. Their
daytime occupants now tucked safely in bed. Where she should’ve
been hours ago. Long threatening shadows spread out from every
storefront. Welcoming in the daylight, the historic Massachusetts’s
buildings appeared menacing in the darkness. She rushed on.

The howl pierced the cloudy sky again, its
mournful sound speaking to something deep within her. Madie’s steps
faltered as she fought the urge to answer.

Answer?

How was she supposed to do that? Throw her
head back and howl? The thought was ridiculous and a nervous giggle
escaped before she could stop it.

It’s just a dog. Keep going. It probably
wants inside.

The hair on her nape stood on end and her
skin prickled. A tingle started at her toes and worked its way up
her body. Papa had described that sensation many times when he
hunted. Madie glanced over her shoulder, bracing for an attack.

It never came.

Nothing was there.

“Told you it was a dog,” she mumbled to
herself.

She forced down the anxiety that threatened
to lock her muscles and hurried along the frost slick road. The
exertion caused puffs of breath to form eerie circles in the cool
night air. Her feet and her hands ached from the numbness.

One more block to go.

Something that sounded suspiciously like
claws raking stone came from her left. Fear quickly turned to
terror. Why had she gone to the midnight horror show? She wished
now that she had sided with the town council when they’d suggested
more lights on this end of Milford Street. Why hadn’t she driven to
the movies? The cold punched at her lungs, snatching her breath
away.

The bright yellow door to her apartment shone
like a beacon up ahead. Unconcerned with how it might look to
anyone watching, Madie sprinted toward home. She grabbed her purse
off her shoulder and plunged her frozen hand inside, ignoring the
pain in her fingertips as she searched desperately for her keys.
Her hand closed around the familiar heart-shaped keychain.
Triumphant, she snatched the keys, then promptly dropped them onto
her stoop.

Her actions mirrored every slasher movie
she’d ever seen, including the ones tonight. Desperation clawed at
Madie as she bent down to pick her keys up. Whatever was in the
alleyway felt closer.

“Open, open, open,” she commanded. Her
fingers trembled as she shoved the key into the lock and turned it.
With a soft click, the door opened.

“Thank goodness,” she muttered as she rushed
inside.

The interior of her apartment was dark.
Darker than it had been outside. Madie’s heart thudded in her
chest, beating double time against her ribcage. She listened for
anything out of place. Silence met her.

Did that mean she was alone?

The scrape of stone came again. Madie slammed
and locked the door behind her, then threw her back against the
wooden structure for good measure. She’d take her chances.

Despite the deadbolt, Madie knew in her bones
that what was outside could get in if it truly wanted to. She
rubbed her hands along her arms, fighting a shiver that had nothing
to do with the cold.

She pushed away from the door and flipped on
all the lights. Madie checked all the prime monster-hiding areas,
behind her yellow throw-covered couch, in the closet, the shower,
and under the bed. Grateful for once that her apartment wasn’t
spacious.

Handpicked for its coziness, this dwelling
stood for so much—college, future dreams, and true freedom. It
might be small, but it was home...at least until she graduated.

Madie walked across her modest parlor into
the kitchenette. A cup of green tea would banish the last of the
cold and steady her frayed nerves.

Holding the mug with both hands, she blew on
the surface of the hot liquid, inhaling the pungent musty odor as
she debated whether to phone her father. They’d been close at one
time. Well as close as a father, who’d wanted a son, could be to
his only child. But those days were long gone. They’d died the same
day her mother passed.

The warmth of the mug chased the last of the
chill from her hands, but couldn’t penetrate the bone-deep fear.
The howl kept forcing its way into her thoughts. She remembered
childhood stories passed down by Papa about two-legged wolves that
walked upright. Said to look human, the creatures could stand
beside you, enthrall with a single thought, and you wouldn’t know
the truth until they ripped your heart out.

At the time, Madie had dismissed the stories
as nonsense, thinking Papa had obviously read one too many
fairytales. Yet, there was no mistaking the howl. It had
been a wolf. Hadn’t it? She knew wolves didn’t come near the city.
In fact, other than Wolf Hollow in nearby Ipswich, they were
extinct to the area.

Something else lurked in the darkness
tonight.

A shiver tickled her spine and traveled all
the way to her toes. Madie took a sip of tea, praying the warm
elixir would ease some of her tension. “You’ve just watched one too
many movies. Let it go.”

She shook her head and finished the contents
of the cup. She wouldn’t call. There was no sense feeding Papa’s
delusions. They were already bad enough and were growing worse by
the day.

Madie put the cup in the sink, then headed
upstairs to bed. “No more midnight horror movies for you. Next
you’ll start believing that werewolves are real and the grotesques
on the courthouse come to life.”

Even as she said the words, Madie walked
unerringly to the corner of her bedroom and picked up her baseball
bat. The weight of the heavy wooden club in her hand calmed her
instantly.

Better safe than dead.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Damon arrived home agitated by his response
to Madeleine Valois and the information he’d obtained.

Untainted—untouched.

Impossible!

He slammed his fist onto the thick antique
table, shattering the wood, and sending splinters flying through
the air. Damn, that was a new purchase. His hand stung where
the small iron spike bit into his palm. Blood oozed from the cut,
but in a matter of hours, the injury would disappear as if no wound
ever existed.

Such was the blood of the wolf.

The fire in the hearth blazed as he tossed
the remnants of the furniture into the hungry flames. The maple
wood gave off a sweet odor as the smoke rose up the chimney. As if
sensing his torment, the wind outside his colonial home moaned.

Damon growled, catching his wild reflection
in the mirror above the mantle. He looked tired. Dark circles hung
like crescent moons beneath his bloodshot eyes. His unruly sable
hair stood on end, giving him a maniacal appearance.

He was running out of time. The full moon
would arrive in two weeks. Already he could feel its pull by the
ache in his bones as they shifted and thickened beneath his skin.
Despite the tired redness, his hazel eyes had already begun to
lighten. By the time the moon ripened, they’d be amber gold.

Damon decided to abide by the Lycanian
Elder’s ruling, but in his own time. Finding the book came first.
As far as he was concerned, the Valois’s had violated the peace
treaty the second they took his brother, Jacque’s life. The act of
killing left them open to Lycan law and werewolves weren’t known
for their forgiveness. In the end, someone would pay for the pack’s
loss—for his loss.

Turning away from the mirror, Damon retrieved
the file on Madeleine Valois from a nearby table. Her pale beauty
flashed before his eyes, causing a visceral reaction that made his
attraction to her difficult to ignore. He longed to touch what his
senses had observed.

She was human, he reminded himself again. He
didn’t do humans...anymore.

Damon fisted his hands in frustration,
ignoring the stab of pain as his fingernails dug into his tender
palm. He raised the wound to his face and leisurely licked away the
blood, groaning as the sticky substance washed down his parched
throat like a crimson cocktail. The taste was intoxicatingly
arousing and enough to make his cock hard. He smiled.

Vampires weren’t the only creatures aroused
by blood. Of course, they didn’t exist. The bad behavior of a few
Lycans centuries ago had given rise to the undead myth.
Storytellers and fiction writers filled in the rest.

Damon paced back and forth in front of his
gray marble fireplace, his footfalls echoing on the hardwood in the
still of the house. He picked up the photo on the mantel and
studied the smiling faces. He’d been ten at the time the picture
was taken. Jacque had been twelve. They’d just gotten new bikes
from their dad. It was a big day, a happy day. One he’d remember
forever. Damon ran his thumb over the photo. So many great memories
cut short thanks to the Hunters. He set the picture back on the
mantel and swallowed his grief.

Madeleine wasn’t his brother’s killer. His
senses hadn’t lied—at least not about that. He was sure of it.
There was no way she could’ve killed Jacque without getting a drop
of blood on her. Even if she wore gloves, the blood would’ve hit
her somewhere. That didn’t mean she wasn’t somehow involved. She
could’ve very well been an accomplice.

Nevertheless, Damon would follow orders.
Carry out the decree. Kill her. Innocent or not.

Soul be damned.

Jacque deserved to be avenged. Blood was
blood, he reminded himself.

Damon hesitated. Therein lay his conundrum.
Werewolf blood was different. No amount of scouring could
remove the scent. His keen canine senses would have detected its
sharp tang instantly. Yet, Madeleine had smelled of fragrant
flowers, feminine musk, and the onset of her monthly heat.

So if the latest Hunter hadn’t done the job,
then who had killed his bother?

His mind searched back to that painful moment
in time. The pack had enjoyed years of uneasy peace with the Hunter
until that fateful night two months ago when several Lycans found
Jacque dead.

Damon remembered the evening Luc, his Beta
conveyed the news in vivid detail. Overcome by grief and rage, the
beast inside Damon slipped out and nearly destroyed everything in
his own living room.

He shook his head as he ran his palm over the
smooth arm of the new brown leather furniture that he’d purchased
to replace what he’d ruined. Even now the pain of loss sliced
deep.

By the time Damon had calmed down enough to
go to the scene of the crime, Jacque’s body had vanished, leaving
no blood trail to follow.

A cry of anguish ripped from deep inside him
as the memory burst forth, shattering his heart again. He couldn’t
bear to think about what the Hunter had done with Jacque’s
remains.

Damon imagined all sorts of horrific
possibilities, including his brother’s wolfen head stuffed and
hanging over a mantle at the Valois family estate. Since Jacque’s
disappearance, four more pack members had gone missing and were
presumed dead.

Blood or no blood, the Valois’s that claimed
this territory had committed the murders. They’d made sure to let
the Lycans know by leaving behind their usual calling card, a
silver coin with the east coast family’s crest on one side. For
centuries, the coins had been the way of identifying which branch
of the family made the kills. Each Valois family had their own
crest and their own coin.

There was no mistaking who was behind the
murder. They’d practically signed their name to the heinous
deed.

Damon reached into his pocket and pulled out
the coin. He rubbed the crest with his thumb, then slipped the coin
back into his jeans. He carried the reminder of their treachery
with him and would continue to do so until his mission ended.

The family of hunters left behind a bitter
pill to swallow. Madeleine may be innocent—for now—but it
was only a matter of time before she followed in her family’s
bloody footsteps. The Valois curse would take care of it, whether
she chose to or not.

There was no escaping fate for either of
them. Beauty or no beauty, the killings would not happen again, as
long as Damon was alive and still Alpha.

His muscles rippled beneath his shirt,
straining with each inhalation. Frustrated, Damon calmed his
breathing. Nothing made sense. Madeleine was the Hunter, yet she
did not hunt. Was Gaston back to his old ways? Given his fragile
state of health, it seemed unlikely he’d be able to take down a
Lycan in his prime much less the four that had followed since his
brother’s death.

Blood never lied.

It was obvious Damon needed to do more
investigating before he took his suspicions to the Elders. He must
be certain. The Elders did not appreciate hunches or innuendos,
only facts.

All werewolves knew humans were sniveling
creatures, who could not be trusted. Yet in truth, very little was
known about the Hunters. Like Lycans, they’d spread out around the
world and kept a low profile to avoid discovery. The Elders
foolhardily offered a peace treaty with scarce information to go
on. The document was intended to prevent any more needless deaths.
What it did instead was bind Lycan hands, preventing them from
retaliating without permission of the Elders.

Moreover, Gaston Valois complied quickly—too
quickly, which should have raised a red flag. Instead, the Elders
rushed in, drafting the treaty in haste, before thoroughly
investigating Valois’ motives for compliance.

The pack now paid the price for their
folly.

Damon opened the file the Elders had put
together on Madeleine. Scanning the pages briefly, his eyes settled
on her class schedule. Mrs. Raven Montgomery jumped off the page.
Next to the name was a phone number. So Raven was her professor.
Damon smiled, his next move becoming clear. He dialed the
professor, pleased when a woman’s voice answered the phone.

This will be easy.

Within seconds, the professor was agreeing
with everything he said, unable to resist the compulsion in Damon’s
voice. Soon all would be arranged. The bloodline would be severed
and the killer punished.

For the sake of werewolf survival, Madeleine
Lucine Valois would die.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Madie rushed through the door leading into
the art department—late again. Despite it being a Saturday, people
milled in the hallway. A sure indication that the class was already
full. Students buzzed, clamoring to be heard, their voices rising
in excited chatter. The heat and nervous energy was palpable.

Today marked the end of their final art
project before graduation. The Professor had chosen to hire a live
model to close out the class. Failure at this stage wouldn’t keep
Madie from graduating, but it would lower her overall grade point
average.

She paused a moment to catch her breath and
tighten her severe ponytail. Sunlight filtered through the windows,
causing dust particles to swirl and bob in the bright rays.

Brown wooden stools perched in front of empty
easels were arranged in a semi-circular pattern around a center
platform. Dr. Montgomery’s oak desk had been positioned against the
wall in what would normally be the front of the class. Coats and
jackets hung from old-fashioned wooden pegs at the back of the
room.

Madie removed her coat in a flurry, almost
knocking over one of the nearby easels in the process. She steadied
the stand, then placed her coat beside the others. She scanned the
room for her friend, while wiping her sweaty palms on her oversized
sweater. Madie crossed her fingers, hoping against hope that Sarah
arrived early enough to save them a good spot.

A hand waving frantically back and forth
caught her attention. Madie released a tense breath as relief
flooded her. Sarah had scored places over by the windows, right in
front of the model’s platform.

Madie smiled and gave a quick wave back. She
ignored her classmates’ curious glances and hushed whispers as she
threaded her way through the crowd. She should be used to the
gossip about curses and werewolf hunters by now, but the chatter
still hurt. When Madie made it to her seat, she opened her case and
put her drawing pad onto the easel, then hugged Sarah, who’d jumped
up to greet her.

Though close friends, they were as different
as spam was to filet mignon. Sarah was the type of woman who
grasped life with both hands, tasting and experiencing whatever her
heart fancied.

She had dark luxurious hair, sun-kissed skin,
and a bawdy personality, while Madie’s white blonde hair clashed
with her dark, guarded demeanor. She was the first to admit that
she had trust issues. When you grew up cloistered in the Valois
family, it was mandatory.

Sarah may not realize it, but Madie lived
vicariously through her, since her own personal experiences didn’t
extend beyond the pages of a book—thanks to years of private
tutors, personal bodyguards, and homeschooling.

To grasp life by the horns would require
interacting with other people, trusting them. Madie had neither the
social skills nor the inclination to do so. She was just happy that
she’d managed to find one person to call friend. Madie glanced over
at a couple of students who snickered at her, then turned away.

There were worse things in life than only
having one good friend. Like having no friends at all.

Sarah held a green pouch in her palm. “Look
what you forgot.”

Madie took the pouch. “Saved me again. What
would I do without you?”

“Forget your head.” Sarah laughed and then
plopped down on the stool next to her.

“No doubt. Speaking of losing my head, I
nearly lost it last night after the movies. By the time I made it
home, I’d managed to scare myself silly. Next time, we’re watching
creature features in the afternoon.”

“Wimp.” Sarah chuckled.

Madie clucked like a chicken, which made
Sarah laugh harder, then she untied the ends and rolled the pouch
open to reveal the various pencils inside. Double-checking their
sharpness with the pad of her index finger, Madie laid the pencils
out in front of her blank canvas and absently arranged them in a
straight row.

“The model should be here any minute,” Sarah
blurted with barely restrained excitement in her voice.

“Sarah Ann, you act like you’ve never seen a
naked man before.”

“I’ve seen plenty of naked men. You’re the
one who hasn’t.” Sarah arched a brow in challenge, daring Madie to
deny her claim.

Blood rushed to Madie’s cheeks. Blushing
easily was an unfortunate trait she’d inherited from her mother.
“I’ve seen a naked man before,” she muttered.

“Walking in on Jerrod, Tom, Steven, or
Michael coming out of the shower doesn’t count. They’re my
brothers.” Sarah gave a mock shudder. “Let me just say for the
record, ‘Ew’. Just thinking about it might send me to therapy.”

“Did Steven say that I did it on purpose? It
was an accident. I swear.” Madie pulled at the collar of her
sweater, trying to cool her heated skin. It wasn’t her fault
Sarah’s brothers made a habit out of leaving the bathroom door
unlocked while they showered in the morning.

When it came to men, Madie knew she could
talk a good game, but in the end that’s all it was—talk—she didn’t
have any firsthand experience. And it wasn’t due to lack of trying
on her part.

Between homeschooling and her family’s kooky
reputation, Madie hadn’t experienced much of anything, which was
just the way her father liked it. From as early as she could
remember, he’d drilled it into her head that she had to remain pure
of heart, mind, and body. Thanks to his overprotectiveness, she’d
become a social pariah.

Sarah, on the other hand, was known to her
friends as being a big flirt. Strangers preferred harsher terms
like slut or whore. Her friend wasn’t a whore, but women can be
cruel when it comes to judging other women, especially if those
women are prettier than they are and catch the attention of their
boyfriends. Sarah loved sex and refused to be ashamed by that
fact.

Like Madie, Sarah had started college late
and her reputation kept her from making a ton of girlfriends. In
each other, they saw a chance to have what they’d desperately
needed in their lives. That had been over two years ago and their
friendship was still going strong.

Sarah had celebrated her twenty-fourth
birthday the week before. Madie’s head still ached at the thought
of that overindulgence. She refused to think about the fact
that her own birthday was closing fast and would be upon her in two
weeks. Once she hit twenty-five, her fate was sealed—or so her
father claimed. Madie didn’t believe in curses or fate.

Stop being so melodramatic. Try to enjoy the
time that you have left.

Curse or no curse, Madie was stuck with going
through with Papa’s silly initiation. He was determined to bring
her into the fold. The only reason he’d allowed her to go to
college was because he’d promised her mother before she’d died that
Madie could have two years of freedom.

That freedom had cost Madie her inheritance.
Gaston had put a freeze on her account that wouldn’t be lifted
until after her birthday, and even then, it wouldn’t happen unless
she returned.

“Are you still planning to go home the week
after graduation?” Sarah asked.

Madie nodded.

“Are you really going to let your father put
you through that silly woo woo stuff?” Sarah voiced Madie’s
unspoken concerns.

“I don’t have a choice. I promised,” Madie
said. Not that she needed a reminder. It was the only thing on her
mind next to graduating. “We need that money to open up the art
gallery, remember?”



“I remember,” Sarah said. “But everyone has a
choice.”

If she had any other choice, she would’ve
already made it. “Not me.”

None of this would have occurred if her
mother were still around. Papa hadn’t been the same since her
death. Instead of grieving, Gaston had turned his attention on her.
Madie couldn’t seem to do anything right.

Gaston had always been gruff, but lately he’d
become domineering. He wanted to know where she was and who she was
hanging out with at all times. He questioned her appearance,
especially her hair color. Like it was her fault that she’d been
born with blonde hair, not red.

He’d even gone so far as to hire a man to
follow her and keep tabs on her movements. When one brave guy got
the courage up to ask her out, Gaston paid him to go away, then
suggested an arranged marriage instead. Fatherly devotion was
quickly becoming obsession.

For the first time in her life, Madie
feared her father and what he might do.

But she’d vowed to her mother that she’d
follow her dreams no matter what. If that meant pacifying Gaston
and going through with some ridiculous initiation, then so be it.
She’d look after the old musty books and pretend to be the next
great white hunter. He’d just have to get over the fact that she
wasn’t going to kill anything on her watch.

“What about a loan?” Sarah asked.

“You know I can’t get one without my father
co-signing.”

“You’re almost twenty-five years old.”

“I’m aware of that. I am also painfully aware
that I have no real credit. Banks frown on that sort of thing.” She
grinned. “Besides, Gaston has mom’s fortune my inheritance spread
out in all the banks in the area. No banker in his right mind would
risk losing the Valois’ business to appease a broke college
student.”

“What about out of the area?” Sarah
asked.

“I barely make enough to cover rent and
expenses. I wouldn’t even qualify for a cheap car loan,” Madie
said.

Sarah’s expression grew serious. “So where
does that leave you?”

“Up a creek, paddling with a teaspoon.” She
shrugged. “I’ll have to go through the motions. Pretend to become
‘Madie the Mad Slayer’, then the money will be mine.”

Sarah laughed and rolled her eyes. “Sounds
easy.”

“Yeah, easy,” Madie murmured, hoping against
hope it would turn out to be.

Her final year of school was almost up and
things hadn’t worked out the way that she’d planned. Graduation was
next Saturday and she was no closer to realizing her dream of
owning an art gallery. Before she could get too depressed about it,
the door flew open and banged against the wall.

Everyone jumped. All eyes turned, riveted on
the man who’d walked into the room.

Madie’s breath seized in her lungs.

“Whoa! Talk about making an entrance. I’m in
lust. I think I just met my future ex-boyfriend.” Sarah kept her
voice low, so only Madie could hear her.

She glanced at Sarah. “You’re so bad.”

“You love me and you know it.” She winked. “I
better double check my supplies, because I’m not about to miss an
inch of him.” Sarah’s gaze scrolled down the length of the man
before reversing direction.

Madie’s eyes were drawn to the statuesque man
lounging just inside the doorway. He wore a white towel around his
trim waist and from the looks of it, nothing more.

Sable-colored hair flowed wildly from his
head as if someone had been running their fingers through it all
night. Maybe some lucky woman had. Madie tackled her thoughts
before they went any farther.

Sinewy muscles rippled beneath tanned skin to
form his exquisite chest. Dark hair arrowed south down the hard
slab of his abdomen, ending in a perfect ‘V’ at the white towel
snugged around his waist.

No stranger to the gym or a hard day’s work,
his well-developed arms were lined with veins and flexed with the
littlest of movements. The muscles in his long legs rippled with
silent power as he shifted his weight. Yet the man wasn’t bulky. He
looked built for speed, agility, and most of all, sex.

Lots and lots of sex.

His relaxed stance screamed confidence. It
was the kind of confidence that made his nakedness seem as natural
to him as breathing. The kind of confidence that Madie would
never have in this lifetime. Yet her palms itched to touch
him.

His hazel eyes assessed the room slowly,
before coming to rest upon her. First contact felt like a
visceral punch to the gut. Madie stared unblinking—captured by his
gaze as he studied her with a curious intensity.

Voices faded. The room seemed to shrink
around her, closing in until only the two of them existed. Madie
fell into those deep gold-flecked pools, trapped by the liquid
honey promises she saw there.

The heat of attraction crackled in the air,
sending shivering sparks over her skin. Her heart thundered. Torn
between the need to flee and the urge to jump into his arms, Madie
clutched her easel.

His unwavering gaze continued to bore holes
through her, probing, searching, and studying. But that wasn’t what
freaked Madie out. It was the hunger she saw, lurking just below
the surface. She’d never seen anything like it, nor had that kind
of hunger ever been directed toward her.

She attempted to steady herself, her mind a
mixture of fear and desire. . .yet still he held her, refusing to
let go.

Dr. Montgomery cleared her throat.

Blinking, the model broke eye contact. Madie
felt her energy drain and she dropped back onto her stool, unaware
until that moment that she’d even risen. Her nerves tingled like a
thousand tiny needles prickling her skin. She took a shuddering
breath and slowly released the easel, pretending to smooth the
blank paper.

What in the world just happened, she
wondered. Her body ached from the loss of contact.

Yet he hadn’t physically touched
her.

“Are you okay?” Sarah’s question penetrated
her dizzying thoughts.

Madie’s lids shot open. “I-I’m fine, why?”
She swallowed hard and squared her shoulders, forcing herself to
sit up straight.

“It seemed like you were about to run across
the room and jump his bones. Not that I blame you, but that’s more
my style, not yours.” Sarah’s green eyes narrowed as she searched
Madie’s face. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”

She took a deep breath and slowly released
it. “Y-Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?” Madie gave Sarah a reassuring
smile, even though she was shaken from the incident. “I had a head
rush, probably from not eating.”

“Head rush?” Sarah laughed. “Is that what
they’re calling lust these days?”

“Sarah!” Madie gasped.

“Oh please, you know it’s true. He’s yummy.”
Sarah glanced at the man once more. “Do you know him?”

“No!” Madie said with a little too much
force, as she gazed at the model. It took effort, but she finally
drew her eyes away from his perfect form. “No,” she repeated
calmly, sure beyond a doubt that she’d never met him before. Madie
ignored the little voice in the back of her mind that said she’d
like to. “Why do you ask?”

Sarah snorted. “Because he sure looks like he
knows you. Or wants to.”

“Don’t be silly.” Madie’s voice cracked,
coming out in a high-pitched squeak. “He was probably looking at
something out the window.”

“I doubt he finds the parking lot
fascinating.” Sarah grinned. “I’m telling you, Madie, he looked at
you like a starving man looks at a turkey sandwich with a side of
gravy fries.”

Madie glanced back at the model. “Well, he’s
not looking at me now,” she said, unable to hide her
disappointment. She’d spent her whole life dreaming of storybook
moments and not once had they happened…until now.

The model spoke softly to their professor in
a deep rumbling baritone. His bronzed shoulders blocked much of the
conversation from the class. Whatever he was saying must’ve been
good because Dr. Montgomery practically purred in response. She’d
obviously forgotten she was married.

Madie curled her fingers in to fists. The
Professor’s not so innocent reaction tore at her insides and it
only got worse when the woman leaned into the man’s bulk, lightly
placing her fingertips on his thick bicep. He flexed under her
touch, and then flashed the instructor a devilish smile that
showcased his dimples.

Could he get any hotter?

Madie wanted to scream at her professor to
get away from him. She wanted that smile for herself. Strike
that—she needed it. The possessive feelings frightened her because
they were so utterly foreign. The truth hit Madie a second
later—she was jealous.

No way!

She couldn’t be jealous. It must be
the stress of graduation and Papa coming to get her. That had to be
it. What else could it be? She didn’t even know the guy. Disgusted
by her uncharacteristic behavior, Madie looked away. It only took a
moment for her traitorous gaze to seek him out once more.
Pathetic.

The model turned from the class for a moment.
His back rippled as he adjusted the towel, then he faced the group
again.

Madie’s mouth practically watered in
anticipation. Butterflies wreaked havoc in her stomach. She knew
that she’d never met him before, but still. . .

There was something familiar about
him.

The Professor held up her hands to quiet the
room.

“I’d like to introduce our model. This is
Damon Laroche. Our scheduled model cancelled at the last minute.
Damon was kind enough to volunteer to fill in and pose for us
today. Please give him a warm welcome.”

The class exploded in applause, especially
the women, many of whom let out inappropriate catcalls.

Once again, those gold-flecked eyes captured
Madie’s gaze. With an arch of his brow, he issued a subtle
invitation. Tightly leashed desire burned from within him, along
with some other emotion Madie didn’t recognize or understand.

Everything about the man looked feral…and
hungry.

Unable to break his pointed gaze, Madie
flushed with a sudden rush of heat. Something untamed from deep
inside her longed to answer his unspoken invitation.

She imagined their sweat-covered bodies
writhing on soft sheets as they came together in a fierce coupling.
Her body shuddered and perspiration dotted her brow. His eyes
shifted subtly and her nipples tightened painfully beneath the lace
cups of her bra.

His knowing gaze roamed from her face to her
sensible shoes, taking in her obscured figure. He paused once more
on her aching breasts, as if he could see right through her
sweater. Need tortured Madie with its invisible hands, plucking at
her engorged nipples. Damon’s firm lips twitched ever so slightly
as if he knew exactly what he was doing to her.

Madie sat breathless, her body quivering with
untapped desire.

Unmistakable hunger clouded Damon’s eyes
turning them nearly molten gold. His body practically hummed with
leashed power. The energy emanating from him could have illuminated
the entire town of New Salford, Massachusetts for a month. He
licked his lips, the movement casual, as if remembering the taste
of something decadent.

Madie melted inside. She imagined that tongue
tasting her skin and almost spontaneously combusted on her stool.
Moisture pooled between her thighs. She squeezed her legs together
to stave off the growing need.

A confident slash of a smile teased the
corners of his sensuous mouth, and then spread across his handsome
face. If it were possible, that wicked grin made him even more
devastating.

Entranced, Madie waited in anticipation. Like
an expert artisan, her gaze caressed his high cheekbones, playing
at his lips, then moved down to his firm chin. She lingered there,
cataloguing subtle details that would eventually go into her
sketch, before admiring the corded muscles of his neck and wide
expanse of his shoulders. Methodically, she retraced her path,
returning to his face. She refused to look any lower for fear of
what she’d find.

Without preamble, Damon winked and dropped
his towel. Several students gasped. Those mesmerizing eyes dared
Madie to look. She did, and all remaining logical thought slipped
from her mind.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


Gaston Valois sat at his kitchen table
nursing his morning whiskey. He swirled the amber liquid around the
tumbler, while he stared at his daughter’s picture. She was so like
her mother, beautiful…and weak. Nothing at all like him.
That fact burrowed into his flesh like a tick, slowly sucking away
his sanity. He should never have allowed her to go to art school.
The two years of freedom had gone to her head.

Not that she’d been totally alone. For the
first year, Gaston had hired a bodyguard to watch over her. The man
had made sure to keep the young men at her school from sniffing
around her. She was born for greatness. The only way to achieve
that was by maintaining her purity.

Gaston wasn’t about to let her destroy her
future by getting herself knocked up by some idiot, who didn’t know
the first thing about the real world. It was only in the
last year that he’d allowed her some space by pulling back the
protection detail. And look where that got him.

Madeleine was now full of crazy ideas. She
was so desperate to open an art gallery that she was willing to
shirk off her responsibilities to the family. He balked. It wasn’t
going to happen. Hunters didn’t own galleries. Hunters were put on
this earth for one thing and one thing only—to kill rogue
werewolves.

If a few other wolves were killed by accident
in the process, then that was acceptable collateral damage. He
wouldn’t lose sleep over it.

Her weakness and selfishness was why he’d had
to resort to threats and drastic measures. Gaston didn’t like the
idea of forcing Madie’s compliance, but she’d given him little
choice in the matter. Without the ritual binding her to the
position of Hunter, she’d never fully come into her powers. And
she’d need all the help she could get, if she was going to hunt the
most dangerous animal on the planet.

A knock sounded on the door, interrupting his
thoughts. Gaston glanced at the clock across the room. His guest
was right on time.

“Enter.” Gaston knew who it would be before
the door opened. He’d summoned the man, who he’d one day call
son-in-law, to flesh out the next steps in winning his daughter’s
hand in marriage.

Like any good father, Gaston had done his
homework. The man had come from Minnesota after losing his family
and his legacy to a feral werewolf pack. Gaston had found the
obituaries online and read the headlines in the papers. The deaths
had been attributed to animal attacks. He knew better.

The young man’s need for revenge resonated
with Gaston for he, too had lost loved ones to the werewolves over
the years. He had no intention of losing his only daughter, the
last of his line, before she had a chance to bear the next
generation of Hunter. If that meant coercing her into marriage,
then so be it. Fortunately for him, she needed her inheritance
enough to agree to just about anything.

Jack Hanson stepped through the doorway and
stopped. He was a handsome man with dark hair and gray stormy eyes.
Tall and well built, he reminded Gaston of himself in his younger
years, except he’d never had dark hair.

“You wanted to speak with me, sir?” Jack
asked.

“Yes.” Gaston tossed back the contents of his
glass. The warm burn of the whiskey shot fire down his throat.
“Shut the door behind you and take a seat.”

Jack complied.

“Did you bring the proof that I asked for?”
Gaston asked.

He nodded and pulled a folder out of his
jacket, then dropped it onto the table. “It’s all there,” Jack
said.

Gaston reached for the folder and flipped it
open. Inside, the photos of four different people who’d been ripped
apart were displayed in gruesome detail. He studied each photo
carefully, before closing the file. “And you’re sure they’re all
human?”

Jack nodded. “I checked each one myself. We
have to do something. We cannot let the Moonlight Kin pack get away
with these murders.”

“We won’t.” Gaston indicated to the seat
across from him, then grabbed another glass and filled it. He
pushed the tumbler across the table. Jack picked it up as he sat,
but didn’t take a drink. Gaston refilled his glass, then set the
bottle aside.

“What are we drinking to this morning?”
Jack’s brow furrowed.

“Your future. My daughter’s future. Your
future together. Take your pick.” Gaston clinked glasses with the
young man, then tossed the shot back.

Jack straightened in his chair. “And what if
she’s not interested?” He set his glass down onto the table without
drinking to the toast.

Gaston’s eyes narrowed. “I’m sure you can
figure out some way to make her interested. You’re a handsome guy.
I doubt that you have any problems with the ladies. My daughter is
naïve. I’ve made sure of it. That makes her gullible and ripe for
the picking so to speak.”

Jack ran a hand through his hair. “What if
I’m not her type?”

“Her type? What does being her type have to
do with it? I’ll make sure that she agrees to go out with you,”
Gaston said. “All you have to do is close the deal. Since I won’t
be around forever, I don’t really care how you do it. You know what
we’re up against.” He indicated to the folder. “I need someone
strong to run this territory. Someone willing to do what it takes
to keep these beasts in their place. And she ain’t it. I haven’t
worked this hard and this long to lose the eastern territory to the
local Lycan pack now.”

A tic emerged in Jack’s shadowed jaw. “I
won’t let that happen,” he said.

“That’s what I’m counting on,” Gaston
said.

“What about the other territories?” Jack
finally took a sip of his drink. His nose wrinkled and he set the
glass down.

Gaston poured himself another glass of
whiskey. “My brother’s sons will take care of those. They’re lucky.
Their wives bore them many children—all boys. None of my brothers
were cursed with a daughter. Their spouses weren’t weak like mine.”
Or unfaithful.

“Some people consider a daughter a blessing,”
Jack said carefully, as he stared at his drink.

“Only fools who don’t hunt werewolves.”
Gaston slammed his tumbler onto the table.

Jack didn’t even flinch.

It was one of the many things about the man
that Gaston admired. Nothing seemed to scare him or rattle him. He
may not have started his life out as a hunter, but he was a
natural.

Calm, cold and calculated, Jack considered
every move before making it. His sense of self was unprecedented in
a man of twenty-eight. It had taken Gaston years to achieve that
level of detached ruthlessness.

“So what’s the plan?” Jack asked.

“My daughter graduates from art school in a
week. Her twenty-fifth birthday falls on the following Saturday and
coincides with the full moon. While her defenses are down, I want
you to get to know her. Use the charm you hide so well to sweep her
off her feet. Once you plant your seed inside her, I’ll demand that
you marry. Madie is a traditionalist. She won’t want to bring a
baby into the world without it having a father. Trust me. I raised
her right.” Gaston’s head became fuzzy as the whiskey worked its
way through his system.

“I’ll do my best, sir.” Jack rose from the
table.

“You’d better do more than that,” Gaston
said. “The future of mankind is depending on you.”

Jack paused at the door. “What about the
Moonlight Kin pack?”

“Once Madeleine has completed the initiation
ceremony, we’ll hunt them down and kill them all. We’ll sort out
who the guilty party is after we skin em’.”

 


***

 


Jack waited until he’d left the room to
smile. His plan was working better than he’d ever imagined it
would. He’d expected it to take a while to garner Gaston’s trust,
but it had only taken a couple of months.

Initially Jack had been shocked that Gaston
didn’t keep records of current pack members, other than the dead
ones, but his oversight had worked in his favor. The old man had
listened to his sob story, then done a cursory look at his history.
Afterwards, he’d welcomed him with open arms.

The move spoke volumes about his
deteriorating health and his desperation.

It was that same desperation that Jack had
easily exploited. It’s how he found himself in his current
position. The folder with the photos of the corpses helped him put
the finishing touches on his story.

No one, including the old man, suspected that
he was behind the deaths and that all the bodies had been wolves.
By the time they found out, it would be too late. They’d have
already made a fatal blow against their mutual enemy, the Lycans.
Damon and the others wouldn’t know what hit them.

Until then, Jack would bide his time and go
along with Gaston’s plan. He didn’t think seducing Madeleine would
be as easy as the old man envisioned, but Jack had no doubt he was
up for the job. He’d seen her photo. She wasn’t
unattractive. Though she wasn’t his type. He’d never been
into wallflowers. He preferred his women to have a little fire in
their blood.

The fact that Gaston wanted Jack to
impregnate his daughter had been a surprise, especially since the
old man didn’t seem to care how he went about it. Despite his
claims otherwise, there was no love loss between father and
daughter. She was a vessel, nothing more, nothing less.

Any other time, Jack might actually feel
sorry for her, but Madeleine was his means to an end. Jack knew if
he somehow succeeded in knocking her up, which was unlikely, he
would gain the ultimate coup against the werewolf pack…and Gaston
Valois.

How did that proverb go? The enemy of my
enemy is my friend.

It was true—at least for now.

He grinned wider.

Gaston Valois had just given him the
opportunity of a lifetime. No way would he pass up the chance to
take them both down.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Madie stood behind the counter at Berta’s
50’s-style diner, staring at the old-fashioned cash register as if
it were a foreign object. She’d worked part-time at Berta’s for the
past two years. The diner was steady employment for a full-time
student.

She gazed unfocused at the cash in her hand.
The recollection of Damon’s perfect anatomy flashed before her.
Madie decided he was anything but average, at least
according to her Life Drawing classes.

Damon was unblemished perfection—smooth,
powerful, and erotically male. His shaft was long and thick with an
intimidating plum-sized head. Instead of being a pale pink, like
she’d expected, his sex was tan like the rest of him. The man
obviously spent a lot of time naked.

Madie gulped, as the ache that began the
second he’d dropped the towel in class returned with a
vengeance.

The bell on the Berta’s door clanged,
startling her from her carnal thoughts. Heat rose to her face as
she looked up and saw Sarah enter. Madie quickly punched a button
on the register and the drawer opened. She shoved the money inside,
before bumping the drawer closed with her hip.

Sarah shut the diner door, banging the bell
even louder. She turned to Madie with a sheepish grin on her
face.

“Sorry, I forgot.” She laughed, making an
exaggerated frown with her lips. “My bad?”

Madie placed her hand on her hip and gave her
a mock scolding look. “You always forget the loose spring when you
open that door. I’m surprised the bell hasn’t shattered the
glass.”

“I said I was sorry, m-o-m.” Sarah
planted a fist on her slim hip, mirroring Madie. “Now let’s get out
of here and go for a pint.”

“Sarah...”

She batted her eyes innocently. “Hey, I can’t
help it if you look like you could use one.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Madie asked,
affronted. “Actually, forget I asked. I can’t go tonight. I barely
made it out of bed this morning.”

“Oh, come on. You need to do something to
wipe that silly expression off your face,” Sarah begged, a playful
lilt to her voice.

“I’m not twenty-one anymore and furthermore,”
Madie’s eyes narrowed, “I don’t have a silly expression on my
face.”

“Keep telling yourself that.” Sarah dragged
out each word as if Madie were dim.

Madie straightened a few ketchup bottles. “I
don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Playing dumb won’t save you. I’m onto you
now,” Sarah said. “You may not be twenty-one, but you don’t have to
act like you’re a hundred.”

“Sometimes I feel a hundred.” Madie reached
under the counter for a clean rag.

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Oh, please, we’re
only a year apart.”

“But I feel so much older.”

Sarah huffed. “Stop being a drama queen.”

“Hey, I resemble that fact.” Madie snorted.
“And anyway, I’m almost twenty-five.” She scrunched her face and
hunched over, attempting to do her best impression of a crone. They
both burst into giggles.

“You keep saying that like it should mean
something.” Sarah tilted her head and smiled. “I know what your
problem is.”

“I don’t suppose I can prevent you from
telling me?” Madie asked.

Sarah shook her head. “Nope.”

Madie wiped at a nonexistent smudge. “Get it
over with then.”

“I think you’ve got a crush on a certain art
class model.” She waggled her eyebrows.

“Get real. First of all, I don’t know Damon.
Secondly, I don’t get crushes. I’m too old, remember?” Madie
laughed again, hoping that Sarah didn’t notice the renewed flush
creeping over her cheeks.

“So not buying it,” Sarah said. “Since you’re
obviously not too old to blush.” She pointed at Madie’s face. “Get
any redder, and you’ll match that Dr. Pepper can behind you.”

Madie stuck out her tongue, blatantly
ignoring Sarah’s last comment. Maybe a beer, or better yet a cup of
hot chocolate, would do her good.

Anything to get her mind off Damon
Laroche.

She’d felt hot and antsy all day. It
shouldn’t come as a surprise that her best friend noticed and
called her on it. Not much escaped Sarah. When a reaction was this
obvious, a person would have to be blind to miss it.

Madie wiped down the counter and closed out
the register. She took off her apron and went into the backroom to
say goodbye to Berta, who was finishing up the books.

Sarah and Madie strolled arm-in-arm out the
door and up the cobblestone street toward a nearby local pub called
the Pork and Whistle. The owners, Ewan and Janet MacLeod, were a
couple of ex-pats from Scotland who’d settled in New England
twenty-five years ago, though you’d never know it from the
thickness of their Glaswegian accents.

The pub’s familiar wooden doors framed ornate
stained-glass windows. Violets twisted and curved around wolfsbane,
blending into a hybrid plant that bled from its petals, as if
mourning the loss of a loved one. The scene was sad, but strangely
soothing at the same time. The unusual design always mesmerized
Madie and kept her wondering about its true meaning.

Sarah opened the door to the pub and stepped
inside. Madie followed on her heels. Cigar smoke rose in a thick
smog over the room, since the door to the cigar room inside the pub
was rarely closed. Madie’s nose burned and her eyes watered, while
attempting to adjust to the pub’s usual climate.

She really didn’t like drinking
establishments, but was determined to enjoy the time remaining,
before responsibility took over her life.

Madie cringed at the thought. During their
last chat, Papa, or Gaston as she’d taken to calling him, had been
adamant. Go through with the ceremony or be disinherited.
His mood swings and paranoia grew worse with each passing year. He
reminded her daily that she was his only child and therefore
responsible for carrying on the family tradition. The guilt ate at
her conscience.

With a sigh, Madie followed Sarah through a
maze of tables and barstools. The crowd swelled, busting at the
seams. Several men stared with open appreciation at her friend’s
petite form, their gazes lingering on Sarah’s heart-shaped
butt.

Madie envied that bottom. Her butt hadn’t
been that size since she was twelve.

Not an eye flicked in Madie’s direction. When
Sarah was around, she might as well be invisible. Madie reminded
herself again that she didn’t care, didn’t want to attract
attention, and didn’t want men’s interest. That’s why she dressed
the way she did. And she’d never regretted it until today.

That hadn’t stopped Damon from
looking. The thought burst forth before Madie could censor
it.

The women walked toward the back of the
mahogany paneled room, to one of the few empty red leather booths
available. Before they could remove their coats and sit down, the
waitress approached, pad in hand. Sarah ordered a pint of ale while
Madie asked for a cup of hot cocoa.

Sarah’s eyes narrowed on Madie, but she said
nothing.

When the waitress left, Madie lowered her
voice so they wouldn’t be overheard. “Does it ever bother you?”

“What?” Sarah asked.

Madie indicated to the room. “All the men
ogling you.”

Sarah shrugged and said, “I hadn’t
noticed.”

Madie knew it was the truth. She might be a
big flirt, but a man had to catch Sarah’s attention before she
noticed that he was alive. Otherwise he became part of the scenery
like plants or trees.

A lumberjack-looking guy with sandy colored
hair and snug blue jeans gripping his firm thighs ambled over to
their booth. A plaid shirt covered his barrel-shaped chest. His
features were appealing in a ‘paper-towel spokesman’ kind of
way.

“Can I buy you a drink, darlin’?” he asked,
his soft southern drawl and aw-shucks charm aimed squarely at
Sarah.

She smiled sweetly and batted her lashes, in
true ‘Southern Belle’ fashion. “My, but aren’t you a long way from
home, sugar?” she replied in a honeyed accent.

Encouraged, he grinned and nodded. “That I
am.”

Sarah shot Madie a bored look that told her
without words she’d already dismissed him. Sarah turned her
attention back to the man. “I appreciate the offer, Rhett honey,
but I don’t think your wife would like it much.” She flicked her
dainty fingers, shooing him away.

Surprise and disappointment washed over his
features as he glanced down at the impression his missing ring had
left on his finger. His shoulders drooped and the man walked back
to his table. His friends shouted and pointed at him, their loud
guffaws echoing off the beamed ceiling.

Madie snorted. “Why, I do believe that
southern boy was sweet on you.”

“He’s a jerk.” She snorted. “Speaking of
crushes.” Sarah dropped the fake accent. “What about you and model
boy?” She gripped the edge of the table and leaned forward. “You’re
not going to convince me that you don’t have it bad for him. The
Jaws of Life couldn’t have cut through the sexual tension arcing
between you two in class today.”

Madie chewed on her lower lip. She wished
Sarah would keep her voice down. She had the distinct impression
someone was eavesdropping. She casually glanced around the pub, but
no one seemed to pay any attention to them. A few men gathered by
the dartboard, debating a throw. The barstools were full of locals,
catching up on the day’s fishing results. Everything looked
blissfully normal.

“I’ve never seen a man that big, have you?”
Sarah continued, her eyes glowing with interest.

Madie glared at her. “Shh, someone’s going to
hear you.”

“I don’t care. Damon was perfect.” She drew
out the last word for emphasis. “Heck, I’d butter my own butt and
call myself a biscuit, if I thought there was a chance he’d nibble.
Know what I mean?”

It would take a simpleton not to know what
Sarah was talking about. Madie might be a bit naïve, but she wasn’t
stupid.

Sarah shook her head. “Of course you don’t,
you haven’t been with a man yet.”

The temperature in the room suddenly rose or
at least it felt like it. “H-How do you know that I haven’t?”
Madie’s frustration seeped out, undisguised.

“You told me at my party, remember?”

“Ah, no.” Madie frowned. “I do recall lots of
wine.” As her foggy memory began to return, Madie cringed at what
she’d shared with Sarah...and unfortunately the rest of their
class.

Sarah stared at her moment and then laughed.
“You were talking about werewolves and initiations.”

Madie did recall that part of the
conversation, but decided to deny it anyway. She shook her head and
mentally vowed she was never going to drink again. She’d humiliated
herself the night of Sarah’s party. It probably wouldn’t have
happened had she not received a phone call from her dad reminding
her that he’d be up to get her soon.

She’d woken with what tasted like a mouthful
of bitter cotton and a full-blown orchestra pounding out a
never-ending version of ‘Small World’ in her head.

As her stomach emptied its contents every
hour on the hour, Madie had prayed for death, but hadn’t been so
lucky. Art school wasn’t exactly like a frat house, but no one
would’ve known it from her behavior that night.

Worse still, she talked about her father’s
obsession with werewolves.

What had she been thinking?

Truth was she hadn’t. Never in all of her
twenty-four years had she kicked up her heels, until that night.
Madie decided that regretful evening was the first and last night
she’d do anything so impetuous.

Madie scanned the room again, her discomfort
growing. The spot between her shoulder blades itched. With some
reluctance, she turned back to Sarah, who stared at her
expectantly.

“I’m saving myself,” Madie said.

“For what?” Sarah asked. “Do you have an
expiration date that I don’t know about?”

“No,” she said with a laugh. “I’m saving
myself for the right man.”

Sarah broke into uncontrollable giggles.
“Take my word for it, there’s no such creature.” There was a
wistful note to her voice that hadn’t been there before, almost as
if she wished that she was wrong.

Madie decided not to comment.

The waitress brought over a glass of
champagne and placed the bubbly in front of Sarah.

“We didn’t--” Madie said, before the waitress
cut her off.

“This is from the gentleman.” The waitress
gave a quick nod over her shoulder, and then winked at Sarah.
“Lucky girl.”

Sarah frowned and looked at Madie. “Some guys
won’t take a hint.”

They swiveled in unison to where the
lumberjack had been seated. He was gone. In his place, sat a man
with broad shoulders and long pale blond hair that almost looked
snow white under the low lighting. He was similar to Madie in
coloring, but a hundred times more striking.

The beauty of his fallen angel face was
almost painful to look upon. High-sculpted cheekbones led to a
sinfully full lower lip. His sharp blade of a nose rose ever so
slightly as he lifted his head in acknowledgement. His flawless
looks couldn’t diminish the power emanating from every pore. He
dwarfed the table he sat at and the men standing nearby.

Both women stared, transfixed.

His hard gray eyes turned to Madie, their
emotionless depth slicing deep, leaving her cold. She rubbed her
arms to ward away the sudden chill. The instant those same icy eyes
returned to Sarah, they became heated, capturing her gaze, holding
her spellbound under his long perusal.

He inclined his head and raised a matching
glass of champagne to his lips, swiping the excess liquid from his
mouth with the tip of his tongue. Out of her peripheral, Madie saw
Sarah mirror his actions.

The room practically sizzled as the man rose
from the table. A sensual smile flitted across his perfect face.
His gaze held a promise, a vow to Sarah left unspoken. Instead of
coming over to introduce himself, the man exited the bar. Madie
turned in time to see Sarah’s color go from tanned to bright
pink.

“Where’s he going?” she asked.

Snapping her fingers in front of friend’s
face, Madie asked, “Now who’s crushing?”

Flustered, Sarah croaked, “You, of course.”
Her tone was hoity, but her fingers trembled as she placed the
glass of champagne back on the table. “That m-man was nothing
special.” Her chin firmed.

“Right.” Madie hid her mirth. She’d never
seen her friend act this way around any man. Sarah flirted,
and she certainly slept with her fair share, but she’d never lost
her self-awareness until now. It was amusing to see her friend go
from discombobulated and back to her old fiery self in a matter of
seconds.

The pale blond man was gorgeous, no doubt,
but something about him gave Madie the creeps. She decided that Mr.
Laroche was a much more enjoyable subject and far safer. “I might
have had a little crush on Damon in class.” She begrudgingly
admitted.

“A little crush?” Sarah’s eyes crossed.
“Girl, that man was a god! Talk about impressive equipment. I could
just imagine him going wild, his blond hair falling over his
shoulders as he ripped my clothes off, and ravished me on his
king-sized bed.” Sarah’s voice rose with unchecked excitement. She
practically yelled the last part to compete with the other
patrons.

Madie glanced around. People were beginning
to stare. “Sarah Ann, you’ve been reading too many romance novels.”
She admonished. “Besides, Damon’s hair isn’t blond.”
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