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      Ashlyn Taylor’s fingers danced across her keyboard, the clicking sound filling the silence of the room. She had a half-smile on her face as she typed, finally letting her heroine fall into her hero’s arms, confident that everything would be alright now. It was always the most satisfying moment for Ashlyn—the happily ever after. And not because it meant she had finished writing the story; no, she loved writing her characters’ stories. She loved the end of the stories because they brought her hope. The characters showed her that if you could get through the tough times, there would be a light at the end of the tunnel, and you would be happy.

      Ashlyn’s smile faded as she finished the last sentence with a flourish. She couldn’t imagine herself getting a happily ever after like the ones she wrote for other people. No, she thought to herself. If my knight in shining armor had been coming to rescue me from this life, he would have been here by now. She sighed and shook her head, allowing herself a moment to let her imagination run wild.

      In her mind, Ashlyn saw herself in a full-skirted corset dress, her hips made round by the bustle. She smiled shyly at the tall, dark, and handsome stranger who stood opposite her. She opened her mouth to speak to him when she heard her name being called up the stairs, breaking the fantasy and bringing her crashing back to reality.

      “Ashlyn,” she heard again, closer this time as her mother made her way up the stairs.

      “What?” Ashlyn said, trying and failing to keep the irritation out of her voice.

      Ashlyn’s bedroom door opened, and her mother appeared in the room with a frown on her face.

      “Don’t you take that tone with me, young lady,” Ashlyn’s mother snapped at her.

      Ashlyn resisted the urge to argue, the urge to tell her mother that she was indeed a young lady, an actual adult, and that she could make her own decisions. She already knew how that would end. Her mother would shake her head and talk about respect, and when her father came home from work, the pair of them would talk to Ashlyn about growing up and accepting that her future was in law, not writing. Eventually, Ashlyn would cry herself to sleep, wishing for a way out from beneath her controlling parents.

      “I’m sorry,” Ashlyn said. “I was just busy, that’s all.”

      “Oh,” her mother said, her voice softening slightly and a brief flicker of a smile crossing her face. “Have you been working on your job applications?”

      Ashlyn knew she had to try one more time. She took a second to compose herself, and then she began to speak in what she hoped was a reasonable tone.

      “I want to pursue a career in creative writing. I still don’t have any interest in pursuing a career in law. I…” Ashlyn started.

      Her mother held her hand up, the gesture silencing Ashlyn instantly.

      “Enough, Ashlyn. We’ve been through all of this. You need a career, not a hobby,” her mother snapped.

      “This could be a career,” Ashlyn insisted.

      “What, all that Mr. Darcy nonsense? I don’t think so. Now, enough on the subject. We’ve been over this time and time again and I don’t want to hear it again,” Ashlyn’s mother sneered. “Now, please stop wasting your time and start applying for jobs.”

      She turned and left the room. Ashlyn felt the tears starting to prickle at the corners of her eyes. She blinked furiously, trying her best to stop them from falling. She had never felt more trapped or more unappreciated. Her mother had taken her dream and just dismissed it, making it sound like something not worth doing.

      Ashlyn didn’t much care what her mother thought about her writing; she loved writing her historical romance novels, and she knew they were good. Certainly good enough for her to make a career out of her writing. What bothered her was her mother’s complete refusal to even read anything she had written or to consider that maybe a career in law wasn’t for her.

      It wasn’t even just that. Ashlyn’s parents controlled every aspect of her life, from her education to her friends and her boyfriends. Ashlyn’s parents didn’t want their only daughter doing anything that would ruin their standing in their London social circles. Their reputation seemed to be more important to Ashlyn’s parents than her happiness.

      She thought of her time at college, the way the few friends she had chosen for herself had envied her lifestyle, and the fact that her parents were happy to pay for her education, so she didn’t have to get a part-time job like a lot of them had to. They had no idea what it was like to have their decisions made for them, though. That was the trouble; while Ashlyn’s parents financed her, they got to make the decisions, and she couldn’t really do anything about it. She had debated moving out of their home—she was twenty-three years old, after all. However, she knew that she couldn’t afford a place in London on the sort of wages she would earn as a waitress or something similar until she sold her first book.

      She had nothing much in the way of savings. She had five thousand pounds that her grandmother had left her when she died, but she wouldn’t inherit the rest of her money until she turned thirty-five. She was under no illusion of how quickly she would go through that five thousand pounds if she was on her own with bills to pay. She picked up her cell phone, looked at it for a moment, and put it back down again.

      She needed to get out of the house and get away from her mother’s watchful eye before she called Mandy, the one friend who might actually be a little bit sympathetic to her situation. Mandy’s parents were both surgeons, and they couldn’t imagine a world where Mandy didn’t follow in their footsteps. Luckily for all of them, Mandy wanted to do just that, but her situation was similar enough to Ashlyn’s that she hoped she would at least understand her feelings a bit.

      She stood up and pushed her cell phone into her jeans’ pocket and left her room, grabbing her jacket on the way out. She ran down the stairs and to the front door, pulling it open. She stepped outside and then turned and stuck her head back in.

      “I need some fresh air. I’ll be back for dinner,” she called.

      Ashlyn slammed the front door closed before her mother could object, and she hurried down the driveway and out of the garden. As soon as she was free of the house, she felt slightly better, the constant churning feeling in her gut that she felt in the house gone now. She walked for a while, and then she took a deep, calming breath and pulled out her cell phone again.

      This time, Ashlyn didn’t hesitate to call Mandy, who answered quickly, surprising Ashlyn for a second.

      “Hello?” Mandy said for the second time.

      “Oh. Yeah. Hi, it’s me,” Ashlyn said. “Mandy, what would have happened if you hadn’t wanted to be a surgeon?”

      “Oh, I am doing fine. Thank you for asking,” Mandy said sarcastically.

      “I’m being serious,” Ashlyn said.

      “I guess they would disown me,” Mandy replied. “Let me guess, this is because you still want to become a writer?”

      “It’s so frustrating. Like I know my parents think they know what’s best for me, but this is too big a decision to just go along with them to keep them happy. I mean, I’m looking at having a career for the next forty years or so. I can’t do something I hate for that long,” Ashlyn said. “I feel like my life isn’t my own, and I don’t know what to do about it.”

      Mandy went quiet, and Ashlyn waited until she couldn’t bear the suspense any longer. It was obvious to her that Mandy had an idea for her and was debating whether or not sharing it with her would be a good idea.

      “Whatever you’re thinking, just say it,” Ashlyn burst out.

      “Have you heard of Love from Afar?” Mandy asked her.

      “What? No. It sounds like one of those mail-order bride services. Mandy, are you even listening to me?” Ashlyn said, her voice high-pitched with her frustration. “Whoever you want to gossip about, can it wait until later? I’m having a crisis here.”

      Mandy laughed softly down the phone.

      “It’s not gossip, Ash. It’s your way out,” she said.

      “That’s your solution? Sell myself like some sort of whore? Are you hearing yourself?” Ashlyn snapped, annoyed that Mandy seemed to think her whole situation was funny.

      “It’s not like that,” Mandy said quickly. “You’re not for sale. It’s a dating agency, but it’s a dating agency with a difference. Once you’re matched with someone, there’s no gentle introduction. By using the service, you agree to get engaged to the guy you match with.”

      A shudder went through Ashlyn as she thought of her brief stint another dating app and some of the absolute losers she had matched with. She tried to imagine having to get engaged to one of them and another shudder passed through her.

      “Right,” she said. “Well, I appreciate that you’re not trying to sell me, but I don’t think I want to get engaged to some guy I’ve never met because an algorithm chooses him for me.”

      “Look, it’s up to you,” Mandy said. “But you asked for a way out, and I gave you one. And Holly, who owns Love from Afar, doesn’t use a standard algorithm. I don’t know what she uses, but she never gets it wrong. Her clients find true love, Ash.”

      Ashlyn allowed herself a moment where she considered doing it. A moment where she imagined herself flitting off with Mr. Right and living the life she had always dreamed about. But it had to be too good to be true. Didn’t it? In one way, it felt like swapping one problem for another. Ashlyn still wouldn’t really have full independence. But she reasoned that if Mandy was telling the truth and this Holly woman never got it wrong, she wouldn’t be matched with a controlling jerk. She was still a bit skeptical, though. It sounded like a pipe dream.

      “I wish it was that easy,” Ashlyn sighed.

      “It is if you trust the process. These things are only ever complicated because we make them that way,” Mandy said.

      “Okay, okay,” Ashlyn said, laughing despite herself. “Send me the web address.”

      “There isn’t one. Love from Afar is far too exclusive for that,” Mandy said. “You have to call, and if Holly accepts you, then you’re in. I can text you the phone number.”

      “Okay,” Ashlyn said. “How do you know about this service if it’s so exclusive and secretive?”

      “Ah, I know someone who knows someone and all that,” Mandy said.

      “That’s very evasive,” Ashlyn pointed out, starting to worry that there was more to this than met the eye.

      “My cousin used the service,” Mandy laughed. “I mean…they’re special, but the service should work for you, too. My cousin wanted me to use the service, but I am not quite ready for that. She’s still happily married to her match and baby number three is on the way.”

      Ashlyn relaxed slightly and gave a soft laugh. She told herself she was being paranoid. The secrecy thing was to give the impression of real exclusivity to make people feel important, that was all. And the engagement thing? That had to be a gimmick too. No one could force two strangers to make that sort of commitment to each other.

      “Fine. Send me the number,” Ashlyn said, rolling her eyes.

      She didn’t know if she was going to use it yet, but it couldn’t hurt to have it just in case. Mandy moved the conversation on and before Ashlyn knew it, almost an hour had gone by and she felt better than she had in a while. The young women ended their conversation and afterwards, Mandy sent Ashlyn a message with nothing but a phone number in it.

      As Ashlyn typed out a thank-you text message, she felt better than she had in ages, like she was lighter somehow. She tried to tell herself it was her conversation with Mandy that had done it, but she knew better than that. She talked to Mandy all the time and she had never felt so in control of her own destiny. No, she felt better because she had the number for Love from Afar now. A way out. More than that—a way to get the happy ending she always gave her characters.

      Ashlyn had followed a mostly circular route as she had walked and talked, and she was only a few minutes away from home. She put her cell phone back in her pocket and upped her pace a bit, not wanting to be late for dinner. She reached the house and ran up the stairs to use the bathroom and wash her hands. She looked in the mirror and ran her fingers through her hair, undoing the mess the breeze outside had caused.

      She went back down the stairs and went through to the kitchen. It was empty, so Ashlyn kept moving, going through to the dining room. Her mother was standing beside the table, laying out serving platters. She turned as Ashlyn came in.

      “Oh, there you are. I wasn’t sure if you were back,” she said.

      “Yeah. I’ve just been upstairs washing my hands. Where’s Dad?” Ashlyn said as she moved to the large mahogany table and sat down.

      “He’s working late. It’s just us for dinner tonight,” her mother replied.

      Ashlyn’s eyes opened wide as she looked over the sheer amount of food on the table. Her mother saw her expression and her cheeks flushed slightly.

      “I expected him home,” she said curtly and then she, too, sat down. “Enough about your father. Let’s talk about when you will finally get a real job. You and I both know that you can’t leave it for much longer, Ashlyn. You need to get focused on this.”

      Ashlyn nodded, feeling the familiar sinking sensation in her stomach. She reached for a bowl of creamy mashed potatoes and began to serve herself.

      “I know,” she said, just wanting the discussion to be over.

      “You say you know but you don’t act like it’s true,” her mother replied, helping herself to a spoonful of carrots. “I have several close contacts waiting to hear from you. People would kill to be in your position with the contacts that I have.”

      “I’ll apply for at least one job tonight,” Ashlyn said. “As soon as we’ve eaten.”

      “See that you do. I’ll be checking,” Ashlyn’s mother told her. Ashlyn forced herself to give her mother a tight smile, biting down the anger and the frustration that bubbled up inside of her. “If you put even half as much effort into your applications as you do into those silly stories of yours, you’ll have yourself a fine career in no time.”

      Ashlyn looked down at her plate, her appetite melting away as she fought back the tears that threatened to spill. The way her mother dismissed her dream as silly never failed to bother her, but by now, she knew better than to argue with her. Instead, she made a grunting sound that she hoped her mother would take as agreement. Her mother sighed, but she didn’t press the matter, and Ashlyn was thankful for that much at least.

      They ate the rest of their meal with Ashlyn pretty much silent and her mother giving her pointers on what to add on her applications. The second she swallowed the last mouthful, Ashlyn stood up.

      “Well, I’d better get on with it, then,” she said awkwardly.

      Her mother nodded and Ashlyn made her way back through the house to the stairs. As she climbed them, heading for her room, frustration raged inside of her. Her mother knew she didn’t want this, and yet she breezed through it all, trying to force Ashlyn into a life she didn’t want.

      By the time she closed her bedroom door behind herself, Ashlyn had made a decision. She would be leaving home and starting a new life, and her new life wouldn’t include her mother’s contacts. She pulled her cell phone out and sat down on the bed, staring at it for a second. Her hands shook slightly as she unlocked the keypad and went into her messages. Her heart rate seemed to speed up a little bit as she looked at the number Mandy had sent her.

      The number could spell true love, freedom, the life she had always imagined. Or it could spell disaster—a mismatched relationship and her last bridges at home well and truly burned.

      Ashlyn knew that if this was one of her books, she would be willing the heroine to make the call, to take a chance on her dream. With that thought in her mind, Ashlyn clicked the number and hit call before she could talk herself out of it.

      “Love from Afar, can I help you?” a female voice with a strong American accent said as the call was taken.

      “Umm, hi. Yes. I think so. I hope so. I really don’t know,” Ashlyn said, her nerves getting the better of her. “Maybe I should call back later.”

      “Maybe you should take a deep breath and calm yourself down,” the woman replied.

      Ashlyn did as she was told. There was something soothing about the woman’s voice, something that told Ashlyn she could trust her, and after a couple of deep breaths, she felt much calmer and much more in control of herself.

      “My name is Ashlyn Taylor,” she said. “And your services were recommended to me.”

      “Well, hi there, Ashlyn. I’m Holly Hawk, that mastermind behind Love from Afar. Why now?” Holly said.

      “What do you mean?” Ashlyn said, sure she had misunderstood or missed some vital information that would have made Holly’s question make sense to her.

      “Why are you contacting me now? Why are you so sure that now is the right time for this conversation?” Holly asked.

      Ashlyn paused for a moment, and then it hit her what Holly was doing. She was making sure there was no baggage—no brutal divorce, no violent ex-boyfriend, that kind of thing. She felt relief flood her. She had none of that, and she told Holly just that as she explained her situation. When she had finished talking, Holly was quiet for a moment.

      “I sympathize with you, really I do. But I’m here to help people find love, not help them escape a life they don’t think they want,” Holly said.

      “I do want love. I want both,” Ashlyn said quickly. “I want to live the life I want to live, and believe me, I’m a hopeless romantic. That life includes my soul mate.”

      “I’m not…” Holly started to say.

      Ashlyn shook her head despite the fact that Holly couldn’t see her. This was her chance at happiness, and it was floating away from her. She interrupted Holly, ready to fight for her chance at this before Holly’s mind was completely made up.

      “If all I wanted was an escape, I could leave on my own. I have a little bit of savings. But that’s not what I want. I want to find my true love and soon. I don’t want to be alone and I don’t want to settle for someone who isn’t right for me. I guess I want to skip to the good bit. You know, the bit where you get to know someone rather than the drunken flirting and the mistakes,” Ashlyn blurted out.

      She wasn’t entirely sure how much of that she believed, but she was desperate enough that Holly must have heard something in her voice because when Ashlyn had finished talking, Holly sighed, and it was a sigh of resignation rather than anger.

      “Fine,” Holly said. “I’ll help you find your soul mate. But don’t make me regret this decision, Ashlyn.”

      “I won’t. I promise you I won’t,” Ashlyn reassured her. “But I do have a question. What if you’re wrong? What if my match and I aren’t soul mates?”

      “I’m never wrong,” Holly said. Her tone was so casual that Ashlyn almost believed her, but she told herself that was only because she wanted to believe that could be true. But it couldn’t be true, could it? There was no way that Holly or anyone else could get this right every single time. Holly went on and Ashlyn could hear the smile in her voice. “You don’t believe me?”

      Ashlyn knew if she said yes, she would be lying, but she didn’t want to antagonize Holly, not now that she had agreed to help her.

      “It’s a big claim,” Ashlyn said, choosing her words carefully.

      “It is,” Holly said. “But over the years, I have facilitated around three hundred matches. Do you know how many of those couples have split up?”

      “No,” Ashlyn said, not daring to guess.

      “Well, what number would make you feel confident that I know what I’m doing?” Holly said.

      “I don’t know. Like a hundred or something,” Ashlyn said.

      Holly laughed, and Ashlyn could picture her shaking her head as she did so.

      “Honey, if that was my record, I would leave this business,” Holly said. “Not one of those couples have split up.”

      “I…wow. Really?” Ashlyn said.

      “Really,” Holly confirmed. “But remember, to get results like that, you have to trust me. This is no normal dating agency. When I find you a match, if you accept the match, then you are agreeing to an engagement. Of course you will never be forced into do anything against your wishes, but we expect our clients to be committed. My dating agency is only for beings who are serious about finding their soul mates.”

      “Beings?” Holly asked, confused by the strange choice of word.

      “I will let you know again that you must agree to an engagement,” Holly said, ignoring her question. “Is that clear?”

      “Perfectly,” Ashlyn said, reminding herself that anything had to be better than her current situation. This was an exclusive service, a service that surely was only used by those who genuinely wanted to find love. “Do you have some sort of payment plan then, or do I pay now? How much are the fees, by the way?”

      “The gentlemen pay for the match. If you choose to move to where your match lives, you will have to finance that yourself, though,” Holly said.

      “I can do that, and I definitely want to go wherever my match lives,” Ashlyn said, relief flooding her.

      Unless her match lived on Mars, she figured her savings could get her to him.

      “Good. I’ll be in touch,” Holly said, and then she ended the call without waiting for Ashlyn to respond.

      It was only once Ashlyn had moved the cell phone away from her face that she realized that Holly hadn’t asked her a single question about herself. How was she meant to match her correctly with nothing to go on but her name?

      Ashlyn shrugged her shoulders and told herself to stop worrying about it. She could always walk away from her match if it went badly. And Holly obviously knew what she was doing with that kind of track record. Ashlyn didn’t have to understand it, she just had to trust Holly. And something told her she could do that, at least for now.

      And as time went on, and she met her soul mate, maybe she would come to see that loving someone didn’t always mean they tried to control you. It certainly didn’t seem to work that way for other people. Maybe it was because she was just weak emotionally. She had to make sure her match never got to see that side of her.
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      Holly Hawk looked around herself and shook her head. She stood in a large room, lined with shelves. On the shelves stood hundreds of tiny jars, each containing a white wisp of what looked like fog. One of the jars glowed red, and it was the red one that held Holly’s attention as she shook her head again.

      “Matt? Matt, get in here,” Holly called, sure she was losing the plot and needed a second pair of eyes on the glowing red fog.

      Matt, Holly’s assistant, came rushing into the room.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Can you see one of these vials glowing red?” Holly said.

      Matt frowned at her like she had indeed lost her mind.

      “Well, yeah,” he said carefully when he saw that she was going to wait for an answer.

      “Which one?” Holly said. “Go to it and read me the name on it.”

      Matt moved closer to the red vial.

      “Eliot Keller,” he said as he peered at the tiny label on the jar.

      “Species?” Holly said.

      “Hmm. Wolf,” Matt said. He turned back to Holly. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” Holly admitted. “I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me, but you saw it too. There’s just no way that Eliot Keller is the right match for Ashlyn Taylor, and I don’t know how it went wrong.”

      “Are the labels on the vials correct?” Matt asked.

      Holly was almost certain they were—being careful with each little detail was something she prided herself on—but it made more sense that she had made a small mistake with a label than it did to think she had messed the matching process up. There was one way to find out.

      Holly carefully opened the vial in front of her—Ashlyn’s vial, which was glowing the same red as Eliot’s vial. Holly pushed her finger into the vial and allowed the fog to swirl around it. Instantly, she heard Ashlyn’s voice in her head. It was what she expected—after all, it was a piece of Ashlyn’s voice that she had extracted when they spoke. It was the reason Holly could never have a website to run her business. She needed a piece of the person’s voice and she used that along with a spell taught to her by her mother, a witch even more powerful than she was, to find soul mates. The spell was never wrong, and so there had to be a human error, because there was no way this match could be correct.

      Once Holly was certain that the vial in front of her was indeed Ashlyn’s, she moved over to Matt’s side and picked up the vial that was labeled as belonging to Eliot Keller. This one had to be the mistake. She opened it carefully and put her finger inside, and she instantly heard the deep, gravelly voice of Eliot. She pulled her finger back out of the vial, shaking her head.

      “I just don’t get it. I mean Ashlyn did get a referral to me at exactly the right time, just as it always happens. I must have done the spell wrong, though,” Holly said in a quiet voice.

      “You didn’t do it wrong. I was there,” Matt reminded her gently. “What’s going on?”

      “This match. It’s really the right one?” she said. Matt nodded his head and Holly sucked in a breath through her teeth. “Eliot is a wolf. Ashlyn is human.”

      “I… but…” Matt stammered.

      “Yeah, that exact thing,” Holly said.

      “What are you going to do?” Matt asked.

      Holly thought for a moment, and then she nodded her head, the decision made.

      “I’m going to match them,” she said.

      Matt’s eyebrows shot up.

      “Do you think that’s a good idea?” he asked.

      Holly shrugged.

      “Who knows? This has never happened before. At least not to me. But the spell is never wrong, Matt. You know it and I know it. So, I’m going to give these two people their heart’s desire, and they’ll find a way to work through their differences. That’s what soul mates do,” Holly said.

      She felt more confident about the match as she talked, and she realized it wasn’t just Matt she had been talking around to the idea of it being the right move. It was herself as well. And the more she thought about it, the more she became convinced it wasn’t that much of a big deal.

      “I’m going to call the clients. Can you clear up in here and then make the travel arrangements for Ashlyn, please?” Holly said.

      Matt nodded and Holly left the room and walked down a short corridor. She went into her office and sat down. She ran her hands over her face before picking up a photograph of her mom that she kept on her desk.

      “Oh, Mom, am I doing the right thing?” she whispered.

      She imagined her mom’s voice at her ear telling her the one thing she had instilled in her from her childhood: love is love and love is bigger than anything else. Right now more than ever, Holly hoped that was true.

      She lifted the receiver from the phone on her desk and entered Eliot’s number, reading it from a small notebook she held propped open in front of her.

      “Hello?” he said after a couple of rings and Holly relaxed. The voice from the vial had definitely been his voice. There was no mistaking it. “Hello? Who is this?”

      Holly realized she had gone quiet, and she quickly told Eliot who she was.

      “Oh, hi, Holly,” he said. “Have you found me a match?”

      Holly could hear the barely concealed hope in his voice and in that moment, she decided not to mention the interspecies aspect of the match for now. It would be better to have Eliot and Ashlyn come together and fall for each other before she mentioned anything that might complicate things. If she mentioned it now, Eliot might refuse the meeting and Ashlyn would likely think she was crazy.

      “I have,” she said with a smile. “I take it you still want to go ahead?”

      “Of course,” Eliot agreed quickly. “You have my address and everything on file, right?”

      “Yes,” Holly said. “We know where to bring your girl. But what we don’t know is your payment details.”

      Holly made it sound like she was joking, but as much as she wanted to bring lovers together, she still needed to make a living. This was a business, and she had a reputation to protect. She didn’t do freebies, and everyone knew it.

      She heard a rustling sound down the line and then Eliot’s voice again as he began to read out the number on his card. He gave her the expiration date and the CVV number.

      “Twenty-five thousand dollars?” he said when he had given her the details.

      “Yes,” Holly confirmed.

      “She had better be worth it,” Eliot said.

      “Oh, she is. That and a lot more besides,” Holly assured him. “If Ashlyn agrees to the match, we’ll arrange her travel and everything and she will be with you within forty-eight hours.”

      “What state is she in?” Eliot asked.

      Holly gave a soft laugh.

      “She’s in England. Just wait until you hear her accent,” she said. Her computer pinged and she looked up and nodded to herself. “Your payment has gone through. Have a good day, Eliot.”

      She ended the call, telling herself once more that she was doing the right thing. The two of them were meant to be. It wasn’t up to her to start airing their problems out for them before they even met. She had never done that for any other couple, and she had no intentions of starting it now.

      She dialed Ashlyn’s number and listened to the line click a few times as the call went through.

      “Hello?” Ashlyn said, taking the call quickly like she had been waiting for this moment.

      “Ashlyn, hi. Holly Hawk here. Good news. We have your match,” Holly said. She paused but Ashlyn remained silent, so she went on. “His name is Eliot Keller, and he’s from the United States. Matt, my assistant, will call you to arrange your travel and to take payment for your flight.”

      “Okay,” Ashlyn said slowly as she digested this information. Holly held her tongue, letting Ashlyn take it all in. “So, I’m moving to America, then? Just like that?”

      “Yes,” Holly said. “We will put you in touch with our contacts to help you get the necessary visa once you arrive. Is this something you want to do? It’s not too late to back out. It’s your call.”

      “It’s on. I look forward to talking to your assistant,” Ashlyn said. “Thank you, Holly.”

      “You’re welcome,” Holly said.

      As she hung up the phone, she couldn’t help but wonder if she had done the right thing, and if Ashlyn would still be thanking her once she found out that her match was a wolf shifter.
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      Ashlyn stifled a yawn as she looked out of the window of the cab. Her flight had been long, and the drive felt even longer although she knew that wasn’t the case. She had only been in the cab about half an hour. She felt hot and itchy, and in that moment, she would have killed for a cool shower, but she knew that was out of the question right now, so she made do with pulling her compact out of her purse and reapplying her lipstick.

      As they drove past buildings taller than any Ashlyn had ever seen, her mind went back to her parents’ reaction when she had broken the news to them that she was leaving. She hadn’t given them much warning. She was afraid that if she told them too soon, they would find a way to stop her from leaving and lock her away like Rapunzel in her tower. It would probably still have been preferable to working in the law field that her parents had chosen for her.

      After Matt had called her with her flight information, she had only twelve hours to wait. She had booked a cab, packed a suitcase, and dug her passport out. And then she had waited, and when there were only five minutes left before her cab was due to arrive, she had told her parents she was going to America. She had considered lying, telling them she had been accepted into Harvard Law, but she knew they wouldn’t buy that Harvard had called and told her she had to leave now. In the end, she had gone with a variation of the truth, telling her parents she had met someone special and she was going to take a chance on love.

      Of course they had taken it every bit as badly as she had expected them to, and her father even went so far as to forbid her from leaving. But she had left, and it had been made clear to her that when this all ended in tears, she wasn’t to come crawling back to them for help.

      In that moment, she had almost caved and stayed, but ultimately, she knew she would regret staying more than she could ever regret leaving, and she had walked away from her safety net, walked away from her prison.

      She had felt free for the first time she could ever remember, like the whole world could be hers. A mixture of nerves and excitement had fought for control within her, leaving her giddy and hyped up. Those feelings remained, but now, the tiredness of traveling for so long was coming over her and dampening the feelings slightly.

      She felt her eyes closing and she let them, telling herself she would just rest her eyes for a moment so that they were no longer scratchy when she blinked.

      Ashlyn jumped awake as the cab hit a pothole and jolted her.

      “Sorry,” the cab driver said from up front.

      “It’s okay,” Ashlyn muttered, a little disorientated.

      She checked her watch. She had only been asleep for about ten minutes, but she felt refreshed and more awake than she had earlier. She looked out of the window of the cab as she came properly awake and her jaw dropped. The buildings were gone and in their place were high, craggy-looking mountains. The cab moved down a narrow road between the two mountains. As she looked out, convinced she was still asleep and dreaming, the mountain pass came to an end and the ground leveled off a little bit. Now the cab moved through thick forest, trees lining the road. Ashlyn could feel the cab getting higher and higher, and she figured they were climbing a forest-covered mountainside. She felt her ears popping slightly with the pressure of the climb.

      “Umm, excuse me?” Ashlyn said, tearing her eyes away from the forest. The cab driver met her eyes in the rearview mirror. “Where exactly are we going here?”

      “Cedar Lodge, right?” the cab driver said, his eyes narrowing slightly.

      Ashlyn nodded her head. That was the address Matt had given her. Cedar Lodge, Hidden Pines. She had expected a suburb, one of those that gave everything cutesy little names like the ones she saw on TV. Now she saw that perhaps Hidden Pines was more literal than that.

      “Hidden Pines is coming up pretty soon, and then the lodge is on the other side of the town,” the cab driver went on.

      “Okay, thank you,” Ashlyn said.

      She wasn’t sure if she felt more relieved that they weren’t lost and she wasn’t being abducted, both of which had crossed her mind to varying degrees in the last few minutes, or more horrified that she was out here in amongst the mountains and the trees in the middle of nowhere. How the hell was she meant to live out here? How was anyone meant to live out here?

      As that thought went through her head, the answer came to her and she almost laughed out loud. Of course no one could live out here permanently. The lodges were holiday homes; they had to be. Ashlyn smiled to herself. She quite liked the idea of her match meeting her in his holiday home. It felt fitting somehow, like they were taking a vacation from their normal lives and throwing caution to the wind with each other.

      “Is this Hidden Pines, then?” Ashlyn asked as the cab moved through a small row of houses. They were what Ashlyn would call quaint—small and all sorts of colors. The cab driver nodded, and Ashlyn kept peering out of the window. “There’s not much here, is there?”

      “Not really, but there’s enough to get by,” the cab driver said. “There’s a post office and a hotel with a bar. A school. A grocery store, and even a coffee shop. And for anything else they might want, the residents go into Silver Spruce, the town at the bottom of the mountain range.”

      Ashlyn nodded her head as her heart sank. This didn’t sound like her sort of place at all. There was nothing for entertainment, nothing for socializing. She would just have to hope that Eliot only planned on a very short stay at his second home and they could get back to whichever city he lived in.

      Please let it be New York, please let it be New York, Ashlyn thought to herself over and over again. Maybe I should have done a little more research about my future husband before agreeing to this.

      The cab drove back out of the small town on the other side and followed the road into an even denser area of forest. The road climbed and climbed, and Ashlyn felt herself starting to get nervous, wondering exactly how high up they were.

      Finally, the trees ended, revealing a small, round clearing. In the center of the clearing stood what looked to Ashlyn like something out of a fairy tale, but instead of Cinderella, the fairy tale was Hansel and Gretel. Cedar Lodge was far from the sort of Aspen-style lodge Ashlyn had been expecting. Instead of that, it was a small, two-story log cabin. It was nice enough, sure, but it wasn’t somewhere Ashlyn would have stayed by choice.

      Ashlyn told herself to give this place a chance. As a holiday home went, there were worse places and it might be nice for the odd night, peaceful and serene. And surely Silver Spruce would have a spa and hopefully a nightlife scene.

      Maybe, Ashlyn thought to herself, this is one of those celebrity getaways where they come to hide from the cameras. Now, that I could go for, she thought with a shiver of excitement. Hot tub parties with A-listers.

      The cab crossed the clearing and pulled up outside of the cabin, and the driver got out. Ashlyn followed, noting that it was colder here than she had expected it to be. Of course she hadn’t known she was coming to a mountain range when she’d put on a knee-length, yellow sundress and a pair of strappy sandals. The cab driver opened the trunk and got Ashlyn’s suitcase out. He set it down on the ground beside her.

      “Enjoy your time here, ma’am,” he said as he headed back for the cab.

      “I will. Thank you,” Ashlyn said, remembering her manners.

      The cab driver gave her a quick smile, and then he slammed the driver’s side door of the cab closed and pulled away, leaving Ashlyn alone outside of the cabin. Now that she was alone here, ready to face the man Holly Hawk thought was her soul mate, the cabin seemed bigger somehow, menacing almost. Ashlyn swallowed hard and told herself not to be so silly. It wasn’t where she would choose to vacation, but it was hardly the Bates Motel.

      She took a step toward the cabin just as the door opened and a man stepped out. For a moment, neither of them spoke as they sized each other up. Ashlyn put Eliot at around five-eleven. He looked muscular but it looked natural, not like a body builder, and Ashlyn pictured herself running her hands over Eliot’s chest and over his shoulders and the tops of his arms. She caught herself as her cheeks flushed slightly and she moved her focus to Eliot’s face.

      He wore his dark brown hair very short, almost in a buzz cut but not quite. His eyes were the same dark brown color as his hair, and they seemed to flash gold as he looked back at Ashlyn. If she had to put a number on his age, she would say he was in his late twenties or early thirties.

      There was no denying that Eliot was drop-dead gorgeous. Ashlyn felt an instant attraction to him. She had heard people say that their heart skipped a beat when they saw their soul mate, and she had always thought it was a figure of speech. Now she thought she might have been wrong about that. Whether Eliot was her soul mate or just really attractive she didn’t know yet, but either way, her heart had literally skipped a beat when his eyes met hers. She could still feel a stirring low down in her stomach even now that her heart had settled down, delicious little flutters that made her smile.

      Eliot returned her smile, showing a row of perfect, straight white teeth. When he smiled, his eyes lit up and somehow, he was even more attractive. It was all Ashlyn could do to keep from moaning out loud when she looked at him. She had to admit that so far, Holly had chosen well.

      “Hi. I’m Eliot. You must be Ashlyn,” Eliot said, taking a step closer to her and breaking the spell he had her under.

      Ashlyn nodded almost shyly.

      “Yup. That’s me. So, do we hug? Shake hands? What?” she asked, her voice shaking slightly with her nerves.

      “Don’t ask me, I’ve never done anything like this before,” Eliot said. “All I know is you’re now my fiancée.”

      “You know as much as I do, then,” Ashlyn said.

      She felt as though him being as clueless as her about this whole deal should worry her somewhat, but it didn’t. Instead, she found it strangely reassuring. It was good to know that Eliot was as lost as she was. It meant no one had the upper hand and they could navigate their situation together.

      “Let’s go with a handshake,” Eliot said.

      Ashlyn was a little bit disappointed that he didn’t want to hug her, but he was smiling warmly as he held his hand out to her and she decided maybe it was a good thing. A hug might have been too awkward, and maybe he had been afraid that she would balk at the idea.

      She put her hand in his, ready to give him a firm, but friendly, handshake. Instantly when their skin touched, Ashlyn felt tingles spreading up her arm and she blinked hard. Her hand sat limp in Eliot’s as he shook her hand up and down twice and then released her from his grip.

      Her hand fell back to her side and she swallowed although her throat and mouth were so dry it was pointless. She looked at Eliot, searching his face, wondering how he had produced such a strong and instant reaction in her. It had felt like tiny surges of electricity flying up her arm when he touched her. It had felt delicious and already she wanted more. She was afraid Eliot might not have felt it too, though, because if he had, he gave no indication of it.

      He leaned down and picked her suitcase up. He flashed her a smile and started back toward the front door of the log cabin.

      “Let’s get you inside. You can shower while I make us some coffee. You like coffee, right?” he said.

      He glanced back over his shoulder and Ashlyn nodded her head.

      “Yeah, I like coffee. Are you trying to say I smell or something?” she blurted out.

      Eliot gave a soft laugh that made his shoulders move slightly. He shook his head as he turned back away from Ashlyn.

      “Of course not,” he said. “But Holly told me you were coming from England. I know when I’ve traveled for that long, the first thing I want to do is shower.”

      “I really do feel like I could use a shower right now,” Ashlyn said, relaxing slightly.

      Not only had Eliot confirmed she didn’t smell, but he had also confirmed he traveled, and that suited Ashlyn. She could only imagine how good he would look in swim shorts on a tropical beach.

      Ashlyn followed Eliot into the cabin. A small but comfy-looking, coral-colored sofa sat before an open fireplace. A wooden rocking chair sat beside it. The shelf above the fireplace held several small wooden figurines, and a bookshelf adorned the wall beside the fireplace. A table and four chairs sat at the end of the tiny kitchen area at the back of the room.

      “This is it?” Ashlyn said without thinking.

      Eliot frowned at her over his shoulder and she felt herself blushing. She hadn’t meant to blurt that out.

      “I meant it’s all one room. I wasn’t expecting open plan. I thought it would be all tiny little rooms like you see on the TV,” she lied, trying to cover her insult.

      “Oh, it used to be like that, but it’s been modernized now,” Eliot said.

      The frown faded from his face and Ashlyn relaxed slightly although she knew she would have to be a lot more careful about what she said in the future.

      A wooden staircase sat against the back wall of the cabin and Eliot led Ashlyn toward it.

      “I’ll take your suitcase up for you and then leave you to it,” he said.

      “Thanks,” Ashlyn said.

      She couldn’t help but wonder if he would stay if she asked him to. If he would get into the shower with her and shampoo her hair as she rubbed soap all over his naked body. She cleared her throat, embarrassed by where her thoughts were going.

      They reached the top of the stairs and Ashlyn took it as a win that she at least hadn’t blurted that bit out loud. Eliot stood to one side to let her pass, and Ashlyn saw that the staircase opened out into a bedroom. The floor was wooden, painted white, and Ashlyn instantly loved the cottage feel to the room. A large, neatly made king-sized bed sat in the center of the room, a bedside cabinet beside it. A wardrobe and chest of drawers sat against the wall at the end of the bed. The wall opposite the door was covered by velvet drapes which were pulled across, making the room darkish.

      “Why are the curtains closed?” Ashlyn asked.

      “I wasn’t sure exactly what time you would get here and later on, the sun comes around this side of the cabin and glares into this room. I thought it might annoy you,” Eliot said.

      He put the suitcase down and moved to the drapes. He pulled them open and Ashlyn gasped. The whole wall was glass, and the view was absolutely spectacular. She could see all the way down the tree-covered mountainside to the tiny town below, and if she looked the other way, she could see for miles across greenery, mountains, and a gorgeous blue lake.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said.

      “And now you know why I chose this place,” Eliot grinned. “For a view like that, it’s worth the drive into the town if I need anything.”

      Ashlyn nodded. She was more of an indoors girl than this place seemed to suit, but she had to admit that the view was stunning, and it did make sense that someone would choose this place over a home in the town.

      Eliot turned back from the window and smiled at Ashlyn.

      “Right. I’ll let you get unpacked and showered and whatever. The bathroom is through there,” he said, nodding to a door behind Ashlyn. “I’ve made room for your things in the closet, and I’ve cleared the top two drawers for you.”

      “Wait,” Ashlyn said with a frown. “This is your bedroom?”

      “Well, yeah,” Eliot said. He looked at Ashlyn like she was a bit crazy for a moment, and then understanding seemed to dawn on him and he laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m not expecting you to share my bed.”

      Ashlyn smiled at him, but she still didn’t understand. Why would he want her to keep her things here in his room? He didn’t offer any further explanation.

      “I’ll leave you to it, then,” Eliot said again, heading toward the stairs.

      “Wait,” Ashlyn called after him. He paused and looked back at her. “Where’s my room?”

      “Your room?” Eliot frowned, and then he laughed. “Oh. It’s a one-bedroom cabin. You’ll be taking this room and I’ll stay on the couch for now. You really need to lose this whole ‘spoiled rich kid’ vibe you have going on here first, though.”

      He turned and walked away before Ashlyn could respond. Not that she would have known what to say to that anyway. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of him saying “for now”. He obviously planned on sharing the bed with her at some point. But did she want that? He made it sound almost like a threat, but rather than feeling afraid, it made Ashlyn feel all hot and squirmy inside, but she knew deep down that she couldn’t let that feeling distract her from making a good call. Sure, he was hot and everything, but could she really imagine a life where a one-bedroom cabin was her holiday home?

      She really wasn’t sure, but she reminded herself that she had nowhere else to go. She told herself to stop being a snob and get on with things. A little bit reluctantly, Ashlyn lifted her suitcase up onto the bed, unzipped it, and started to unpack her clothes.

      She was relieved to find the drawers and the closet were clean, but then again, the whole place was clean. It wasn’t so much scruffy as it was frugal. Ashlyn knew she was being judgmental, and a terrible thought struck her. She was starting to sound like her mother. She shuddered and pushed the thought away, telling herself she was going to stop judging the cabin and remember that view. Of course anyone with sense would choose that view.

      She finished unpacking and made her way through to the bathroom with her toiletries bag. There was a bathtub as well as a shower and Ashlyn smiled to herself, looking forward to a nice hot bubble bath at some point. She stripped her clothes off and brushed her teeth, and then she got into the shower.

      She got the spray running nice and strong and hot, and then she shampooed and conditioned her hair. She felt better as the warm water washed away the travel grime from her, leaving her feeling clean and fresh. She closed her eyes and let the spray wash over her face. She was just enjoying the feel of the water on her skin when suddenly, the hot water turned cold. It didn’t happen gradually. Just one moment it was hot and the next it was icy cold.

      The shock of the cold water took Ashlyn’s breath away, and she reached out, her eyes closed, groping blindly to try to shut off the water. She gasped in a breath that sucked water in with it. She coughed the water back out and finally, she found the dial and turned the shower off. She got out of the shower and stood for a moment, her arms wrapped around herself as she shivered.

      Finally, she picked up a large, peach-colored towel and wrapped herself up in it, before collecting her dirty clothes and walking back to the bedroom. She unwrapped herself for long enough to use the towel to partly dry her hair, and then she wrapped herself in the towel again as she pulled a comb through her strands, leaving them hanging in loose, damp curls around her face. She quickly put on a coating of mascara and a slick of lip gloss, and then she got dressed. She chose a pair of leggings and an over-sized thin sweater. Once she was dressed, she returned the towel to the bathroom and then went downstairs.

      The smell of freshly brewed coffee met her on the stairs, and she made a mmm sound as she moved. Eliot must have heard her because he was half laughing when she stepped off the bottom stair.

      “I’m guessing you need this,” he said, nodding toward a large mug of black coffee. Ashlyn nodded her head gratefully. “Cream? Sugar?”

      “Just as it comes,” she said.

      Eliot nodded and handed her the mug as she walked into the kitchen area. She took a sip and smiled.

      “It’s good,” she said.

      Eliot flashed her a quick grin in return, and then he headed for the seating area. He took the couch, leaving Ashlyn a choice of the rocking chair or squeezing against Eliot. She took the chair and rocked herself gently.

      “Oh, I think I used up all of the hot water,” Ashlyn said after a moment. “Sorry.”

      Eliot grimaced slightly.

      “Actually, that’ll have been my fault,” he said. “I thought you were done in the shower, so I washed some dishes.”

      “I don’t understand,” Ashlyn said.

      “The water heater isn’t very powerful, so we have limited hot water. I am going to install a more powerful generator soon to help fix that,” Eliot explained.

      “Oh,” Ashlyn said, unsure what else to say.

      Eliot took a sip of his coffee and then lapsed into silence. Ashlyn tried to follow suit, but the longer the silence stretched out, the more uncomfortable she felt. She tried desperately to think of something interesting to say, and when that failed, she went with something practical instead.

      “It’s a good thing you have a generator then if the main power is out. Have they told you when they’ll be coming to fix it?” she asked.

      Eliot looked at her like she had grown an extra head, and then he rolled his eyes and shook his head.

      “This place is on the outskirts of a very small town. Our cabin isn’t connected to the main power lines,” he said.

      Ashlyn felt her cheeks color again as she gave a nervous-sounding laugh.

      “I wasn’t thinking,” Ashlyn replied. “That makes sense though. Sorry, I guess I’m a bit nervous.”

      “Don’t be,” Eliot said with a shrug.

      It was all Ashlyn could do not to laugh at that. As if she had chosen to be nervous and could just choose not to be when it suited Eliot. She tried to push her nerves to one side, though. He seemed totally relaxed and confident, and she didn’t want to come across as someone who was nervous and afraid.

      “So, where do you live, Eliot?” Ashlyn asked.

      Eliot looked around himself slowly, making a point of letting Ashlyn see him looking around. When he had finished the show, he looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

      “You can see this place, right?” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “Oh right, very funny,” Ashlyn said, forcing herself to smile although she didn’t really get the joke. “Obviously I meant when you’re not on holiday.”

      Eliot laughed then, but it wasn’t a humorous laugh. He shook his head and looked at Ashlyn as he laughed.

      “How the other half lives, eh?” he said. “This isn’t a vacation home. It’s my actual home.”

      “Oh,” Ashlyn said, feeling herself going bright red. “I’m sorry. I…”

      “You’re used to something else?” Eliot said.

      “No,” Ashlyn said. “I didn’t say there was anything wrong with this place, did I? It’s just with being so remote, I didn’t expect anyone to live here permanently, that’s all.”

      “Everything I need is right here,” Eliot said. His tone had lost the sarcastic edge and he seemed almost happy as he looked out of the window. He seemed less happy as he turned back to her, looking at her with an expression that was almost dripping with contempt. “I mean, look around us, Ashlyn. What more could anyone want?”

      “A theatre. A shopping center. Hell, even a restaurant would be nice,” Ashlyn said. She smiled slightly and shook her head. “Sorry, I’m just not much of an outdoors girl. This is going to take a bit of getting used to, that’s all.”

      “Well, I thought we’d give this a shot since you came so far. Of course, you’re welcome to go if you expected something else,” Eliot said firmly.

      Ashlyn didn’t like his tone one little bit. It sounded all too close to the tone her mother used on her when she demanded she do this or that or the other. Was he already trying to control her? Or was he just making it clear he didn’t like the city? Ashlyn wasn’t sure. She hated feeling like she was being paranoid, but if she wasn’t just being paranoid and she let stuff like this go, she would end up back at square one. Ashlyn stood up abruptly.

      “You know what? I’m kind of jet-lagged. Do you mind if I go and lie down for a while?” she said.

      “No,” Eliot said. “You’re free to roam about the cabin and do as you please.”

      Ashlyn wasn’t so sure that was true, but the last thing she needed was an argument with Eliot already. She nodded to him and made for the stairs. What had seemed like quite a good idea when she had first set eyes on Eliot was all falling quickly apart. He wasn’t her type at all, and she could never imagine living somewhere like this forever where the closest thing to a modern convenience was the generator that may cut out at any moment.
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      Eliot sat at the table sipping his morning coffee. He looked at the time. It had been almost eighteen hours since Ashlyn had said she was going to take a nap. Eliot didn’t know if she was genuinely jet-lagged and had fallen asleep and slept through, or if she was just avoiding him. He told himself he didn’t care.

      Eliot was having a hard time understanding how they had been matched. She was annoying, that much was true. She talked too much and she was clearly materialistic, but beneath all of that, there was something about her. Something Eliot couldn’t quite put his finger on. Whatever it was, it made a part of him resist the urge to drive her back to the airport and tell her they were done. He wasn’t sure if it was his human side reacting with lust at the way Ashlyn looked, or if it was his wolf side responding in a more primal way. Maybe that was the something he couldn’t put his finger on. Maybe his wolf sensed something about her.

      There was no denying that physically, she was attractive. More than attractive. Eliot thought she might be the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. He couldn’t help but remember how she had looked yesterday with her hair still damp, hanging in curls around her face like a brown halo. And her beautiful ice-blue eyes that made him feel like he was drowning in her. He thought of the curve of her hips, the gentle slope of her breasts, and he wondered once more how she would feel in his arms and what her lips would taste like on his.

      He shook his head, shaking away the image. That wasn’t enough. It wasn’t even close to enough to make him want to spend the rest of his life with her. Even if she was just a bit nervous and the incessant babble calmed down, it wasn’t just that. It was the way she had looked when she had learned this was Eliot’s actual home.

      She had looked disgusted and seemed genuinely perplexed about why he would choose to live here. Eliot would never be able to fathom a wolf who was so against being out in nature. The thought of living in a city, of never being able to turn and run free, filled him with horror. Yet Ashlyn seemed to relish that life.

      Maybe she had grown up in a family that tried hard to push down their animal side and act like what they would describe as normal people. Maybe Ashlyn felt some of that residual shame and she wanted to stay in the city so she couldn’t be tempted to turn. Eliot knew that asking her about it would only drive her further into her shell if that was the case. He also knew that a few days out here in the mountains would start to make her crave the freedom of her wolf. He didn’t know if that would change things, but he was willing to wait it out and see.

      Footsteps over Eliot’s head pulled him out of his thoughts, and he got up and poured Ashlyn a cup of coffee. He knew she hadn’t eaten yesterday since she arrived at the cabin and he figured she might be hungry, so he started to gather up the things to make a big breakfast. He heard the shower go on and he was careful not to use anything that might turn the water to ice once more.

      By the time he heard Ashlyn’s feet on the stairs, he was dishing the breakfast out onto two plates.

      “Hungry?” he asked Ashlyn as he turned and put the frying pan in the sink to soak.

      “Starving,” she said. “Thank you.”

      Eliot turned around again and felt his breath catch in his throat when he looked at Ashlyn. She was wearing a cute little black skirt that sat above her knee, showing off her toned legs. With the skirt, she wore a white T-shirt with a V-neck that showed the hint of a cleavage. A silver heart pendant dangled between her breasts and Eliot couldn’t help but envy it its place.

      Ashlyn was sitting down at the table now, her heaped plate in front of her. She was looking at Eliot in a strange way, and he realized he hadn’t moved since he’d turned to face her. He was still standing staring at her. He moved quickly, shaking his head slightly to shake himself out of his stupor. How someone who annoyed him so much could hold him so completely under her spell was beyond him.

      “Sorry. I was a million miles away there,” he said.

      He sat down and looked down at his plate to avoid her knowing look. She knew he had been checking her out. She had the good grace not to draw attention to it, and they began to eat.

      “This is lovely,” Ashlyn said after a few bites of the bacon and sausage he had cooked for them both.

      “Thanks,” Eliot said. He decided to test the water with her. “I was going to cook us a nice dinner last night, but I sort of got the impression you weren’t overly pleased with me.”

      “Funny, I thought the same thing about you,” Ashlyn said. She smiled at him, and he felt himself melting as her whole face lit up and became radiant and glowing. “I was planning on having a nap and coming back down, but obviously that didn’t work out.”

      “The joys of jet lag,” Eliot smiled.

      “Do you travel a lot, then?” Ashlyn asked.

      “I used to,” Eliot said. “A few years back. But not so much now. You?”

      “Not really. Obviously, there were family holidays when I was younger, and I’ve been to Greece with the girls from college. But that’s about it. I’d like to travel a bit more one day, though,” she said.

      “Yeah, me too,” Eliot agreed.

      They lapsed into what Eliot thought of as a comfortable silence, but it was obvious that Ashlyn disagreed with him about the comfortable part because she soon broke the silence. She started off telling him about some of their antics in Greece and how one of the girls had to call her parents and have extra money sent out after she blew through all of her spending money in the first two days of the holiday. From there, she started in on how her parents would have absolutely killed her if she’d pulled that stunt, and then she started talking about her parents more, about how strict they were and how they tried to control every aspect of her life.

      When she first started to talk, Eliot tried to keep up with her pace and the abrupt changes in topic, but he didn’t know any of the people she was talking about, and what she thought was a funny story, he thought was something to be ashamed of—needing to be bailed out like that because of greed on the first few days of a holiday was something Eliot would never understand.

      His mind soon wandered, and he kept nodding his head in what he felt were the right places, but he was no longer really listening to Ashlyn. Her words were just noise that filled the cabin and shattered his peaceful existence. Not for the first time, he wondered briefly how Holly or anyone could think that they were a good match.

      His inner wolf told him it was time to find a mate, although his human side didn’t necessarily agree. He knew most of the wolves who lived close by, which is why he knew he’d have to venture out to find a future bride. He had paid Holly a sizeable amount of money to cut out the messy part of dating.

      But instead of his ideal match, Holly had sent him Ashlyn. If he had gone on a normal date with her, he would have thought she was attractive but too talkative for a second date. He liked silence, and he spoke when he felt like he had something important to say. Ashlyn seemed to like the sound of her own voice, and she spoke literally the whole time she was awake.

      He imagined her in the shower suddenly, talking away to a bottle of shower gel, and he couldn’t help but smile at the image. It would really be no different than this for her because it wasn’t like she gave him a chance to answer her.

      “What, you think that’s funny, do you?” Ashlyn said, snapping Eliot back into the moment.

      She looked genuinely hurt, and he instantly regretted not paying more attention to her.

      “No. No, of course not. I’m sorry. What were you saying?” he said.

      Ashlyn snorted out a bitter-sounding laugh and shook her head.

      “What? Honestly, I wasn’t laughing at you, I swear,” Eliot said.

      “No, I know that. You weren’t even listening to be able to laugh at me, were you?” she snapped.

      “I…” Eliot started, about to tell her he had been listening.

      “Don’t lie to me,” Ashlyn said, like she had read his mind. “Tell me what I just said.”

      “Um, you said…umm…” Eliot started.

      Ashlyn shook her head.

      “See? You have no idea, do you?” she said.

      Eliot could feel his temper rising slightly. He knew why; it was a way to protect himself from feeling guilty about hurting Ashlyn’s feelings, but that didn’t stop him from pushing her and hurting her feelings once more.

      “Okay, you got me. No, I have no idea what you were saying. I mean, I tried to listen, really I did, but your story went in so many directions that it became difficult to follow,” he told her.

      Ashlyn stood up abruptly, pushing her chair back so quickly it made a screeching sound on the floor which they both ignored.

      “You know what? Maybe I do talk a bit too much, but it’s called making an effort. You should try it sometime,” she said.

      She turned and started to walk across the living room toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” Eliot asked, getting up and following her across the living room.

      “Out,” she snapped.

      “I’m sorry, okay? I’m just used to my own company, but I am trying. Really, I am,” he said.

      The square set of Ashlyn’s shoulders relaxed slightly, and she sighed and turned to face him.

      “Fine. Apology accepted,” she said. She smiled shyly. “This was never going to be easy, was it? Two strangers suddenly thrown into a situation where they are together twenty-four hours a day. I mean, most new couples see each other for a few hours a couple of times a week.”

      “That would never have worked for us, though,” Eliot said. “If we only had a few hours together, I wouldn’t have got a word in yet.”

      Ashlyn frowned, but then she saw the playful look on Eliot’s face, and she burst into laughter just like he had hoped she would. She had a lovely laugh, soft and girlish, the sort of laugh that made others join in, and Eliot found himself laughing too.

      “Truce?” he said after a moment.

      “Truce,” Ashlyn agreed. “I would like to go for a walk on my own, though. Just get some air and clear my head.”

      Eliot’s first instinct was to try and stop her in case she got herself lost or something, but he remembered his thoughts about her needing to get in touch with nature to release her wolf side and he nodded his head. It would do her a world of good to get out in the mountains.

      “Okay,” he said. “I get that. There’s nothing like the mountain air to make you feel alive.”

      Ashlyn smiled at him and he smiled back, hopeful that maybe they could be compatible after all. Once she got in touch with her wolf side, she would be more at peace with herself and less highly strung. Or so he hoped.

      “Let me come outside with you and show you a good path to take,” he said. Ashlyn started to speak, and Eliot held his hands up, silencing her. “Look, I know you’re not helpless, but you’ve never been out here and it’s easy to get lost if you don’t stick to the paths.”

      Ashlyn smiled.

      “I was going to say that would be great,” she said.

      “Oh,” Eliot said. “Sorry. I just assumed…”

      “That I would be awkward. Yeah, I can see why after my little outburst just now,” Ashlyn said, still smiling.

      “Something like that,” Eliot smiled back.

      He moved to the front door and opened it, standing back and letting Ashlyn go through it first. She thanked him, and he stepped out beside her and pulled the door shut.

      “Are you not locking it?” she asked.

      Eliot shook his head.

      “No one comes up here looking for something to steal,” he said.

      “I guess it is a bit out of the way for a robbery,” Ashlyn agreed.

      Eliot smiled and they walked side by side back across the clearing the cab had dropped Ashlyn off in yesterday.

      “It’s funny,” Ashlyn said. “It doesn’t feel like I only got here yesterday.”

      “See, you’re an outdoors girl at heart. You just never tried it,” Eliot said. “People that feel at home in the mountains feel like they’ve always been here.”

      Ashlyn didn’t look entirely convinced by his words, but she didn’t argue the case and even flashed him a nervous-looking grin. He led her through the trees until they came to the start of a dirt path, and then he stopped walking. Ashlyn stopped with him.

      “If you follow this path, it brings you in a circular route and you’ll come out at the back of the cabin. It’ll take about an hour, mind you,” Eliot said.

      “That’s okay,” Ashlyn said. “It’s a lovely day, no reason to have a short walk.”

      “Just don’t wander off the path, okay? Not for anything,” Eliot said.

      “You make it sound like there’s going to be things lurking in the trees, trying to tempt me off the path,” Ashlyn grinned.

      Eliot laughed, but then he turned serious again. He needed Ashlyn to know this wasn’t a joke.

      “Unless things have changed drastically, I think you’ll be okay on that score,” Eliot said. “But seriously, it’s so easy to get lost. It’s tempting to take a short cut and cut some of the track out, and I know what will happen. You’ll be halfway round and you’ll think you won’t get lost. But you will. When everything looks exactly the same, you only need to be off the angle you’re walking by a degree or two and you’ll miss reconnecting with the path.”

      “Okay, you’ve convinced me. I promise I won’t leave the path,” Ashlyn said.

      Eliot watched her walk away from him. He suddenly had an urge to go after her, to wrap her in his arms and make sure nothing bad ever happened to her. He told himself not to be so ridiculous. She had promised to stay on the path. Nothing was going to happen to her. And it wasn’t like he couldn’t bear the thought of being without her for an hour or so. It would give him a chance to shower and get changed, and then he might even get some work done. If nothing else, he could enjoy an hour of silence.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eliot looked at his watch for the fourth time in the last two minutes. He had showered, dressed, and finished some of his work. That had taken the hour Ashlyn should have been gone. He had given her ten minutes or so before he started to worry; after all, her pace might be slower than his. After twenty minutes had passed, he started to really worry. Forty minutes had passed now, and Eliot had reached the point where his worry threatened to turn to outright fear. His wolf was going crazy inside of him, and he knew why; it had warned him to protect her and he had failed. He had let Ashlyn down and he had let his wolf down.

      Eliot jumped up and almost ran to the front door. He had let Ashlyn down once, and he wasn’t going to do it again. He would start on the end of the path where she should pop out and he would find her. He turned into his wolf form so he could pick up her scent. When he found her, he would turn back into his human form and guide her back to the cabin if she had wandered off the path and gotten herself lost like he suspected. And if he was wrong and she was just taking a really slow walk, then he would make sure she didn’t spot him, and he would run back to the cabin and pretend like none of this had ever happened.
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      The walk hadn’t worked to bring Ashlyn peace for long. At first, the fresh air and the beautiful scenery had kept her distracted from her inner turmoil and she had felt calmer, at peace even. But before long, the novelty of being out on the mountainside had worn off.

      When she had first begun her walk, the silence of the mountainside had seemed peaceful and she had been enjoying the tranquility of it all, but after a while, it began to feel creepy to her, like she was the only person left alive in the whole world. She had almost cried with joy when an airplane had gone by overhead. The view, too, had turned from something beautiful into something that only served to remind Ashlyn how remote this place was, and she had felt the loneliness starting to eat away at her soul.

      It was only now that the enormity of the situation she found herself in started to really hit her. She knew that she couldn’t stay here. Eliot was hot, but he was so different from her. This place was a sanctuary to him, but to her, it was like hell on earth. And he seemed to get annoyed with her too easily, and she had already had quite enough of that with her parents.

      Thinking of her parents reminded Ashlyn that she had well and truly burned her bridges there. She couldn’t go back home to her parents, not even if she wanted to, and if she was honest with herself, it was the last thing she wanted anyway.

      So, where did that leave her, then? It left her all alone in a foreign country with barely enough money to get through the next few weeks, let alone the next few months or even years. She couldn’t even call a friend as there was no reception out here.

      As more and more thoughts poured into her head, thoughts about being left on the streets here, or being thrown in jail because her visa ran out and she couldn’t afford a flight home, she felt tears starting to threaten her and she blinked furiously, refusing to let them come.

      She wasn’t quite ready to give in to self-pity just yet. There was a way out—there had to be. She just needed to work out what it was. And she would. She had gotten herself out of the mess with her parents; she could get herself out of this mess with Eliot.

      Maybe, she thought to herself, I should try to talk to Eliot about all of this. He doesn’t want me here any more than I want to be here, but maybe he would let me stay with him for a while until I get myself a job and an apartment or something. Without the pressure of us being meant to be together, we might get on a bit better, maybe even learn to like each other a little.

      As Ashlyn made her decision and her head cleared slightly, she became aware of her surroundings once more, and the first thing that occurred to her was that she was chilly. She could no longer feel the sun on her skin and as she looked around, she realized she had done the one thing she had promised Eliot she wouldn’t do: she had wandered off the path and into the trees.

      “It’s okay, you’re okay,” she whispered to herself as she felt panic beginning to nibble around the edges of her mind. “You just need to retrace your steps and get back on the path. It can’t be as hard as Eliot made out. He was just trying to scare you.”

      She turned around and began to do just that. She had no idea how long she had been walking for since she had wandered off the path, and after about fifteen minutes, she began to worry that she had passed it. She stopped and spun in a circle, looking for something familiar, but everything looked the same. Everywhere she looked there was nothing but thick tree trunks and greenery.

      Real panic was setting in now that Ashlyn realized she had turned herself around in a circle with no idea of where that circle started or stopped. She didn’t know which way she should be facing at all. Tears threatened again and she blinked them away, telling herself she was okay and that she just had to think logically.

      What do I do? What do I do? The thought tumbled through her mind over and over again, a looping question with no answer. She thought harder, rubbing the bare flesh of her arms and feeling goosebumps on her skin. She had to keep walking, or she was going to end up even colder than she was now.

      That’s what I’ll do, Ashlyn thought to herself. I’ll just walk. I’ll choose a direction and walk in it. Eventually, I’m either going to end up at bottom of the mountain at the town, or I’ll come to the lake I saw from the window and get my bearings from it.

      Ashlyn nodded her head, as confident as she could be that her plan would work. She ignored the little voice that kept asking her what would happen if she didn’t head toward either of those places, but just kept going in a circle.

      She began to walk, not choosing any direction in particular, just walking the way she was facing. It wouldn’t have made any difference if she’d stopped and thought about it before she chose as everything looked exactly the same as everything else. Thinking too hard about that would have only let the voice of doubt in and she was already on the verge of panicking without listening to that voice telling her about everything that could go wrong.

      She had been walking for about half an hour when she heard a rustling sound behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and gasped, sure she had gotten a glimpse of something stalking after her, something big and furry. Maybe a wolf. Maybe a bear. She didn’t know which and she didn’t much want to find out.

      She glanced behind herself again, but whatever she had seen was gone now. She tried to tell herself she had imagined it, but she knew she hadn’t. She could still hear something moving behind her, something big, and she began to run. The tears that had threatened to spill over earlier finally escaped her eyes and she did nothing to try to stop them this time. She let them fall, her vision becoming blurry. Her heart slammed in her chest as fear overwhelmed her completely.

      “Ashlyn? Ashlyn? Wait! It’s just me!” a voice shouted.

      It was a voice Ashlyn recognized. Eliot. What the hell was he doing out there, stalking her through the woods? She had no idea, but she intended to find out. She turned quickly, her panic giving way to anger.

      “What the fuck, Eliot? Why are you following me like this?” she demanded. “You scared me half to death.”

      She reached up and angrily wiped the tears from her face. She felt annoyed at herself for giving in to her fear. When she had finished wiping at her face, she put her hands on her hips, glaring at Eliot.

      “I was worried that you were lost so I came to find you,” Eliot said.

      Ashlyn opened her mouth to tell him she was just fine thank you very much, but before she could speak, Eliot stepped closer to her, reached out, and gently wiped a stray tear she had missed from her cheek.

      “What happened? Are you alright?” he asked.

      His voice was soft, the concern in it genuine. That, coupled with Eliot’s gentle, almost loving touch that spread heat through Ashlyn’s body despite how gentle it was, took away the last of her anger and she felt herself trembling.

      “I got lost, and then I heard someone behind me, and I panicked,” she admitted.

      Eliot didn’t hesitate. He pulled Ashlyn into his arms and before she knew what was happening, she had wrapped her arms around him and tilted her face up to his and his lips were on hers. As he kissed her, she felt the panic and the anger and the loneliness slowly slipping out of her and it made her kiss more hungry as she sought desperately to banish those feelings forever.

      Ashlyn’s lips tingled where Eliot’s lips were on hers and her skin felt as though it were on fire where his hands rested on her back. She pressed herself against him, mashing her breasts against his toned chest, needing to feel closer to him, to hold him to her, and just be lost in the moment with him. She pushed her tongue into Eliot’s mouth, and he snaked his tongue around hers. He tasted of spices and musk and something earthy that Ashlyn couldn’t quite identify but really liked.

      It seemed that the taste of him made her feel giddy. She felt as though she were floating above the ground as Eliot brought her body to life. He kept kissing her and began to walk her backward without breaking their kiss. She allowed him to guide her, confident that he wouldn’t let her fall. She felt something solid at her back and she realized he had walked her to one of the trees and pressed her against it.

      Before she really registered that she was against a tree, she knew why as Eliot’s hand came around to the front of her body and moved lower. He shoved her skirt up and pushed his fingers inside of her panties. Ashlyn gasped as his fingers pushed between her lips and found her clit. He massaged it, his fingers moving it back and forth and side to side.

      Ashlyn could feel herself heading toward a climax and she felt as though her panties were restricting Eliot’s movement too much. She needed this release and she needed it now. She took her arms from around Eliot and reached beneath her skirt, pushing her panties down around her ankles and stepping out of them. She side-stepped slightly with one leg, opening herself wide for Eliot.

      He didn’t waste a moment. His fingers eased over her hot and slippery flesh, making her pussy wet and her stomach clench tightly. She moved her lips from his and pressed her face against his neck, smelling his cologne and a faint, almost animal smell beneath it. She didn’t recognize the smell, but it seemed as though her body responded to it. She wrapped her arms around Eliot as her center clenched tightly. She breathed him in again and her orgasm hit her, slamming through her body and taking her breath away.

      She went rigid, suspended in Eliot’s grip, not breathing, not even thinking. She felt as though every nerve in her body was zinging with pleasure, each cell pulsing in time with her racing heartbeat. Her chest began to burn as her orgasm went on and on and Eliot’s fingers kept working her expertly. Finally, after trying and failing several times, she was able to suck in a breath. It left her body in a shudder and then she was panting, gasping, moaning Eliot’s name as her fingers roamed over his back and his buttocks, clutching, pinching, and kneading his flesh, needing to be ever closer to him.

      Finally, Eliot moved his fingers away from Ashlyn’s clit, leaving her sated and spent, her pussy dripping wet and her clit swollen and tender. She flopped against Eliot’s chest, her knees buckling. His arms around her stopped her from falling and for a moment, he just held her as she panted.

      When she almost had herself back under control, Eliot released her with one arm and fumbled his jeans open. Ashlyn was so exhausted she wasn’t sure she could take anymore, but she knew she was as sure as hell going to try. Spurred on by her clenching, eager core, she pushed Eliot’s hand aside and pushed his jeans and his boxer shorts down to his knees.

      She wrapped her fist around his huge cock and began to move her hand up and down. She felt a jolt of pleasure go through her as Eliot moaned her name and she realized she was having as much of an effect on him as he was on her. She kept moving her fist until Eliot grabbed her wrist and stopped her.

      She finally lifted her face up from against Eliot’s neck and looked at him questioningly. His eyes were slits, half closed with lust as he looked at her. His mouth looked moist, a mixture of their spittle.

      “I want to come inside of you,” Eliot said in a rough voice that almost made Ashlyn climax on the spot.

      Not trusting her voice to come out even, she simply nodded her head, letting him know that she wanted that too. Eliot looked into her eyes for a moment longer, and then he was lifting her, cupping her ass cheeks in his big warm hands, those hands that could work magic on Ashlyn’s body. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and her legs around his waist as he kissed her once more. His kiss was deep and hungry, as desperate as her own, and she wondered fleetingly what he was looking for in her. Was it the same thing she was looking for in him? An end to the loneliness? Some sign that Holly had gotten it right about them being soul mates?

      The tip of Eliot’s cock rubbed over Ashlyn’s mound and all thoughts left her head except how much she needed to feel Eliot inside of her. She didn’t have long to wait. He moved his hips, lining his cock up with her opening, and then he slammed into her in one fluid thrust.

      Ashlyn gasped again as she felt herself opening up for Eliot, her pussy stretching to accommodate his erection. She could feel the pulsing heat of him as he pulled almost all of the way out of her and then slammed back in again. Over and over again he slammed into her, filling her, making her scream his name as her G-spot responded to the friction on it. He slammed her back against the tree trunk behind her as he worked himself up into a frenzy, his thrusts coming faster and faster, his breath a series of ragged pants.

      Ashlyn put her head back as pleasure assaulted her and fire rained over her body. Eliot leaned in and ran his tongue up the center of her throat, and the warmth and the roughness of his tongue gave her goosebumps. He licked back down her throat and then he slammed right into her, deeper than before. He moaned her name in a low voice so filled with pleasure it sounded almost like he was in pain.

      The sound was primal, and it awoke something in Ashlyn, and when her climax came again, it was like nothing she had ever felt before. It was like she had become nothing but a giant nerve ending. Her whole body seemed to feel her orgasm and she clung to Eliot, her fingers digging into his shoulders. Somewhere in the midst of her pleasure, she was aware of the heat of him spurting into her, the feel of his breath on her throat as he whispered her name into her ear.

      For a moment, the world went red and then black and then red again, and Ashlyn gasped and panted as she began to come back down from her climax. Eliot slipped out of her and she took her legs from around him, standing shakily on her own two feet again. He didn’t release his hold on her—not yet. Instead, he pulled her against him, holding her tightly. She felt his chest heaving as he panted and fought to get himself back under control. By the time his breathing finally evened out again and he pulled back slightly to look at Ashlyn’s face, she felt like she was back in control of herself again and she smiled shyly at Eliot, a smile which he returned.

      He leaned forward and kissed her once more, a soft and tender kiss that made her want him, but in a different way—it made her want to make love to him instead of fucking him. She thought the feeling should have scared her, but surprisingly, it didn’t. It felt right. Perfect, in fact.

      When Eliot took his lips from hers and stepped back from her, she felt as though he had taken a part of her with him, but at the same time, she felt whole again as he took her hand in his. It was a strange feeling, but it was strange in a good way, and Ashlyn decided not to question it, but instead to just enjoy it.

      Eliot began to lead Ashlyn away from the tree they’d fucked against. As he moved, he didn’t speak—he just walked and led Ashlyn with him. She was vaguely aware that she had left her panties behind, but it didn’t seem important. This silence between them was more than just comfortable. It felt charged and important somehow, and it was one silence that Ashlyn was determined not to break.
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      Eliot walked in silence back toward the cabin, leading Ashlyn behind him. He was hyperaware of her hand in his, of the feeling of her skin touching his. It felt good. Better than good. Where they touched, he felt as though his skin had come to life, with tingles shooting up his arm and down his body.

      He knew he was in danger now. Ashlyn had stirred up something inside of him. Something he had never felt before, and while he tried to tell himself it was just lust he was feeling, he knew that wasn’t entirely true. Ashlyn made his wolf respond and not just in a lustful way but in a protective way. He knew exactly what his wolf was trying to tell him; he just refused to believe it could be true.

      As they approached the cabin from the rear, Eliot glanced sideways at Ashlyn beside him. He felt a jolt go through him at the sight of her. He wanted to devour her and then take her in his arms and never let her go. He wanted to hold her tightly forever and make sure nothing could ever hurt her. He wanted to make love to her, to make her orgasm so hard she’d think she would never stop. And something about her told him she felt it too.

      He didn’t know if it was the slight flush on her cheeks, or the way her eyes sparkled more than usual. It might be the spring in her step or the fact that she was no longer filling their silences with pointless babble. Maybe it was something his wolf was picking up from hers—a change in her scent, perhaps. Whatever it was, something about Ashlyn had changed and although he hardly dared to believe it could be possible, Eliot was starting to think that perhaps Holly had gotten this match right after all.

      Finally, the cabin came into sight and Eliot heard Ashlyn give a soft laugh as he led her toward it.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I was already so close,” she said, shaking her head slightly.

      “Yeah, well, we don’t always see what’s right in front of us,” Eliot said.

      Ashlyn’s head turned quickly, and she looked at him, searching his face for a moment. He looked back at her, losing himself in her eyes for a moment, and right then, they both knew that his comment had been about much more than finding their way out of the trees and back to the cabin.

      As Eliot opened the front door and stepped aside to let Ashlyn enter, he wondered what came now. Should he offer her a coffee? Should they talk about what had just happened or pretend like it hadn’t? Or should they leave their awkwardness at the door and move on, making love all day long? He knew which option he would go for, but he didn’t have the slightest idea what Ashlyn was thinking. Knowing her, she would choose the “talk about it” option.

      He released her hand as she stepped into the cabin, and immediately, he missed the warmth of her palm against his and it was all he could do to stop himself from snatching her hand up again. Instead, he turned slightly to close the front door. He still had no real idea how to handle this situation, but he knew he couldn’t just stand and stare at the door all day, and so he took a deep breath and turned to face Ashlyn.

      Eliot was surprised and not just a little bit disappointed to see that Ashlyn was halfway up the stairs. She obviously wasn’t feeling this the way he was. She just wanted to go shower and wash him off her skin. It bothered him how much that thought hurt. He tried to tell himself this strange feeling would be gone by tomorrow; he just needed to get through today and sleep it off. It was just the fact that they had had the best sex Eliot had ever had, that was all, nothing more than that.

      He pushed himself off the door where he had been leaning and he realized Ashlyn had stopped on the stairs. He glanced up to see why and found her looking over her shoulder at him. She smiled, a smile that filled him with desire.

      “Well? Are you coming or not?” she said.

      She didn’t wait for an answer. She just turned and started climbing the stairs once more. She didn’t need to wait for the answer; Eliot figured she must already know he would never say no to her.

      He resisted the urge to take the stairs two at a time, but he couldn’t quite resist the urge to run up them and close the gap between himself and Ashlyn quicker than if he had taken them at a normal pace. He never wanted her out of his sight again and at that moment, he no longer questioned the whys or the reasons behind his feelings—he just accepted them as the truth.

      Eliot reached Ashlyn as she stepped up the final stair and entered the bedroom. He reached out and put his hand on her hip and followed her another step or two and then he stopped and pulled her back against him. He nuzzled into her neck, kissing her and gently nipping the skin there between his teeth. Ashlyn leaned back into him, tilting her head back so he had better access to her neck. She moaned quietly as goosebumps chased each other up and down her skin.

      Eliot grabbed the hem of her top and pulled it upwards. Ashlyn moved forward long enough for him to pull it over her head and then she was leaning back against him again. She wore no bra and it was Eliot’s turn to moan as his hands roamed over her stomach and up to her breasts. He cupped one in each hand, feeling her nipples, hard and springy against his palms.

      He kneaded her breasts gently at first and then more roughly, and when he sensed her frustration, her need for more, he released her breasts and concentrated solely on her nipples, rolling each one between the first finger and thumb of each hand. She moaned again, her body writhing against his, her ass grinding against his already rock-hard cock, almost taking his breath away.

      He knew that she was ready for more. He felt it in her every movement and his wolf picked it up in her scent. Even his human side could smell her arousal, and Eliot could hardly wait to push himself inside of her, to feel her warm and slippery center around him. She was tight and hot and delicious, but he told himself he had to wait. He wanted her to have the time of her life, and before he entered her, he wanted to bring her to orgasm at least once.

      He moved his hands from her nipples, running his fingers lightly down her body. She pressed her upper back against his chest, arching her back and pushing her hips forward as his hands moved lower, trying to make his gentle touch firmer and more solid. He kept the touch feather light, easing back as she came forward.

      His fingers reached the waistband of her skirt, and he ran his hands around it until he found a small button and a zipper at the back of it. He opened the skirt and it dropped to the ground, leaving Ashlyn naked, her panties lost somewhere behind the cabin.

      Eliot brought his hands back to Ashlyn’s body, resting them on her hips. He brought them to the center of her stomach and moved them down an inch, hearing Ashlyn gasp with anticipation. He moved them back to her hips and her disappointment was almost palpable. He smiled to himself as he began to walk forward, propelling Ashlyn along with him. He kept his palms pressed gently on her stomach, keeping her against him.

      When they reached the bed, Eliot stopped walking. He kept one hand on Ashlyn’s stomach and with the other one, he pressed on her shoulder, pushing her forward. She immediately knew what he wanted, and she didn’t resist him. She bent at the waist, bracing herself on her hands on the bed. Eliot stepped back a little bit and made an appreciative noise as he looked at Ashlyn’s body, her flawless skin, her glistening slit.

      He could feel his breathing changing, becoming heavier as he drank in every little detail of Ashlyn, and he knew he couldn’t hold himself back much longer. He reached down and grabbed the bottom of his T-shirt and dragged it up and over his head. In a flurry of movement, he started on the bottom half of his clothes, and within seconds he was as naked as Ashlyn was.

      Eliot moved closer to Ashlyn again, dropping to his knees inches behind her. He reached up and held her hips again, and then he ran his tongue over the outside of her lips from her clit to her pussy and back again. She shuffled her feet, opening her legs further and opening her lips with them. Eliot pushed his tongue between them and began licking her clit greedily, sucking it into his mouth and lapping at it with his tongue.

      As he licked and sucked her, Ashlyn went wild. Her pants became moans that eventually became almost screams as an orgasm ripped through her body. She pressed herself back, pressing herself tightly against his face. Eliot was consumed by her—her smell, her taste, her heat. It was heaven. She tasted salty and sweet at the same time, and he knew in that moment that he could drink Ashlyn in all day.

      He kept working her clit through her orgasm, drawing it out and making her gasp. When he wasn’t sure how much more either of them could take, he moved his face from Ashlyn’s center and stood up. He could feel the air turning her juices cool on his face and he absently wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Ashlyn was starting to straighten up, but Eliot wasn’t done with her yet and he placed a hand on her back, keeping her down.

      His other hand reached between her legs and his fingers slipped inside of her. He moved them in and out, rubbing them over her G-spot. He felt her core spasm tightly around his fingers as he applied pressure to her G-spot, and she let out an agonized sound that sent a wave of lust slamming through Eliot. He had to have her soon before he exploded.

      He began to move his fingers faster, feeling how wet and slippery she was. Eliot could tell by her ragged breaths that she was close to another orgasm, and when he couldn’t take it any longer, he took his hand off Ashlyn’s back and moved it around to the front of her body.

      As his fingers moved in and out of her, the fingers of his other hand found her clit again. It was swollen and judging by the harsh gasp from Ashlyn, it was particularly sensitive after her last orgasm. He no longer held back. His hands moved faster and faster, in perfect time with each other, bringing Ashlyn to the edge and then throwing her over it.

      She screamed Eliot’s name once, twice, three times. Her head came up and her back arched. Her pussy clenched tightly around Eliot’s fingers and for a moment, she was rigid, locked in place, not moving, not even breathing.

      Eliot slipped his fingers out of her pussy, but he kept working her clit. He worked it faster and faster until his movements were desperate, frenzied, and then he stopped and pressed down on Ashlyn’s clit. She cried out and then her limbs gave way. Her face hit the duvet and her body slumped down, but Eliot grabbed her around her waist and stopped her from falling to the ground. She felt floppy against him for a second and he was almost certain she had blacked out. She came back to herself as he rubbed his fingers over her clit one more time. She was almost whimpering as she fought to breathe through the last of her orgasm.

      He took his fingers away from her clit and ran them up her spine. When he reached her chest area, he moved his hand around to the front. He fondled her breast for a moment, and then he moved his hand up to her shoulder, pressing on it and standing her back up straight. She came up with him, but once her full weight was on her legs, they buckled again, and she started to flop down. Eliot still had a hand at her waist, and he held her against him, not letting her fall.

      She leaned heavily back against him, panting hard. He wrapped both arms around her waist and held her for a moment while she got herself back under control. Ashlyn’s breathing began to slow down, sounding less gaspy and more like her usual breaths.

      He nuzzled against her neck, kissing her and running his tongue over the top of her shoulder. He moved one hand down her stomach and found her clit again. After a few seconds, she started to move her hips, pressing herself down onto his hand tighter and thrusting against him, and he knew then she could still take more.

      He played with her clit, bringing her to the edge of her orgasm, and then he moved his fingers away from her, leaving her gasping and wanting more. She moaned in frustration as he took his fingers away from her, but she didn’t have long to wait before she would get her release.

      He turned her and their lips met in a furious kiss, their passion coming out as their tongues entwined with each other. The kiss left Eliot breathless and ready for more. He could feel his cock pulsing and he knew if he didn’t get inside of Ashlyn soon, it would be too late.

      He moved her toward the bed again, her back to it this time, and when it touched the back of her legs, he didn’t stop moving forward. They tumbled onto the bed together, Eliot catching himself on his elbows to stop himself from squashing Ashlyn. As they landed, she wrapped her legs around him, holding him tightly against her. He slipped inside of her, feeling her heat and her slippery wetness. She was tight and hot and everything he had ever dreamed of and more.

      He moved his hips, sliding his cock through her sweetness, pleasure surging through his body as Ashlyn caressed his shoulders and the top of his arms as he rocked her. Eliot could feel his climax there, ready to burst forth at any moment, but he held himself back, not wanting this to be over. He looked down at Ashlyn as her center clenched around him, clamping him tightly in place for a second.

      Ashlyn screamed his name as she hit her orgasm again. Her heat flooded over him, pushing him ever closer to his own climax. As he rode the waves of lust and pleasure, he felt his wolf stirring within him and coming to the surface. He blinked and his eyes changed, becoming the yellow eyes of a wolf. He could see in minute detail through his wolf’s eyes and he could smell every little thing for a mile around as his senses heightened, becoming the senses of his wolf.

      He looked down at Ashlyn through his wolf’s eyes, drinking in her cheekbones, her mouth that hung open as she came hard. Her eyes flickered open for a moment and Eliot was surprised to see her normal, human eyes. He quickly reined in his own wolf, pushing it back down and having his senses return to his normal human senses.

      He felt a little bit dejected. If Ashlyn’s wolf wasn’t coming out of her a bit, did it mean she wasn’t as into him as he was into her? Surely not. The way she writhed and bucked beneath him, screaming his name and tightening her pussy around him, told him she was plenty into him. Maybe she just enjoyed teasing herself, holding herself back the way he had been for so long.

      His thoughts stopped spiraling as Ashlyn’s fingernails lightly scratched down his sides. His skin tingled and tickled, a delicious sensation that pushed him completely over the edge. He felt his orgasm slam through him, his cock going wild as he spurted into Ashlyn. He tried to say her name, but he was so overcome with lust for her that he barely had control of his senses let alone his mouth, and what came out instead was an unintelligible moan.

      Eliot’s cock pulsed and he spurted again, and then it was over, and he was floating down on delicious wave after delicious wave. He rolled off Ashlyn and lay on his back beside her, panting for breath. She was panting every bit as hard as he was and whether she had let her wolf out to play a little bit or not, he knew that she had enjoyed their lovemaking. No one could fake that many orgasms.

      Eliot felt his heart rate slowing back down a bit and his breathing became a bit more normal. He turned his head to look at Ashlyn and found her looking back at him. He smiled and she smiled back, a lazy, sated smile.

      Ashlyn pushed herself off against the mattress, rolling onto her side to face Eliot. He started to follow suit, but before he had a chance, Ashlyn moved again, flopping down onto her belly, one of her legs splayed across his and her arm across his chest. He lifted his arm from his side, and she shuffled closer to him, resting her head on his shoulder. He held her tightly, loving the feel of the weight of her body on his.

      They lay like that, enjoying their gentle comedown from the ecstasy of a moment ago. Eliot could feel his eyelids getting heavy and he knew he was drifting toward sleep. He fought it, wanting to stay awake in case Ashlyn wanted to talk about what had happened between them. It was only when he realized that Ashlyn’s breathing had become the deep and even breaths of sleep that he relaxed and let himself drift off.
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      Ashlyn woke up slowly, feeling lazy and contented. She opened her eyes and smiled when she saw herself snuggled up against Eliot. He was asleep, his mouth hanging open slightly and his face relaxed. He looked peaceful and Ashlyn was loath to wake him, but she knew she had to move; her bladder was telling her so. She gently untangled herself from Eliot’s arms. He moaned softly and opened one eye. He smiled when he saw her pushing herself up.

      “I hope you weren’t planning on sneaking away,” he said, his tone playful.

      “Only as far as the bathroom,” Ashlyn said as she got to her feet.

      “I can live with that,” Eliot grinned.

      Ashlyn bent down and picked her skirt and top up from the ground. Eliot whistled when she bent down.

      “Nice view,” he said with a wink when she straightened up and looked at him.

      She felt herself blushing and she shook her head.

      “Pervert,” she fired at him.

      He stuck his tongue out at her and she shook her head, but she was laughing. She quickly stepped into the skirt and then she headed for the bathroom, pulling her top back on as she walked. After washing her hands and brushing her teeth, she pulled a brush through her hair and then went back to the bedroom. She expected to find Eliot still in the bed, and she was surprised to see him sitting on the side of it, his jeans and T-shirt back on.

      “I thought you might be ready for some lunch,” he smiled at her.

      Ashlyn wanted to tell him she wasn’t hungry, but it was a lie. She would much rather they make love again than stop to eat, but the rumbling noise in her stomach at the thought of food contradicted her before she could say anything.

      “Yeah, that would be great,” she said.

      She followed Eliot down the stairs and into the kitchen area.

      “Do you need any help?” she asked.

      He shook his head.

      “No, you sit down. It’s okay,” he said. She sat down at the table and watched him go to the fridge, pull it open, and peer inside. “Is a chicken salad sandwich okay?”

      “Perfect,” Ashlyn said.

      She watched as Eliot shredded lettuce and sliced a tomato and some cucumber. He whistled to himself as he sliced two chicken breasts and then buttered two crusty wholewheat rolls. Finally, he put the sandwiches together and brought them to the table.

      “Voila,” he said, presenting Ashlyn’s sandwich to her with a flourish.

      She giggled and thanked him, and he sat down beside her. She bit into the sandwich, enjoying the crispy lettuce and the juicy chicken. As she chewed, she watched Eliot, remembering the way his eyes had changed during their lovemaking and wondering if they would do it again. They didn’t, of course, and Ashlyn told herself it had been a trick of the light, nothing more. Still, though, doubt nagged at the edge of her mind and when Eliot looked up and caught her watching him, she felt herself blush.

      “What? Do I have tomato juice on my face or something?” Eliot said, rubbing a hand over his lips and chin.

      Ashlyn shook her head and smiled a bit. As if he was some sort of mutant creature that could change his eyes at will. It was obviously ridiculous, but it made Ashlyn realize that she knew next to nothing about Eliot except his name and the fact that he lived here.

      “I was just thinking that I don’t really know anything about you,” Ashlyn said.

      “What is there to know?” Eliot shrugged.

      “I don’t know. Stuff,” Ashlyn said. “Like how old are you?”

      “Twenty-nine,” Eliot said.

      Ashlyn nodded and fell silent again. She wanted to ask him a hundred questions, but she remembered how he had reacted the last time she had tried to start a proper conversation with him, and she bit her tongue.

      “What? That’s it?” Eliot said.

      Ashlyn gave a half-shrug and Eliot laughed.

      “Okay, here it goes. My name is Eliot Keller. I’m twenty-nine and I am a Scorpio. I like fresh air, the countryside, the mountains, and the beach. I hate the smoggy smell of the city. My favorite color is red. I like cooking and I like movie nights with lots of popcorn. I hate anchovies and I’m not a fan of ice cream. My pet hate is littering, and my guilty pleasure is Las Vegas,” he said.

      He paused when Ashlyn raised an eyebrow.

      “I can’t imagine someone who hates people so much liking Las Vegas,” she said.

      “I don’t hate people. I hate what so many of them in one place do to the environment. Hence, I feel guilty about liking Vegas,” Eliot said. “Now, is there anything else? Oh yes. Pineapple most definitely does belong on pizza.”

      “Oh no,” Ashlyn said, shaking her head violently from side to side. “It was going so well and then you showed your true colors. Pineapple on pizza is for serial killers.”

      Eliot laughed and shook his head.

      “I had no idea you had such strong feelings about pizza,” he said.

      “Oh, I take my pizza very seriously,” Ashlyn said.

      “How about this, then? I’ll stop putting pineapple on my pizza and quietly resent you,” Eliot grinned.

      “That works for me,” Ashlyn said.

      “See? We’re like an old married couple already. You are stopping me from doing the things I like and I’m already resenting you for it,” Eliot said.

      They laughed and then went back to their sandwiches.

      “So? Anything else you want to know?” Eliot said.

      “Where did you grow up?” Ashlyn asked.

      “Not far from here. Silver Spruce,” Eliot said.

      “Oh, my cab driver mentioned that place to me. He said anything I couldn’t find in Hidden Pines I would find there,” she said.

      “He was likely right,” Eliot said. “You would also find my parents and my twin brother, Forrest.”

      “You have a twin?” Ashlyn said.

      Eliot nodded his head.

      “Yeah, an identical twin. Being honest, you got the short straw. He’s got the looks and he’s a lot less reserved than I am,” Eliot said.

      “You sure didn’t seem reserved upstairs earlier,” Ashlyn said.

      “Oh God, you’re turning me into my annoying little brother,” Eliot said. “He’s a minute younger than I am and that makes him the annoying one, right?”

      “If you say so,” Ashlyn grinned.

      “Oh, I do,” Eliot said. “Trust me—you would agree if you had to spend more than a couple of minutes with him.”

      “I’ve spent more than a couple of minutes with you,” Ashlyn pointed out.

      “Yeah,” Eliot agreed. “And we both know you’d say I was annoying now.”

      “Okay, you win,” Ashlyn grinned.

      Eliot raised his eyebrows and her, and she giggled. Her doubts about him were fading by the second. How could his eyes just change? It was stupid. She told herself that if the flash of yellow she had seen upstairs wasn’t a trick of the light, then it was a trick of her mind. Maybe she was just trying to find an excuse to leave because she was scared now that things were starting to feel real.

      “Anything else you want to know?” Eliot asked.

      Ashlyn thought for a moment, and then she nodded her head.

      “Where do you work? I mean, it doesn’t exactly seem like Silicon Valley up here,” she said.

      “Oh, it’s far from it. Trust me, that’s part of its charm. I make wooden furniture and sell it,” Eliot said. “Bespoke pieces for spoiled rich people who want one-of-a-kind stuff.”

      “People like me, you mean?” Ashlyn said, looking down at her plate so she didn’t have to meet his eye.

      “I didn’t say that, did I?” Eliot said.

      Ashlyn shrugged. Maybe he didn’t have to say it to make it any less true.

      “Ashlyn, don’t think I dislike you because you seem to come from money,” Eliot said.

      “You sound like you don’t much like anyone with money,” Ashlyn said.

      “I’m sorry if I gave you that impression,” Eliot said. “I suppose sometimes I do sound that way. I think it’s because of my dad.”

      “What, he hates rich people too?” Ashlyn asked.

      Eliot shook his head and gave her a half-smile.

      “No. My dad is loaded. He’s what they used to call a dot-com millionaire. I would see him throwing money around and buying whatever he wanted. And there are so many people in this world with next to nothing. I don’t know,” Eliot said with a shrug. “I guess it just never seemed fair to me.”

      “For what it’s worth, I’m not rich either. Don’t get me wrong, my parents are well off. They’re not billionaires, but I never wanted for anything growing up. But me personally? I’m not them, so I’m not rich,” Ashlyn said. “They don’t approve of any of this and so I’ve been cut off until I receive my full inheritance from my grandmother.”

      “You’ll have to become my glamorous assistant until then, I suppose,” Eliot joked.

      “Oh, I’m sure I can do that as long as you don’t expect me to know a hammer from a saw,” Ashlyn laughed. “So where is your workshop or whatever, then? Down in the town?”

      Eliot stood up and beckoned to Ashlyn. She followed him across the kitchen area to the small window above the sink. He nodded outside at a large, red brick shed.

      “That’s my workshop,” he said. “I work for myself.”

      “Oh,” Ashlyn said. “I had no idea. I thought it was just a shed.”

      “It was originally,” Eliot said. “Do you want to come and take a look? I’m in the middle of a dining set for a family upstate.”

      Ashlyn nodded her head.

      “So, did you make this table and chairs set?” she asked, nodding toward the table they had just left.

      “Yeah. And the bookshelves and the bedroom suite,” he said. “And most of the ornaments too.”

      “Wow,” Ashlyn said, genuinely impressed. “So, you’re good with your hands, then.”

      “Oh, I think you know that to be the truth,” Eliot said.

      He looked pointedly at the region below her waist and grinned. She felt herself blushing, but she couldn’t help but laugh when he did.

      He led her across the small yard to the workshop and opened the door. He stood back and gestured for her to enter. She stepped inside and gasped when she saw Eliot’s work in progress. It was a large pine table with six normal chairs. Those were good, but what really caught her attention were the two carved chairs. Each had an intricate design and every little detail on them was perfect.

      “Wow,” Ashlyn said. She stepped closer and bent down to peer at the detailing. It was almost like lace. “This is amazing.”

      “I hope the family I am making them for shares your sentiment,” Eliot said.

      “If they don’t, then I’m sorry but they don’t deserve nice things,” Ashlyn said, still looking at the detailing on the chair.

      “I think everyone deserves nice things,” Eliot said.

      The playful tone in his voice gave him away and Ashlyn laughed.

      “You’re looking at my ass again, aren’t you?” she said.

      “Maybe a little bit,” Eliot said.

      He closed the gap between them, and Ashlyn melted into his arms as he pulled her against him.
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      Three days had passed since Eliot had found Ashlyn lost in the woods. Three wonderful, orgasm-filled days. Ashlyn had pretty much swallowed down her misgivings about their match. Sure, Eliot was quieter than her, but that wasn’t the end of the world.

      She had learned that silences didn’t have to be filled. They could be comfortable and contemplative. She had even found herself coming around to the idea of living out in the middle of nowhere. She had come to realize that when a person was content, it was much harder to feel lonely, especially when they had, dare she say it, their soul mate with them.

      Of course Ashlyn knew there was still a long way to go yet. After all, she hadn’t even been there a week. The lust she felt for Eliot could be clouding her judgment and convincing her there was something between them that wasn’t there. She didn’t think that was the case—not at all—but she was being cautious and taking each day as it came. He was sharing the bed with her and she felt ready for that, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to share her heart with him just yet. That way, she wouldn’t end up getting hurt if it all fell apart around her.

      The thing was, though, she was at that point where she had to decide if she was in or if she was out. She was almost certain she was in, but what if Eliot felt differently? And what if, really, they weren’t that good together, and they were both just letting themselves be fooled by Holly’s promises? There was so much Ashlyn didn’t know, so many questions she couldn’t answer, but she had decided that she was okay with that. Or at least she was trying to be.

      She picked the paperback book she was reading back up from the cushion beside her on the couch. It was something to do to pass the time while Eliot was in the shower. They had eaten an early dinner and she had taken a nice long bubble bath, and once Eliot was finished in the shower, they were going to share a bottle of wine and watch a movie together.

      She was starting to wish she had put her pajamas on, a nice fleecy pair, but instead, she had chosen a pair of loose-fitting white slacks and a pink top, wanting to look half decent at least for Eliot. It was just starting to turn chilly, but she knew Eliot wouldn’t be much longer. She could start a fire, but it didn’t seem to be quite cold enough for that, and besides, this way she got to cuddle up to Eliot to keep warm.

      She got another couple of pages read and then she heard Eliot moving about upstairs. Reading the book had set her off once more wanting to write. She had her laptop and she could write easily enough here, but she realized she hadn’t asked Eliot if he had any wi-fi so she could send her work to prospective agents. If not, it would be easy enough for her to go down to Hidden Pines or Silver Spruce and use the wi-fi in a café or something, but it would be nice to have it here at her fingertips. Something told her it wouldn’t be installed, though. The electricity wasn’t even coming from a powerline. It seemed unlikely that an internet provider would traipse all the way out here for one connection.

      She was thinking about ways to get mobile broadband up here when Eliot came down and sat on the couch beside her. She put the book down again, leaving it face up and open on the page she was on. She smiled at Eliot, breathing in the scent of his shower gel.

      “Nice shower?” she asked.

      “Lovely,” he said. “Give me a few minutes to cool off and I’ll go and grab the wine and the glasses.”

      “I can get them,” Ashlyn said.

      “No, you just relax, it’ll only be a minute,” Eliot told her.

      She decided to use this time to ask him about the wi-fi.

      “I know this is probably a stupid question, but is there any internet connection up here?” Ashlyn asked.

      “Yes and no,” Eliot said. “I mean, I have mobile internet out in my workshop for emails and stuff, but if you mean to sit and watch Netflix or something, then no.”

      Ashlyn smiled and shook her head.

      “It’s not for Netflix. It’ll be mostly email when I submit my novel to agencies. So, I mean, yeah, it is work related,” Ashlyn told him. “It needs polishing a little bit first, but it’s almost ready and…”

      She frowned and stopped talking as she saw Eliot smiling.

      “What?” she said.

      He shook his head, still smiling.

      “Ashlyn, you don’t have to lie and pretend it is for work. If you want to send some emails, you can,” he said.

      “I swear I’m being serious. I want to be an author,” she said.

      “You and twenty thousand other J. K. Rowling wannabes,” Eliot said. “At this rate, you’re going to have to be my assistant unless you want to be a kept woman.”

      “Oh my God,” Ashlyn breathed, shaking her head. “You sound just like my mom. And believe me, that’s not a good thing. Putting me down and telling me I’m ridiculous or stupid or a dreamer or any way you want to word it is not even a good look on her, let alone on you. You don’t know the first thing about me or my writing, so what right do you have to judge whether or not I can do it for a living?”

      “Shit, Ashlyn, I’m sorry,” Eliot said. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I was just messing with you. Honestly, I’m sure your writing is great.”

      “And now you’re just humoring me,” Ashlyn said, shaking her head.

      “I’m not. Please don’t be mad at me. I really am sorry. I had no idea your mom wasn’t supportive. I didn’t know I was touching a nerve this way,” Eliot said. “Look, if you want to be an author, then be an author.”

      “Yeah, because it’s that easy,” Ashlyn snapped.

      “God, Ashlyn, I don’t know what you want from me,” Eliot said, starting to get a bit annoyed himself now. “I say it’s a hard thing to get into, and you feel like I am not being supportive. I say go for it, you can do it, and apparently that’s wrong as well. So why don’t you tell me what I should say?”

      “Maybe you just shouldn’t say anything at all,” Ashlyn said. “How does that sound?”

      “Perfect,” Eliot snapped.

      As he said it, Ashlyn was sure she saw his eyes start to go yellow again, just like they had the other night when they were having sex. Once again, she told herself it wasn’t possible, but she wasn’t so sure anymore. It was funny to her that his eyes changed when he was having sex or arguing, both things that aroused passion in a person.

      Now he glowered at her, his face sullen, but his eyes normal. Ashlyn knew she had overreacted completely. It was pretty much what he had said. He had unknowingly made a joke that touched a sore spot for her, and instead of laughing it off or talking to him about why that wasn’t funny to her, she had gone off the deep end and made a fool of herself.

      Being embarrassed by her overreaction bothered her, but she would be able to get over that. She could just apologize and move on. That wasn’t what was really niggling at her. No, that was something else. Something far more profound. Ashlyn was upset because she had learned firsthand how much Eliot’s opinion of her mattered. She was letting herself fall for Eliot, and it was too much too soon. Hell, he didn’t even know she wanted to be a writer until five minutes ago, and everyone who knew her knew that much about her.

      “Look, I’m sorry, okay?” Eliot said after a moment.

      “You don’t sound it,” Ashlyn said.

      She knew she wasn’t helping matters. She was being sullen instead of forgiving, but to her, when someone ended an apology with the word “okay”, it made it sound like they weren’t really that sorry. In fact, it made it sound like the other person, the one being apologized to, was the one being unreasonable, and even though that might be true, it touched another nerve with Ashlyn.

      “Really I am,” Eliot said.

      He sounded a lot more contrite this time and Ashlyn knew if she snapped at him again then she was the one being the asshole.

      “Okay,” she said. “Let’s just forget about it.”

      Now the silence between them didn’t feel so comfortable anymore and Ashlyn felt all churned up inside, like she had ruined what they had. She didn’t want that to be the case and Eliot had been a big enough person to apologize for his comment. Surely the least she could do was extend the same courtesy to him. She turned toward him ready to speak when a loud ringing noise made her jump. Eliot got to his feet.

      “The landline,” he explained, seeing Ashlyn’s confusion. “I can’t get a signal up here for a cell phone.”

      Ashlyn nodded her head. As Eliot’s hand reached for the landline phone, she hadn’t even noticed on a small table tucked out of the way behind the rocking chair, Ashlyn stood up and mouthed the word “bathroom” to Eliot, who gave her a thumbs-up. He lifted the receiver as she reached the stairs.

      “Hello?” he said.

      He fell silent for a moment, listening to his caller, and Ashlyn was at the top of the stairs when he next spoke.

      “Forrest. Hey man, good to hear from you. How’s things?” Eliot said.

      Ashlyn went to the bathroom and used the toilet. She flushed the chain and washed her hands, then stood in front of the mirror and fluffed up the waves around her face. She smiled at her reflection as she came up with a plan.

      She was going to go back downstairs and once Eliot was off the phone, she was going to tell him she was sorry too. And then she was going to suck his cock like he had never been sucked before and show him just how sorry she was. She smiled again and left the bathroom. She was halfway down the stairs when she heard her name being said.

      “Yeah, her name’s Ashlyn,” Eliot was saying. Ashlyn figured Forrest must know about Holly’s dating service and was asking him about his match. “She’s gorgeous. Absolutely gorgeous.”

      There was another pause and Ashlyn felt herself flushing with delight. He thought she was absolutely gorgeous. She stepped off the bottom stair, smiling at Eliot’s back, willing him to turn around and see her there.

      “Oh yeah, I mean, I like her. She talks too much, though. Honestly, I need to find a way to rein her in a little bit,” Eliot said. “But…”

      Ashlyn had heard enough.

      “Fuck you, you absolute bastard,” she said, her voice low and dangerous.

      “Shit. Forrest, I have to go,” Eliot said.

      He was already whirling to face her as he hung up the phone.

      “Ashlyn, I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you come down the stairs,” he said.

      “Clearly,” she replied frostily.

      Inside, she could feel her heart breaking and bile threatened to flood her throat, but her voice came out calm and even, just how she wanted it to. She knew she couldn’t keep it together much longer, though. Her throat felt like it was closing, and she knew she was minutes from crying. She turned and marched toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” Eliot demanded, coming closer to Ashlyn.

      “Somewhere you’re not,” she replied. “So, don’t worry. I won’t be around to annoy you anymore.”

      She wrenched the door open and stepped outside, slamming it closed behind her. Instantly, she felt the chilly air wrap around her, and she saw thin wisps of white fog slowly moving in too. She rubbed her arms, trying to ignore the cold. She wished she’d grabbed a jacket, but there was no way in hell she was going back inside to get one now.
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      “Fuck,” Eliot cursed, frustrated.

      Why did I say that? Why do I always say the wrong thing around her?

      He grabbed his coat from the end of the bannister and ran to the front door, slipping the coat on as he went. He opened the front door and he, too, slammed it behind him, although his reasoning was about speed rather than to make any sort of a point.

      He spotted Ashlyn ducking onto the path he had shown her the other day. He sighed with relief. He was just in time to have seen her—another couple of seconds and he would have missed her entirely.

      “Ashlyn, wait!” he shouted, running to the start of the path.

      “Just go away and leave me alone,” she called back.

      “I’m sorry, Ashlyn, please just come back and we can talk,” he said.

      “Oh, now you want to talk? I thought I talked too much. Well, that’s fine, because I don’t want to talk to you,” she yelled back.

      Eliot covered the last of the ground that separated them, and he grabbed Ashlyn’s arm just above her elbow.

      “Please,” he said. “If you don’t want to talk, you don’t have to. Just listen. Or don’t even do that. Just come back to the cabin.”

      She shrugged her arm out of his grasp and kept walking, her eyes fixed on a point ahead of herself.

      “Look, I get it. You’re pissed off at me and rightly so,” Eliot said. “But wandering around out here isn’t going to solve anything, is it?”

      “I just want some time to myself to think without you hovering over me. Is that so hard to understand?” Ashlyn said, still refusing to look at him.

      “Right, fine. Come back to the cabin and I’ll go out to the workshop, then,” Eliot said. “It’s starting to get dark and the fog is coming in and you’re not even wearing a jacket.”

      “Jeez, and you have the cheek to say I’m annoying,” Ashlyn said, shaking her head.

      “I never said you were annoying. I said you talk too much,” he replied, knowing he just said the wrong thing again. “But, I love spending time with you.”

      She stopped walking and for a brief moment, Eliot thought he had convinced her to come back home with him. One look at her angry expression told him he was wrong on that score. “Let me make this clear to you. I would rather get lost out here than spend another moment with you, okay? Now do me a favor and fuck off and leave me alone.”

      She turned away from him again and began to walk, faster this time.

      “Wait, Ashlyn. At least take my coat,” Eliot called after her, starting to shrug out of the jacket.

      Ashlyn paused for the briefest second and then she started walking again. Eliot knew what had happened. She wanted the coat, but her pride wouldn’t let her accept it. He debated leaving it here and backing off a bit, but he knew she wouldn’t come for it. She would suspect him of trying to use it to lure her in and then ambush her.

      Eliot gave up trying to persuade Ashlyn to stop and talk to him. It was just a waste of his time and energy; he could see that now.

      “Right. Have it your way. I’m going back to the cabin,” he shouted.

      Ashlyn didn’t turn around and come running after him. He hadn’t expected her to, although it would have been nice if she had. He turned and ducked into the trees that ran alongside the path. He knew this mountain as well as the average person knew their garden, and while he knew a stranger could easily get lost out here, he knew he wouldn’t.

      He moved quietly and quickly through the trees until he was almost level with Ashlyn. He had let her down once and she had ended up lost, scared, and alone, and that had been in the daytime. It would feel so much worse being lost out here in the dark. But Eliot wasn’t going to let Ashlyn down again. She might not be ready to talk to him or even to hear him out yet, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t keep an eye out for her. This way worked out well for both of them. Ashlyn would never know Eliot was back there and so she would feel like she had been given the space she needed to calm down, and Eliot could keep her in sight and know she was safe without causing her any more distress.

      Why the hell did she have to come down the stairs right at that moment? Eliot thought to himself and not for the first time. Literally any other moment would have been fine. Or even if she’d waited a second and let me finish my sentence: “She talks too much, though. Honestly, I need to find a way to rein her in a little bit, but I think she might be the one.” She wouldn’t have been upset about that. She would have been happy.

      At least Eliot hoped she would have been happy about it. Up until she had heard what he had said to Forrest and ran from him, he had really thought she was as into him as he was her, but now he wasn’t so sure. She seemed perfectly able to cut off her emotions and become cold when it suited her. Maybe she only liked him physically still.

      More than anything, he wished he hadn’t made that stupid joke about her wanting to be a writer. He had no idea what it took to be a writer, he had just heard people saying it was nigh on impossible to break into the world of publishing, and he had made a joke based on that. If he had just kept quiet, then he didn’t think this would be happening. Sure, he had apologized, and Ashlyn had accepted the apology, but then with his second fuck-up coming so close after the first one, Ashlyn must be feeling like he had no respect for her whatsoever. He thought that if he hadn’t already upset her once that evening, she might have heard him out and let him explain that he wasn’t finished his sentence. And then maybe they’d have laughed about it and gone to bed together. Instead, they were out here trekking around the mountainside.

      Maybe he was an asshole. He was used to being on his own, and he needed to learn to articulate his words better and take her feelings into consideration. She was sensitive, and he respected that about her. Eliot wanted to protect her, support her dreams, and fulfill her fantasies. He wanted to give her the world.

      However, why did she have to be so stubborn all the damned time? He could give her the world. She could have stayed and heard him out and all of this would have been avoided. But no. She had to go wandering away. He hated that when she was hurting, she ran from him. He wanted to be the one she ran to if someone hurt her. But he reminded himself that she was still young, and that maybe she hadn’t learned that it was okay to be vulnerable sometimes.

      Maybe that was part of the reason they were each other’s soul mates, because he could teach her that it was okay to let her guard down. And she could teach him that it was okay to just relax and enjoy some inane chatter instead of everything always having to be so deep and meaningful all of the time.

      As Eliot walked along, lost in his thoughts but aware of Ashlyn’s movements at all times, he became aware of another movement on the opposite side of the path. He narrowed his eyes and sniffed the air, and his wolf senses told him that he and Ashlyn weren’t the only wolves on the prowl tonight. Another wolf was stalking Ashlyn, but Eliot’s senses told him it was just a regular wolf, not a shifter, and he wasn’t unduly worried about it.

      The wolf was likely drawn to their scent, a hybrid of wolf and human, and confused at encountering what to the wolf would look like regular humans. It would likely satisfy its curiosity and move on. And if it didn’t, it would be no match for a shifter. Eliot wasn’t worried about Ashlyn around the wolf; she would be able to take it without even breaking a sweat if it came to it.

      If he was honest, he was more afraid of her spotting him and bolting and ending up falling and hurting herself than he was about the wolf. As though to confirm he had been correct not to be concerned, the wolf whimpered slightly, dropped its tail between its legs, and scampered back off into the trees. Eliot saw Ashlyn’s head whip around at the whimper. She peered into the trees and then shrugged her shoulders and kept on walking.

      She thinks it was me, Eliot thought to himself. Or maybe she knew it was a normal wolf and was just curious as to why it was following her.

      He had no way of knowing which scenario was the correct one and so he just kept walking, keeping Ashlyn in sight. She was only a minute or two away from the first big clearing and it was one of the places where it would be easy for her to go wrong and get lost in the fog.

      As Ashlyn stepped off the path and into the clearing, Eliot started to make his way around the outer circle of it so that he stayed hidden. He had barely made it a quarter of the way around when the wolf that had been following Ashlyn earlier emerged from the opposite side of the clearing. It stood just off the path, blocking it and looking at Ashlyn, baring its teeth and growling low in its throat.

      “What the hell?” Eliot muttered to himself.

      He had never seen a wolf react like this to a shifter before. They either kept their distance or bowed down to them. He had never seen a shifter react to any creature like this either. Ashlyn stood rooted to the spot, her face a mask of terror. Eliot could see her chest heaving as she panted, her breath coming in white plumes. Her eyes rolled almost crazily from side to side as she tried to find a suitable escape route.

      She took a step backward. Her feet were hidden by the fog but from the knee up, she was perfectly visible. The wolf followed, taking a step forward. Ashlyn took another step back and again the wolf followed her.

      Eliot was trying to work out what exactly he was seeing. If it wasn’t for the look of fear on Ashlyn’s face, he would have thought she was playing with the wolf, trying to draw it in and harm it for some reason. Ashlyn had taken another step back while Eliot had been trying to figure out what was happening.

      The wolf remained in place and Eliot thought the strange stand-off was over and the wolf was about to leave. He couldn’t have been more wrong. Even as he thought it, the wolf hunkered down, its hackles up and its teeth on show. It was ready to strike and launch itself at Ashlyn. In her wolf form, she would be able to take the wolf, but she wasn’t in her wolf form, and Eliot was starting to think she wasn’t going to turn.

      He knew if he showed himself a second too early, and Ashlyn defended herself from the wolf, she would be so angry at him for following her and then trying to bail her out of something she had handled. At the same time, though, he didn’t want to leave it too late and have her get hurt. He decided to turn and wait in his wolf form where he could react if he was needed or stay hidden if he wasn’t needed.

      He turned, his eyes never leaving the threatening wolf. Once he was in his wolf form, he glanced quickly at Ashlyn. She was frozen to the spot, no longer backing away. Eliot didn’t get a chance to wonder why this time. The slight change in the air warned him that the wolf was about to try something.

      He turned his head back to the wolf just in time as it leaped from the ground. Eliot jumped into action, leaping from the ground himself and coming at the wolf from the side.
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      Ashlyn watched in horrified fascination as the huge brown wolf that had been snarling and growling at her for the last couple of minutes launched itself into the air at her. It was barely off the ground when a rustling sound came from her right and she looked that way, her body still frozen, only her eyes moving.

      Her jaw dropped when another wolf, this one light gray in color, leaped from the trees and slammed into the side of the brown one. The two wolves flew through the air and came to land at the edge of the clearing. They landed well to Ashlyn’s left, giving her plenty of room to run across the clearing and make a dash for it through the trees. She didn’t dare to try it, though.

      The wolves seemed intent on fighting each other for the moment, but if she moved and reminded them she was there, it might set them off on her tail once more. She wished, not for the first time since she’d been out here, that she hadn’t left the cabin. She should have stormed up the stairs instead of coming outside. Or at the very least she should have accepted Eliot’s offer for her to come back and him to go into his workshop and give her some alone time. But no, she had been stubborn, and now she was paying the price for it.

      More than anything, she found herself wishing that Eliot was here now. He would keep her safe. She didn’t know how she knew that about him, but she did. There was something about him. Something that felt like coming home. He would have been brave enough to dart across the clearing, and Ashlyn thought that with him by her side, she, too, would have been brave enough to make a dash for it.

      Instead she was out here facing two wolves all alone, and all she could do was watch the wolves in fascinated horror. The wolves had hit the ground and now they rolled and tussled, claws scratching, teeth snapping, and tufts of fur flying this way and that. It looked to Ashlyn like the gray-colored wolf was winning the fight, but she couldn’t be sure. She didn’t really want either of them to win the fight because she was becoming increasingly worried that she was the prize for the winner.

      She was right about the gray wolf. As she watched, the brown one seemed to give up. It lay on its back, paws splayed, its throat on display. It was a sure sign of surrender. Ashlyn winced, waiting for the other wolf to tear its throat out, but instead the gray wolf stood back and howled up at the sky. The brown wolf didn’t waste any time. It got to its feet, whimpering slightly, and it limped off into the trees leaving Ashlyn alone with the victorious wolf.

      She took a deep breath as the wolf turned around to face her, and she took a slow, careful step backward. It was as far as she got before something unbelievable happened to the wolf. It seemed to be changing shape right before her eyes.

      Is this all a dream? Ashlyn asked herself. She knew it wasn’t, though. It was too real, too vivid. And besides, who ever wondered if something was a dream when they were actually dreaming? I must be in shock or something and it’s playing with my mind, she told herself.

      She had barely finished the thought when the wolf stopped changing shape and Ashlyn saw it was no longer a wolf. Instead, it was a man crouched on all fours. As he straightened up, Ashlyn realized with a start that the man was Eliot.

      For a second, she couldn’t process what she was seeing. It meant that Eliot was a shifter. But shifters weren’t real. They were just something she read about in her romance books. Hot alpha shifters saving their damsels in distress. She almost laughed then because that was exactly what had happened. The urge to laugh soon faded, though, when the reality of the situation hit her. Eliot was a wolf shifter.

      It was ridiculous. It was impossible. But it was also the truth. She had seen it with her own eyes, and she couldn’t deny it, not unless she was willing to say she was crazy, and she certainly didn’t feel crazy. Scared, yes. Confused, yes. But crazy? No.

      Eliot stood up and came toward her. Ashlyn felt as though she should be afraid of him, but she wasn’t. The fear she felt was at the thought of what might have happened to her if he hadn’t been there.

      Maybe I am crazy after all, she thought to herself.

      “Are you okay?” Eliot asked her when he was close enough to touch her.

      Ashlyn nodded her head.

      “I…yes. Thank you,” she managed to stutter out.

      “Why didn’t you shift? You would have taken him out without any problem,” Eliot said.

      Ashlyn frowned slightly, confused at first, and then it hit her. Eliot thought she was a shifter, too. Right now, that mistake of his was probably all that was keeping her alive. If he knew she wasn’t a shifter, he would surely have to kill her or she could talk, tell people what he was. No one would believe her, not really, but it might cast doubt on Eliot and have people watch him a bit. The idea of even one person believing it might be enough to scare him into finishing Ashlyn off.

      She didn’t want to lie to Eliot, but she told herself it was the only way. She was going to have to pretend that she was the same as him for the rest of the night, and then tomorrow, she would leave. She would tell Eliot this wasn’t working for her, but not why.

      Now all she needed was a convincing reason why she hadn’t turned herself. One that Eliot would believe. Maybe she could tell him she had known he was behind her all along and she wanted him to be her knight in shining armor. No, that won’t work, she told herself. He would see straight through it. Plus, it will seem a bit odd telling him I wanted him to be my knight in shining armor and then telling him this isn’t working for me and I’m leaving.

      “Ashlyn?” Eliot said softly.

      She looked up at him. His face was filled with concern and it set off a longing inside of Ashlyn. She wanted nothing more than to tell him the truth and throw herself on his mercy, but she knew she couldn’t do that. Not now. He wasn’t who she had thought he was. Hell, he wasn’t what she had thought he was.

      “Sorry. I…umm…” she started. Inspiration struck her suddenly and it was all she could do not to punch the air in delight. “I guess it didn’t occur to me as a possibility. Living in London, you’re never ever really alone and I could never risk turning.”

      “That makes sense,” Eliot said, nodding his head.

      He looked like he was being honest, and Ashlyn realized he had probably been waiting for her to turn at some point. She wondered briefly about the first time she had gotten lost out here when she had been sure she had sensed an animal following her. Had that been Eliot as well, because he had appeared shortly after it. That hardly mattered now, though, although it kept Ashlyn in a state of confusion.

      Eliot was a shifter. A werewolf. A monster. Someone to be feared. And yet he had saved her twice now, and although he had acted like a jerk a couple of times and hurt her feelings, not once had he threatened her or made her feel unsafe with him.

      “Well, now that you’re out here, you can turn as often as you want to. We can go running for miles around the mountains,” he said, smiling at her.

      She forced herself to return the smile.

      “I’d probably only get lost again,” she joked.

      She expected Eliot to laugh, but instead, he frowned.

      “Wow, it really has been a while since you turned,” he said, looking at her a little bit strangely. “You would be able to scent your way back the way you had come.”

      Ashlyn didn’t want to give him any reason to suspect that she wasn’t the same as him and so she shook her head and forced a laugh.

      “No shit,” she said. “It was a joke, Eliot, because twice now I’ve wandered out here and twice now I’ve gotten myself stuck.”

      His frown melted away and he shook his head, laughing with Ashlyn.

      “You had me there,” he said. His laughter faded away and he looked at her, serious again. “Ashlyn, listen, I really am sorry about earlier. I…”

      “Honestly, forget about it,” Ashlyn said, cutting him off mid-sentence. “I overreacted.”

      “No, you had a right to be angry, but the thing is, you didn’t hear the rest of the sentence,” Eliot said.

      “It’s okay, honestly. I don’t need to hear the rest. Let’s just forget all about it and not mention it again, okay?” Ashlyn said.

      Eliot looked for a moment like he was going to push it, but then he nodded his head, looking resigned to letting it go.

      “Let’s go back to the cabin,” he said.

      Ashlyn nodded her agreement and they started walking. After a couple of steps, something touched Ashlyn’s shoulders and she realized Eliot had draped his coat on her shoulders.

      “Thanks,” she said, smiling gratefully at him.

      She slipped her arms into the coat’s sleeves and then she pulled it tightly around her. The warmth was lovely, but it wasn’t the warmth that made her want to pull the coat to her more tightly. No, it was Eliot’s scent. Even now, despite everything, she still wanted to feel close to him and his scent still made her feel safe and protected, and maybe even loved.

      She pushed the thoughts away. Eliot was some sort of a monster—she had seen that tonight. She shouldn’t be thinking about anything except getting away from him. But was that really fair? He didn’t act like a monster. Sure, he had basically called her annoying, but was that really such a big deal that it made him a monster?

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Eliot asked after they had been walking for a while in silence.

      Ashlyn nodded her head and when that didn’t feel like quite enough, she spoke.

      “Yeah. Thanks,” she said. “I’m just a bit tired, that’s all.”

      “Okay,” Eliot said. “I’m just not used to you being so quiet.”

      Ashlyn shrugged her shoulders.

      “Well, I’d hate to annoy you,” she said.

      “Okay, okay, you got me,” Eliot said, laughing and holding his hands up in surrender. “I did say you talk too much and now I’m moaning because you’re not talking enough.”

      Ashlyn laughed with him despite telling herself she didn’t want to encourage any sort of closeness between them. Not now. After their laughter, they lapsed back into silence, broken only by the sounds of their feet breaking small branches on the path as they walked.

      For Ashlyn, the silence had gone back to being awkward, but she figured for Eliot, it would be comfortable. It was just another reason in an ever-growing list of reasons why they were incompatible. She had to admit, though, that being different species was probably a slightly bigger problem than him preferring silence and her preferring chatter. She almost laughed again at the sheer ridiculousness of the thought, but she kept it in.

      After what felt like hours to Ashlyn, the cabin finally came back into sight. Ashlyn was surprised when she felt a pang of sadness inside of herself at the realization that this was the last night she would spend here. As much as she tried to tell herself otherwise, a part of that sadness came from knowing that if she walked away from Eliot, she would never see him again. She could be walking away from her soul mate, but strangely, a part of her was sad to be leaving the cabin behind, too.

      When Ashlyn had arrived here, if someone had told her that within a week she would be sad at the thought of leaving, she would have laughed at them. But yet here she was. She had grown to quite like the solitude and the cabin itself was snug and cozy. Maybe she wasn’t quite as much of a city girl as she had always thought she was. The thought of going back to the overcrowded streets and the constant traffic made her feel a little bit queasy. But it wasn’t like she had any choice.

      She hoped her parents would accept her back. She thought they would if she groveled enough, telling them that they had been right, this had all been a huge mistake and she had seen the error of her ways. And then she would have to accept their control. She would have to be a lawyer for long enough to get enough money together to get out from underneath them, and then she could finally live her dream.

      They reached the cabin door and Eliot opened it and stepped back for Ashlyn to enter. She hesitated. Was it really a good idea to go in there now that she knew Eliot’s secret? Was it really any safer in there than it was out here?

      She reasoned that Eliot had already had plenty of opportunities to hurt her if he wanted to and he hadn’t. Not only had he not hurt her, but both times she had gotten herself into jams, he had been there to save her. And it wasn’t like he had just happened to be there. Both times he had gone out of his way to make sure she was definitely okay.

      Logically, Ashlyn supposed she was safe enough with Eliot. He didn’t know she wasn’t the same as him, so he had no reason to go after her. Still, though, she knew she couldn’t stay here, no matter how much the thought of leaving Eliot hurt her deep down inside.

      Eliot looked at Ashlyn with a slight frown as though he knew what she was thinking.

      “Are you okay?” he asked for the third time since he had saved her skin in the woods.

      Ashlyn nodded and gave him a tight smile as she stepped into the cabin.

      “Yeah. I’m okay,” she said. “But we need to talk.”

      “Okay,” Eliot said, stepping in behind her and closing the door with an audible click that made Ashlyn jump. “Maybe we should start with you promising me you won’t go wandering off like that again.”

      Ashlyn turned to face Eliot and the playful smile faded from his face when he saw the serious expression on hers. He nodded toward the couch and the rocking chair.

      “Let’s sit down. Do you want a drink or anything?” he asked.

      Ashlyn shook her head and moved toward the rocking chair, sitting down as Eliot went into the kitchen area and fixed himself a drink. He came to the seating area with two glasses of amber liquid in his hands. He gave one to Ashlyn and sat down. She started to remind him that she had said no to a drink, but the smell of the brandy had reached her now and she quite fancied it. She took a sip and gave Eliot a half-smile.

      “Thanks,” she said before taking another sip.

      He was watching her, and she was acutely aware of his eyes on her. His gaze was intense, like he was reading her very soul, and rather than making her feel uncomfortable, Eliot’s eyes on her made her feel a deep-rooted desire. In that moment, she almost threw caution to the wind and went to him, but she knew she couldn’t do that. Instead, she took another sip of her brandy, and then she met Eliot’s eye.

      “I’m sorry, Eliot. This isn’t working out for me. I’ll be leaving in the morning,” she said. “I…”

      “It’s okay. You don’t need to explain,” Eliot said. “I get it.”

      Ashlyn pressed her lips together tightly to stop herself from saying more. She nodded her head once. Although she had wanted this to be easy, and she still wanted to leave, a part of her was hurt that Eliot hadn’t at least tried to talk her out of it.

      She told herself she was being ridiculous. She couldn’t have it both ways and surely this was the best way for it to go. If it meant Eliot didn’t really have any feelings for her and she had misread the situation, then so be it.

      “You should probably have an early night if you’re going to be traveling tomorrow. I’ll take the couch, you go on up to bed,” Eliot said.

      Again, Ashlyn felt a spear of hurt go through her as Eliot dismissed her, but again, she told herself it was better this way. She wasn’t about to take his bed, though. That was a step too far. She shook her head.

      “It’s okay, you take the bed. I’ll be perfectly fine on the couch,” she said.

      “Whatever you want,” Eliot said with a shrug. “But I’m taking the couch. You can have the bed, or you can share the couch with me. It’s your call.”

      “I…okay, I’ll take the bed. Thank you,” Ashlyn said, seeing she wasn’t going to win this one.

      She downed the rest of her drink and stood up to take her glass to the sink. She made her way to the stairs once the glass was dealt with. She stood at the bottom for a moment, looking at the back of Eliot’s head. She jumped slightly when he turned quickly and caught her watching him.

      “Well, goodnight,” she sputtered out, and then she practically ran up the stairs before she could change her mind and start trying once more to fill the silence between them, because if she did that, she knew it wouldn’t be words she’d be using.
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      Eliot sat on the couch in the dark, staring into space, the empty brandy glass still clutched in his hand. He didn’t know how long he had sat here like this; he only knew it had been since Ashlyn had told him that she was leaving him. When she had told him things weren’t working out for her, he had been surprised. He had really thought they were clicking and that she was as into him as he was into her.

      Every instinct in him had screamed at him to stop her from leaving, to do whatever it took to convince her to stay and try to make this thing work between them, but as much as he had wanted to do it, he had held himself back. He wasn’t going to go so low as to beg Ashlyn to stay, and he didn’t want to make her feel uncomfortable. If he begged and she stayed, he would always wonder if she really wanted him or if she was merely there out of pity.

      Not being willing to beg her to stay didn’t mean that he wasn’t still consumed by her, though. His mind was filled with images of her. It was like looking through an album of snap shots, each of them showing him different images, but all of them were of Ashlyn.

      He sighed and shook his head. He leaned down to the ground and put his glass beside the end of the couch, and then he lay down. He folded his hands beneath his head and looked up at the ceiling. He told himself he had been perfectly fine before Ashlyn had come into his life and that he would be perfectly fine once more when she left it again, but he couldn’t quite make himself believe that was the truth.

      He closed his eyes, telling himself to stop thinking about Ashlyn. It was easier for him to tell himself to do that than it was for him to actually do it, though. A lot easier. With his eyes closed, he saw Ashlyn in his mind as clearly as if she was standing right there in front of him. He felt as though he could reach out and run his fingers through her shiny, chestnut hair and run his hands over her skin. He imagined himself caressing her, licking her all over. He sighed and turned onto his side, clearing his mind of images of Ashlyn.

      Within seconds she was back in his head, consuming his thoughts once more. He could imagine how she would feel in his arms right now, and how it would feel to slip inside of her and make her climax. Eliot spent the next hour or so tossing and turning. When he wasn’t thinking of Ashlyn, it was for the two or three seconds it took him to tell himself not to think about her, and then she sprang up on him once again.

      He was so consumed by her that he began to imagine he could smell her. He took in a deep breath and his wolf stirred inside of him, and he knew then that her scent wasn’t just in his imagination. It was really in the room with him. Which could only mean one thing. She was in the room with him.

      Eliot’s eyes flew open. Ashlyn stood at the end of the couch in a red silk robe. She looked every bit as good as she had in Eliot’s mind and he had trouble swallowing, his throat suddenly dry. He finally managed to swallow a little bit and wet his throat enough to trust himself to speak.

      “Is everything alright?” he asked.

      He was starting to think something had to be wrong with Ashlyn the way she was just standing there at the end of the couch looking down at him, but then she nodded her head in response.

      “Yes. I just…I can’t stop wanting you,” she said quietly.

      Eliot opened his mouth, to say what, he wasn’t sure, but he was saved from having to come up with something when Ashlyn shook her head.

      “No. No talking. Just action,” she said.

      Eliot felt his heart flutter in his chest and his cock begin to throb when Ashlyn pushed the robe off her shoulders. She stood before him, naked, her skin looking silver in the moonlight that streamed in the windows. He got to his feet and within seconds, he had stripped off his clothes and he stood facing Ashlyn, both of them naked, both of their chests heaving.

      Ashlyn was the first one of them to break the spell. She came toward Eliot, fast and purposeful. She took his face in her hands and pressed her lips against his. He put his hands on the small of her back and moved them down to cup her ass, pressing her against him as their tongues collided. She pushed her hands back off his face and over his hair, making his scalp tingle deliciously.

      Eliot brought one hand around to the front of Ashlyn’s body and pushed his fingers into her slit, finding her clit easily. She grabbed his wrist and pulled his hand away. Scared he had gone too far, Eliot pulled back from her kiss, but he saw the mischievous glint in her eyes. She smiled and shook her head, and then she disentangled herself from Eliot and pushed him backward. His legs hit the sofa and he fell onto it.

      Ashlyn stood above him and grinned down at him, and before he really knew what to make of any of this, she fell to her knees at his feet. She didn’t waste any time. She put her hands on the inside of his knees, pushing them apart. She moved into the gap they made and ran her hands along the inside of his thighs, sending goosebumps racing up his skin.

      He sat back, his eyes closed as Ashlyn leaned forward. Eliot moaned low in his throat as Ashlyn’s warm lips wrapped around his cock and she sucked his length into her mouth, taking him all the way into her throat. She moved her head up and down, making sparks fly through Eliot’s body. Her hands roamed over his thighs as she sucked him.

      Just when Eliot thought he wouldn’t be able to take much more of this without climaxing, Ashlyn brought her mouth up to the tip of his cock and grabbed his length in her fist, holding him in place, her lips lightly touching the tip of his cock. She licked him like a lollipop, making mmm sounds as she went. It felt delicious, but it wasn’t quite as intense as her sucking on him and Eliot got himself back under control. If this was going to be his last time with Ashlyn, he intended to make it count.

      Ashlyn released Eliot’s cock from her mouth and her hand. She kissed along his inner thigh, down to his knee, and then she kissed her way back up his other leg and up his belly. She came up as she kissed him until she was on her feet once more. She stood back for a moment, watching Eliot. He almost came just looking at her. She was covered in a light sheen of sweat that made her look like she was glistening in the moonlight. Her chest rose and fell, causing her breasts to sway ever so slightly. Her lips were parted, and she ran her tongue over them, tasting him and making another mmm sound.

      Ashlyn moved toward Eliot and he reached up for her. She straddled him, sitting across his lap. His hands rested on her hips and they spent a moment just staring into each other’s eyes, drinking each other in. Eliot couldn’t read Ashlyn’s eyes at all, but he could read her body, and judging by the damp patch she was leaving on his thighs, she was as ready for this as he was.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his face to hers. Their lips met in a passionate kiss, pressing together so tightly it was almost painful. Eliot kissed her like he had never kissed anyone before, and by the end of that kiss there was no doubt in his mind—whatever Ashlyn thought was wrong between them, they had to fix it. She was meant to be his. Holly had told him so, his wolf had told him so, and now his body was telling him so.

      Ashlyn lifted herself slightly and reached behind herself and grabbed his cock once more. She held it in place as she lowered herself down onto him. He moaned as she sucked him in, her pussy warm and wet and tight. He had to pull his mouth from Ashlyn’s and bite down on the inside of his mouth to stop himself from climaxing as Ashlyn’s core wrapped around him.

      She began to move up and down, bringing Eliot’s cock almost all of the way out of her and then slamming down on him and plunging him all the way back in again. Eliot moved his hips, matching her movements, thrusting into her deeper and deeper.

      Eliot felt Ashlyn’s pussy clench around him as an orgasm tore through her body. She rocked on him, pressing herself down on him as she threw her head back and moaned his name. He ran his hands up and down her back and leaned forward and sucked one of her breasts into his mouth. He worked her nipple between his tongue and the roof of his mouth as she screamed his name again, her pussy spasming like crazy around him.

      He released her breast from his mouth and moved to the other one, teasing her and nibbling gently on her nipple, listening to her gasping intake of breath as he bit down slightly harder. He relaxed his jaw, letting go of her with his teeth but sucking the nipple deeper into his mouth. He swirled his tongue around it as he thrust into Ashlyn.

      She was gasping and panting, little whimpers escaping from her with each thrust. Her fingers dug into his shoulders and he knew he would be bruised there in the morning, but he didn’t care. He would wear the bruises with pride, a physical reminder of this moment.

      Eliot couldn’t hold himself back any longer and he pumped into Ashlyn hard once, twice, three times, and then his own climax spread through him, overwhelming his senses and making his heart race. He heard himself moaning Ashlyn’s name as he buried his face against her chest and held her to him, his body rigid, pleasure shooting through every nerve.

      He spurted into her, filling her up. He still clung to her long after his cock slipped out of her. She had her arms around him still and she slumped against him, her head on his shoulder. He held her against him, feeling her heart racing and her chest rising and falling.

      They stayed that way for a moment, and then Eliot shuffled to the edge of the couch. Ashlyn lifted her head and looked at him, and he smiled at her. He stood up, holding her in his arms. She wrapped her legs around his waist and let him carry her to the stairs.

      He reached the top of the stairs, marveling at how little she weighed yet how big her presence was. Her head rested on his shoulder and for a moment, he thought she was asleep, but then she lifted her head and found his lips with hers once more. He stopped walking for a moment, savoring the taste of her tongue, the feel of her lips, the warmth of her breath filling his lungs, letting them become one.

      Eliot started to move toward the bed again, but Ashlyn had other ideas. She unwrapped her legs from around him, dropping her feet onto the floor. She let her knees buckle and she tumbled onto the ground, pulling Eliot with her. He noticed for a second that the floorboards were cold, but it didn’t slow him down, and if Ashlyn even noticed, she didn’t react to the chilliness of the floor at all.

      Eliot found himself on top of Ashlyn and he sought out her mouth once more as his hand moved down her body and his fingers slipped inside of her. She moaned into his mouth as his fingers moved through her slippery heat. He moved his fingers in and out of her and gently massaged Ashlyn’s G-spot until he knew she was right on the edge of her climax, and then he took his fingers away. She gasped into his mouth and he smiled even as they kissed.

      He took his mouth from hers and kissed down her neck as she moaned in frustration, bucking her hips and trying to press herself against him. He smiled again but this time he gave in, and he slammed into Ashlyn, filling her all the way up in one smooth stroke. She cried out as he slammed off her cervix, her hold on him tightening as he moved within her.

      Ashlyn pumped her hips in time with Eliot’s thrusts, making each stroke longer and harder, and Eliot soon found himself completely lost in Ashlyn, physically, mentally, and spiritually. They kissed and caressed each other as they moved as one. They rolled and writhed together; one moment Eliot was on top and the next moment it was Ashlyn. Their roll came to an abrupt end when they crashed into the side of the bed with Eliot on top of Ashlyn.

      They were both on the brink of their climax and as Eliot slammed into Ashlyn’s pussy one more time, they clung to each other as orgasms tore through both of their bodies. Eliot felt his wolf stirring inside of him, awakened by his lust, and his orgasm intensified to the point where he could no longer catch a breath.

      Ecstasy flooded him as his nerves seemed to explode and spread out through all of his body. He closed his eyes, screwing his face up as sweet pain enveloped him. Finally, his cock twitched and spurted into Ashlyn and he could breathe again. He sucked in a huge, rattling breath, and then he collapsed on top of Ashlyn, gasping and panting for breath.

      Eliot sensed that Ashlyn had come almost as undone as he had. She wrapped her arms around him where they lay and they felt like dead weights on his back, just like his own limbs, each one hot and heavy and sated. Eliot thought he could lie like this all night, but he knew it couldn’t be overly comfortable for Ashlyn, so he forced himself to roll off her and get to his feet. His legs were shaky, but they held him. Just.

      He couldn’t help but look down at Ashlyn even as he tested his leg muscles to see if they were going to hold him up. She still lay sprawled on her back. Her breathing had started to even out and even as she smiled up at him, her eyes slowly closed. They stayed that way for a moment, but then she opened them again. Eliot knew she was fighting to stay awake and that it was a battle she was about to lose, and he understood just how she felt. He was convinced if he stood here looking down at Ashlyn for much longer, he would simply collapse where he stood.

      He dragged his eyes away from her and moved to the edge of the bed where he drew back the duvet and the top sheet. He moved back to Ashlyn and bent down, scooping her up into his arms once more. Even in his exhausted state, she felt light and fragile, and his wolf stirred again, the protective nature of it coming out when it felt Ashlyn in his arms.

      She leaned her head against his chest, barely awake, and he carried her to the bed and laid her down. He pulled the covers over her and bent down and kissed her forehead.

      “Goodnight, beautiful lady,” he whispered.

      He started to walk away from her when he heard her mumble something behind him. He glanced back at her.

      “Stay with me. Please,” she said.

      Her voice was thick with sleep and he barely understood her. He thought maybe it was just his imagination giving him what he wanted to hear. She had probably just said goodnight. The stairs seemed like a mountain, though, one much bigger than the one he lived on, and he would have given anything to fall into bed with Ashlyn now. He wouldn’t, though—not if that wasn’t what she wanted.

      “Huh?” he said.

      “Stay here with me,” Ashlyn said again, forcing her eyes open.

      This time Eliot knew he had heard correctly, and he walked back to the bed, getting in beside Ashlyn. She snuggled against him and he wrapped her in his arms and held her. She was asleep within seconds of him holding her.

      He smiled as he looked down at her peaceful face as she slept beside him. He didn’t want this night to end, but he was so tired he knew he couldn’t stay awake much longer. It was an effort to open his eyes after each blink. It was an effort he was willing to make to see Ashlyn’s face, though. And if he had thought she was still going to leave him the next morning, he would have forced himself to stay awake somehow and drink her in all night, but instead, he let himself sink into sleep with a smile on his face. There was no way he was imagining what they had between them, and he knew she felt it too. She was going to stay. She was his now and they both knew it.
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      Eliot woke up and stretched. His body felt battered and bruised but he was smiling, knowing that he only felt that way because of the lovemaking last night with Ashlyn. He kept his eyes closed and rolled over and reached for her, but he was met with an empty side of the bed. He opened his eyes and saw sunlight streaming into the room. He checked his watch, sure he must have guessed the time wrong by the sun, but he hadn’t. It was almost ten o’clock. No wonder Ashlyn was already up and about. He stretched again and lay still for a moment, enjoying the warmth of the sun on his bare chest.

      He knew what he would prefer to be touching his bare chest, though, and he pushed the duvet back and went to the bathroom. He used the toilet and brushed his teeth, and then he went off to find Ashlyn. He didn’t bother putting any clothes on. If he had his way, they would only be coming off again. He went downstairs and was a little bit disappointed to see the cabin was empty. Ashlyn must have gotten bored of waiting for him to get up and gone for a walk.

      He felt a tightening in his stomach at the thought of her out there alone, but he told himself she wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice and wander off the path again and the wolf from last night would be long gone after losing its territory to him. Still, he decided to go and put some clothes on, just in case he felt the need to go into the woods and seek her out again.

      He went back up the stairs, resisting the urge to take them two at a time. He went to his closet and pulled it open, frowning as he felt a stabbing pain going through his chest. He moved to the dresser and pulled each drawer open in turn. They only confirmed what he had known when he looked in the closet and found only his own things in there. She was gone. Ashlyn had still left him this morning as she had planned to do.

      She must have snuck away while he was still sleeping. Usually he would have heard something and woken up, but he had let his guard down too far and fallen into a deep sleep. And now he had lost her.

      For her to leave that way, though, he figured he had never really had her to begin with, and what he had mistaken for a genuine connection between them must have just been the newness and the lust.

      It was Holly Hawk’s fault, he told himself. She was the one who had told him she had found him his perfect match. He had been a bit skeptical at first, but she had convinced him, getting his hopes up and telling him he was going to meet his soul mate. He had let himself believe it was true and that was all this feeling was. He had been taken in by a fairy tale. He didn’t have feelings for Ashlyn, he had just convinced himself he should have, and so he had thought he felt something for her. It was really nothing more than the power of suggestion at play.

      He nodded to himself and went back downstairs. He was about to take control of the situation and if he couldn’t have Ashlyn, he as sure as hell wanted his money back. He had been promised a soul mate, a match made in heaven, not someone who would stick around for a while and then do a moonlight flit one night with no real explanation when she grew tired of him.

      By the time he snatched up the receiver on his landline phone, he was angry at Holly, at Ashlyn, at himself, hell, at the whole damned world. He dialed Holly’s number and listened to it ring, getting more agitated the longer it took for her to take his call. Finally, her voice came over the line.

      “Love from Afar, can I help you?” she said.

      “Oh, I think I’ve had quite enough of your help for now, thank you very much,” Eliot snapped. “You and your false claims and false hope.”

      “Excuse me?” Holly snapped back. “Lose the attitude or I will end this call right now.”

      Something in her tone told Eliot that she would do it in a heartbeat, so he took a deep breath and clenched his jaw tightly, trying to calm himself down.

      “It didn’t work,” he said when he had himself under control. “She’s gone.”

      “Eliot? Eliot Keller?” Holly said.

      “Yeah,” Eliot said.

      “And your match is Ashlyn Taylor, correct?” Holly said.

      It wasn’t a question; it was a statement. Somehow, Holly was still clinging to the idea that she had this right.

      “No, it’s not correct, that’s the problem. I mean you’re correct in that she’s who you matched me with, but she’s not my soul mate. I’m sorry to say this, but you got it wrong this time and I want my money back,” Eliot said, still in a calm and reasonable voice.

      If she refused then he would get angry again, but for the minute, the anger seemed to be simmering away quietly and letting him get on with the conversation in a more productive manner.

      “I never get it wrong. That girl is your soul mate as sure as I’m Holly Hawk,” Holly said. Eliot went to interrupt, but Holly raised her voice over his and wouldn’t let him. He gave up trying to cut her off and just listened to her in the end. He would let her go on about how good she was for a moment, and then he would demand the refund once more. He was surprised, though, when she went down a much different route with what she said next. “I will refund your money if that’s what you want. But know this. That money won’t make you happy. Not truly happy. Only your soul mate can do that. And Ashlyn Taylor is your soul mate whether you like it or not.”

      Eliot took a moment to let those words sink in. He told himself they were bullshit. Sure, Ashlyn came into his life like a whirlwind and left just as quickly, but that didn’t mean anything. And the fact that he felt as though she had taken a part of him with her? That was just stupid. He was angry, not hurt. Angry because the stupid dating service cost a small fortune and had still gotten it wrong.

      But as much as Eliot tried to convince himself of what he was thinking, it wasn’t true, and he knew it. Slowly, he was starting to face the fact that Holly was right. He would only be happy if he was with Ashlyn, and if he wanted any chance at that, it was time to swallow his pride and do whatever it took to get her back.

      “Maybe you’re right, but it’s too late,” Eliot said, testing the waters, hoping Holly had a solution for him.

      “I am right and for true love, it’s never too late. Tell me everything,” Holly said.

      Eliot spent the next half an hour or so pouring his heart out to Holly. He told her how he found Ashlyn annoying at first and then she grew on him. He told her about how she had overheard him saying as much to his brother but how they had gotten past that. He told her about the passion between them, although he didn’t go into details—he wasn’t one to kiss and tell. He told her about Ashlyn getting lost and the wolf. He explained that he thought that maybe she was repressing her wolf side a bit and that was causing some problems. He wasn’t quite finished when Holly cut in with a question.

      “So, this wolf that was ready to attack her, you stopped it, right?” she said.

      “Yes,” Eliot said.

      “By turning into a wolf yourself?” she said.

      “Yes,” Eliot said again.

      “And prior to that, neither of you had discussed the shifter thing?” Holly said.

      “No. What’s with all of the questions? I’ve just told you all of that,” Eliot said, getting annoyed again.

      “I know. I’m sorry, I just wanted to clarify things. I think I know what’s wrong,” Holly said.

      She fell silent and Eliot felt as though each second that passed by was an hour. He tapped his fingers impatiently on the wall beside him. He heard Holly taking a deep breath and then she began to explain.

      “There’s something I didn’t tell you about Ashlyn,” Holly said.

      “Go on,” Eliot said, his mind racing, wondering what on earth Holly had held back from him.

      “She’s not a wolf. In fact, she’s not a shifter at all. She’s human,” Holly said.

      Eliot felt as if a thousand-pound weight slammed into his chest. Every moment with Holly swirled around within his mind, and suddenly it all made sense to Eliot. Her reluctance to savor the outdoors. Her complete lack of directional awareness. How she had never seemed to know when he was tracking her in the woods. Why her wolf stayed suppressed while they made love. And, of course, why she didn’t turn when the wolf attacked her.

      “And you didn’t think to mention that?” Eliot snapped. “Fucking hell, Holly, she was almost killed by a wolf because I didn’t know she wouldn’t be able to save herself.”

      “That’s a bit unfair. I mean, how was I supposed to know that was going to happen? It’s not something you hear about every day, is it? But anyway, be honest. If I had told you she was human, would you have still agreed to meeting her?” Holly said.

      “Well, no, of course not,” Eliot said. “I wanted to find my perfect match and there’s no way that can be Ashlyn, is there? We’re not even the same fucking species.”

      “Oh, open your mind a little bit, Eliot. There are loads of couples out there who are shifter and human. It happens all of the time and you know it. What you mean is you think you’re above humans so you couldn’t possibly have fallen for one,” Holly said.

      “It’s not that,” Eliot said quickly. “I don’t think I’m above anyone. I just…well, it’s just one more thing that makes us so different from each other. And it complicates things.”

      “Only if you let it,” Holly said.

      Eliot sighed and shook his head.

      “Okay, fine. Yes, you’re right. I would have refused the match and I would have been wrong,” he admitted. “But all of that aside, it still doesn’t explain why Ashlyn ran from me. I mean, sure, she must have been scared by the wolf, but I saved her from it.”

      “Well, see, you know how I didn’t tell you Ashlyn is human? I kind of also didn’t tell her that you’re a shifter,” Holly said. “So, I would imagine seeing you turn into a wolf and then back into a man might have kind of freaked her out a little bit.”

      “I…what?” Eliot exploded. “Are you fucking kidding me here? She must think I’m some kind of monster. A freak that can turn into a wolf. What if she thinks I was going to hurt her? Jeez, Holly, I can’t believe you didn’t think this was important. Even if you didn’t want to tell me about Ashlyn, you should have told her about me.”

      “It’s not that I didn’t think it was important, I just didn’t think it was my place to tell you and Ashlyn how to work through your differences. Like if one of you liked traveling and the other was a homebody, I wouldn’t be getting involved trying to make compromises for the couple. Do you see what I mean?” Holly said.

      “Well, with hobbies that don’t entirely complement each other, yes, I see what you mean. But this is a bit more than that, isn’t it?” Eliot snapped.

      “Again, it’s only a big deal if you let it be. She’s your soul mate, Eliot, and soul mates can get past anything,” Holly said. “Now, I suggest you get off the phone to me and call Ashlyn.”

      “Give me her cell phone number,” Eliot sighed. “I never bothered to take it because there’s no signal up here, but if she’s left here then I’ll be able to get through.”

      “I will,” Holly said. “And while I realize it doesn’t feel like it now, one day you and Ashlyn will be laughing about this.”

      Eliot didn’t think he would ever laugh about this, even if he managed to convince Ashlyn he wasn’t some kind of monster, but he didn’t bother to tell Holly that. As much as he wanted to tear her a new one, he was more interested in finding Ashlyn and talking to her than he was in making his point here.

      “Just give me the number,” he said.

      He heard a rustling sound of papers and then Holly began to read a number out to him. He grabbed the pen from beside the telephone and scrawled it on the back of his other hand when he saw he had no paper.

      “Go get her,” Holly said when she had finished reading out the number.

      “I intend to,” Eliot said, and then he hung up the phone and lifted the receiver straight back up again.

      He dialed the number Holly had given him and listened to the ringing sound.

      “Come on, come on,” he said, tapping his fingers on the wall beside him again.

      The phone clicked in his ear and then Ashlyn’s voice came onto the line and flooded Eliot with warmth. He opened his mouth to speak to her and disappointment washed through him, pushing the warmth away, dashing his hopes once more. It was Ashlyn’s voice, but it was telling him to leave a message. He thought for a moment, but he couldn’t think of anything to say that would even begin to explain this mess and fit into a thirty-second voice mail message. He could ask her to call him back, but he knew that wasn’t about to happen. She would have taken his call if she was willing to talk to him.

      Even though he knew deep down she was ignoring his call on purpose, he couldn’t help but cut off the call and try again, just in case she had missed the call. This time, it didn’t even ring; it just went straight to voice mail, and Eliot slammed the receiver down.

      “Fuck!” he yelled. He ran his hands over his face and head. “Fuck.”

      Eliot moved across the room and sank down on the couch. He felt lost, broken, and he didn’t know what to do about it. How could he ever feel whole again if Ashlyn wouldn’t even talk to him?

      He understood that it must have come as a big shock to her, seeing him in his wolf form when she had no idea he was even a shifter. He could even understand why it scared her and made her run from him. What he couldn’t understand was why she acted like his turning into a wolf was nothing out of the ordinary and stayed the night with him and then fled.

      It all fell into place for Eliot and he felt a pang of hurt deep down in his stomach. He had asked her why she hadn’t turned, and she had made up some lame excuse which he had fallen for because he had wanted to believe her. She must have figured that the only reason she was safe with me was because I thought she was the same as me, Eliot thought to himself. Deep down, she was scared I would hurt her if I knew she was a human.

      Eliot hated that he had made Ashlyn feel afraid of him, even for a moment, but he was also a little bit relieved. He could convince her she didn’t have to be afraid of him, he knew he could. And if last night after they got back to the cabin was anything to go on, once she got over her fear, it would be alright, because seeing him as a wolf sure hadn’t put her off him.

      Eliot jumped to his feet and grabbed his wallet and his car keys, and then he ran to the door. He slipped his feet into a pair of sneakers that sat by the door and ran to his car. He knew there was only one place Ashlyn would be headed to now—the airport to go home to London—and he just had to hope he got there in time to stop her from leaving him. And if he didn’t, he would get on the next flight to London himself and he would search and search and search until he found her.

      At the last minute, an idea came to him and he smiled and ran back inside to make another quick phone call.
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      Ashlyn sat in the cab, watching the trees whizz by on either side of her as the car moved. Once again, she was a mix of emotions, just like she had been on her way here. On her to Hidden Pines, she had been driven along this road and she had felt a mixture of nerves and hope and a tinge of apprehension. Now she felt a mixture of relief and sadness that made her feel slightly queasy, like she no longer knew which way was up.

      While relief at getting away from Eliot alive was the major feeling inside of her at that moment, there was still a part of her that missed him already and wanted nothing more than to ask the cab driver to turn around and take her back to the cabin. That little niggling part of her was getting harder to ignore as it whispered to her, telling her that she could be walking away from her soul mate.

      “It’s a mistake,” the voice whispered. “Don’t leave. You love him.”

      Ashlyn refused to listen to the voice, telling it to shut up. Her mind wanted to focus on Eliot still and she knew if she let herself think of the good times, she would throw caution to the wind and go back, and so she started to think about something else. That didn’t last, though. Eliot’s face swam back into her mind within seconds.

      Her purse began to vibrate, her ring tone breaking the silence in the cab and making her jump. She had almost forgotten she even had her cell phone in there. She had kept charging it and putting it back in her purse although she had known it was no use to her at the cabin. It was just habit more than anything that kept her charging it up. She was glad she had now, though. It felt kind of nice to be hearing it ringing again, and at this moment in time, talking to one of her friends would be a nice distraction for her wandering mind.

      She opened up her purse and dug around for a moment, pushing her passport and her wallet to one side, and then she spotted the cell phone and pulled it out. She looked at the screen, excited to see who it was—Mandy, she suspected—only to see an unknown number on the screen. A number that didn’t look like a mobile number or the number from a UK landline. It wasn’t Holly’s number either; she had that saved in her contacts so Holly’s name would have come up on the screen with the number if it was her, which left only one person it could be: Eliot.

      Her stomach fluttered thinking of him on the other end of the line, but she ignored the feeling. Still, though, she debated answering the call. But for what? she asked herself. He had to know she had gone and there was really nothing else left to say. Instead, she waited for the call to ring out, and then she switched her cell phone off.

      She put it back in her purse, but now it was even harder to tell herself not to think about Eliot, because now she couldn’t help but wonder what he had wanted to say to her. Surely he hadn’t wanted to ask her not to go. He hadn’t been in any sort of hurry to ask her to stay last night.

      Maybe she had forgotten something, and he wanted to let her know. She shrugged and told herself if it was something important, he could mail it to her later, and if it wasn’t something important, he could toss it in the trash for her. For now, she just had to stop thinking about him, but the more she told herself to do that, the harder it became and eventually Ashlyn had to face up to the fact that she just couldn’t do it. She couldn’t get that man out of her damned head.

      She changed her tactic and instead of trying to forget about Eliot altogether, she began to think of him in the moment when his eyes changed when they were making love. She knew now that she hadn’t imagined that. That had been him starting to turn into a wolf. And sure, he had controlled himself that time, but what about the next time or the time after that when he didn’t control himself and his wolf came right out and savaged her? What then?

      She shuddered and tried again to not think about Eliot. She closed her eyes and counted to one hundred over and over again, anything to keep her mind from swaying back to him.

      When that began to give her a migraine, she opened her eyes again and forced herself to focus on the scenery instead of thinking about anything at all. The little town would be coming into sight soon and it occurred to her that she still hadn’t seen it in person yet and now she never would. She watched out of the window, but the town didn’t show up and she wondered if she had missed it. If she had have missed it, though, then surely that would mean that they would be off the mountain road and onto the normal roads.

      “Excuse me?” Ashlyn said to the cab driver. “But can you tell me what’s going on, please? This seems to be taking a lot longer than it did when I came out here.”

      The cab driver glanced at her in the mirror and nodded his head.

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” he said with a smile. “I’m sorry, miss. I got a bit lost coming back down the mountainside.” He nodded at the meter which Ashlyn saw was off. “The journey is free to make up for it, though. You’ll still make your flight, right?”

      “I hope so,” Ashlyn smiled. “It’s not until five.”

      “We’ll be there hours before that,” the cab driver assured her.

      “Thanks,” Ashlyn said.

      Getting a bit lost and adding time onto the journey wasn’t that big of a deal when she was so early for her flight anyway. In fact, it would pass some of the time she had thought she would have to hang around the airport —and getting the cab ride for free was a nice little bonus. Maybe things were already looking up for her now that she was free of Eliot.

      The thing was, she still wasn’t completely convinced she wanted to be free of him. And she knew that life in London wasn’t going to be easy by any stretch of the imagination. If her parents didn’t accept her back, then she was absolutely screwed. And if they did, she knew she would be under constant scrutiny and that she would have to do every single thing their way.

      But at least they’re not wolves and I will survive pissing them off, she thought to herself. And it won’t be forever. I’ll do it their way until I can save up some money, or get my first book published, and then I can branch out on my own, but totally on my own, no relying on any man to take care of me this time.

      She sat back in the seat and tried to ignore her swirling thoughts and her sweaty palms and racing heart. She told herself that in about twenty-four hours, she would be back home with an adventure under her belt and nothing more. Within forty-eight hours, it would be like this had all happened to someone else and nothing had changed. She didn’t know if that thought was comforting or utterly depressing.
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      “Thank you,” Ashlyn said, smiling at the cab driver in the rearview mirror as the cab pulled up outside of the airport doors.

      “No problem, miss,” the driver said.

      “Are you sure about the journey being free?” Ashlyn asked.

      “I’m certain,” he said.

      “Thank you,” Ashlyn said. She dug in her purse and handed the cab driver a ten-dollar bill. “This is a little tip, just to show you how much I appreciate the gesture.”

      “Thanks, love,” the cab driver said, putting the bill in his pocket.

      Ashlyn pushed her door open and the cab driver got out too. He walked to the trunk of his car and opened it, handing Ashlyn her suitcase.

      “Have a good flight,” he said.

      She thanked him again and stood on the sidewalk for a moment as the cab pulled away. She checked her watch. She still had hours before her flight was due and she wondered if it was worth having a wander around the nearby area for a while before going inside the airport. She didn’t think she could handle so long with only duty-free shops and a couple of bars to check out in the airport, and once she was through security it wasn’t like she would be able to change her mind and come back outside again. She didn’t know her way around here, but she knew she could navigate a city a lot easier than she could the wooded sides of a mountain, so she wasn’t overly worried about getting lost, she just didn’t know if there would be anything worth seeing around here.

      I should have asked the cab driver, she thought, kicking herself for missing her opportunity. Cab drivers always knew the best places to go to in any given area.

      She was still debating what to do when she became aware of eyes on her. She looked around, scanning the crowds coming and going through the twin sets of doors up ahead of her, but no one seemed to be taking any notice of Ashlyn; they were all too preoccupied with getting wherever it was that they needed to be for their flight or their ride home.

      She turned to the side and that was when she saw him. Her heart lurched and her stomach rolled over when she saw Eliot standing on an island halfway across the parking lot, watching her intently.

      For a moment, she was frozen, her eyes locked on his. Her body thrummed with desire and in that moment, she forgot she was meant to be afraid of Eliot. All she wanted to do was run to him and have him hold her in his arms and kiss her. She almost started toward him, but then a woman stepped in front of her for a second, breaking the eye contact she had with Eliot, and when she looked at him again, he had changed positions slightly and the sun was glinting off his eyes now, making them look almost yellow. It reminded Ashlyn of why she was here, and before she could fall under Eliot’s spell again, she turned around and started to hurry toward the airport doors.

      “Excuse me. Excuse me,” she said over and over again as she got closer to the doors and the crowd began to thicken up.

      A few people moved aside and let her hurry past them with a grateful smile, but the majority of people ignored her plea, in a hurry themselves and not willing to give up their space for her.

      Ashlyn flinched as a warm hand clasped her shoulder. She knew it was Eliot’s hand, because even now, her skin responded to his touch and shivers of desire flooded through her body. She ignored her body’s response to his touch and shrugged away from him.

      “Ashlyn, please, just talk to me,” Eliot said.

      It took everything Ashlyn had to ignore him, but she managed it. She didn’t even turn toward him. She just kept moving forward as quickly as she could. Finally, she made it inside of the airport, the cool, air-conditioned interior bringing goosebumps up onto the surface of her skin. She looked around and spotted the ladies’ room. She would be safe there. It was far too busy for him to attempt to follow her in there. She began heading toward it, but she was only halfway there when Eliot intercepted her, stepping into her path and forcing her to stop walking unless she wanted to walk smack-bang into him.

      “Please. Just leave me alone,” she said.

      “I just want to talk to you, Ashlyn,” Eliot said. “Please hear me out. Look.” He nodded his head to Ashlyn’s left and she followed his gaze. A little coffee shop was tucked in between a pharmacy and a currency converter desk. It was quiet enough for someone to have a private conversation, but public enough that it wouldn’t feel too intimate. “Have a coffee with me in there. One coffee. And if, when we’ve drunk it, you still want to leave, I won’t try and stop you.”

      She hesitated. She wanted to hear him out, but she knew she was playing a dangerous game letting him get close to her again. Who knew what he would do when she insisted she was leaving? He had seemed calm enough last night, but then he’d followed her here. What might he do to get her to stay? As though he could read her thoughts, Eliot smiled sadly at her.

      “Come on, Ashlyn. Look around you. What do you really think I am going to do to you in a public place that’s this crowded and this heavily guarded with armed security guards?” he said.

      He had a point, and against her better judgment, Ashlyn found herself nodding her head in agreement.

      “Okay. One coffee,” she said with a resigned sigh.

      “Thank you,” Eliot said, his face showing his relief. “You won’t regret it, I promise.”

      Ashlyn wasn’t sure that was true. In fact, she thought she likely would regret this, but still, she had agreed to it, because she knew if she didn’t, she would forever wonder what exactly he had wanted to say to her. She followed him over to the little coffee shop.

      “You grab us a table,” Eliot said. “I’ll get the drinks.”

      Ashlyn nodded and wheeled her suitcase toward a small table beside the window. She sat down and peered out, watching the people scurry back and forth. She saw men and women here alone, dressed in suits, people who she thought were likely flying to some meeting or another. She saw families and couples, happy and giddy, heading off on vacation. She also saw a girl like her, alone, pulling a suitcase along, and she wondered momentarily where the girl might be going by herself. Was she doing something as crazy as what Ashlyn had done? Her question was partly answered when a car pulled up beside the girl and another two girls who looked to be about the same age got out. The two newcomers took turns hugging the original girl and then the three of them headed for the airport door. She still had no idea where the girl was going, but it looked like a vacation with friends now rather than something crazy or life-changing or both.

      A shadow fell over the table and Ashlyn tore her gaze away from the window and looked up as Eliot set their coffees down. Ashlyn’s jaw fell open when she saw the size of the coffee cup. It was twice the size of the largest coffee she had ever bought in any coffee shop before.

      “What the hell?” she said quietly. “What made you get that size?”

      “Well, I figured if I have only the time it takes to drink one coffee to spend with you, then I was damned well going to get the biggest one they had,” Eliot replied.

      Ashlyn looked up from the cup at Eliot. His eyes twinkled with mischief and despite herself, Ashlyn found herself smiling along with him. Oh Eliot, Ashlyn thought to herself. I am so in love with you. Please give me a reason to stay.
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      When Eliot saw Ashlyn return his playful smile with a shy smile of her own, he felt that he still stood a chance with her if he explained everything just right. He wasn’t sure how to go about that, but he remembered Holly’s sentiment. Things were only complicated if you made them so, and true love could conquer anything. With that in mind, he decided to go in with the truth and just lay his cards out on the table and hope that Ashlyn liked his hand.

      “I spoke to Holly after you left,” he said. “She told me that you’re human and that you didn’t know I was a shifter.”

      He spoke quietly, but the soft hum of conversation around them muffled their words anyway and only someone standing right at their table would be able to hear them. Ashlyn didn’t reply. She wrapped her hands around her coffee cup and sat staring down at it, but she gave a little nod of her head. It wasn’t much, but Eliot figured it was all he was getting, and he went on.

      “Ashlyn, I’m sorry I didn’t talk to you about this, and I can only imagine the shock you must have gotten when you saw me as a wolf for the first time, but I had no idea you weren’t a shifter yourself,” he said.

      “And now that you do know I’m not a shifter, what happens next?” she asked. “I know you need to make sure I don’t talk. I promise you I won’t. Can’t we just leave it at that?”

      Eliot’s eyebrows flew up in surprise.

      “Wait, you think that’s what this is about?” he asked. Ashlyn nodded and he gave a soft laugh. “I can assure you it’s not. Seriously, tell whoever you want to. Scream it from the rooftops if you want to. But be ready to spend some time in an asylum because no one is going to believe that.”

      “Honestly, I thought as much myself. But I just…if you’re not bothered by me telling others about you, then why did you follow me here?” Ashlyn asked.

      “Technically, I was here first, so you followed me,” Eliot said with a grin.

      Ashlyn started to grin back but then she caught herself.

      “The cab driver got lost, but he gave me the journey for free to make up for it,” she explained.

      “Fancy that,” Eliot said with a glint in his eye.

      He winked at Ashlyn and she narrowed her eyes suspiciously.

      “You arranged that?” Ashlyn demanded.

      Eliot nodded his head sheepishly.

      “Yes. And I would say I’m sorry but that would be a lie and I don’t want to lie to you. I just knew I had to talk to you before you left,” Eliot said.

      Ashlyn picked her coffee up and took a sip.

      “It’s good,” she said, nodding down at the cup. “Thank you. And thank you for the cab ride, I guess. So okay, you didn’t technically follow me here, but you did come here to talk to me by your own admission. So why don’t you tell me what you wanted to, and then we can both move on with our lives.”

      “I want you, Ashlyn. Despite myself, I want you. I think you know that, though,” he said.

      “I guess I thought I did at one time. But that was before you found out I’m not a shifter,” she said.

      “There are plenty of couples that are human and shifter,” Eliot said, quoting Holly. “It doesn’t have to be a big deal unless we make it into one.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’re not the one who might end up getting eaten,” Ashlyn blurted out.

      Eliot laughed. He couldn’t help it. Ashlyn glared at him, and he shook his head, but even as he started to talk, he was still laughing.

      “I’m sorry, Ashlyn, I shouldn’t have laughed, but seriously? Eat you? You’re not Little Red Riding Hood, you know,” he said.

      She glared at him and he finally stopped laughing and raised his hands in surrender.

      “Okay. Bad joke. But honestly, where did you get the impression I might eat you?” he asked.

      “Your eyes changed. When we were having sex. I thought I imagined it at the time, or it was a trick of the light or something. But then I found out what you are, and I thought you were starting to turn into a wolf and then you would be out of control and…”

      “Stop,” Eliot said. He was a bit surprised when she actually did, and it took him a moment to start to talk. “You’re right about my eyes. My wolf is a part of me, and it feels the things I feel. So, when I desire you, my wolf feels the surge of adrenaline and starts to come out. But I am completely in control of it when I shift. I let my wolf come so far out because it makes me a better lover. And remember, I thought you were a shifter at the time. I was actually a bit upset that you didn’t feel the desire as deeply as I did.”

      “Really?” Ashlyn asked.

      “Really,” Eliot smiled. “I’m trying to think how to explain this in a way that makes sense. Like I said, my wolf is a part of me. It’s a lot more primal than my human side, but it’s not like it’s a dangerous monster that wants to go around savaging people. In my wolf form, I tend to avoid people, not because I can’t control myself, but because generally, people are afraid of wolves and I don’t want to scare anyone.”

      “Right,” Ashlyn said. “And you only shifted in front of me because you thought I was the same as you.”

      Eliot nodded his head.

      “Yes. But in that situation, I would have turned anyway. I wasn’t about to let you get hurt. I just would have talked to you about it afterwards,” he said. “In my wolf form, my senses are heightened, and I rely on instinct a lot more. But essentially, I am still me. If I like you when I am in my human form, then I like you when I am in my wolf form as well.”

      “You think I’m annoying. What if your wolf thought the same and tried to get rid of me?” Ashlyn said. “Would you have been able to stop it?”

      “Yes, I could stop it,” Eliot said. “Let’s make it clear that I don’t think you’re annoying. I love you. I know it’s too soon to be saying that, but I know in my heart that you’re my soul mate. I was used to being alone, and I have never been one for many words. You came here like a whirlwind wanting to talk about everything and disrupting my solitude. It turns out, that you are exactly what I wanted…and needed. I love the life you bring to our home. I love your spirit.”

      He reached across the table and gently grabbed Ashlyn’s hand. She didn’t pull it away, but instead turned her hand and interlaced her fingers with his.

      The warmth of her hand and outward affection gave Eliot the confidence to go on. “You need to know that I am in control of my wolf. I am not violent, and I don’t go around killing people because they annoy me. The only people who ever need to fear me are those who threaten me or someone I love.”

      “But that other wolf didn’t think like that, did it? It was going to hurt me,” Ashlyn said.

      Eliot nodded his head again.

      “Yes, I have no doubt in my mind that was the case, which is why I intervened. But that wasn’t a shifter. It was an actual wolf. They don’t have a human side to rein them in,” Eliot said.

      Ashlyn nodded her head.

      “Okay. That all makes sense. Thank you for explaining this to me and I’m sorry I reacted the way I did. I guess I should have talked to you about it, but it was so surreal and I don’t know… I guess I panicked,” she admitted.

      “I can understand that,” Eliot said. He paused and looked at Ashlyn. “So I guess now I get to say what I really came here to say. Stay.”

      “What?” Ashlyn said.

      “Stay. With me,” he said. He hurried on before she could refuse and break his heart. “Ashlyn, I love you and I don’t want to ever be apart from you again. I don’t want to hurt you. All I want to do is protect you and love you. And my wolf feels the exact same way. He knew it before I did.”

      “I…” Ashlyn began.

      Eliot cut her off, afraid she was going to refuse to stay still.

      “That day you heard me on the phone to Forrest. What you didn’t hear was the rest of my sentence. ‘She talks too much, though. Honestly, I need to find a way to rein her in a little bit, but I really think she might be the one.’ That’s what I intended to say,” he said.

      “It was?” Ashlyn asked.

      “Yes,” Eliot said.

      “Do you still feel like you need to rein me in?” Ashlyn asked.

      “Not at all,” Eliot said. “You’re perfect the way you are…”

      They fell quiet for a moment. Eliot sipped the now cold coffee to stop himself from blurting out anything else. After a moment, though, he couldn’t bear it any longer. She must be about to refuse him, or she wouldn’t be taking so long to answer.

      “Ashlyn, say something. Please,” he said.

      She smiled a little bit and shook her head.

      “I thought you liked silence,” she said.

      “Not like this,” he said. “Ashlyn, have I ever hurt you in a physical sense? I know I’ve fucked up a few times and hurt your feelings, but have I ever hurt you physically?”

      Ashlyn shook her head.

      “And have you ever felt scared or threatened by me, except for the time you decided I was going to eat you?” he asked.

      Ashlyn shook her head again and this time, she even managed a little smile.

      “No. It’s the opposite, actually. You know that night in the woods when you were a wolf? Before I knew it was you, to me it was just two wolves fighting and I was afraid I would end up being the prize for the winner. I wished you were there. I knew I would have been safe if you were. Turns out you were there after all and I was right; I was safe,” she said.

      “Ashlyn, you will always be safe with me. If I wanted to hurt you, I could have done it by now. I promise you that you getting hurt is the last thing I want. You do believe that, don’t you?” Eliot said.

      “Yes,” Ashlyn said without hesitation.

      “Good. Are you afraid of me? Is that why you left?” he asked.

      “I suppose it is in a way. Like I was torn. Half of me was afraid because of what I had seen and because I didn’t understand it. And the other half of me was telling me I was being ridiculous, that you’d saved me when you could have harmed me. Now that we’ve talked and I understand a bit better, no,” she said.

      “No what?” Eliot asked, needing to hear her say it.

      “No. I’m not afraid of you,” she said.

      “Good. Because I truly believe Holly was right about our match. I think you’re the one, Ashlyn. I am going to ask you again, and I know after our conversation that if you agree it’s because you feel the same way as I do, not because you fear my reaction if you refuse me. Will you stay here with me? I love you, Ashlyn. We can go live in the city, or…” Eliot trailed off as Ashlyn stood up. “I…where are you going?”

      She didn’t speak. She just walked around the table. Eliot felt as though his heart was going to break as she walked away from him without even a word. He realized his mistake when she moved his arm aside and sat down on his lap. His heart felt like it would explode, but this time it was for a different reason. This time, he felt like it might explode with happiness. Still without words, Ashlyn pressed her lips against his.

      He held her tightly, so tightly he was afraid he might hurt her, but she clutched him back just as tightly. She kissed him with a hunger he felt deeply inside of himself, and it was only when they came up for air that they remembered where they were.

      “I love you too,” Ashlyn whispered, ignoring the stares of the other people in the coffee shop. “And of course I will stay with you. Now and forever. But not in the city. In the cabin. It’s kind of grown on me.”

      Eliot kissed her again, a quicker kiss this time, and then he pulled back and smiled at her. He felt deliriously happy and the way Ashlyn’s skin glowed, he thought she felt the same way.

      “Come on, let’s get out of here before we get thrown out,” he laughed.

      Ashlyn giggled and stood up from his lap. She grabbed the handle of her suitcase in one hand and Eliot’s hand in her other hand, and then, practically running, they headed out of the airport, their laughter ringing out in their wake.
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      Ashlyn lay back on the rocks, panting for air, the spray from the waterfall that trickled down lazily into the lake splashing on her and cooling her down. She pushed herself up onto her elbows and grinned at Eliot, who lay beside her, his chest heaving as he, too, gasped for breath.

      “I told you that you would like what I had planned for you at the lake,” he winked at her.

      She laughed, unable to deny that he was right; her clit was still tingling from how much she had liked it, but something was niggling at her. Something that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Eliot was just being…off somehow, like he was trying to be normal, but he wasn’t quite himself. He had been even quieter than usual and that was a big deal for Eliot, but Ashlyn had asked him several times what was wrong, and he had continued to insist that everything was just fine. In the end, she had stopped asking him and just taken him at his word. What more could she do? She couldn’t force him to tell her what was wrong. She just had to hope he told her when he felt ready to.

      He got to his feet now and smiled down at her.

      “We’d best get going if we want to be back at the cabin before dusk,” he said.

      Ashlyn nodded her head in agreement and lifted her hand up to his. He reached down and took it, helping her to her feet, and they spent the next few minutes scrambling about over the rocks, gathering their clothes and putting them back on.

      “Ready?” Eliot asked her once they were dressed.

      “Ready,” she confirmed.

      He took her hand in his and began to lead her through the woods. She made no objections to letting him take the lead or to him leading her away from the path and through the trees, something he warned her against doing every time she left the cabin alone. He knew these woods better than most people knew their own streets and there was no chance he would get them lost.

      As they walked, a companionable silence fell between them, but the farther they got, the more Ashlyn felt it changing to something oppressive. She hardly dared to clear her throat or make a noise all of a sudden. She told herself she was being silly. Something was obviously going on with Eliot, but it wasn’t like he was upset with her. They hadn’t had an argument or anything, so it couldn’t be that. She decided to try one last time to get out of him what was wrong.

      “I know something is wrong with you, Eliot. Why don’t you just spit it out?” she said, purposely keeping her tone light.

      “I’ve told you, baby, everything is fine,” he insisted. He squeezed her hand. “Really.”

      She still wasn’t convinced, but she didn’t push it. He would talk to her about whatever was bothering him in his own time, and she had to be patient until then or risk pushing him further away. They kept walking and after about fifteen minutes, when Ashlyn sensed they were almost back to the cabin, Eliot stopped walking and released her hand.

      “Two seconds,” he said. He knelt down on one knee. “My lace has come undone.”

      Ashlyn waited while he retied it, but when she glanced at him, he wasn’t retying the shoe. Instead, his hand was in his pocket, and when it came out, it was clutching a small, red velvet box. He grinned at her.

      “I know technically we were engaged when we met, but I would like to make it official,” he said. He opened the box and held it out so that Ashlyn could see the beautiful diamond ring that sat inside of the box. “I love you, Ashlyn Taylor. Will you make me the happiest man on earth and marry me?”

      “Yes. Oh my God, yes, of course I’ll marry you!” Ashlyn shrieked, her hands going to her face and covering her mouth.

      Eliot grinned and got to his feet. Still holding the ring box, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her hard on the mouth. The kiss tasted salty where happy tears ran down Ashlyn’s cheeks. After a moment, Eliot pulled back slightly, still holding her but smiling down at her face instead of kissing it.

      “Let’s get your ring on,” he said.

      Ashlyn smiled excitedly and presented her hand, and Eliot pushed the ring onto her ring finger. It was a perfect fit. She held her hand up to the light, letting the sun glint off the diamond.

      “It’s beautiful, thank you,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper as she looked at the ring in awe, turning her hand this way and that, unable to keep the smile from her face even as her eyes filled with tears all over again.

      “It’s nowhere near as beautiful as you are,” Eliot replied, pulling Ashlyn to him again.

      They kissed again and then when they finally broke apart, Ashlyn smiled as understanding dawned on her.

      “That’s why you’ve been behaving so strangely all day, isn’t it?” she said.

      Eliot gave a half-laugh and nodded his head.

      “Yeah. I guess I was worried you would say no,” he said.

      “As if,” she laughed. “I would marry you in a heartbeat and you know it. And while I’m not being ungrateful, I do have to ask you something. Why here?” She gestured around herself to the woods. “I mean, we’ve just come from the most beautiful spot on the mountainside. Why not there?” She paused but before Eliot could answer her, she gasped and put her hand to her mouth again. “Oh no. I ruined it, didn’t I, by asking you so many times what was wrong. You were planning on doing it tonight at home, weren’t you?”

      “You haven’t ruined anything. I always planned on asking you to marry me right here in this spot. Because yes, the lake is beautiful, but it’s just a place. This clearing here has special memories for us. It’s the first place we ever made love,” he smiled.

      “Shut up,” Ashlyn laughed, shaking her head. “You can’t possibly know that for sure.”

      “Can’t I?” Eliot asked, raising an eyebrow. “See that tree over there with the knot at about eye level?”

      He pointed and Ashlyn nodded her head.

      “Go look beside it,” he told her. “On the left.”

      She frowned in confusion, but she did as he said. Her jaw dropped when she saw what he had told her to go and look for.

      “Oh my God. Shit. My panties. From the first time we made love. You were right. I left them and here they are,” she said.

      “Yup. There they are,” Eliot agreed. “I told you. Now, come on, let’s get home. This was always the spot where I was going to propose, but this evening is far from over. I have a very special dinner planned for my wife-to-be.”

      Ashlyn moved back to his side, and they walked the rest of the way to the cabin with their arms wrapped tightly around each other. Ashlyn knew in that moment that Holly had been right all along. There was no doubt that Eliot was, after all, her perfect match.
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