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Аннотация
Beta werewolf Declan Schroder knows Rachel Gentry is his mate. The hard-as-nails female is more than he could ask for�intense, clever and sexy as sin. There�s only one problem. Rachel is human and fears his kind. She�s receptive to his advances�their sexual chemistry is impossible to deny�until an attack by a rogue werewolf threatens to destroy their newfound bond. 
As Declan�s mating heat rises, he knows he�ll do whatever it takes to claim Rachel as his own. To keep her he�ll have to love her from dusk to dawn, introducing her to pleasures she�s never known. Loving a big, bad wolf is wicked and dangerous, but not in the way she�s bound to regret.
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Chapter One

�Just Rachel? Where are you? Come out, come out, wherever you are.�
Rachel Gentry jumped in alarm and ripped her gaze from the oil filter she�d been in the process of replacing. Her heart thudded in her chest, beating in a frantic rhythm. She hated it when people bypassed her office and made their way to the back of the garage. Every single time it happened it scared her out of her wits.
She swallowed down her momentary shock and counted to ten.
This time the asshole visitor was someone she knew�his voice easily recognizable. Not to mention he was the only person to call her Just Rachel. She cursed herself for not giving him a last name the first time they�d met, telling him she was, �Just Rachel� when she�d gone to his tattoo shop in search of her friend on day. He�d never forgotten and made sure to address her as such each time they saw each other.
She�d known he�d probably show up when she least expected it. He seemed to enjoy taking her off guard. Mr. Tall, Dark and Arrogant told her he�d keep coming back just yesterday, even though she�d told him to leave and not come back. The aggravating man danced to the beat of his own drum. She�d learned that the first time they met.
Declan Schroder. Damn him.
He did what he wanted, when he wanted. She could argue with him until she was blue in the face but it wouldn�t matter. Once he�d made up his mind about something the decision was set in stone. Point of fact, he�d been coming to her shop every afternoon for the last two weeks. At first he�d introduced himself�something he hadn�t bothered doing the first time they�d met. He�d been cordial�sticky sweet, even�until she�d asked him why he�d paid her a visit.
The atmosphere had changed in that moment, the air almost electric around them. He didn�t answer right away, frowning as he tried to think of what to say. It took him a minute to get going but once he did she got the picture.
Clearly.
Since her best friend Chloe had recently joined his crew, Declan indicated he wanted to make a peace offering. He�d tried to take Rachel to dinner, saying he wanted to get to know her better since she was family now. But she�d known that had been bullshit man-code. What he really wanted was to take her to home, fuck her silly and put another notch on his bedpost. She�d seen him sizing her up, his gaze raking over her from head to toe. She might as well have been naked.
He had no shame whatsoever.
Up until then she hadn�t thought he was that stupid.
There wasn�t an easy way to reject his offer. For one, Chloe had asked Rachel to give her new friends a chance. So being a bitch was off the table. Besides, Rachel wasn�t accustomed to dating. Generally she didn�t fall into the parameters of what society deemed attractive. It wasn�t that she was heinous. With her light skin, red hair and blue eyes she thought she wasn�t totally hideous. Sadly most men found her profession all kinds of wrong for a woman. They wanted flirty and sexy. Not dirty from working on engines all day in work boots, jeans and stained T-shirts. The men who had expressed an interest in the past had either been missing teeth or wanted a one-night deal, so it had been easy to tell them to fuck off.
She�d politely told Declan no, explaining that while she appreciated the offer it wasn�t a good idea to get friendly. Then he�d done something she hadn�t expected. He�d grinned and proceeded to tease her, calling her �fraidy cat�. She hadn�t understood his behavior. He�d seemed frustrated. Certainly she�d snubbed the man but it shouldn�t have bothered him. He was sexy as sin and could have any woman he wanted. Maybe it was the thrill of the hunt that had captivated him? Perhaps he�d found pleasure in stalking her day after day?
He is a werewolf after all.
For an instant her dream from the night before came rushing back, the images vivid and arousing. He�d captured her before she could bolt, holding her tight as he�d eased her to the ground. She braced for what would come next, her entire body tense. She could see the wolf inside him, could almost feel it trembling beneath Declan�s skin. His face had come so close to hers, their noses nearly touching. She�d closed her eyes, shaking as she�d waited to see what he had in store.
Then her phone had started blaring, yanking her out of the dream. Pissed and a little horny, she�d answered the call. She shouldn�t have been surprised that it had been her mother on the other end of the line�drunk and in a sour mood. Without so much as a hello her mother had started bitching about Chloe, informing her she needed to end the friendship, telling Rachel horror stories about werewolves.
She hadn�t been surprised.
Since she could walk her disgrace of a parent had told her stories of little girls who went missing and were found with their head, arms and legs missing. Her mother claimed they�d been hunted down like animals and eaten, torn limb from limb. The macabre tales had terrified her then and terrified her now. She�d listened quietly, letting her mother have her say. What she�d wanted to do was go back to sleep, wishing she could escape the hell that was her life.
If only Dad hadn�t died. Things would have been so different.
�Just Rachel,� Declan drawled. �Here I come.�
You�re not sleeping anymore, dumbass. Her gaze darted to the side. This is real. Pay attention.
Thinking fast, she tried to decide what to do. It didn�t matter where she hid. Declan would find her. It was a part of his nature, his instincts paving the way. He could hear each beat of her heart, was able to identify her emotions by smell. Right now he�d probably locked on to her scent. In a couple of seconds he�d be right beside her, his presence so powerful she�d stare and gawk at him like a preteen who was tempted to take him out for a test drive.
Something shuffled a few feet away. Shit.
Declan moved silently but she could feel him inching closer.
She wasn�t sure if she could turn him away this time. The past few days he�d broken her down, getting beneath her skin. Each of their encounters had become more intense, the battle of wills swinging from her advantage to his. Just yesterday�after she�d politely told him to go play hide and fuck himself�he�d backed her to a wall and caged her in his arms. Heat had radiated from his body, his brown irises shifting to a vibrant gold. He�d worn a black T-shirt, flaunting the impressive tattoos that started at his wrists and wound up his arms. The ink somehow complemented his tan complexion and added to his potent charm.
There�d been nowhere to run or hide.
He�d lowered his head to kiss her, his breath whispering across her lips. She�d thought about running but he seemed to know what she�d been thinking. His hand came down, fingers snaking around the fragile bones of her hip. He hadn�t been willing to let her go, that much had been evident. Butterflies had erupted in the pit of her stomach. Her pussy had clasped, creating a rush of wetness in her between her legs. Her breasts had swelled, the lace of her bra chafing her puckered nipples.
Declan not only looked like pure sin, he practically oozed sexuality. She could see the devil under the surface, ready to burn her with a touch. She�d known then that the real thing would be so much better than her vibrator and fantasies. He was capable of doing things to her she�d only dreamed about. Her pulse had amplified in her head, her entire body going hot. She�d been willing to tread into dangerous waters for the first time, curious about what he�d do next.
So she�d edged closer, anticipation replacing hesitation.
Then a customer had waltzed in to pick up his piece of shit Buick.
Declan had moved away immediately, granting her freedom before the human with a busted radiator asked any questions. She�d been too relieved to thank Declan properly, taking advantage of his foresight. Her intrusive client had been so interested in his phone he hadn�t bothered looking up as he walked in. Very fortunate since the people in her area weren�t fond of species and races they didn�t understand. Mr. Buick would have passed out or called the police if he�d noticed a werewolf inside the room.
Declan had warned her he�d be back, making sure he had her attention before he exited the building. She�d stood there like a moron, watching him go, frozen in place. Just like that he�d put a chink in her armor. No fuss, zero muss. Soon she�d be eating out of his hand.
Why did he have to keep picking apart her defenses?
Because he knows he can, idiot.
Rachel didn�t like werewolves, with one notable exception, and that was only due to the fact she�d been friends with Chloe Bryant for years. They�d been locked together at the hip since they were children, long before Chloe had found out about her werewolf heritage. After Chloe told Rachel the truth, sharing that soon she�d change into a werewolf, Rachel hadn�t been able to turn her back on the only person she considered family.
Especially with everything Chloe had been through.
The girl had lost her mother at a young age and had never known her father�a man who had passed down his werewolf genetics to his progeny. If it hadn�t been for Jackson Donovan�a local pack Alpha and Chloe�s mate�Chloe would have faced her first shift alone. From what Rachel had gathered the first transformation for a half-breed wasn�t pleasant. Jackson�s Alpha nature had paved the way and made things much easier for Chloe. Rachel had been curious about everything that had happened�wondering how a person went from one form to another�but hadn�t asked Chloe what it had been like. She�d merely inquired about her friend�s well-being, got an answer and dropped the subject. It wasn�t her place to judge. Jackson doted on Chloe and Rachel believed her friend truly was happy. That was the most important thing.
Soft footsteps drew her attention. Rotating her head, she spied a pair of worn boots heading in her direction. Her stomach knotted, dread lining her gut. Declan was quiet as a cat. If she didn�t pay attention he�d sneak right up on her.
Ignore him. Maybe he�ll go away.
Large booted feet stopped beside the car. �Found you.�
�I wasn�t hiding,� she snapped and focused on her work.
The filter had been turned too tight the last time the oil had been changed. She couldn�t get it free. Tilting to the side, she put all her strength into her arms. That would be the ultimate shame�her lack of ability in the garage with Declan around to observe the failing. To her embarrassment, the damn thing refused to budge.
Please, not now. Come loose, you piece of crap!
He kneeled and leaned over, his head appearing beside the elevated tire. �Need any help?�
�No.� She exhaled, gripping the filter.
She gave it another go, straining with all her might. Her shoulders protested, her wrists aching. This was why she hated her garage. Limited funds meant limited supplies. She didn�t have racks to lift automobiles, meaning she had to get on the ground and do things the old-fashioned way. That meant anyone could venture into the shop and bother her at will.
He managed to flip around and wedge his body beside hers. �Let me do it.�
�Go away!� She planted her elbow in his ribs, keeping her hands on the filter. His subsequent grunt was music to her ears. �Can�t you see I�m busy?�
�Stubborn female,� he retorted, reaching over her head.
They fought for control of the cylinder, fingers rubbing together. Depending on what she�d been doing in the garage her hands could look like they�d been soaked in battery acid or stained with tar. Today her cuticles were crusted with oil and dirt, the tips black with grime. It would take a solid ten minutes of scrubbing to get them clean. His nails, by comparison, were immaculate except for the areas she�d touched. Perfectly neat and tidy.
Wasn�t the woman was supposed to be the pretty one?
�Just Rachel.� He slid his other hand up, cuffing her wrist tightly with his fingers. �I�m trying to be polite, but you�re starting to piss me off. Let go and move your hands. I�m not asking again.�
�Don�t call me that.�
He turned his head, looking at her. �Why?�
Keeping her eyes forward, staring at their interwoven hands, she tried to decide how to respond. Anyone with a reliable set of ears could hear the way he rolled the words off his tongue. He might as well have been calling her Honey pie, Sugar Cakes or Baby Doll.
�You say it like an endearment.�
�What�s wrong with that?�
�You get me about as hot as the Artic. That�s what�s wrong with it.� The enormous lie breezed from her mouth. The man was like a rash that constantly aggravated her. �I�m not your Boo-Boo and you sure as shit aren�t my Teddy Bear.�
�Hmm,� he hummed, drawing out the sound. �We�ll see.�
He tugged on her wrist and her fingers slid from the filter. In a blink he worked his fingers under hers and grasped the blasted thing. It loosened with the first turn of his wrist, coming free without a problem. She had to look at him as he handed it over, a smile tugging at the corners of his full lips. His irises were gold, the pupils dilated. She could smell the faint and appealing aroma of the aftershave he�d splashed over his bristle-free face.
�You�re welcome,� he whispered, studying her.
She couldn�t think when he stared at her like that�her mind stripped of rational thought. He�d just said something but the words didn�t compute. Why was it suddenly so hard to breathe? When did the room get so warm? What did he want? Did it really matter? There was only Declan with his squared jaw, smooth nose and piercing eyes. With a swift perusal she decided she liked him with a little stubble on his face.
�I like it when you look at me that way,� he said, breaking her out of her stupor. Still she maintained eye contact, lost in the intensity of his gaze. �I like it when you�re not afraid.�
There it was. A reminder of why she had to keep him at a distance.
They were nothing alike. They weren�t even the same species. He slept all day and stayed up all night. She went to bed early and got up at the break of dawn. His idea of a good time was running around on four legs in the woods with his pack. Her perfect evening consisted of a bubble bath and cup of hot chocolate.
�Afraid?� The utterance came out as a squeak and she wanted to slap herself. She cleared her throat, determined to sound confident. �I�m not afraid of you. I just don�t like you.�
�You�re a horrible liar,� he murmured, his winsome smile intact.
No argument there. She couldn�t lie to save her life. But she�d never admit it. Not to him.
�Whatever.� Severing eye contact, she glared at the filter and informed him, �I worked it loose. That�s the only reason you got it off. Feel free to leave now.�
Worming closer, his shoulder bumped hers. �Where�s my thank-you?�
Her eyes shot up, growing wide to see his face was only a couple of inches away. The speed at which he moved did frighten her. She�d been told werewolves were fast but did they move at the speed of light? Declan could be there one minute and gone the next. In all her life Rachel had never seen anything like it. Now he was right there, resting directly beside her. His body temperature ran hotter, a wave of warmth sailing toward her. Autumn was almost gone, winter taking its place.
She wondered if an oral acknowledgment would suffice. �Thank you?�
�That�s not what I had in mind.� Another shift of his shoulders brought him closer.
�You shouldn�t do things for people because you expect something in return.� The inner shrew was back, riding her hard. The nagging inner voice told her not to trust Declan, aware he wasn�t being totally honest with her. Mesmerized, she watched his irises change, the color darkening a shade along the edges. �I don�t recall asking for your help.�
�When it comes to you there�s no need to ask.� The statement sounded point of fact, without any room for argument. �If I see you need something, I do it. End of story.�
Something dawned on her, the mere idea like a bitch-slap to her confidence. �Did Chloe send you to watch me? Or did Jackson put you up to this? He did, didn�t he? If so, don�t bother. Believe me when I say I can take care of myself.�
�You�re afraid of me but you do like me, Just Rachel,� he kept on, ignoring her outburst. �Good thing because I like you too. I like you so much it hurts. But I�ll be easy with you until you�re ready for more. You�ll find nothing but pleasure with me. You�ll see.�
I�ll see? He�s that confident? What an ass.
Indignation fled, chased away when his fingers feathered across her jaw. For a werewolf, the man had a soft touch. He never looked away, drinking her in, his thumb moving around to caress her cheek. His attention drifted to her mouth. He licked his lower lip, as though he was imagining how she�d taste. No man had ever stared at her so intently, seeing nothing else in the room.
�You�re so beautiful,� he murmured and inhaled softly, nostrils flaring. Her heart fluttered and raced, the fire in her belly raging all the hotter. Her vaginal walls flexed, soaking her already damp panties. His gaze swept from her lips to her eyes. �Fuck, you smell sweet, baby. I can�t wait for a taste. Come here.�
There was so much hunger etched in his features. His jaw had drawn tight, his brows pulling together. His hand went to her nape, cupping the back of her head. He urged her toward him, using steady but tender pressure. His golden irises brightened, becoming a stunning shade of lemon yellow, emitting a strange glow.
Logic surfaced, screaming in her head. He�s not human. He�ll hurt you.
She considered pulling away, uneasy at the sensations that lured her from reality. Her mind told her to run while her body begged her to stay. Never in her life had she been this wet, her pussy so slick with her arousal, her panties clinging to her labia. The cotton over her clit was no longer soft but uncomfortable. The material glided over the bundle of nerves but it didn�t provide any kind of pressure. It wasn�t enough. She wanted more.
�Declan.� Was that her voice? It couldn�t be. When had it gotten so deep?
�I�m right here you sweet, beautiful girl.�
The first brush of his lips was easy and light. Their mouths touched, his head going left then right. She closed her eyes, sighing as he nuzzled her nose. Without thinking she softened beneath his touch, shoulders relaxing. He smelled so amazing, like wood, forest and a dash of fresh summer rain.
�That�s right.� With a flick of his thumb he lifted her chin and angled her face. �Just like that. Open that pretty little mouth for me.�
Her lips parted as she sighed, giving him what he wanted. He went straight for his target, claiming her mouth in a searing kiss. The first contact felt right, an invisible spark drawing new life. She gasped when tingles erupted over her skin, spreading through her torso. His tongue darted out, sliding past her lips with practiced ease. He tasted perfect�hot, warm and male.
Unlike the few lovers from her past, he wasn�t the least bit timid. He took full control, dominating her mouth, the thrusts of his tongue wild and forceful. The fingers he�d placed at the back of her head tightened and tugged on her hair. She reached blindly for him, going for the hand he�d wrapped around her neck. Clutching at his wrist, she sank her nails into his skin. His forearm brushed her nipple and she arched her back, wanting him to do it again. A tremor racked her, the pulsing in her stomach winding its way to her sex.
Holy shit.
This was what she�d been missing. She�d told herself she didn�t need it but she�d been wrong. No one had kissed her like this, exciting her so much she knew she�d come with a simple caress over her clit. She moaned, flicking her tongue against his. He growled, coming closer. Their tongues glided together, moved away and returned. The man certainly knew how to use his mouth. What sort of things could he do when he went down? Did he have the same expertise?
It felt like she was drowning, sucked deep into the undertow. Not that she cared.
She never wanted this to stop.
Surrendering completely, she let herself go.
Fucking-A.
His wolf howled in his head, brushing its fur against the inside of his skin. It had finally gotten a taste of its mate, basking in Rachel�s sweetness and scent. Declan had known his female would be like this. Her fuck-with-me-and-die attitude was all for show. He�d seen right through it to the woman who kept people at a distance. She yearned for closeness, needing to be kissed, touched and loved beyond measure. He�d give her that and so much more.
Finally after weeks of dreamsharing he was touching her in reality. Not that the dreams hadn�t been exciting. He�d chased her for what seemed like forever�until last night. He�d caught her, ready to show her what she�d been missing. He�d howled in frustration when she�d vanished, ripped away from his arms as she�d woken from sleep.
So that afternoon as he�d driven to her garage he�d decided the wait was over.
With a sweeping motion, he brushed his arm over her breast. She arched up, groaning into his mouth. He couldn�t wait to tear off her clothes and put his mouth all over her. His nose tingled, the scent of her arousal making his straining cock jerk. He didn�t have to touch her to know her cunt was drenched. She smelled good enough to eat. Once he put his head between her legs he wasn�t going to rush. He wanted to take his time, listen to her low whimpers and soft cries as he lapped at her slit like candy.
His gums tingled, his fangs wanting to drop. The wolf wanted to take the next step, ready to seal the deal. The agonizing feeling took him out of the moment, reminding him he was racing against the clock. Jackson had asked Declan to woo Rachel before he did the most extreme thing possible�biting the female and changing her. Once done Rachel wouldn�t want anyone else. They were meant for each other even though she didn�t know it yet. As a human, she could cast aside his advances. As a werewolf she�d need what only her male could provide.
Back the fuck off. He tried to fight the animal within. It�s not time.
If he was lucky Rachel would take him into her bed. He couldn�t wait to see her red hair covering the pillows, her lithe form writhing in bliss. He�d bury his face between her legs, licking up and down her crease, drowning in her taste. When she was ready to let go he�d suck on her clit and send her over the edge. He shuddered, imagining her doing the same to him. He visualized how she�d look with his cock between her rosy lips, her blue eyes gazing up. He�d be lucky if he didn�t come down her throat, turned on by the mere thought.
The night would be fucking perfect. He�d make certain of it.
Afterward they could discuss the situation. Maybe with time she�d welcome the change. He didn�t want to force it on her but his nature demanded she accept what was meant to be. Once she�d been bitten she�d stop aging, no longer susceptible to disease or the dangers humans faced. They�d be together�a mated couple forever. She�d be a part of him and a part of the pack. She�d never have to face the world alone again.
�Rach?� a familiar, feminine voice called out. �You back there?�
Rachel froze, her body tightening up. The scent of her arousal mixed with the strong peppery smell of fear and anxiety. She tore her mouth from his and squirmed from his grasp. He let her go, gritting his teeth. He watched, furious at the interruption as she shimmied from beneath the car. Her cheeks flamed red and she refused to look at him, as though she�d been caught making out in the back of a car by a curious police officer.
Fucking great.
�Gimme a sec, Chloe!� Rachel screamed, sounding calmer than she looked. �I�ll be right there.�
Damn it. Declan had promised Jackson he�d pursue Rachel but keep Chloe out of it. His Alpha�s mate had been trying to reconcile with her father and didn�t need additional shit to worry about. So far he�d managed to stay off Chloe�s radar but if she saw him she�d start asking questions. He�d known Rachel wouldn�t say anything since she�d have to admit she�d been talking to a werewolf�hell, she�d been making out with one. Now they were both trapped, unable to hide if Chloe walked into the back and saw them together.
He followed Rachel, sliding from beneath the vehicle. She whipped around and glared at him, narrowing her eyes. �The back door is unlocked,� she whispered. �Go out that way.�
�This isn�t over,� he warned, staring her in the eye. �I�ll be paying you a visit tonight. Don�t bother locking your door. It won�t keep me out. We�re finishing what we started.�
Rachel went from pissed to horrified. �Don�t you dare,� she seethed. �Chloe�s coming over tonight. She�ll flip if you show up.�
�Then I�ll wait until she leaves.� He rushed across the distance, brushing off the slaps she delivered to his chest. Yanking her to him, he kissed her quick and hard. Then he lifted his head, meeting her gaze. �I mean it, Just Rachel. When Chloe goes, I�ll be paying you a visit.�
�Rach?� Chloe�s voice sounded closer.
Fuck a duck.
The wolf snarled in his head when he let Rachel go. It didn�t want him to leave�fuck, he didn�t want to leave either�but it was for the best. There wasn�t a lot of time left. If he didn�t claim Rachel soon he�d slowly start losing control. God help her if that happened. He wouldn�t be able to take her like a lover. Rather he�d fuck her like the animal he was, forcing her to bend to his will. She�d never forgive him for it and he wouldn�t blame her. Wolves considered the first union between mated couples an omen of things to come. If they started off on the wrong foot everything would turn to shit.
�I�m on my way!� Rachel yelled and shot him one final look, ordering between clenched teeth, �Get out of here already. Hurry up!�
He loathed the distance between them with each step he took, heading for the door she�d indicated he should leave through. She�d been right there with him on the ground, ready to receive what he had to offer. He�d scented the sweetness of her cunt, watched as her eyes drifted closed in ecstasy. His cock remained hard as a fucking baseball bat. Reaching down, he shifted the damn thing to get comfortable. By now he was used to it. All he had to do was think about Rachel and his dick functioned on autopilot, becoming so stiff he had to stroke himself off several times a day.
Exiting the garage, he strode around the side of the building. The sky had gone dark, the evening overtaking the day. Trying to maintain a low profile, he�d parked a few blocks away. Apparently that hadn�t mattered. He paused when he saw Jackson standing beside the �67 Ford Mustang he�d recently started renovating. The Alpha had a grim smile on his face. The son of a bitch had known Declan was inside the garage the whole time.
With no other choice, Declan walked the distance to the Alpha. There wasn�t any use in trying to hide what had happened. Sooner or later Jackson would call for details. So far Declan had told Jackson the truth�he hadn�t gotten anywhere with the dreams and Rachel kept brushing him off when he visited her shop. Now he had to balls-up and grow a fucking set.
�How�d it go?� Jackson asked, glancing down at Declan�s crotch. �Not good, I take it.�
�Actually it was going perfectly until your mate showed up,� Declan growled. When Jackson�s lips thinned he informed the man, �Don�t worry, Chloe didn�t see anything. And believe me, Rachel wasn�t complaining. I could have taken things further if we hadn�t been interrupted.�
Jackson shrugged his broad shoulders. �It�s movie night. I�m surprised Rachel didn�t mention it.�
She did mention it, after Chloe showed up. �She was preoccupied.�
�I bet she was.� Jackson glanced around, nostrils flaring. Tension filled the air, the streetlight shining across one side of his face. After several seconds he relaxed and looked at Declan. �Are you calling it a night?�
�I�m not sure.� Declan sensed Jackson�s restlessness. After Declan had made his intention to claim Rachel known, he�d been forced to step down as Beta temporarily. He hadn�t been able to keep up with as much as he normally would have. He�d even had to cancel all his appointments at The Wolf�s Den, the tattoo shop Jackson owned. �Why?�
�After Gavin denounced Desiree as his Lupa, the bitch asked the other packs for sanctuary. She claimed she couldn�t return home shamed and disgraced. Ward Wilson agreed to let her join his pack until she found somewhere to go. Rumor has it she�s settled in and doesn�t want to leave. She�s also been cozying up to Simone.�
Oh shit.
Desiree Benson had been mated to Chloe�s father. Gavin Worthington�a prominent Alpha in the area�had decided it was time to cut her loose. Their arranged mating hadn�t gone smoothly. Everyone knew Gavin and Desiree loathed one another, which was why Gavin had searched for love elsewhere and discovered his mate�a human. Despite his feelings, he hadn�t told the pack. He�d been too afraid of the repercussions and what Desiree would do if she found out about his lover and the child created by their union. Desiree and Gavin didn�t have children, meaning Chloe and her mother would inherit everything Gavin owned.
While shitty on Gavin�s part�considering Chloe hadn�t known she carried the werewolf trait and would eventually shift without understanding what was happening to her�the Alpha�s concerns had been understandable. He�d done what he thought was best, leaving his lover and unborn child. After Chloe�s birth, her mother had withered to nothing and died of a broken heart. Chloe had grown up trying to come to terms with the loss of her parent, raised by her grandparents who had an idea the child in their care might be more than they�d bargained for. They�d known Chloe�s father was a werewolf, having seen him when he�d come to their home to beg Chloe�s mother not to contact him anymore.
Simone, on the other hand, was a power hungry bitch who�d tried to force Jackson to agree to an arranged mating. Her father, Ward Wilson, had put his daughter in her place when he�d learned about Chloe, ordering his child to leave Jackson alone. Due to that Simone loathed Chloe with a passion. She�d made it clear she wanted to tear into Jackson�s mate more than anything. Given the chance she�d do it too.
Two bitches. A shared vendetta. So not fucking good.
�They�re not stupid.� At least Declan hoped they weren�t. If they attacked Chloe they�d face the judgment of the packs. �They won�t try anything.�
�I�ve had Shane watching the house and cabin.� Jackson�s irises turned gold and he growled softly. �He picked up traces of a strange wolf at both places. He wasn�t able to identify who it was.�
�Shane�s new,� Declan offered. �Maybe it�s someone he hasn�t met yet.�
After Declan had temporarily stepped down as Beta, he�d worried about giving Shane the position for that very reason. But the secretive male was strong and capable. That was the primary reason Jackson had taken the rogue wolf into the pack. Shane kept his strength under wraps but any Beta or Alpha could feel how powerful the male was. Declan knew he could defend and watch out for those under his protection.
�He�s been on runs with the packs. He knows everyone�s scents. To be safe he took me to the locations he discovered when he was guarding Chloe. The scent was faint but I was able to find it. The trespasser is someone I�ve never met and it�s a male. The fucker had a bird�s-eye view of what my mate and I do in our private time.�
�What are you thinking?� Personally Declan was inclined to think it had to be a rogue or lone wolf�those who disregarded pack rules and existed on their own. Sometimes they formed small groups but they were never permanent. By design, rogues liked to be alone and without obligation to others. Which begged the question�why would one trespass on Jackson�s property? And not just Jackson�s home but his cabin too? What did the idiot hope to gain? �What�s your plan?�
�I�m thinking it�s best not to leave Chloe alone. My plan is to keep her guarded.� Jackson growled again, the low, eerie sound making Declan�s wolf respond with anger of its own. �I can sense danger but I can�t see it. That�s why I need you to watch over Chloe tonight. Gavin wants to meet with me. He might be able to help.�
�I can do that.� Curious, he questioned, �Chloe still isn�t talking to him?�
�She�s called him a few times. He�s her father, after all.� Jackson shifted his feet and rubbed the back of his neck. �She�s not aware of what�s going on. Not yet, anyway. I�d prefer to talk to Gavin before I fill her in on what Shane found.�
Rachel and Chloe appeared at the door to the shop. Declan looked at Jackson and quickly nodded. �I�ll watch over them. Where are they going?�
�To Rachel�s shit heap,� Jackson grumbled, eyes flitting toward the house across the street. �I�ll be back to pick Chloe up at midnight. Don�t let your guard down.�
Declan considered giving Jackson shit over the description of Rachel�s home but what the man said was true. The house did look like a dump. Paint had fallen from the front of the front and sides and the roof looked ready to cave in. The grass was neatly trimmed and flowers lined the walkway but it didn�t make the residence look any better. Declan�s wolf snarled, furious at her state of living. Once they mated she�d never call a place like that home again.
�I�ll loop around the back and stay hidden. I won�t let them out of my sight.�
He took his attention from Jackson and looked at Rachel. She�d been staring at him but as soon as their gazes met she turned to Chloe. He glanced at Jackson�s mate. When Chloe spotted him a smile spread across her face. It had been a couple of weeks since he�d seen her. She probably wondered if he had come home for good.
�I�m going to go before anyone asks why I�m here,� Declan said, giving Jackson a sideways glance as he walked away.
Someone had been sniffing around. Definitely not good. He�d have to call Shane for details. If Shane had picked up an unfamiliar scent at one place Declan would brush it off as a wolf that had taken a risk and snooped on another�s territory. Knowing the unknown scent had appeared at both locations changed things. This wasn�t random. Meaning everyone had to be on alert. He wished he�d had more time to ask questions. Tomorrow he�d have to make a few calls.
Entering the cover of trees behind the garage, he switched to a steady jog. It was dark but Chloe would see him if he wasn�t careful. He decided to take cover in a tree next to the garage so he�d be able to see the front and sides of the house. Climbing up wasn�t difficult. He found a decent spot and settled in.
Jackson guided the women across the street, his arm wrapped around Chloe�s waist. The visual was like a slam to the gut, reminding Declan the night was far from over.
He hadn�t been lying to Rachel. As soon as Chloe left he�d be paying his mate a visit.
And he wasn�t leaving until he�d claimed some part of her as his own.

Chapter Two

�He wants to take me to dinner. He says he�ll answer all my questions.� Chloe nestled in Rachel�s couch, grasping one of the worn pillows tossed to the side. �I told him I�d think about it.�
�It�s good to take your time,� Rachel said, trying to be neutral. With her upbringing, she wasn�t too keen on trusting family members. Chloe had spoken to her father a few times but wasn�t ready to meet him face-to-face just yet. To lighten the mood, Rachel offered, �You�ve got forever. What�s the rush?�
Chloe�s eyes clouded over and Rachel wanted to slap herself. She�d forgotten how worried Chloe had become, knowing Rachel wouldn�t live as long as she would. They�d only discussed the issue once and that had been more than enough. Chloe�God love her�thought Rachel should consider joining Team Furry Creatures. That way they�d never be apart. But the thought of changing into a dog wasn�t all that appealing.
They snatch children up and take them to the woods. Her mother�s voice breezed through her head. Then they let them go and hunt them down. They love the taste of human flesh. Once they�ve had it nothing else will do.
She exhaled slowly, shunning the horrific images in her mind. �I�m sorry.� She hurried to make things right. Chloe wasn�t the monster her mother would have Rachel believe. �That was a horrible joke.�
�I wish you�d just think about it,� Chloe said softly, eyes full of concern. �You�d never have to grow old and you�d never be alone. You don�t know how wonderful it is. It�s like growing wings and being able to fly. And you�d finally have a family.�
It wasn�t easy to bite back her temper. �Unlike you I don�t have a beef with nature. It�s the way life works. You�re born. You live. Then you die. And I do have a family,� she reminded Chloe firmly. Chloe�s grandparents had practically raised her. Rachel knew she�d be welcomed at their home anytime. �Gram and Gramps, remember?�
�They�re getting old, Rach.� Chloe�s sadness at the confession smothered Rachel�s anger. �Grams had to start using a cane to get around. It�s hard for her to get out of bed in the morning. Gramps does what he can but�� Shaking her head, she whispered miserably, �They�re not as strong as they used to be. I can see what time is doing to them.�
�It�s nature, Chloe,� she repeated, hammering her point home. �We�re born, we live and then we die.�
�You don�t have to be so cruel,� Chloe snapped. �I know what�s going to happen to my family. No matter how much I hate thinking about it. But you�� She formed her hands into tight fists. �You could listen if you wanted to. You could try to understand.�
Screw this. �Look, let�s not talk about all that, okay? The night�s young. It�s not like I�m going anywhere. I�ve got a lot of life left in me. We�re supposed to be having fun, so let�s have fun.� Rachel reached for the vodka and shot glasses on the table. �Turn on the movie and we�ll down a few drinks before the pizza gets here. We�re supposed to relax and have a good time. There�s no need to ruin the night with silly arguments.�
Chloe sighed and tossed the pillow to the couch. �Sounds good to me.�
As Rachel filled the glasses, Chloe turned on the movie they�d chosen�some cheesy horror flick about a deranged lunatic plaguing a small town. Usually they went for romance but Rachel insisted she really wasn�t in the mood. The last thing she needed was the memory of Declan in the garage, touching her so carefully, kissing her until she couldn�t breathe. She�d been surprised to see him with Jackson. The way he�d looked at her had sent a lick of heat from her head to her toes.
She handed a shot to Chloe. �Here you go.�
They tapped the glasses together, tapped the bases of the thick glass on the coffee table and quickly tossed the vodka back. The liquid burned like fire, cascading down Rachel�s throat. She coughed it off, laughing as she pounded her chest. Chloe grinned, taking the burn of the liquor much better than she ever had as a human.
�One more?� Rachel asked.
Chloe extended her arm, holding out her glass. �Please.�
Just like old times. Rachel refilled Chloe�s drink and then did the same with her own. The followed the same routine, downing the shots.
Since she�d already had one round, the vodka went down much smoother. She cleared her throat, glad her eyes didn�t water. The only time she consumed alcohol was when she and Chloe had a movie night. Otherwise she avoided the stuff altogether. Her mother served as a constant reminder of what happened when you got addicted to booze. Once a beautiful woman, Rachel�s mother had turned into a liar, thief and whore of epic proportions.
�So how are things with Jackson?� Rachel placed her glass on the table and reclined on the couch, deciding to talk through the opening credits of the film. �Are you digging the married life?�
Chloe snorted, shaking blonde curls from her face. �We�re not married yet.�
�You might as well be.� They hadn�t had the ceremony but it wasn�t necessary. When werewolves mated�from what Rachel knew�it was for life. �You love him. He loves you. A piece of paper doesn�t mean squat.�
�Things are good between us.� The corners of Chloe�s mouth lifted into a smile. �He�s bossy sometimes but I don�t mind. I kinda like it.�
�I bet you do.� If Declan was any indication of how werewolves were sexually, Rachel could just imagine how bossy Jackson could be. �How are you getting on with the family?�
�I�m getting along fine with the pack.� Chloe�s clarification was intentional and Rachel knew it. Sometimes�when Rachel wasn�t paying attention�she tended to act as though Chloe hadn�t changed. She generalized things to make the situation tolerable. �They�re really great. I�ve told them about you. They want to know if you�re ever coming around. You should meet them.�
Chloe and Jackson she could handle. She could even suffer Declan. But an entire room of werewolves? No way in hell. �We�ll see,� she murmured.
�It�s not as bad as you think.� Chloe retrieved the pillow and rested back. �They�re actually pretty normal. Gram and Gramps were impressed when they joined us for lunch. They like them.�
Rachel knew Chloe�s grandparents had visited the pack, so she wasn�t sure why it bothered her to hear about it. Maybe she was jealous on some level. Gram and Gramps were her family too. Yet they were now apart from her in a small way, connected to Chloe in a manner Rachel envied. They�d always been there for their grandchild, so of course they�d wanted to meet those Chloe spent so much time with.
�I�m glad.� And she was glad for Chloe and her grandparents, even if she felt a stab of envy. �You deserve to be happy.�
Chloe started to respond when the doorbell rang.
Perfect timing. The food had finally arrived.
Rachel rose from the couch and snatched the money she�d placed on the table. She�d been so busy working she hadn�t had a chance to eat lunch. Nothing would taste better than a greasy slice of peperoni pizza. Her stomach growled and her mouth watered. She quickened pace, ravenous and ready to chow down. Reaching the door, she slid the chain lock free and unlatched the deadbolt.
�Rachel!� Chloe yelled.
�What?� she hollered, cracking the door open. She turned at the sound of stomping feet and frowned when she saw Chloe running toward her. Her friend�s eyes had changed color, so bright they seemed yellow.
�Close the door. Don�t open��
Rachel cried out as the door burst open and hit her in the center of the chest. She staggered back, unable to draw air to scream as an enormous fucking beast rushed into her house. Hitting the wall, she used her hands to keep her balance and stay on her feet. Her mind tried to process what she was seeing. The black wolf that had barged in was bigger than any dog she�d ever seen, weighing at least a couple hundred pounds. Its feet were the size of china plates, its head like a motor block. It gazed down the small hallway, yellow eyes intent on its target.
Chloe cried out, her terror evident. She took off, bolting into the living room.
Rachel watched, horrified, as the wolf went after her friend. She didn�t think, acting on impulse. Snatching an umbrella by the door, she tore after them. She entered the living room, braced for a fight. Chloe had taken cover behind the couch, using it as a barrier. To Rachel�s shock, she noticed Chloe�s face had changed. It was terrifying to watch her friend morph into something else. Chloe�s elbows bent oddly, golden hair appearing on her arms. The wolf across from Chloe slashed the furniture, ripping the cushions to shreds. It reared back on its hind legs, ready to pounce.
�I don�t fucking think so!� Rachel snarled, charging at the thing. �Get out of my house!�
She aimed at its head and brought the umbrella down. Her aim was true, striking the wild animal at the base of its skull. It shook the blow off so she hit it again, then again. The final whack bent the umbrella at the center, making the weapon useless. She tossed it to the ground, facing the wild creature that spun on its back legs to face her.
The wolf snarled. Vibrant gold eyes locked on to her.
Rachel didn�t feel herself hit the ground.
One second she was standing. The next her back made solid contact with the floor. The wind went out of her lungs, making it impossible to breathe. A horrible stabbing pain swept through her shoulder, burning like raw fire. The animal shook her like a rag doll, lifting her torso from the ground. She tried to push the thing away, shoving at its furry shoulders. Warm wetness seeped down her chest and back, soaking her shirt. Bringing her hands up, she tried to yank at the wolf�s ears and get free.
I�m going to die.
For all her brave talk to Chloe earlier, she didn�t want to die. Certainly she accepted she wouldn�t live forever but she�d assumed she had plenty of years ahead of her. She�d never done any of the things she wanted. She�d never seen the world or traveled outside of Black County. She�d never seen any of the beautiful places she�d heard about. She�d never been in love. She�d never seen the sunrise. She�d never put on a pretty dress to be like one of the beautiful girls she loathed but also envied. There were so many other things she�d wanted to do and now she never would.
She screamed when the white-hot pain in her shoulder increased, fangs ripping sideways through her flesh. Then the agonizing sensation was gone, taken away as the black wolf veered, let go and moved away from her. Growls echoed through the room, the vile sounds making Rachel tremble. Back and forth the snarls went, the awful sounds ripping through her skull. She tried to roll over, grimacing when she touched her shoulder. Blood oozed between her fingers, soaking her palm. She wondered if she was bleeding out, her racing heart pumping all of her blood from her body.
A whine pulled her from her morbid thoughts.
A blonde wolf�much smaller than the other one�had taken the black beast down. The other animal shook its head, snarling furiously, bracing its paws on the fallen wolf�s chest. Blood gushed from the blonde wolf�s mouth, winding down the black beast�s coat and dripping on the carpet. Even as the huge beast whined and whimpered the pale wolf didn�t relent, biting down, snarling ferociously.
A blur caught Rachel�s attention and she tried to turn her head.
Another wolf rushed by, its coat a dark brown color. It was larger than the other wolves in her living room, almost double in size. The brown animal approached the fighting pair. It snarled at the blonde wolf, baring its teeth. The small, blonde beast didn�t relent, lifting its eyes to glare at the other animal.
Oh God. Rachel knew those eyes. She�d gazed into them since she was a child. She�d never feared them before but she did now. Chloe.
Her head swirled, speckles dotting her vision. She blinked rapidly, fighting to stay awake. She didn�t want to die like this�on the floor, watching her best friend turn into an animal, unable to move or speak. She tried to inhale and gasped at the misery the simple action caused. Her lungs felt heavy, her body becoming cold. Her teeth rattled as she shook, her muscles drawn tight.
Blackness marred the edges of her vision, trying to take her under. She resisted, telling herself to stay awake. She watched as the black wolf�s movements became sluggish, it�s amber eyes full of panic. She realized it was dying. Just like her.
Serves it right.
Even though she knew she shouldn�t, she closed her eyes. She tried to count, to focus on something�anything�but in an instant darkness rose to consume her, wrapping her in a tight embrace. She gave up the fight, succumbing to oblivion. There was nothing left.
In her final moments she admitted she didn�t want to slip from the world.
Now�when it was too late�she very much wanted to live.
* * * * *
Declan growled at Chloe, ordering her to back off. She didn�t listen, refusing to relinquish her death grip, biting down. Then she shook her head, thrashing her muzzle violently from side to side. The wolf she�d attacked stopped struggling, gurgling as it emitted a death rattle.
Rachel. Get to her. Now.
He fought to stay with Chloe, wanting to rush to his female�s side. He�d seen she�d been hurt when he�d run into the home, smelled the rusty bitterness of her blood. He hadn�t had time to assess her wounds. His first course of action was to eliminate the threat. Otherwise his female wouldn�t be safe. He had to make sure the wolf that had attacked was dead. Snarling at Chloe and baring his teeth, he edged closer.
A loud snap ricocheted through the room, the sharp noise meaning one thing. Chloe had broken the animal�s neck. The wolf in Chloe�s hold stopped moving, its eyes rolling back in its head. Declan paused for a moment�making sure the fucker wasn�t getting back up. Confident the deed had been done, he rushed from Chloe to Rachel. His heart thudded in his chest, the wolf hungry for battle. He didn�t let the emotions deter him, making it to his mate.
Oh no. Please. No.
She was on her side, her eyes closed. Her bloodstained hand rested on the ground palm up. Blood seeped from her shoulder, her shirt destroyed and barely covering her chest. The injuries she�d suffered were severe, deep lacerations that delved to her collarbone. His heart sank, the wolf snarling in contempt. This was what he was supposed to do. His wolf was outraged at the loss. This should have been done by him, not someone else. An event this important should have bound him and Rachel together for eternity.
She�d been bitten.
Forcing the wolf aside, he bowed his head and started to shift. The animal fought, wanting to stay in control. He didn�t allow it, using all his will. The beast reluctantly receded, thrust back into its cage. It took several painful seconds as he struggled to return to his skin. Fighting for breath, he reached for her. She didn�t stir, quiet and unmoving. He pulled the remains of her shirt back, studying her wounds. Blood no longer poured from the ragged holes in her shoulder, slowing to a trickle.
Son of a bitch.
Inhaling deeply, he took in Rachel�s scent. Instantly he found what he was looking for. Fury swept through him, a rage so consuming he had to ball his hands into fists to keep from hitting something. Saliva from the wolf that had bitten her had already gotten into her system. It wouldn�t be long before she started to heal.
Rachel wasn�t human�not anymore.
In order for a werewolf to kill a person they�d infected they had to kill their prey by breaking their neck or removing their head from their body. If the bastard that had attacked Rachel had gone for her throat, she would have died. Thinking of such a thing made his chest tighten, his heart skipping a beat in fear. The wolf howled for vengeance, determined to destroy the person responsible. But there was no one to kill�Chloe had seen to that.
�How is she?� Chloe knelt beside him, a plush throw wrapped around her torso. Her voice shook, her hands trembling as she placed one on Rachel�s head. �Is she going to die? Will this kill her?�
�No, it won�t kill her.� He tried to remain calm, contemplating the various things he should say. �The bite took hold. The saliva is working its way through her system. She�s already changing.�
�Changing?� Chloe�s green eyes flared wide. �That can�t happen. She�ll go crazy.�
�No she won�t.� He wanted to pacify the female but it wasn�t easy when he felt equally off balance. �She�ll need some time but she�ll adjust.�
�Adjust? Are you insane?� Chloe choked on a sob. �Call Jackson,� she whispered hoarsely, her panic palpable. �I don�t know who attacked us but we have to leave. Rachel needs to be somewhere safe. I�ll take her home. I can look after her. She�ll recover if she�s with me. She�s going to be so scared. I don�t know what she�ll do when she finds out what�s happened. She�s so afraid of us. She hates what we are.�
�Listen to me closely,� he growled, looking at the devastated female. It was time to be honest. Chloe deserved to hear it from him. Not Jackson. �There�s something you need to know.� Taking a deep breath, he told her the truth. �Rachel is my mate, Chloe. I�ve known it for weeks. I�ve been trying to get to know her but she�s resisted me each time I�ve gotten close. We�ve been dreamsharing for a long time. She doesn�t understand what�s happening but that doesn�t matter. Not anymore. She�s changing and she�s going to shift come the next full moon. I�m her mate. Do you understand? She�s going to experience the same thing you did with Jackson.�
�What?� Chloe face paled, her lips parting and eyes growing wide. �But�she�s�you don�t know how she is. She won�t let it happen.�
�Jackson didn�t know how you were in the beginning,� he kept his words soft, his demeanor tender, �but it didn�t matter. It never does when it comes to mating. Use your nose. Smell her, Chloe. The change has already started.�
Listening to him, the female lowered her head and inhaled. It only took a moment. He knew the moment she scented the change, saw the way her shoulders tensed. She gazed at him, eyes brimming with tears.
�I smell it,� she confessed. �I�ve never smelled anything like it.�
Understandable. Changing werewolves carried a different scent. Rachel smelled human but beneath it there was a trace of something else. Until she shifted for the first time it would be easy for anyone�shifter or otherwise�to dismiss what was different about her if they didn�t pay close attention to her scent. That didn�t mean the wolf wouldn�t take hold, however. The nature of the beast would already start taking control, changing Rachel�s body and senses.
�Call Jackson,� he ordered softly. �Be calm and don�t tell him what�s happened. If you do he�ll blow through town and might end up causing a scene. Just tell him he needs to get here as quickly as possible.�
�He�ll want to know what�s going on. He won�t��
�Hang up on him.� It was a shitty thing to do but Jackson would react instead of asking questions that would waste time. �Tell him he needs to get here as soon as he can and end the call.�
�But��
�No buts. Do it.�
Chloe rushed away and he pivoted his body, staring at the wolf that had changed into a man. He didn�t recognize the werewolf, nor could he identify him by scent. It had to be a rogue. A wolf from another pack wouldn�t dare attack an Alpha�s mate. Ripping his focus from the male, he studied Rachel. She�d finally started breathing easier. The jagged marks he could see beneath her shirt had stopped bleeding.
He�d wanted to change her, but he�d never wanted it to happen like this.
Most wolves with human mates bit carefully, giving their other half enough saliva to force the change but causing as little pain as possible. When Rachel opened her eyes she�d sense the differences. Her hearing would improve and her vision would be stronger. With the full moon only days away she�d also feel the compulsion of the mating heat. She�d be drawn to him more than she�d ever been before. Even now his wolf sensed its mate�s beast and tried to call to it.
Just Rachel was about to get a wake-up call.
Chloe returned, her expression grim. She looked at him, her green eyes boring holes into his head. �Jackson�s on his way. I told him Rachel had been hurt and to hurry. He�s going to kill me for hanging up on him.� She hesitated and said, �She�s had a hard life. You have no idea what she�s been through. She doesn�t trust people at all. This is going to be hell on her.�
�Then help me understand.� He caressed the back of his female�s face with his knuckles. �Tell me what to do.�
The tears Chloe had held back finally fell, creating salty trails of pain down her face. �You have to show her you care for her. Prove that you mean everything you say. She had a horrible childhood. Her mother�s a drunk who stopped caring after Rachel�s father died. She�s been raised not to trust people but deep down she only wants to be loved.� With a sniff, she continued, �She�s terrified of werewolves. She doesn�t like anything supernatural. She scared to death of us. She�ll try to run when she finds out what�s happened.�
�Could you run?� It was a cruel question but he had to make a point. �After you met Jackson, were you able to leave his side? Did you even want to?�
After a moment, she replied, �No.�
�You�re going to have to give us a bit of time to work things out.�
He placed his arms under Rachel�s body and lifted her from the ground. Once he had a good hold, he rose to his feet. �Come with me,� he instructed and walked from the room. He needed to find a safe location to put the females until Jackson arrived. The wolf that attacked might not have done so alone.
He decided to use the bathroom. Once they were safely inside, he motioned for Chloe to sit on the floor and handed Rachel over. He detested the way it felt when his mate was out of his arms but her safety was more important than his needs. As soon as he knew his mate and Lupa were settled he took a defensive position between the women and the entrance to the room. Crouching down, he watched the door. If anyone tried to get in they were toast.
Jackson had better hurry the fuck up.
He could only keep a handle on his anger for so long.

Chapter Three

Yellow eyes narrowed, enormous teeth coming right at her. She tried to scream but made no sound. Her arms were too heavy to lift, her feet stuck to the floor. Chloe stood behind the couch, her face changing into an animal�s. She tore her gaze from her friend, attuned to the wolf that snarled at her and bared its teeth. Her death was coming right at her and there was nothing she could do. Terror set in, her heart pounding so hard her chest ached with each throb. The enormous black beast charged. Its teeth were sharp and long, its claws like talons.
�I warned you,� her mother taunted in her head, slurring her words. �But you didn�t listen, did you? You never do. It�s going to eat you alive, little girl. Then it�s going to gnaw on your bones.�
Closing her eyes and whimpering in fear, she prayed her death would be quick. The beast reached her, throwing her to the floor. Her back hit the ground and the animal struck, sinking its lethal fangs into her skin. Fire radiated down her chest and shoulder. The pain was like nothing she�d ever experienced. As the wolf shook its head, tearing her flesh apart, she prayed. If she was going to go, she wanted a bit of mercy.
Please God, let it be fast. Don�t make me suffer.
�Shh, Rachel.� Chloe�s voice appeared, soothing her. �It�s okay.�
The wolf vanished and the room she�d been standing in faded away. Her eyes fluttered open, her vision kicking into gear. How strange. There wasn�t a hint of blurriness, everything was vivid and bright. Chloe�s face hovered over hers, her green eyes seeming more vibrant, like perfectly cut emeralds. The golden curls around her face seemed different, containing a few strands of what appeared to be strawberry blonde.
Rachel�s eyes burned, relief flowing through her.
It had been a dream. It wasn�t real.
She must have had too much vodka while she watched the movie and passed out. No wonder she�d had such a vivid nightmare. Sometimes after she and Chloe had partied a little too hard she had bad dreams. She figured it was her mind�s way of dealing with the obstacles in her life. Granted they hadn�t been as bad as the one she�d just experienced, but they always left an impression.
I�m never touching alcohol again.
�How do you feel?� Chloe brushed a strand of hair from Rachel�s temple.
The first thing that came to mind was hungover but she realized she didn�t feel bad. In fact she felt pretty damn good. Her head didn�t hurt and her mouth wasn�t dry. She sat up and Chloe moved back. The mattress was softer than normal, the comforter thick and plush. Peering around, she gawked at her surroundings. The walls were pristine, not a single crack in the foundation or peeling of paint in sight. The furniture was made of dark wood, matching the enormous bed she�d been sleeping in.
�What the hell?� she asked, staring at Chloe.
Chloe started picking at her nails�a nervous habit she�d had since childhood. �Do you remember what happened last night?�
�We watched a movie and had too much to drink?� Everything from the evening before seemed muddled and confusing. She studied the room again, awed by how nice everything was. She�d never visited Jackson�s home, worried she might run into the pack if she did. Patting the bedding, she asked, �Was I that drunk? Were you so worried you decided you shouldn�t leave me alone?�
�There�s something I need to tell you.�
Chloe kept talking but Rachel couldn�t hear her. Not with the delicious scent that rose from the bedding and drifted to her nose. How had she possibly missed it? It smelled so good. Unlike anything she�d ever come across. It was a masculine fragrance, better than any cologne in the world. Now that she was aware of it the scent cocooned her, snuggling around her body like a blanket. She inhaled raggedly, unexpectedly aroused. Her nipples tingled, her pussy clenching tight. She fisted the comforter, bunching the material between her fingers.
�Someone tried to have me killed,� Chloe rasped, regaining Rachel�s attention. �If you hadn�t been there, I could have died. But when you defended me you were bitten. The saliva took hold. I�m so sorry. You were infected, Rachel. You�re changing.�
�Bitten?� she echoed and started to panic. �What do you mean I�m changing?�
Then, like a mental barrier had been lifted, memories of what had taken place came rushing back. She remembered the enormous black wolf that had rushed into her home, recalled how she�d rushed to Chloe�s defense. She brought her hand to her shoulder, expecting to feel a bandage, holding her breath in case there was any pain. Her fingers breezed over a few indented scabs, the rest of her skin unmarred and smooth.
�No,� she breathed, hands trembling. �You�re wrong.�
�I�m so sorry.� The tears Chloe had fought to contain slid from her eyes, trickling down her cheeks. �I should have done something. I wasn�t able to shift fast enough to protect you.�
�I am not becoming a werewolf.� Chloe had to be wrong.
Yet even as she denied it, she knew her best friend�the one person she trusted more than anyone else in the world�was telling her the truth. Her body felt different, almost energized. Taking a deep breath, she realized she could smell things she shouldn�t have�the floral fragrance of Chloe�s shampoo, the aroma of pine from what she assumed was a freshly mopped floor. And in the distance she heard voices. Some she recognized, some she didn�t. Her ears homed on the sound of one in particular.
Declan.
A fresh flood of arousal wet her panties, her nipples hardening to points. Her stomach cramped, a flash of heat winding from her abdomen to her pussy. She shoved her fists into her belly, hoping to ease the ache. Right then she wanted him beside her, to see his face, touch his skin. She wanted to feel his mouth traveling over her flesh, his hands roaming over the curves of her body.
Stop it! Get hold of yourself. What�s wrong with you?
She tried not to hyperventilate, inhaling through her nose and exhaling through her mouth. If she wanted to deal with things she needed time. The best way to maintain control was to stop thinking about what had happened to her and center her attention on Chloe. Someone had tried to hurt her friend. Tried to fucking kill her. For all Rachel knew the wolf that had attacked might have made it out of her house. It could still be around, waiting for another opportunity to strike.
�You said someone tried to have you killed.� Thankfully the sexual urges eased, letting her think clearly. She focused on her thoughts, tuning out her body. �Was it the thing that came to my house? Did it get away?�
�The wolf that attacked us is dead.� Chloe shook her head, as though the confession pained her. �Jackson believes there�s more to it. He thinks a couple of women from another pack are responsible but he doesn�t have proof.�
�Proof?� Her ears had to be deceiving her. �A freaking wolf attacked us last night. How much more proof does he need?�
�The wolf was rogue.� Chloe�s voice hardened. The strange glow Rachel had glimpsed the night before returned to her irises. �He didn�t have identification and no one in the pack recognized him or his scent. There�s no way to know who sent him. They�re loners by nature. That�s why packs hire them to do their dirty work. Even if Jackson confronted the Alpha of the pack the women belong to, he�d need to have evidence to support his theory.�
�Who are these bitches?� Talking about other things kept Rachel from thinking about the changes in her vision and sense of smell. It wasn�t easy though. Someone had started cooking. Her mouth watered when she recognized the delectable aroma of frying bacon. �Why do they have a problem with you?�
�One of them�Simone�wants Jackson. She tried to force him into an arranged mating.� Chloe�s lips thinned, her eyes narrowing. �The other one�s name is Desiree. She was my father�s mate before he denounced her in front of his pack. She knows that everything he possesses will be given to me if anything happens to him.�
Damn. No wonder the women hated Chloe. �What are you going to do?�
�Me? I�m not going to do anything,� she muttered, visibly annoyed. �Jackson�s thinking about arranging a meeting with the packs. Until then I�ll be watched everywhere I go. I won�t be able to do anything unless someone is with me.�
Wasn�t serendipity a bitch? Chloe needed to be protected around the clock. Now bitten by a werewolf�she swallowed thickly, fear rising up�Rachel had nowhere to go. �Guess it�s a good thing I got nipped,� she said under her breath. Despite talking softly she heard the words clearly and when she lifted her eyes she saw Chloe had heard her as well.
�I truly am sorry.� Her friend�s green eyes swam with tears. �If I�d stayed away from you this wouldn�t have happened.�
Stayed away from you.
It wasn�t unheard of for supernatural creatures and humans to maintain friendships but it certainly was rare. From time to time news stations had special reports about strange bonds between mortals and their superior counterparts. But there was a reason humans resided in one area and werewolves, vampires and other things lived in another. Black County consisted of mere humans, the area a safe place to call home. On the flip side, Atrum Hill was primarily a city where all things kooky preferred to dwell. She knew the wooded areas belonged to werewolves, the city streets were a haven for vampires and�if rumors were true�witches.
�I never wanted that.�
Upon learning of Chloe�s lineage, Rachel had been determined to maintain their close relationship. Perhaps she should have been resentful, placing the blame for her predicament on Chloe�s shoulders. But she couldn�t, especially now. She kept forcing aside her fears. A part of her didn�t want to believe it. There was no way she was going to change into a crazed animal. It wasn�t possible.
Things couldn�t get any worse.
�It�s normal to be in denial.� Chloe might as well have been reading her thoughts. The young woman studied her, a knowing light in her eyes. �I was too at first. After Jackson told me what I was I didn�t believe him. I felt so many things but I kept telling myself it couldn�t be true. It�s not a death sentence, Rach. You�ll be amazed at how wonderful it feels to change. You�ll be able to see and do things you�ve never imagined.�
�I�m not ready to deal with this.� The mere thought of changing�of her body doing the things Chloe�s had�terrified her. �I don�t want to talk about it.�
�I�m afraid you have to.� Glancing at the door, Chloe whispered, �I have to tell you something else. There�s a reason Declan�s been visiting you. I didn�t know about it. I swear. Jackson didn�t tell me. I tore into his ass when I found out he�d been keeping it from me.�
A lead weight settled in Rachel�s gut. �Tell you what?�
�You have to feel it.� Chloe�s eyes swept over her face, searching for something. �When Declan�s near you, do you feel drawn to him? Is there something about him you can�t resist?�
�He�s a nice-looking guy.� There didn�t seem to be a right answer to the question, so she fibbed. �With all those muscles and tattoos, he�s a woman�s wet dream. Who wouldn�t be attracted to him?�
�It�s more than that and you know it. Far, far more.�
Her haphazardly constructed fa�ade crumbled. What Declan had told her at the garage was true. She�d never been a good liar. Chloe saw right through her. They knew each other too well. It was time to go for broke, no more evading the issue.
�What are you telling me? Come out and say it.�
�You belong with him.� Meeting Rachel�s gaze, Chloe said, �You�re his mate.�
Damn it. Wrong again.
Things could get worse.
* * * * *
�You�re burning the bacon,� Jackson said, pointing at the skillet. �I�m not sure how Rachel feels about crispy pork but Chloe isn�t a fan.�
With a growl, Declan flipped the frying meat over. The minute he�d heard Rachel�s voice he�d wanted to run from the kitchen into his bedroom. If it hadn�t been for Jackson he would have done just that. The Alpha had insisted Chloe needed to talk to Rachel and calm her before Declan waltzed in. Perhaps Jackson had been right but the instinct remained, urging him to go to Rachel and care for her.
Shane�the temporary pack Beta until Declan reassumed the position�strode into the dining area. He shook his shoulders, cracking his neck. The white T-shirt he�d worn was covered in dirt stains, his jeans crusted with mud.
Jackson stepped away from the stove. �All finished?�
�Yep,� Shane answered and plopped down on a stool.
Declan kept his mouth shut, attempting to keep his temper in check. He�d wanted to dispose of the wolf that�d attacked his female�making sure to rip the motherfucker limb from limb before he tossed him in an unmarked grave�but Jackson had forbidden that as well. The Alpha had sent Shane to do the deed, telling Declan to stay put.
It was for the best. Rachel needs you. He clenched his teeth, impatient and uneasy. I need to be in there with her. Chloe had better hurry the hell up.
�Declan,� Shane said softly, breaking him out of his stupor. �You need to chill out, man. Your female is going to be edgy enough without you adding to her anxiety.�
�Is that so?� Glancing at Shane, Declan arched a brow. �What would you know about it?�
Shane was a mystery. He�d arrived in Atrum Hill as a rogue. For weeks they�d seen him around. The male had taken odd jobs and rented a room above Gleason�s Laundromat. One day�to the shock of the pack�Shane had approached Jackson to see if they had space for him in their group. Rogues didn�t like being around other wolves, which made Shane�s interest bizarre and suspicious. Even stranger? Jackson had talked to the male, decided he was trustworthy and introduced him to the pack in order to get their blessing.
Shane had shown everyone he was worthy of their trust over time but Declan still had his doubts. The man was strong enough to be a Beta�hell, perhaps even an Alpha�so why had he come here?
What is he running from?
�I know enough.� Shane rested his elbows on the counter, leaning forward. �This isn�t about you. Keep that in mind. You have to make decisions based on the needs of something more important.� There was gravity to the statement, as though he was trying to send Declan a silent message.
Growling, Declan forked the bacon onto a plate. �My patience isn�t going to last forever,� he warned Jackson and slipped the pan into the sink. �I�m going into my bedroom in the next five minutes. Like it or not.�
�Rachel, wait!� Chloe�s quietly hissed order would have gone unnoticed among humans but Declan heard her loud and clear. He�d tried not to eavesdrop, wanting to give Rachel some measure of privacy, but in this circumstance he wasn�t leaving anything to chance. He listened in, attuned to their conversation. �You can�t leave,� Chloe whispered. �Where do you think you�ll go? What do you think you�ll do?�
Lifting his head, Declan met Jackson�s gaze. The Alpha had obviously heard the exchange as well.
�I�m going,� he growled, tired of being tethered in his own home. �Don�t try to stop me.�
After a moment, Jackson gave Declan a nod.
About fucking time.
He walked from the kitchen, taking a deep breath. His heart pounded, his wolf itching to get closer to its mate. He tried to collect himself as he neared his bedroom, shaking off his doubts and anger. Shane was right. This wasn�t about him. Rachel needed him to be confident yet understanding. Anything else would confuse her. Entering the hallway, he detected the acrid stench of Rachel�s fear. No wonder she wanted to get the fuck away. Whatever Chloe had said had petrified his female.
�Time�s up.� He addressed Chloe as he entered the room but had eyes only for Rachel. His mate had moved from the bed and stood across from him. �Jackson�s waiting for you in the kitchen.�
Chloe�s gaze darted from Rachel to Declan. �I�m not sure that�s a good idea.�
�Go,� he commanded softly, watching his mate.
Rachel had torn through his drawers looking for clothing. She looked sexy as hell in the button-down shirt Chloe�d dressed her in, the edges of the garment skimming over the tops of her thighs. Rachel met his gaze and her eyes clouded, the cock-rocking fragrance of her arousal merging with the scent of her fear. She took a step back, staring at him.
�Declan�� Chloe hesitated, wringing her hands.
�Don�t make me call Jackson,� he growled. Chloe wasn�t human, so he knew she was also capable of judging the shift in Rachel�s demeanor by the change in scent. �You�ve done all you can. It�s my turn.�
�Your turn? Hell no,� Rachel snapped, turning around, giving Declan a glimpse of her ass as she rummaged through his dresser, �I�m not sticking around. As soon as I find some clothes I�m calling a cab and going home.�
Chloe shot Declan a sympathetic look. He could tell the Halfling was torn, hating to leave her friend. �Go,� he mouthed, making sure not to speak. Chloe needed to leave, the sooner the better. Rachel would remain conflicted so long as she didn�t understand and accept her nature. It was time to introduce her to what she�d become, offer her a taste of what she could expect.
With a parting glance to Rachel, Chloe slipped from the room. He closed the door, placing his body between Rachel and her only means of escape. His wolf tried to fight for dominance, wanting to mark Rachel in its scent. With another deep breath he soothed the beast, ordering it to take a step back. Damn he hadn�t thought it would be this hard. He�d never wanted a woman this much, aching for the relief only she could give him.
�Think about what Chloe said.� He took a step to the side when Rachel tossed a shirt over her shoulder and it flew at him. �Say we let you leave, what will you do when the change comes? Where do you think you�ll go? You don�t know what to expect. You need to understand what�s happening to you.�
�You�re only saying that because you think you own me.� She ripped the bottom drawer open, dug through the clothing and she snagged a pair of sweatpants. �Chloe might�ve been fine with all this craziness but I�m not. I�ve seen how she�s become since she met Jackson. You�re not taking control of my life.�
�You think Jackson controls her?� How little Rachel knew. Chloe could ask Jackson for anything and he�d do whatever it took to give it to her. That�s the way it was between mates, a constant give and take. �Have you actually watched the two of them together?�
He�d planned to talk and give her space but when she started to pull on the oversized pants he knew it was time for action. One touch was all it would take. Born werewolf females dreamshared with their mates prior to their first moon heat. However the first actual touch sealed the deal. Rachel had bypassed puberty, going straight to adulthood. As soon as their skin connected she�d feel the difference. The wolf inside her would reveal itself little by little. She�d need him even if she didn�t fully understand the reason.
She ditched the pants and tried to run, racing toward the bed. He caught her before she made it, snaking an arm around her waist. Before she could kick or release a scream, he tugged her close and placed his free hand on her throat. The air inside the room sizzled, his wolf reaching out for hers. The beast inside his mate was new and weak but he felt it respond. She gasped, resting one arm on top of his as the other rose to clasp his wrist. Her back rested against his chest, the softness of her ass flush against his hardening cock.
Fuck.
�Don�t be afraid,� he murmured into the shell of her ear, trying to force aside the lust pumping through his veins, �I want to control you but not in the way you�re thinking. It�s more complicated than that.� He released her neck, bringing his hand down her torso until he cupped one of her breasts. Brushing his thumb over her nipple, he felt the nub harden beneath his touch. �A part of this is physical, Rachel. I won�t deny that. But it�s also much deeper and more profound. The moment we met I knew there was something special about you. It wasn�t until you appeared in my dreams that I understood what the feeling meant.�
�Your dreams?� She trembled at his touch, her inhalations stinted.
�Our dreams,� he clarified.
�Chloe had dreams� She told me about them�I thought��
For a second she seemed ready to dart away. He plucked her nipple between his fingers, keeping her focused on her body and their growing bond. �She had dreams of Jackson. It�s normal. Her wolf knew it was time to find him.�
�Chloe was born to be like you. I was bitten.� She tried to swipe at his hand and squirm out of his arms. Even while doing so, he could scent how aroused she was. �You�re lying. I couldn�t have shared dreams with you.�
�The last dream was the best.� Instead of letting go, he held her tighter. �I had you, Just Rachel. After all that running I managed to catch you. You were all nice, soft and warm. I thought I was finally going to kiss you. So when you vanished and I woke up I decided it was time to step things up. Do you have any idea how hard it�s been for me? I�ve gone to bed every single night as hard as a baseball bat, wishing for a hint of your scent. You�ve tormented me for weeks.�
�I didn�t know.� Her voice lowered an octave, becoming husky. She rubbed her back against his chest. �You smell really good. What cologne do you wear?� Shaking her head, she mumbled, �I feel so strange.�
She wouldn�t shift until the full moon but she was transitioning, her body preparing for the changes to come. Right now, he imagined, she wouldn�t be able to find peace in her own skin. She needed to relax, letting her mind and chaotic thoughts take it easy for a while.
Thankfully he knew what would put her at ease.
�Easy, sweet girl.�
A couple of steps and he had her beside the bed. He turned her body, bringing them chest to chest. Then he bent his head, breezing his lips over hers as he lowered her to the bed. He wouldn�t take this further than she�d allow. As a mate, he couldn�t. She had to accept him, telling him she wanted the same thing he did. If he didn�t start things off on the right foot their mating would be damned from the beginning.
�I�ll tell you everything you want to know,� he whispered, nipping at her lower lip. �I�ll share all I know with you and find answers to things I can�t explain. I willingly offer you everything I am. All you have to do is ask.�
He fought his own desires, holding back his beast. Fuck she smelled good, sweet and radiant. Cupping the back of her head, he deepened the kiss. Her lips opened, the tip of her tongue daring out to touch his. A groan ventured from his throat, the air swept from his lungs. She had no idea what she did to him. Such a tiny little thing turned him on and got him hot. Like this he�d be whatever she wanted, no matter what it cost him.
�I ache,� she exhaled into his lips.
�You won�t for long,� he vowed, releasing her neck.
He gentled his touch, fingers gliding from her sternum to her stomach. Her breath caught and he could feel her shaking. He moved slowly, giving her a chance to stop him if she changed her mind. Inch by inch he moved his hand, taking his time, until his fingers skimmed over the top of her cotton panties.
She parted her thighs, thrusting her hips upward. �More.�
It was an order. Not a request. Good. �Whatever you want.�
With a simple motion, he slid his fingers beneath her underwear. He expected curls or to find her trimmed. He hadn�t thought he�d find her pussy bare and smooth. Just Rachel obviously had secrets she�d have to share with him in the future. He�d enjoy fulfilling each and every fantasy she�d ever had.
Son of a bitch.
Her seam was good and wet, her vaginal lips hot and swollen. Turning his wrist, he carefully eased his middle finger inside her, hissing at how hot and tight she was. Perhaps if he�d had more time he�d have known more about her sexual history. He didn�t like thinking of her with lovers but he didn�t want to hurt her either. Slow was the way to go. He had to make sure she was ready for him.
�More,� she gasped, writhing beneath him. �Please.�
Time to take the edge off. �Hold on to me, baby.�
Her hands rose, fingers curving around his biceps. She�d relaxed, her head arched back against the mattress. Through the shirt he caught a glimpse of her breasts�small yet firm, capped by luscious pink nipples. Without preamble, he bowed his head and sucked at one through the thin material, growling at her soft cry. She strained up, welcoming his attention. Ready to give her relief, he searched for her clit with his thumb. He found the nub and applied pressure, rubbing the bead as he thrust his finger inside her depths.
�Yes,� she encouraged him, moving in harmony with each plunge. �Oh yes.�
Eager to be inside her, the rolled his hips and thrust his cock into the softness of the bed. Soon he wouldn�t have to imagine how perfectly her pussy would glove him, wrapping around his length like a second skin. Each passing second brought her wolf closer. He could smell it now. There was no denying her change. Any werewolf would identify the marked shift in the once-human woman, her transformation occurring faster than usual.
His own wolf surged beneath his skin, nearly getting loose. He could have taken her then and there. She�d have let him. Yet he couldn�t do it. Something held him back. Just Rachel wasn�t a werewolf, not yet. Likely she�d resent him for taking things too far. She�d run from him in her dreams, needing space. If he destroyed the small level of trust he�d gained from her in the last couple of weeks he�d never get it back.
Damn it.
Shit.
His cock pulsed, the slickness in his jeans a reminder of how close he was to losing command of his beast. Sex wasn�t supposed to be this hard. Normally he wouldn�t have been so concerned. His kind weren�t known to love. It wasn�t that simple. Until a mate came along monogamy was laughable. They went from partner to partner, no strings attached. Mating was the ultimate commitment, making the mortal notion of love pale in comparison.
But he�d never wanted a woman like he wanted Rachel. He was determined to mark and claim her as his. Until that happened he wouldn�t be in a rational state of mind. He considered popping open his jeans and taking his dick in hand, stroking himself off as she came. At least then he could try to think clearly, without raw lust clouding his vision.
This isn�t about you. Shane�s warning returned to taunt him. Keep that in mind.
Like he could fucking forget. �I want to watch you come,� he snarled, lifting his head to see her face. �Right now, baby. Come for me.�
She did and he knew that he�d never seen anything more perfect. Her back arched, breasts straining against the shirt, parting the buttons wider. Her pussy clasped his finger, her body quaking as her high-pitched wail of release carried through the room. To make it last, he kept manipulating her clit, thrumming it softly. He didn�t look away, studying her face, groaning at the ecstasy etched in her delicate features.
Within seconds she sighed and went soft. He lifted his thumb, keeping his finger buried inside her. It was hell to not pull away and lick away her sweetness, knowing he�d finally know how good she tasted if he did. Instead he played at being a gentleman for the first time in his existence, hoping that his efforts would be worth it.
�That was nice,� she sighed, her tone one of bliss and satiation. �Hmm.�
Then�before he could blink�her emotions shifted.
Since he was staring at her face he saw her tension before he smelled it. Her vaginal walls flexed around his finger, her lips parting in horror as her eyes flew open. Most of the time terror fed the wolf, making it stronger. In this case Rachel managed to overpower her newly created beast, thrusting it into the corner.
�Oh no.� Embarrassment laced the words that echoed in his ears. �Oh God!�
She�s confused and afraid. Do this right. Don�t fuck up.
With regret he pulled his finger from the satiny walls that gripped him, reminding himself that his female needed to be seduced and not forced. He slid his hand from her panties, already sensing her physical and emotional withdrawal. Good thing he�d listened to his instincts. If he�d claimed her she would have hated him for it. He had to prove himself and show her why he was a worthy male and mate.
�We�ll drive to your place and get your things,� he said, quickly moving from the bed. If he didn�t, he didn�t think he�d be able to put a lid on his urges. �I want you to be comfortable here.�
�What?� It hurt, watching her scramble away after what they�d shared. �I�m not staying here. I told you that.�
Patience was a virtue he sorely lacked. Damn it.
�Just Rachel,� he taunted, drawing out the endearment. If he�d learned anything during their time together it was that she hated being goaded. �You are staying here. You might despise the sight of me but you�ll get used to it. I�m not leaving you alone to face what�s coming. Like it or not this is your home.� Taking a step closer, he attempted to provoke her further. �Get used to it, sunshine. You�re stuck with me.�
She opened her mouth to argue, fire flashing in her morning blue eyes. After a moment�s hesitation he brought his finger to his mouth, slipping it between his lips. Her flavor burst on his tongue, sweet and spicy. Closing his eyes, he savored the first taste of his mate. He�d shocked her but it was worth it. She needed to understand he wasn�t going anywhere. He opened his eyes and their gazes locked. He smelled her newfound arousal, could see it in the way her irises lightened near her pupils. In a few days�when the full moon arrived�she�d be unable to deny him.
A small comfort but a comfort nonetheless.
�I�uh�� She quickly averted her gaze, staring at the floor.
He removed his finger, running his tongue over his lip. Already her taste was fading but he�d never forget it, able to recall it from memory. A part of her belonged to him even if she wasn�t fully aware of it. They�d crossed an enormous obstacle, obliterating a wall that had stood too long between them. She�d given herself over, asking for his touch. Living with him she�d eventually want more. One by one he was determined to eradicate each barrier, to get beneath her skin in the same way she�d gotten beneath his.
Starting now.
�One door leads to the bathroom, the other is the closet. You saw where I came in, so I�m guessing you know which way is out.� Regretful and aching himself, he drew back, watching her with each step he took away. �Most of my things won�t fit but you�re welcome to anything I have. I�ll give you some time to get dressed. When you�re ready come find me.�
Then�before she could entice him to say to fuck with it and ravish her silly�he opened the door, stepped outside and closed it behind him.

Chapter Four

You�re a nothing but a jezebel, might as well put on a red light.
Rachel�s gaze darted to Declan, just as it had many times since they�d climbed into his large SUV. The image of him licking his finger shot through her head. As always, warmth accompanied the visual, spreading over her like melted butter. If he�d ditched his shirt and joined her in bed, she could have felt those lips against her skin. His touch had been confident and expert, giving her pleasure in seconds. She�d never climaxed so quickly, riding on adrenaline and need.
�Just Rachel?� Declan purred, looking at her. His irises were amber-hued, his lips curved in a sensual grin. �What are you thinking about?�
�Politics and world hunger,� she snapped, ripping her eyes from him.
What was it about him? How in the hell did he always manage to know what she was thinking? Even worse, how had he managed to worm beneath her skin? Was Chloe right? Was this meant to be from the start? Were there more than hormones involved? It wasn�t all due to the fact she was changing, was it?
Changing. Oh God.
She wanted to reach for her shoulder but didn�t. She didn�t need another reminder of what was taking place inside her. When she�d inspected where she�d been bitten and seen the skin had mended, leaving behind scabby scratches, she�d nearly had a panic attack. Humans didn�t heal that quickly. Not after such a serious injury. But she wasn�t human. Not anymore.
Stop. Just stop.
In the last hour she�d tried not to think about it. There was too much involved. She�d avoided supernatural things but Chloe�s interest�which she understood once Chloe had changed�meant she�d heard stories. Did they really rip off their clothes and go running through the woods during full moons? How about eating animals? What if her mother had been right and they ate children too? She was sure Chloe wouldn�t do something like that, having been raised human and all. No way. She�d die first.
You should have asked her. Chloe would have answered every question.
Weight settled over her thigh, tearing her from her panic. She looked down, focusing on the hand Declan had placed on her leg. Heat radiated from the touch, seeping past the thin cotton sweats she�d tossed on. He�d been right, the garment didn�t fit. She�d had to roll the legs and waist up just to walk. She could feel each of his fingers, identify the flat plane of his palm. Not too long ago she�d ridden that hand, using it to send her spinning. It had felt so good too, like coming home.
Tingles swept over her skin, a hazy shade of red covering her vision. If she hadn�t stopped him�if she hadn�t freaked out like an idiot novice�she could have had him on top of her, his body bearing hers into the bed. If she hadn�t seen Chloe and Jackson in the living room, she might have been tempted to do something else. After all, Declan was the ultimate eye candy. Just one lick wouldn�t take her to his delicious, sweet center.
What�s wrong with me? She closed her eyes, trying to stop thinking about sex. She hadn�t been this horny since she�d decided to see what the fuss was about. To her surprise it wasn�t all that great. Just another thing the movies got wrong. It has to be a werewolf thing. What am I turning into?
�Easy, sweet girl,� he whispered, giving her thigh a squeeze. �It�s okay.�
�No, it�s not.� Why was it so hard to breathe? Should the world be spinning? Her stomach lurched, nausea building in her abdomen. �I�m going to be sick.�
To her credit, she managed to get out of the car when Declan pulled over. She bent down, staring at the concrete as she gagged. Her stomach was empty due to the fact she hadn�t eaten the day before. A good thing considering she�d have decorated the road with her waste. Each heave made her want to fold in on herself, mortification sweeping through her when Declan rushed to her side. She righted herself, swiping at her mouth. Thankfully she hadn�t really thrown up anything but her pride.
Amen for skipping dinner and breakfast.
�Let it out,� he said, a considerable amount of understanding in his voice. Touching her shoulder, he continued, �If you want to vomit, yell and scream then do it. I won�t let anything hurt you. Do what you need to do. I�m here. I�ll always be here.�
The world spun, everything becoming blurred.
A horrible sound ricocheted through her skull. It took a second for her to comprehend the scream was coming from her, loud and outraged. All her life she�d been given the short end of the stick, losing what she cared for most, tossed the scraps others didn�t want. She�d been fine with that because it was the only life she knew.
Familiar she could handle but not the unknown.
�I�m not changing!� she shouted, slapping at his hand. �I won�t let myself.�
�That�s right,� he repeated and closed the distance between them. �Let it out.�
This time she was prepared, accepting she�d lost it as she released another throaty cry. Strangely it did feel good, like she�d finally managed to come to terms on some basic level with her predicament. Before it had been easy to pretend it wasn�t real, a small sliver of her mind wanting to believe she�d been dreaming. Not so much now, with the cold autumn wind seeping into her clothing and whipping around her face.
She took in her surroundings, painfully aware of herself.
If there was one rule she lived by it was never to let anyone see how much they�d affected you. Emotions were weapons. In the wrong hands they could be deadly. They�d stopped on a public road�parked right next to businesses and bars�but no one ventured out to see what was going on. In Atrum Hill a scream could mean a lot of things and not all of them were bad. If they were closer to her home humans would have come running.
�Oh no,� she whispered, panting as she gazed up at Declan. �I am changing.�
She didn�t fight when he swept her into his embrace, a hand wrapped around her waist, another bringing her face to his chest. The tears that cascaded down her face were accompanied by silence, her habit of crying quietly coming in handy. As close as he was he could feel her trembling but there wasn�t much she could do about that. Deep down something else had stirred, rising in response to her despair. It replaced her fear with courage, setting fire to the rain.
Suddenly she became aware of Declan in another way. He was so warm, blocking out the bite of the air. Her nose attuned to his scent, the glorious fragrance washing over her. It didn�t amp her desire but somehow acted like a balm, soothing her nerves. He�d offered her his leather coat earlier but she�d not put it on. That left him in a plain black T-shirt and blue jeans, his arms bare. Her gaze darted over his inked skin and she noticed names worked into the design at his forearm.
�Who are they?� she whispered, hating how scratchy her voice sounded.
�Hmm?� He didn�t let go but angled his head to peer down.
Bringing her fingers to the tattooed skin, she touched his arm. �Ivy, Kellan and Gage.�
�My mother, father and sister.�
�You have a family?� The instant she blurted the question�as soon as she heard herself ask it�she wanted to take it back. Talk about the ultimate insult. He obviously wasn�t conceived by Immaculate Conception.
�Of course I have a family.� Instead of sounding angry, he seemed pleased. He stroked her hair, meeting her gaze. His eyes were dark, more brown than gold. �You�ll love them and they�ll love you.�
Love them? She hadn�t even considered there was a family to meet. What would they think about their son mating? Would they be happy or upset? A sharp stab speared through her chest. She wasn�t a werewolf�not yet. How would they feel about welcoming a bitten person into the family? Was such a thing taboo? In the human world prejudice existed. Did it in the werewolf one too? Would they even want her at all? What if they didn�t like her? She didn�t put herself in a position of being rejected for that very reason. It was easy to be dismissive and not give a shit when you didn�t take chances with people.
Since she wasn�t comfortable with talking about that aspect of things she redirected the conversation. �Gage is a boy name.�
�Do me a favor.� The smile he gave her made her knees weak. �Don�t tell Gage that.�
This she could do. This was familiar.
�Why not?� she asked, grateful for the way they eased into a playful banter. �Do you think she�ll hurt me? I thought you said you wouldn�t let that happen.�
�I�ll never let anyone hurt you,� he murmured, moving his arm from the back of her head. He swept the backs of his knuckles over her cheek. �Never, Rachel.�
�Never is a long time.� It was supposed to be a joke but it came out as a stark reality. Time wasn�t her enemy anymore. She didn�t have to worry about old age, arthritis or cancer. She wasn�t susceptible to those things anymore.
�You have questions.� It wasn�t an observation but a statement of fact. �Ask them.�
Her heart raced, the fear of what she didn�t understand suffocating her. Unable to look him in the eye, she lowered her gaze and asked, �Where does your family live?� It wasn�t even close to one of the questions she wanted to ask but it was a start.
�Not far, just a few hundred miles away in Northridge.� He turned his hand, palming her face. She didn�t want to meet his eyes but he forced her to, waiting until their eyes met to say, �Now ask me the questions you�re afraid to. You�ll stay terrified if you don�t. It�s understandable but avoidable at this point. There�s no reason for you to be scared. Not anymore.�
�Do werewolves eat children?� She winced at the accusation in her tone. Now she sounded like a terrified child recanting the horror stories of her youth. �I mean,� she tried to explain, �I�ve heard you do. I�m not saying you do.�
�Sunshine, no offense,� he sounded good-humored as always, curiosity shining in his eyes, �but that�s probably the stupidest question I�ve ever been asked.� She gritted her teeth, embarrassed yet again. He tempered her anger with another gentle touch. �No, we don�t eat children. What other nonsense have you heard?�
A better question would be what nonsense hadn�t she heard. When her mother was good and smashed she took joy in sharing horror stories. Once Rachel assumed it was to keep her informed so she�d stay safe. As she�d gotten older she�d questioned her mother�s motives. It didn�t make sense, really. Not when her mom didn�t seem to care about the dangers of bringing strange men to their home.
�It doesn�t matter,� she confessed, humiliated at her lack of true knowledge, �it�s probably all a lie anyway.�
�If it scares you then it most definitely fucking matters,� he corrected, an edge of anger appearing in his voice. �I won�t have you frightened. Not when there�s nothing to be afraid of.�
�Do you have any idea how terrifying it is to know I�m going to turn into a wolf?� Maybe she should have kept it to herself but the idea did frighten her�the mere thought of her body changing like that�more and more with each passing second. �I�m not like you. Have you thought about that? Chloe told me the first time could have been horrible if it weren�t for Jackson and she�s half of what you are. What do you think it�ll be like for me? Let me clue you in. I�m pretty sure it�ll be pure misery. And what if�� She didn�t want to say it but she had to, she�d already opened the door to the barn, freeing all the creatures inside. �What if it kills me? I�ve seen the news. Iknow that humans have been bitten, gone to hospitals and didn�t make it out alive.�
�I�m not going to lie to you.� He didn�t falter, staring her down. �There have been humans who have died under rare circumstances. It doesn�t happen often. The people you heard about on the news went to human doctors for human medicine. We don�t work that way. I can�t describe it to you but soon you�ll feel it. The connection of the pack makes sure changed members find their way.� His faced softened, his eyes changing color, shifting from brown to amber. �That�s one reason I�d like to get to know you. If you accept me�if you�ll let me claim you before the full moon�there�s no chance anything will happen to you.�
�How do you know that?� It wasn�t like he�d mated before�or had he? �Have you done this before?� Ouch. She sounded jealous, like a shrilling wife who�d found out her husband had another woman on the side.
�No, I�ve never done this before. I�ve never felt this way about anyone in my life but you, Rachel.� He tugged her closer, his breath whispering over her lips. �And I know because we�ll be connected on the deepest level imaginable. I can�t tell you from personal experience, only from what I�ve seen and been told.� His gaze rested on her mouth. �I know I didn�t treat you as I should�ve the first time we met. I thought with the wrong head, even though it�s no excuse.�
�You were an ass.� And inwardly she�d loved that about him. He didn�t waste time with idle threats. He�d told her as much. The man�love or hate him�was who he was. �I�m not sure I should forgive you.�
His lips inched closer to hers. �Then give me another chance. That�s all I�m asking for.�
�You�re going to kiss me now, aren�t you?� The idea suited her fine. Right now she wanted to kiss him and feel alive, viewing her future as a possibility and not a death sentence.
�Only if you ask me to,� he murmured, his gaze locked on her lips.
Bringing her hands up, she rested her palms on his shoulders. He was so much taller and broader than her, the outline of his muscles clear beneath his shirt. With all that strength he could cause her serious harm yet he�d only been careful with her, mindful of how frail she was in comparison. Human men were known to be far less considerate. In fact, nestled as they were, she remembered how much she�d wanted to have this kind of feeling, aching for it as a teen who only viewed it from afar. Now she didn�t have to be on the outside looking in.
Not unless she wanted to be.
He wanted her to come to him. He�d made that obvious. If he�d wanted to take advantage he could have in the bedroom. She�d been keyed up enough to allow it, like a lust-crazed nympho. But instead he�d pulled away and given her space, respecting her in a manner she�d never known from another man.
�Declan�� She moved closer, their mouths almost touching. The world was a scary place but oddly enough she wasn�t afraid. Not right then. Not with him. �Will you kiss me?�
�Of course I will.� Declan wrapped an arm under her ass, scooping his female from the ground. His other hand went to her nape, his long fingers twining in her sleek hair. He saw her need for reassurance and swore he�d give it to her. �Put those pretty little arms around my neck. Come here sweet, beautiful girl.�
He didn�t close his eyes as he kissed her, wanting to look at her face. To his ultimate satisfaction, she didn�t shut hers either. Their gazes locked, lips pressed together. He waited for her to take things further, digging his fingers into her hip. Her mouth opened and he felt the wet flick of her tongue against his lips. With a groan he followed her lead, letting her guide the dance. Her irises had changed color again, bright near her pupils. He felt the pull of her wolf, the beast inside her growing stronger.
Only one thing could have possibly made him close his eyes�the memory of her question, her fear that she might die. He didn�t want her to see his own anxiety, the notion she could be lost something he couldn�t bear. So he let his lids drift closed. Even in death he�d follow her. She was too important to him now. Perhaps if he�d never touched her�learning firsthand how lost he�d feel without her in his life�he could have moved on if she died.
But not now.
She thought her life would never be the same. What she hadn�t thought about was how much she had changed his. He�d often wondered how mated pairs placed their male or female above everything including their children. Now he got it, crystal fucking clear. He might be able to exist without her but it wouldn�t be a life. The world would lose color, the foods he loved lose flavor.
Nothing will ever mean as much to me. Not even close.
He�d known others were watching, feeling the weight of their stares. Personally he didn�t give a shit. He wanted them to know he�d found his mate, sending out a threat far and wide to stay the fuck away from the female meant for him. But he knew Rachel probably didn�t feel the same. To be safe he carried her to his vehicle, stopping once he was hidden behind the opened passenger door and length of the SUV.
Pulling away, she rasped, �Are we leaving?�
�Not yet,� he answered, leaning back in.
Their mouths met again, eager tongues touching and darting away. He loved her like this�eager and responsive, wanting him as much as he wanted her. Through his shirt he felt the sharpness of her nails. They�d obviously grown�a small sign of her impending change. If he got lucky he�d get to feel those hands on his bare shoulders, finally experiencing the contact of her fingers against his uncovered skin. He knew for a fact she needed guidance, having little experience. It might have made him an egotistical asshole but he loved knowing that he�d be the man to introduce her to so many wonderful things.
Dimly he recognized the hum of a motor in the distance. He didn�t think too much about it, deepening the kiss, thrusting his hips against Rachel�s. Then he heard the crunch of gravel behind him. His wolf had already come up for air, scenting its mate, feeling her call. Man and beast merged, coming together. Every instinct told him to protect his female and make sure she was safe. He couldn�t do that with his back turned.
�One minute, baby.� Tearing his mouth away and depositing Rachel in the seat, he growled, �Hold that thought.�
Whoever had pulled up behind them was stupid as fuck. He had a raging hard-on�his cock tenting his jeans�and his mate was equally geared up. Only a moron would interrupt a werewolf couple locked in a heated embrace. Whipping around, he faced the unwelcome interruption. His fury intensified, the fucking bitch walking over to him someone he was not in the mood to deal with.
�What the fuck do you want?� he snarled at Simone, hating the sight of her.
As usual she was dressed in skintight clothing, leaving little or nothing to the imagination. Thankfully she�d covered her tits today, sparing him the visual. Compared to Rachel, Simone looked like a cheap whore who�d been ridden hard and put up wet one too many times. If the pack�s suspicions were true the bitch was the reason Chloe had been attacked and Rachel had been bitten. That only made his wolf more deadly, wanting revenge for its mate.
Not fucking good.
�I�m warning you,� he threatened, growling, �I�m not feeling very social right now.�
�That�s obviously not true,� Simone countered, arching a brow at Rachel. With a glance down at Declan�s crotch�her eyes hovering over his erection�she added, �You seem to be very social right now.�
�Who the fuck are you?� Rachel, love her, apparently didn�t give a shit about her attire. She slid out of the seat, her livid gaze homed on Simone.
�The better question would be,� Simone inhaled, nostrils flaring as she scented the air, �who the fuck are you?�
�My mate,� Declan answered, snaking an arm around Rachel�s waist. �And as you can see we�re busy. So piss off.�
Simone paused, staring openly at Rachel. Declan knew when the werebitch smelled the change, identifying the burgeoning wolf within his female. Taking her attention from Rachel, Simone studied him, shaking her head.
�Really?� she said, laughing. �You�re mating a mutt?�
Rachel froze when the insult struck home. Declan wanted to knock the hell out of the female. True, Rachel wasn�t a full-blooded werewolf or Halfling but she belonged to his pack. That gave her value. A respectful member of any pack didn�t sling mud at others. Simone knew better. The bitch simply didn�t care. He�d never struck a female before in his life but he found himself sorely tempted.
�Better a mutt than a slut,� Rachel snapped hotly, trying to wriggle from his arm, �A man will always take a bitch to bed but that doesn�t mean she�s suitable material when it�s time to meet Momma.�
Shit.
Rachel hadn�t shifted yet but he still felt the strength of her beast. And no wonder. Rachel was all iron will, ready to engage in battle and throw the fuck down. He felt the hum from her, the way her muscles collected as she prepared to pounce. As an added precaution he wrapped his other arm around her midsection, creating an unbreakable hold. She might be able to hold her own against a human but she had to shift before she could take down a werewolf bitch.
�Simone,� he hissed, baring his fangs, �I�ll let Jackson know how you feel about the newest member of the pack. I�m sure he�ll want to let everyone know how you welcomed her to our family.�
�Simone?� Rachel asked, going eerily still at his side.
Glancing down, he asked softly, �You know her?�
�I want to go back to the car,� she whispered, lowering her gaze. �Please let me go.�
Had Chloe told her about Simone? Had his Lupa had a chance to share the pack�s suspicions about the female before he�d burst into his bedroom earlier that morning?
He tried to get a read on Rachel�s scent but Simone interrupted them�again.
�By all means,� the haughty female retorted, hands on her hips, her red lacquered nails bright and shiny. �Tell him. I�ll be sure to show you the same courtesy. I have a feeling I�m not the only one who hasn�t gotten the wonderful news regarding your mating. It seems Jackson�s keeping a lot of secrets nowadays.�
His mating�while not vital to the pack hierarchy, necessarily�was something the other packs would want to know about as soon as possible. As a Beta they trusted him to be up front in all matters just as they were. As soon as Simone got home and opened her mouth Jackson would find more shit steaming up his already full plate. They�d want to know how long Jackson had known about Declan�s mating and why he hadn�t spoken up about the matter. If they found out Rachel had been human and that Jackson had given Declan permission to change her without consulting the Alphas in the area things might turn sour.
�Let go,� Rachel whispered, squirming away from him.
He almost didn�t. Something told him it was best to keep her close. But she seemed calm, almost strangely so. He let go and she walked back to the door and climbed into the SUV. He tore his eyes from his mate and attuned himself to Simone. He�d never liked the woman but he�d never truly hated her.
Until now.
�Word around the packs is you left town.� Simone smiled, cherry-red lips parting into a wide smile. �The newest addition to your pack didn�t have anything to do with your absence, did it?�
�I have five words for you,� he replied, getting ready to close Rachel�s door and leave, �None of your fucking business.�
Rachel took him off guard, slamming her feet into his chest when he made it to her. He hit the ground in a blink, using all the speed within him to get back on his feet. In that time his feisty little mate had crossed over to Simone, wielding the tire iron he kept beneath his passenger seat for emergencies. Simone was old and quick enough to avoid the blows, granting him enough time to reach Rachel. He wasn�t easy or timid as he caught her, wrapping his arms around her middle.
She screamed in fury, kicking and waving the length of metal in her hand. �You don�t know who you�re fucking with,� she roared, her voice deeper than normal.
�Calm down.�
He called on his strength as a Beta, trying to quiet the wolf inside Rachel that was new to the world and therefore confused. It needed more time to develop. Unstable emotions were all Rachel had given it thus far. Since she couldn�t shift the rage would only intensify, creating fury that had no outlet.
Not yet.
�Listen to me, Rachel. Calm down.�
Realizing she wasn�t going to get free, Rachel threw the tire iron at Simone�s face. Simone moved but the sharp edge caught her cheek, breaking the skin. Simone brought her hand up, eyes saucered as she assessed the injury. Blood seeped past her fingers, matching the color of her nails, her skin healing but not quickly enough.
�That�s only a sample of what�s coming to you,� Rachel snarled, fighting him for all she was worth. �Next time there won�t be anyone holding me back. I�ll kick your ass good and proper. You�d better pack a lunch. It�s going to be an all-day fucking affair!�
Son of bitch! Has she always been this brutal?
�That�s enough,� he thundered, walking to the passenger side door to close it. Since he didn�t trust Rachel he stormed to the driver�s side. Even if it meant driving for a couple of miles with her in her arms, traveling with his door open, he had to leave.
He couldn�t keep Rachel in line like this.
He�d only seen a similar fury once before, after a rowdy pup playing football had flown into the spectator area of a park and injured Gage. One tiny cry�the unbearable echo of his sister�s pain�and his dad had gone batshit. Declan hadn�t been there to witness the event but he�d heard about it. Pops hadn�t taken it easy on the young male, unleashing his fury with his fists. His mother had been the only person who could pull his old man off the whimpering pup, pleading with him to listen.
If it hadn�t been for her, his father could have been tried for murder.
He�d nearly killed the fucker.
He felt for the poor bastard who mated with Gage. He wouldn�t have it easy. In fact, he�d have it pretty damn hard.
Dad will fucking kill him.
�You don�t have to worry about me.� Rachel squirmed against him, gaining his full attention. �I can take care of myself, you know. I�ve been doing it for years.�
�I�ll always worry about you. And you don�t need to take care of yourself anymore. Since you haven�t taken the hint let me spell it out�that�s my job.� He tried to remain cool and composed but it wasn�t easy. She itched like a rash under his skin, finding just the right places to poke and prod. �But you shouldn�t go starting shit with strangers. It�s not smart.�
�She�s not a stranger,� Rachel retorted caustically.
�You know her?�
Simone had returned to her car and pulled away. Jackson had to know what had happened. Until Declan was on the road he couldn�t make the call. Rachel had to come first, meaning he had to get the fuck out of here. How did this keep happening? One minute it seemed like he�d turned a corner. The next minute something appeared to knock him off track.
�She�s the woman who tried to kill Chloe.� Rachel stopped struggling, the fight draining from her. Feeling the change�hearing the defeat in her tone�made him wish he�d let her take a shot at Simone. �She�s the one who�s responsible for everything that�s happened.�
So Chloe had found time to tell Rachel what the pack suspected. Not only had Rachel faced the woman who�d tried to harm her best friend, she�d also faced the woman who�d likely caused the bite that had changed her. If the roles were reversed he�d have unleashed his temper too. Simone was lucky to get off with a scratch on the side of the face.
No wonder she lost it.
�Don�t worry. You can let go now.� As soon as he did she started climbing over the console to her seat, telling him softly, �I�ll behave.�
�Rachel.� He stopped her midway to her destination, grasping her by the arm. She looked at him and he saw how much the confrontation had taken from her. �I don�t want you to behave. I like you just the way you are. But I have to call Jackson. Simone loves to stir shit. If I didn�t know better I�d say she�s got snitches in town. People saw us pull up and then boom, she appears.�
�People saw us?� Rachel paled. He was afraid she was humiliated by their physical display when she cleared the matter up. �What if they saw me hit her?� she asked, obviously petrified. �Will they call the supernatural police? Does that really exist?� Her lower lip trembled. �Will I go to jail? Oh shit. Is there jail for werewolves?�
�Sunshine,� he murmured, stroking her arm with his thumb, wanting to kiss her instead, �we don�t have jails or police. Not like yours. And even if we did you don�t have to worry about that. News will spread but not in the way you might think.�
�News will spread?� Her eyes sought his, the fear he thought he�d put a dent in returning. �What do you mean?�
�What I mean is everyone will know I�ve got a hellcat on my hands. They�ll want to see you for themselves.� That was why he needed to change his schedule for a little while longer. Rachel needed more time. If he hurried to work and got his planner it wouldn�t take long to rearrange appointments. Planting a fast kiss on her slightly parted lips, he added, �Now get in your seat. We need to stop by the shop before we go to get your things.�
Rachel sighed, settling in her seat. �The Wolf�s Den?�
�Yeah.� He started the vehicle and glanced at her. �Why?�
�It�s where everything started. I guess I thought I�d never go back.�
�You know what they say, don�t you, sunshine?�
�Humans or werewolves?
�Both.�
She frowned at him and he said, �Never say never, baby.�

Chapter Five

Shane settled into the booth he�d been guided to and studied the rogue werewolf across from him. The male looked like shit, his eyes bloodshot, breath reeking of whiskey. Shane had gotten word that a snitch was willing to talk about the attack on Jackson�s pack for the right price. If there was one benefit in coming to town as a rogue it was having access to insider information. All it had taken was a phone call to churn the wheels, bringing him face-to-face with a male who probably wouldn�t live to see another day.
�Thanks for meeting me.� Shane initiated the conversation, ready to get the ball rolling. �I was told you might have information I need.�
The loner laughed, giving his head a shake. �I�m not so sure about that.�
�Why not?�
�You don�t look like someone I need to get involved with.�
Now that was very true. �Can you help me or not?
�For the right price? Sure I can help you.�
No way would he pay the fucker. That went against his grain.
But his companion didn�t need to know that just yet.
�Then talk,� he ordered, letting his beast peer out through his eyes.
As a born Alpha he had the power to influence wolves. It was a birthright he�d walked away from. The act had eaten at his soul like acid but he�d had no choice. His mate had called to him and he�d followed, trying to find her despite the darkness that always kept her from view. They�d shared dreams but each one was a black void, revealing nothing but her soft voice as she called out to him, drawing him in. Once there she trapped him with sensation, forcing him to use all his senses, only to vanish into thin air.
At first that seemed fine. Dreamsharing was tricky business.
But then she hadn�t sought him out.
The last few months he�d felt her need rising. If she hadn�t hit her first mating heat she would soon. Which was why knew something prevented her from seeking him out. In his torment the wolf had started sharing its thoughts and view on things. The animal figured if she couldn�t come to them then they�d go to her. He�d shaken off the idea until weeks had passed. Unable to stay but devastated to leave, he�d said goodbye to his pack.
A hot stab of pain pierced his chest.
Handing the reins over to another Alpha had broken something inside him. He still wasn�t certain he was entirely over it. Thankfully the wolf had risen to hold him, taking away his pack urges as it guided him where it felt he needed to be. As a result he�d landed in Atrum Hill. He couldn�t identify the connection, unable to sense his mate, but his wolf told him they had gone far enough.
So he�d put down roots, joining Jackson Donovan�s pack.
Yet his mate still remained out of his reach.
He�d visited the packs, gone on hunts, hoped for a glimpse or sliver of scent of the woman who belonged to him. But he hadn�t found her. He wasn�t sure why he was surprised. Maybe he was delusional but he�d always trusted his wolf. The beast knew this was where he was supposed to stay, no matter how long it took.
What if it�s wrong? What if there�s nothing here but an empty existence?
�I ain�t saying shit until I see my reward,� the male retorted. �You got the money?�
He lifted his gaze, staring at the male who�d addressed him. The rogue smirked, amused and unthreatened by Shane�s command. It wasn�t any wonder. Shane�s wolf was sidetracked, thinking only of her. His nerves weren�t as good as they used to be, his patience unusually thin.
They couldn�t function like this.
How could he command respect if he didn�t fucking respect himself?
Focus, damn it.
Thrusting aside thoughts of the female he yearned for, he let months of frustration course through him, providing it with an easy outlet. He didn�t hold back, letting his animalistic nature in on the high. The wolf responded, equally angry and frustrated. He snarled, baring his teeth. The rogue paled, the smug smile wiped off his face.
�How about you start talking before you ask about green?� Shane kept his lips back, his teeth in full view. �That�s right. I�m just itching for a fight. Provoke me again and you won�t like what happens. I�ll use your ass to wipe up the bar. Give me a reason to jack you up.�
�I�m just passing through. I�m not trying to make enemies.� The male swiped one of his filthy hands through his tousled hair, cowed and submissive. �And my information is secondhand.�
Funny he didn�t mention that before. �Then say what you came to say.�
�Were you really a loner? You don�t look like a rogue.�
�Don�t judge a book by its cover.�
�But you joined a pack.�
�I�ve recently found my female,� he replied, lying just a teensy bit. The rogue was suspicious. He needed to find common ground. �That changes things.�
�I wouldn�t know,� the informant confessed sheepishly. �Not being mated and all.�
A waitress walked over, moving with a grace that only vampires possessed. She crossed the distance in the blink of an eye and stopped beside them. �What can I get you?�
�A shot of house whiskey,� Shane replied, keeping his gaze on the rogue.
In a flash the server was gone. Totally expected considering her nature. The Divide was the perfect place to meet all things supernatural. The staff didn�t stop to chat. Therefore there were never unnecessary questions. Just the way werewolves and blood drinkers liked it. Since it was midday the joint wasn�t hopping. That would change once the sun dipped below the horizon. After dark patrons would jam the bar and crowd the small dance floor.
�I�d start talking if I were you,� he pushed, voice low. �Time�s almost up.�
�Why should I trust you?�
�You shouldn�t.� That was the truth but he decided to bend it to suit his needs. �But remember who arranged this meeting. I wasn�t the one offering up answers for money, and I wouldn�t have heard about the gossip if I didn�t have a strong connection with loners around these parts. You offered me a service, not the other way around.�
�True.�
Shane nodded, staring at the male. �So tell me why I�m here.�
�Word has it a female sent someone after your women.� The way he said it made Shane�s hackles rise, like he knew far more but wasn�t sharing unless he had to. The fucker thought he was clever. �She found a loner and made him an offer he couldn�t refuse.�
That was interesting. �What kind of offer?�
�What kind do you think?� The rogue snorted, his roughly shadowed face contorting into a fa�ade of self-loathing. �Reckless we might be but we don�t have a death wish. It just takes the right amount of convincing. A little bit of comfort, you might say.�
Make that very interesting. �She fucked him?�
The male nodded. �Rumor has it.�
Pack bitches would never lower themselves to rogue�s level. No matter how great the temptation. He�d been told so as a boy and learned it firsthand after he�d left his pack. Not that it mattered. On a mission to find his mate, he didn�t want anyone else. But he�d seen the way females had looked at him when he�d arrived at Atrum Hill. They appreciated his appearance but they weren�t likely to touch. Only two women were desperate enough to consider such a thing and�surprise, surprise�they both wanted Chloe Bryant dead.
�Do you have a description?�
The rogue paused, shifting back as the waitress returned with a shot of whiskey in the center of a tray. Shane pulled out a wad of money, letting the rogue get a good look. Then he pulled a large bill loose and exchanged the money for the drink.
�Keep the change.�
The woman left and Shane slid the money into his jacket. The rogue�s eyes followed each motion of his hand and then his gaze dropped to the liquor. The drunken male was practically begging for another taste of rotgut. Pack wolves weren�t known for heavy drinking. Loners, on the other hand, descended into absolute destruction. It was a part of their nature.
�A description,� Shane goaded the male, keeping his fingers at the base of the glass.
�Tall and curvy. Good and clean. Dressed nice.�
�Hmm.� That wasn�t nearly enough information. Lots of women fit that description. Rotating the container between his fingers, Shane asked, �Anything else?�
�Brunette. Long legs.� The man studied Shane�s fingers, licking his lips. �Real pretty.�
�Is that all?� He knew it wasn�t. The male was holding back.
�I didn�t see her, remember?� The rogue�s dark black eyes bore into Shane�s, something a lesser wolf wouldn�t do to an Alpha male unless it was reckless or totally insane. �Are you going to drink that?�
�Maybe,� he drawled, staring the moronic werewolf down. �Maybe not.�
�She was muscular and trim. Built well enough to be full-blooded were.�
�Gyms and steroids have advanced the human race.�
�My friend said she liked to throw money around. He thought she had plenty to spare.�
�Your friend?� Shane questioned, still holding the idiot werewolf�s gaze.
�More of an acquaintance,� the male quickly amended, looking away. �A braggart really.�
Bullshit. Loners didn�t brag to wolves they felt were weaker than them.
�You expect me to believe someone told you he fucked a bitch who wanted members of my pack dead? That seems like something a man should keep to himself if he wants to keep his head on his shoulders. Loners avoid wolves for a reason.�
�Unless they�re blowing through town.�
�Like you?�
�Just like me.� The mongrel nodded.
�So what have you got to hide?� He pushed harder, needing to know. �Would your acquaintance be the same male who attacked the females in our pack? Seems to me that�s where this conversation is headed.�
He saw the panic flare in the rogue�s eyes, noting how quickly the male lowered his head. The lack of response sealed the rogue�s fate. As soon as their meeting was over Shane would escort the poor bastard to a bunker used to do things humans couldn�t know about�mostly involving torture and eventual death. The rogue deserved no less. Secondhand information was one thing. This fucker had known a male was going to attack female members of a pack yet he�d done nothing to prevent it.
�Are you hard of hearing? Do I need to repeat the questions?�
The male balled the hand he�d rested on the table into a fist, lips sealed.
No answers. Not that Shane had expected any�yet.
That�s a bingo.
�It�s cool. I understand. Like I said, I have questions and you have answers. That�s why I came. Here, this is yours.� Shane passed the drink over and glanced around for the waitress. What he had in mind would call for a bottle of triple-strength whiskey�the kind werewolves needed to get good and buzzed. She returned, waiting for instruction. �The hardest whiskey you�ve got. Four glasses, double shots.�
In another town the order might have raised eyebrows. One double shot of the hard shit could put a werewolf on his ass. But this wasn�t another town. This was Atrum Hill, nestled in an area where humans refused to roam. Packs existed in the open, uncaring if humans knew where they were. They didn�t like hiding their nature, pretending they still existed in the shadows. There was a good reason mortals avoided the area. Once they came here they�d be lucky if they made it out alive.
�Whatever you say,� the waitress responded dismissively.
She vanished and Shane reached into his jacket for the money he�d flashed at the rogue. He pulled it out slowly, making sure he made a show of it. �No troubles here, I just need you to work with me. Why don�t we start with your friend�s name?�
The rogue still wasn�t convinced, shaking his head. �I don�t know.�
�What�ve you got to lose?� Shane asked. �With this,� he thumbed his finger over the bills, �you can split and we never have to see each other again. We don�t want you. We�re only after the person responsible for the attack. If the pack wanted you dead they wouldn�t have sent me. I�m too new. Think about it for a second.�
After several seconds the grungy werewolf replied, �I don�t know much. I really don�t. My information is secondhand.�
You�ve already said that and I call bullshit.
�Then tell me what you can and answer a few questions. Then you can take this,� he tossed the bills onto table and the metal clip holding the money in place rapped against the table, �and go about your business.�
The money called to the loner, Shane knew it did. If there was one thing rogue wolves lusted after more than booze and sex it was cold, hard cash. He�d offered the incentive, tempting the male to jump the fence into luscious green pastures.
�How do I know you�ll keep your word?�
Touch�. �How do I know you�ll keep yours?�
�Good question.� The mongrel studied the cash in front of him. What he couldn�t know�and never would�was Shane had piled the center with small bills so the amount was far less than it seemed. �You�re not going to give me time to think about it, are you?�
�No, I�m not.� Shane reclined in his seat. �You want to help me out or you don�t.�
�All you want me to do is tell you what I know, right?�
Not really. �I need you to answer questions as well.�
�That�s it?�
Two words�a question that wanted more reassurance than an honest answer�and Shane knew he had the bastard. The promise of alcohol was nice but the allure of money was even better. He�d known it was only a matter of time. Given enough rope, a lone wolf would always hang itself. Since there wasn�t anyone around to look after them, they usually dangled and rotted to death.
�That�s it,� he answered, thrumming his fingers on the table. �The money is there. Two grand just like you asked. You can be in, out and on with life in a few minutes.�
�What do you want to know?�
�Everything you do.� Soon he�d be able to contact Jackson with information. The pack would take care of matters, get things in working order, and he could breathe easy for a change.
�That�s a helluva lot.�
Yep, he definitely knows more than he�s letting on. �A man gets what he pays for.�
The server returned with the drinks and he motioned for her to put them on the table. As she did he thought about the mate he�d yet to see, wondering what she looked like. Would she be blonde, brunette or maybe a redhead? Tall or short? The one thing he knew was she was she�d be slim, like all werewolf females�soft skin, lush curves, a sexy as hell shape.
She�d also be soft-spoken.
That was the only glimpse he�d been given of her. Each word breezed from her lips, a soft caress in his ears. It had been enough to put him on the edge, his teeth lengthening in his mouth. He wanted to take her, mark her and claim her. The trouble was he couldn�t find her, not matter how hard he tried. And she couldn�t find him.
Where are you?
Come to me.
Why do you keep doing this?
He didn�t understand her questions. To his knowledge he wasn�t doing anything.
Were females initiated the dreams, drawn by inner awareness. Each time he�d tried to answer he�d stumbled over his tongue, his breath catching in his throat. There were no words, only whining sounds that roused him back to reality and ripped him from sleep.
Tearing them apart, leaving him completely empty.
He yearned for her, ached for her and couldn�t stop thinking about her. Soon he�d lose every ounce of his control and go fucking crazy. Even as a born Alpha there was only so much he could take. A mated man needed the other half of his soul.
Why does mine have to be so hard to find?
�Damn this is good shit.�
Shane came crashing back to reality. He�d drifted again, thinking of his female at the most inopportune time. She was close. Even if he couldn�t see her he could feel her. Still, if he lost his rank in the pack�even if he found her�he�d have nothing to offer her. He had to make sure she had adequate protection and family, those who would love and care for her. He couldn�t go back home. His pack had made that clear before he�d left.
�Here,� Shane said, handing the man a fresh glass. �Have another.�
�I don�t know where to start,� the cur slurred and downed his drink.
�The beginning is usually best.� In your current state, sooner is probably better. �Go with the flow. Tell me what�s easy.�
�His name is Randy. He came from Cali.� He snickered. �Easy to remember.�
�Randy from Cali.� No sense in asking for a surname. Most rogues didn�t use them. �How long has he been here?�
�A month, I think? Something like that.� The rogue shook his head, shoulders relaxing. The liquor was doing its job. �He didn�t like talking about the past but he did love to brag. I ain�t shitting you. The man loved to talk some trash.� As he cackled, spittle formed around his lips. �He had some crazy stories to share. Insane fucking stuff. He�d been all around the world.�
�Which is how you found out about the female who�d hired him?� Yes he was leading the witness but he didn�t give a shit. At this rate happy-go-drunk-me asshole would walk off the beaten path and start telling Shane things he didn�t need to hear. He threw a pawn across the board, viewing their talk like a game of chess, hoping for a shot at the queen. It was all about strategy. �You don�t know her name by chance?�
�You�re trying to trick me.� The drunk snorted. �It won�t work.�
�Don�t think so highly of yourself. I told you why I came. You sent out a call and I responded.� He shook his head, his agitation very real. �You want money. I want answers. It�s not rocket science. I�d prefer not to waste any more time. You want to ditch town. I want to help you. The sooner you answer my questions, the quicker you can hop a train to wherever the fuck it is you want to go.�
Perhaps he should have felt ashamed for outright lying but he didn�t. This rogue was beyond hope, living a lost life. It was awful to see but it was a reality with some werewolves. Something inside them never felt the need to connect with a pack, making them dangerous and untrustworthy. There was no loyalty, no devotion. Death was probably the best thing for him. He�d only bring misery to everyone he met.
�That�s true.�
When in doubt, rely on reason. �Yes, it is.�
�I think it was�Sonja?� The dirty mongrel scratched his mud-crusted hair. �No, that�s not it. Sarah? No, that�s not it either.�
�Serena?� Shane offered, setting what hoped was a decent trap.
�No.�
�Sabrina?�
�No?�
�Desiree?� he asked, wondering if it might be that easy.
�Nah, it started with an �S�. It was definitely an �S� name.�
�An �S� name,� Shane repeated, pretending to think it over. There was only female with an �S� name he was interested in. �Serephena?�
�Pfft,� the mongrel blew bubbles from his lips and it was a nasty sight, �no.�
�Selena?�
�Nope.�
�Stacey?�
�Another no.�
With an open board, Shane took his shot. �Simone?�
�Simone�� The man rolled the name off his tongue. Then he laughed, floating on a whiskey high. �Simone. Yeah, that�s it. You know her?�
I certainly do. But I�m not telling you that.
�More like a lucky guess, but the name is familiar.� Smiling, he passed over the other drink. �Go ahead and take this. I�m on call tonight. If the boss finds out I�m slouching on the clock he�ll kick my ass.�
Shane thought the man said thanks but he couldn�t be certain.
In a few more minutes the pitiful male would be so sloshed it would take a wheelbarrow to roll him out the door. Thankfully Shane had supernatural strength and could carry him over his shoulder. It would create less of a scene. He wanted to get the loner good and drunk. Everyone in the bar�if they were inclined to care in the first place�could assume what they wanted.
That�s it, buddy. Almost there. Drink up.
�By the way,� Drunken Louse informed him matter-of-factly, �I don�t like this town. Everyone likes starting shit. And they�re always running their mouth about something. Blah, blah, blah. You listen long enough and you�ll know everybody�s secrets. I�m not like that, you know. I keep to myself.�
By offering up information to strangers for cash? I don�t think so. �I can see that.�
�It�s been a crummy fucking week, man.�
And it was only about to get crummier, not that Shane was sharing that information. A call to Jackson was definitely on the day�s menu. It was time to get cracking. Not knowing who had been responsible for Chloe�s attack made things difficult. They couldn�t reach out and ask questions if they didn�t know who they could trust. The pack needed a hard target and now they had one.
Simone Wilson just fucked with the wrong wolves.
With a bit of manipulation Simone could be fooled as easily as the shitfaced male across from him. She didn�t know the wolf that had attacked Chloe had been killed. Jackson made sure to keep that under wraps. They had to plant seeds, start the rumor mill churning. If she was afraid of exposure, Simone might slip up and reveal herself. With a bit of luck this would be over in the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours.
�Hell, go ahead.� Shane gave the rogue the last drink. �You need it more than me.�
�I sure fucking do.�
Pawn takes queen. Rook takes king.
There was a glory in the game of chess, a thrill like none other.
Even if his opponent wasn�t up to snuff, he accepted victory.
Check fucking mate.

Chapter Six

�It can�t be that easy,� Declan said, peering across the room, keeping his mate in sight. �No one is that lucky.�
�Of course it can,� Shane drawled through the phone. �When I work it�s easy-peasy.�
Declan watched Rachel inspect the walls of his room at the tattoo shop. She leaned closer to the framed work above his station, studying his sketches. She�d calmed down as she�d promised, the paragon of control. He didn�t like it, his wolf warning him something was off. If the phone hadn�t shrilled and Shane�s name hadn�t blasted through speakers running through the parlor he wouldn�t have answered.
�You have him with you? Right now?�
�He�s totally inebriated and passed out in the back seat,� Shane replied. �I think he�d sleep through a natural disaster at this point.�
�And he said it was Simone?� The information came from a rogue but it was damning given the state of things. �You�re sure?�
�He did, and I wouldn�t call if I wasn�t.�
�What did you give him?� Declan still couldn�t believe it. Either Shane was a lucky fucking bastard or the clouds had finally parted and the water-deprived earth was finally getting much-needed rain. �Elephant tranqs?�
�I offered the man a few shots of whiskey, not that it matters.� Shane sounded annoyed. �You should know I�m taking him to ground. I tried to call Jackson but didn�t get an answer. I left a message. Once I get to the location my signal blows. He won�t be able to get in touch. You need to tell him what�s going on and stress the importance of him getting here. If we work this right we should be able to get down to business in the next day or two.�
�We just saw her,� Declan snarled quietly, seething at the memory. �Not even thirty minutes ago.�
�Who?�
�Simone,� he hissed, keeping his voice down. �She was in town acting like everything was totally fucking cool. She even started shit with Rachel.� He recalled how angry his mate had been, full of piss and vinegar. �It wasn�t good.�
�You have to hand it to her,� Shane said. �She�s got balls.�
Balls that are about to be clipped. �If I talk to Jackson I�ll tell him you�re trying to get in touch. Keep your phone outside the basement when you make it to the bunker. The signal is better and calls roll through.�
�Why are you at the shop? I thought you were on vacay.�
Declan didn�t like answering questions but he didn�t have a choice. �I needed my appointment book. I�m driving Rachel to her place before we drive back to mine.�
�Appointment book?� Shane hesitated. �Are you taking more time off?�
�Only a week or two.�
�What should I tell the pack?�
�I�m not sure.�
Declan kept his gaze on his female, trying to see into the future, wishing he had a crystal fucking ball. The pack knew he�d been preparing for a trip, they just didn�t know why he�d decided to cut and run all of a sudden. He hadn�t bothered telling them, stating he needed some time to himself. Eventually they�d want to know why he left so abruptly. Since he intended to return to his position as Beta, they had the right to ask questions.
�I�ll keep things cool if they ask about you,� Shane finally said. �I didn�t sign on to be a Beta long-term. When you decide on a course of action I need to know.�
�I�m working out the kinks. As soon as I do you�ll be the first to know.�
�Much appreciated.�
The line clicked off and Declan hung up the phone.
Son of a bitch.
On the way to the shop he�d tried to formulate a plan. Since he hadn�t known if Simone or Desiree had been responsible for the attack he hadn�t been sure if he could take Rachel home. He�d seriously considered asking for permission to skip town with his mate. Now he knew he didn�t have to. Simone was running around like a duck on the water because she thought she was safe. Maybe it was because she hadn�t been apprised of the crime. Or perhaps she truly was that simple-minded and arrogant.
Either way it didn�t matter.
He could take Rachel home.
She could transition to her new life surrounded by those who could support her.
With a sigh of relief he returned the phone to the receiver. �Just Rachel?�
�Stop calling me that,� she replied, keeping her back to him.
If he had his way he�d never stop calling her that. He loved seeing her cheeks turn pink, her eyes glossy when he referred to her as such. Although he wasn�t a sexual novice, romance had eluded him all his life. He wanted to peel his mate back layer by layer. Over time he was certain he�d get to her center and understand her as he was meant to.
He closed the distance between them, moving quietly. His muscles drew tight, his cock swelling to life. The last time she�d been in his area he�d put her pretty little ass in his chair and told her not to move. The punishment for doing so had been a sound spanking. Of course she hadn�t listened, making a run for it as soon as she�d had a chance. Back then he hadn�t understood why her absence had left him feeling so empty, unaware of her importance in his life.
She tensed when he wrapped a hand around her midsection, placing his splayed fingers over her stomach. Stepping close, he pressed his body against hers. She was so small like this, her head notched directly beneath his chin.
She shivered, the scent of her arousal filling the enclosed space. �What do you want?�
�That�s a dangerous question.� Bringing his mouth to her ear, he whispered, �I want all sorts of things.�
�This is so fucked up.� With a small shift of her feet, she turned to face him. Her eyes were cloudy, pupils dilated. Bringing a hand to his cheek, she met his gaze. �I shouldn�t want you so much.�
He lifted a hand and rested it over hers. �Why not?�
�It�s not natural.� She closed her eyes and licked her lips. �It�s not me.�
�I have a feeling you don�t know yourself as well as you think.�
Ripping her hand from his face, she lifted her shoulders. �If that�s true it�s because of what�s happened to me. It�s not my fault.�
�How many men have you been with?� He yanked her close when she tried to get away. �One? Two? A dozen?�
�You know it�s not that many,� she snapped, her face turning pink in embarrassment. �If anyone has gotten around the block it�s you.�
�Really?� Cocking a brow, he questioned, �How do you know?�
�It�s obvious.� The flush in her cheeks deepened, becoming red. He waited as she struggled to piece together an answer. �Only a man who�s slept around knows how to touch a woman just right.�
�You like how I touch you?� Lowering his hand, he brushed the backs of his knuckles over one of her breasts. Her breath caught, her lower lip quivering. �I hope so, because I love touching you.�
�I shouldn�t want you this much,� she repeated, inching closer. The thin sliver of her irises had changed hue, becoming nearly white. Her wolf had become stronger, coming to life inside her. �I shouldn�t need you this much.�
�Yes, you should,� he corrected, studying her face. Their mouths were so close her breath caressed his lips. Her scent called to him, sweet and rich. Knowing she needed to face her demons, he decided to push her. �Do you want something, sweetheart? If you do all you have to do is ask.�
She didn�t look away, placing her hands on his chest. �Will you kiss me again?�
This time he made sure the kiss was tender, a light breeze of his lips over hers. She whimpered, trying to get closer. He didn�t allow it, maintaining a tiny amount of distance. If his mate wanted things to escalate she had to accept her feelings and embrace her nature. The constant back and forth wouldn�t bring them closer together. This had to be done on her terms, with her interest and willingness to engage him.
�Touch me,� she pleaded, pushing her hips forward. �Please.�
�Where do you want me to touch you?� When she froze, ripping her eyes from his, he softened his voice. �Here?� he asked, cupping her breast. Bringing his other hand to the vee of her thighs, he palmed her sex. �How about here?�
�Yes,� she growled, arching her back and thrusting her hips, pushing her breast and pussy into his hands. �More. I need more.�
He could sense her beast, feeling it call to his. It was harder than hell but he removed his hands and cupped her face, forcing her to look at him. She had to understand that he could give her relief but he wouldn�t ease her. Not fully. The only way to dull the need was to claim her as his mate, taking her body as he marked her shoulder. Even then it wouldn�t eliminate her desire for him. Until the moon came and went she�d keep riding the line, unable to ignore the lust consuming her.
�There�s only one way to make this better,� he said, voice cracking, his own libido in high gear. �Touching you�making you come�is only a temporary solution. I need to claim you completely. It�s the only way to ease the change.�
�It burns,� she rasped, raking her nails over his chest. �I feel so hot.�
Fuck.
It shouldn�t have been possible but he thought�for a moment�that she might be transforming. He felt the hum beneath her skin and saw her wolf gazing out at him through her eyes. Fear for her safety overrode his determination to do things on her terms. She needed relief and it was his responsibility to provide it for her. Unfortunately his beast wasn�t going into its cage, refusing to be denied.
�I need you to touch me too,� he growled, skin itching as the wolf rose within him. The animal would accept this sliver of intimacy, giving them a bit more time. �Will you touch me, Rachel?�
A tremor shot through him when she sank to her knees and reached for the buttons to his jeans. Although it made him a selfish son of a bitch he didn�t stop her, remaining in place as she undid the fastenings. Her fingers shook, making the task take longer than it should have. After several seconds his cock sprang free, fully engorged and throbbing. She wrapped her fingers around the base and he hissed, balls drawing up. Shifting her torso forward, she inched closer. Her tongue darted out and connected with his straining flesh.
�No teasing.� He assumed she didn�t have a lot of experience but he couldn�t wait. Many nights he�d gone to sleep imagining her just like this. Twining his fingers in her hair, he instructed, �Wrap those pretty lips around my cock and look at me.� She hesitated and he yanked on the strands in his grasp, bringing her back to the moment. �First you touch me and then I touch you. Give me this.�
Just like that her lips surrounded him, hot and wet as she sucked him into her mouth. Holy shit. He rocked on his heels, locking his knees in place. The last thing he needed to do was lose his balance and fuck things up. He couldn�t believe this was finally happening. When she didn�t look at him, he gave her hair another firm pull. She didn�t understand that this was about more than sex. They needed to increase their bond, connect with one another on a deeper level.
�Rachel,� he grated through his teeth, �look at me.�
Finally, she did. Her pupils were smaller, her irises fully white.
�That�s my girl.� Loosening his hold, he praised her. �Beautiful.�
Her motions were inexperienced, the hand at the root of his dick remaining still. To assist her he slid one of his hands from her hair and brought it to the fingers clutching the base.
�Like this.� He moved her hand up and down, timing it with the bobs of her head. She quickly caught on, following his lead as he guided her. �There you go. Fuck that feels good. You have the sweetest mouth.�
Her moan had him on the brink of orgasm. The vibrations traveled down his cock to his balls, creating a heavy weight in his lower back. Her eyes drifted shut, her lashes fluttering against her cheeks. His fangs lowered, the need to mark her shoulder pulsing through him. He fought for control, trying to stay still when all he wanted to do was thrust his hips and sink his cock into the slick, warm cavern.
Enjoy it. Don�t fuck up.
�That�s it,� he growled, his wolf slithering beneath his skin. She shifted the position of her head, taking him to the back of her throat. He held her still, instructing, �Swallow.� He waited until she did as she was told and pulled away. With another drive, he sent his cock deep into her mouth. �Again.� This time she took him more easily, her throat flexing around his cock head. �That�s right. Just like that.� He helped her settle into a rhythm so that she stroked and sucked him just the way he liked.
�You�re so perfect, baby. You have no idea what you do to me.�
Her scent had changed, telling him she was as turned on by the act as he was. The fragrant aroma of her musk tingled in his nostrils. When he flipped her over to reciprocate she�d be soaking wet. He closed his eyes and imagined sinking into her tight cunt, claiming her inch by maddening inch. He wouldn�t stop until he was balls-deep, lodged fully inside her.
His female only had to accept what was coming.
It was only a matter of time.
Rachel stopped fighting her instincts, allowing the voice that had appeared in her mind to dictate her actions. It felt foreign but right, telling her what she needed to do. There was a comfort in the presence, as though things were coming full circle.
Take him. Claim him.
He�s ours.
Her pussy clenched, a fresh burst of wetness drenching her already moist panties. Since they�d arrived at the tattoo parlor she�d been on edge, wanting to finish what they�d started in the street. Her breasts felt full, her nipples hard and aching. Each time her underwear brushed her clit she thought she�d come out of her skin.
Her skin tingled as she recalled Declan�s words.
Touch me and I�ll touch you.
She focused on the task at hand, shocked at how hard yet silken he felt. His cock was thick and long. The mushroom-shaped head was broader than the root, forcing her to widen her lips in order to take him. Considering her less than memorable sexual encounters with the opposite sex, she now only used her vibrator or fingers against her clit when she needed to let off sexual steam. Due to that she knew she wasn�t going to accommodate him easily. When he tried to enter her body he�d have to work his way inside.
The thought turned her on as much as it frightened her.
The men she�d slept with didn�t compare to Declan. They didn�t even come close.
�Fuck yes,� he groaned, carefully pumping his hips. �Don�t stop, baby.�
Opening her eyes, she peered up. His lids lifted and his gaze sought hers.
The fingers in her hair tightened, making her scalp prickle and burn. His amber-colored irises were bright in the artificial lighting. Despite the ache in her jaw she sucked harder, wanting to give this to him. For once she wanted to enjoy the moment and worry about the future later. She loved knowing she was responsible for the hunger, lust and need in his eyes.
�Shit,� he whispered, panting softly. �I�m going to come. You decide how it happens. Pull away if you don�t want me like this.�
Drink him down, the voice in her head demanded. Take it all.
Doubling her efforts, she moved faster. She stroked his shaft in tandem with her sucking mouth, drawing her lips and fingers up and down his iron-hard length. He bumped the back of her throat and it took every ounce of her will not to gag. Forcing aside the natural reaction, she focused on giving him pleasure.
�I can�t hold back,� he groaned, thrusting into her mouth. �Feels too fucking good.�
With a final plunge of his hips, he pressed the head of his cock to the back of her throat and held her head still. His semen jetted into her mouth. Thick, hot and slightly bitter. She breathed through her nose and swallowed, trying not to panic when she gagged. Women did this all the time. There wasn�t anything to be worried about. He pulled back and gave her a bit of room. She maintained a level head, using the space to her advantage. She swallowed each wave of his seed, finding it became easier as she did.
In seconds his cock stilled, no longer pulsing in her mouth. She drew a steadying breath, trying to cool the fire rushing through her veins. A part of her couldn�t believe she�d been so bold and brazen, giving him what he asked for without argument. With a quick step back, Declan slid his still-hard length from her lips and bent to pick her up. She didn�t have time to protest, ripped from her knees and lifted into his arms in the same breath.
�Your turn, mate.�
She gasped when he tossed her into the chair, grasping the sides to keep her balance. Since she didn�t have shoes it wasn�t difficult to pull the sweatpants down her legs. He tossed the clothing to the floor and reached for her panties. The gleam in his eyes made her nervous.
He wasn�t going to pleasure her with his fingers this time.
Somehow she knew he fully intended to return the favor�using his mouth and tongue to get her off. As much as she�d fantasized about it she�d never had anyone venture to the land below. The real thing wasn�t as enticing as she thought it might be. Licking his fingers was one thing. Once he put his face between her legs he�d find out just how wet she�d become.
What if he didn�t like it? What if she turned him off?
The voice in her head had gone strangely quiet, leaving her vulnerable and alone.
�W-wait,� she stammered, holding her hands out to ward him off.
He froze, staring her in the eye. �What�s wrong?�
�You don�t have to do that,� she blurted, turning her head so she didn�t have to look at him. Heaven help her, she felt so awkward and uncertain. �Don�t feel obligated or anything.�
�Obligated? Is that what you think?� He came at her, shoving aside her hands. �I�ve been dying to taste you, Rachel. I got a sample earlier but it wasn�t enough. I want to bury my head between your legs, lick you up like candy and watch you fall apart. I want to find out how sweet you sound when you come like this.�
�But�� She couldn�t look at him, not now. Humiliation swamped her.
�No buts,� he growled, reaching for her panties. �I want this and so do you.�
There wasn�t any reason to fight. He was right. She wanted this equally�if not more�than he did. When he grasped her panties she didn�t stop him, allowing him to slide the garment from her hips and legs. The chilly cushion beneath her ass sent a shiver up her spine. Suddenly she became aware of the cold room, the way the air seemed to breeze over her bare flesh. On a whim she�d shaved her pussy, curious to see how it would feel. As hair had grown in she�d decided to keep herself smooth.
There was nothing to protect her. Her folds were open to his gaze.
�There�ve only been two,� she blurted, changing the subject before she knew it, answering an earlier question he�d probably forgotten. �I�ve never done this before.�
�Two?� he questioned, freezing in place, fangs visible beneath his full lips.
She wanted to slap herself. He didn�t want to hear about that. Not now.
Stupid, stupid, stupid.
�Never mind,� she whispered. �It�s not important.�
�Two men?� he asked, tilting his head to the side.
If there had been a hole in the ground she�d have gratefully crawled into it. This was why she�d never tried to establish a relationship. Each time she got around a member of the opposite sex she said and did the wrong things. If she wasn�t busy snapping at them, she found herself muttering stupid shit. No wonder they had never called her the next day.
Unable to respond verbally, she nodded.
�No one has kissed you here?� He cupped her mound, his palm hot against her weeping flesh. When she didn�t answer he asked thickly, �No one has gone down on you?�
�No,� she squeaked, wanting him to touch her but afraid to ask for it.
�Good,� he growled, edging closer. �I�ll be your first and only.�
�You might not like it.� Damn it. Why did she keep talking out loud and ruining things? She rushed to fix what she might have broken and salvage a bit of her pride. �You don�t have to.�
�You�re right. I�m not going to like it.� She�d known he might not but hearing him say so broke something inside her. She started pulling away, drowning in misery. He stopped her, holding her in place. �You should hear a man out. I�m not going to like it because I know I�m going to fucking love it. I had a small taste but it didn�t even take the edge off. If anything it only made me want this even more.�
The way he�d placed her gave him more than enough room to maneuver. She couldn�t bring her legs together, trapped in place by his larger body. He forced her against the headrest, pressing her back into the chair. Bending at the waist, he dipped his head. The heat of his breath caressed her clit, his lips hovering over her vaginal lips. Another warm, wet gush from her pussy had her cheeks burning hot. She fought to breathe, clutching at the faux leather beneath her.
�You smell good,� he cooed, staring at her mound. �So hot. So damn sweet.�
His tongue lashed out and ran up her crease. As soon as he touched her clit she released a soft cry and shifted her hips. Electricity zinged up her back, spreading out through her torso. In an instant she wanted to come, hanging right over the edge. She clawed at the chair, waiting to see what he�d do next.
�Lie back and relax. I�m going to enjoy this as much as you do. I�ve been dreaming about it for weeks.�
He had? For some reason she found that hard to believe.
She was hardly the stuff of dreams.
The first laps of his tongues against her pussy didn�t ease her tension. Then slowly, as he paid attention to her inner folds, her muscles relaxed. He seemed to know when she�d given in. With a groan he increased the pressure, running his tongue from the mouth of her vagina to her clit. Using his thumbs, he parted her center. She held back a moan, biting her lip. He lifted his eyes, meeting her gaze.
Then she understood why he�d wanted her to look at him when she�d sucked his cock.
She�d never felt that level of connection with any other person. Like this she was completely open to him. There were no secrets, no barriers between them. He could see past the mask she wore, to the woman she kept tucked away. One look�a simple locking of the eyes�and he knew everything about her. Even knowing that, she didn�t dare break the connection. He studied her as he kept going, licking at her seam. The presence she�d felt earlier returned, like a shadow in the back of her mind.
Ours.
Tiny prickles danced over her skin at her torso, extending to her arms and legs. It felt as though feathers danced along the inside of her skin, tracing over every contour and crevice. The heat in her stomach returned, a strange haze of red coating her vision. She let go of the chair and placed her arms over her head. Resting back, she let her thighs fall apart.
�Hell yes,� Declan rasped, licking at her sex. �Let it happen, baby. You�re so soft here, made just for me.�
Two fingers teased her entrance, swirling outside her pussy. She tried not to tense up when Declan worked them inside her, using the wetness from his mouth and her arousal to pave the way. Running his tongue over her clit, he flexed his wrist, sending his fingers deeper. She gasped when he touched a sensitive spot inside her, bucking against his hand.
�Declan.�
�Easy,� he murmured and pushed his fingers all the way in. �Easy, baby.�
Easy? Is he insane?
It felt too good, her pussy so deliciously full. She wanted him to move those fingers and part her like a whisper. Things had progressed quickly between them, meaning it wouldn�t be long before he replaced his hand with his cock. She wasn�t sure how well she�d take him but she was already anticipating the moment, picturing the broad head stretching her wide. Declan had been considerate so far. How would he be when he ditched the tenderness? Would she be able to handle the man when he lost his carefully constructed control?
A spark of desire speared through her, the voice in her head becoming a howl.
He�d given her a sample of what he�d be like when she�d dropped to her knees in front of him. She�d seen the flare in his eyes, watched the tic in his jaw. Even then he�d done his best to be easy with her, keeping his own needs in check. Each time he handled her he did so as though she might break, keeping things slow and deliberate.
That�s not what she needed. Not anymore.
�It�s not enough.� She exhaled the words, rolling her hips. �Stop tormenting me.�
�Rachel.�
The way he said her name served as a warning of some kind. Too bad she didn�t have the patience to find out what he was trying to tell her. Grasping the top of the seat, she lifted her hips. His fingers slid deeper, thick and heavy inside her. She focused on her vaginal muscles, flexing down. If he wasn�t going to give her what she needed she�d take it for herself. Her body felt primed, ready to board the train to ecstasy. She pulled away, prepared to ride his hand to orgasm.
He prevented movement, grasping her by the hip. �Damn it. Don�t challenge me. Not now.�
Take him! The voice thundered in her head. Claim him as ours.
The itchy sensation under her skin increased, bringing on another tidal wave of lust and need. She couldn�t think clearly, driven by pure sensation. His fingers felt amazing inside her, the heat of his breath teasing her folds. She wanted to feel his tongue caressing her flesh as he moved his fingers in and out of her pussy. Then�after she climaxed�she could roll onto her knees and present herself to him.
He belonged to her. Once mated, no one could ever force them apart.
A snarl crept up her throat, an odd, itchy sensation beneath her skin spreading like wildfire. She needed this more than ever. Declan was sexy as hell. Other women would want him too. She�d been bitten, not born. That could threaten everything. They had to seal their union before it was too late. The thoughts in her head tumbled together�some of the notions her own, others the impressions of the animal inside her.
Clarity arose, a harsh realization slamming into her chest.
The wolf.
Shit.
She started to tear herself away. Declan must�ve sensed the shift. In an instant his lips surrounded her clit, his tongue rubbing against the hard nub as he sucked. The breath left her lungs, her body surrendering to his touch. He wasn�t tender any longer, slamming his hand against her, pumping his fingers in and out of her sex. Warmth bloomed over her, the pressure in her belly building.
So close� So close.
He waggled his head, moaning as he did.
White speckles floated before her eyes, the tension inside her detonating like a fireball. She writhed against his hand, pushing her clit into his mouth, releasing a scream of pleasure and pain. The wolf�something she finally recognized even if she didn�t want to accept it�damned her for her insecurities, wanting her to see past her doubts to embrace the future they needed. Now that she�d gained release the creature had stopped chanting in her head. She was grateful to receive at least this much from her other half.
She went limp, boneless as she draped herself over the seat.
This couldn�t be all she had to look forward to, could it?
If she didn�t accept Declan�s claim would she ever find any measure of peace?
Although she kept her eyes closed she sensed Declan�s departure. His fingers eased from her sensitive flesh, his scent drifting from her as he walked away. She heard the rustle of clothing, knew he was adjusting his jeans and putting them back in place. It dawned on her that she should show some amount of composure. She closed her legs and brought them to her chest, wanting to cry for some strange reason she didn�t understand.
Poor Declan.
Just by wanting her he�d drawn the short end of the stick.
�It�s okay, sweet girl.� Her skin prickled at the endearment. She�d expected Declan to sound angry or annoyed. Instead he sounded almost sad. A hand wrapped around her wrist, followed by a firm tug. �Let�s get out of here. I�m going to take you to get your things and then we�ll go home. You need to rest.�
Rest? The animal within her reared its ugly head. I don�t want to rest.
She tried to fight the creature but didn�t know how. Just like that�click, click, boom�she was out of the tattoo chair. She snarled at Declan, her gums tingling. The wolf roared in her skull, the sound horrific and foreign. She brought her hands to her temples and pressed the fatty part of her palms to her face. Everything felt and looked strange, coated in that horrific shade of red. She made out Declan�s face, saw that he�d shifted from soothing to dominant.
�Stop it,� he ordered, facing her without fear. �I know you can hear me, Rachel. You control the wolf. She doesn�t control you. Put her in her place.�
Put her in her place how?
She felt the winding under her skin, could sense the animal gaining control. Reaching out, she whispered hoarsely, �Help me.�
Although he took her hand, he didn�t grant her the assistance she needed. �Only you can do that. Force her back. You can do this.�
The rage increased. The animal�s fear and needs merged together. It wanted to claim its mate before it was too late, to rise to control and take over. It didn�t want to be denied by its human counterpart.
�Stop. Right now,� Declan snarled.
Calm settled over her, Declan�s order like a comforting balm. She faced the animal that threatened to control her, screaming at it to back the fuck off. It seemed to last forever�a standoff without an end in sight. Her body trembled, her heart thundering in her chest. Then she felt the shift, the slight hesitation of the wolf. She persisted, ordering it to retreat. Sweat beaded her brow, her legs quaking as they held her weight.
Go away, she ordered. Get the hell out of my mind.
The animal retreated, taking small steps back. With each one Rachel took control, forcing the beast into a cage built in her mind. As soon as it entered�leaving her awash in her own thoughts�her legs buckled. Declan rushed toward her but he wasn�t fast enough. She cried out when her knees hit the ground, hearing a small crack.
�Motherfucker,� he snarled, pulling her against him.
She wanted to wrap her arms around his neck but she couldn�t lift them. Instead she sagged, her limbs totally useless. He swept her into his arms, cocooning her in his scent. She felt the darkness rising up to consume her and tried to fight it. The last time she�d gone under she�d woken to a new reality. She couldn�t face that again.
Don�t close your eyes. Keep them open.
Even as she thought it she felt her lashes flutter over her cheeks.
�I�ve got you,� Declan whispered, keeping her close. �Don�t be afraid.�
Unfortunately terror was the last thing that she felt before she surrendered, the horrible feeling permeating her soul. As she was swept into the tide of dreams she entered nightmares, each one more horrific than the next.
Of her father�s death.
Of her mother�s destruction.
Of the life she�d been given as a consequence.
Unable to do anything else, she accepted the inevitable. As always her desperation made things easy. It was a blessing in disguise, the one thing that gave her some measure of relief. That was the lesson she�d learned, having had it hammered into her head since youth. When you couldn�t fight it was best to give up, make yourself small and hope for a sliver of compassion.
In a blink, madness consumed her.
Suffocating pain, bringing her under.
She welcomed the dark tides, letting them do as they wished. She thought she heard Declan speaking softly to her but she couldn�t be certain. A wolf howled. The sound echoed through her head, searing into her soul. Bit by bit she sank into oblivion, lost to all reason.
A mouth skimmed over her temple.
Arms pulled her close.
She tried to hold on to the feelings, wanting to lose herself in them.
Before she could gain a hold blackness swirled, making the world dark.
Then there was nothing.

Chapter Seven

Did he take them all? What would Rachel need?
Declan studied the contents of the drawer, trying to decide what to do.
She hadn�t woken since she�d passed out in his arms at the shop. He didn�t want to bother her, so he�d entered her home to retrieve her things. Her clothes weren�t difficult to sort. He�d left her work things in the drawers and collected her stain-free jeans and shirts. But when it was time to get her panties and bras he was at a loss.
Maybe I should buy her new things. His mood lifted. The idea appealed to him. If I took her shopping I could choose everything that touches her body.
Deciding that would be best, he snatched a handful of undergarments and stuffed them into the duffel he�d brought into the house. Done and ready to go, he lifted his head and gazed at his surroundings, scowling. Rachel kept things clean but the house was falling to pieces. The ceiling leaked in several places, the walls barely covered with peeling wallpaper. Her furniture was obviously secondhand, the dresser and nightstand barely holding together. As a werewolf he didn�t get cold but he did notice the temperature didn�t change when he entered the residence.
He studied Rachel�s bed, taking in the thick but threadbare quilts over the top.
His mate had suffered.
Thinking of her living like this made him see red. She deserved to live in a home that was always warm and safe, surrounded by the pretty things women liked. If he�d known how bad things were he�d have stepped in and claimed her sooner. One thing was certain. She�d never live like this again. He�d see to that. But even if he cared for her would she ever share her past with him? Would she open the door to her emotions and let him in?
Pushing the thoughts aside, he shook his head and strode from the room. She had a new home and he�d make sure she was provided for. He might not be a millionaire but he�d saved more than enough money to support her. She�d never suffer again. She sure as fuck wouldn�t have to worry about leaky ceilings, shoddy wallpaper and stinky fucking carpet.
When he made it to the living room, he paused.
A cushion on the couch remained torn, pieces of foam on the ground. Dark brown smears stained the carpets, the evidence of Rachel�s attack vividly clear. A growl traveled to his throat, his fingers going tight around the handles of the duffel.
Rachel could have died.
He could have lost her before he ever knew her.
Don�t go there. Walk out the door and never look back.
Determined to heed his own warning, he started for the door. He stopped short, freezing when he saw the woman standing in the hallway. She halted her progress, taking him in.
It didn�t take long for Declan to recognize who she was.
Her nose, hair color and eyes reminded him of Rachel but this woman was far older. Years of hard living had obviously taken their toll. She�d pulled her strawberry blonde hair into a low ponytail, the strands lackluster and stringy. Her eyes, unlike Rachel�s, were dull and lifeless. As if that wasn�t bad enough, her clothing looked dirty and slept in. The oversized shirt covering her body was wrinkled, her jeans worn at the knees and stained.
�Who the hell are you?� The woman�s words were slurred and uneven.
�I�m Declan. And you are?�
�Cindy Gentry. Rachel�s mother.� Staring him up and down, she asked, �What are you doing here? Where�s Rach?�
�She�s with friends.� Even across the distance he could smell the booze wafting from her. The female was drinking herself to an early grave. He hiked the duffel up, resting the back of his hand on his shoulder. �I came to get her a few things.�
�Are you the flavor of the month?� She tottered toward him. �If you know what�s good for you, don�t get comfortable. My girl isn�t the settling type. She knows the score when it comes to men. I made sure I raised her right.�
I just bet you did.
For weeks he�d wondered about his mate�her past, her family, her upbringing. His worst imaginings hadn�t come close. This woman�Rachel�s fucking mother�was a total lush. More than likely she woke to alcohol and not coffee each morning. He tamped down his temper, telling himself not to judge. He didn�t know the woman and his mate hadn�t told him enough about her history for him to make assumptions.
�I�d better go,� he said, making a rush to get the hell out of the woman�s path.
�Hey, don�t run,� she said, grasping his biceps. �Damn. I bet you�re in the gym all the time. Is that a farmer�s tan or does your skin look that good all over? I can see why Rachel took an interest.� She squeezed his arm, inspecting his muscles, giving him a grin. �Why don�t we sit down and have a drink? I�m always happy to meet Rachel�s friends.�
�Her husband,� he snarled, ripping away from the disgusting press of her hand. The retort had come to him naturally. Wolves declared partners as mates. Humans declared them as husbands and wives. �I�m not just a friend.�
�Husband?� She blinked, staring at him. Then she started laughing. �Rachel? Married? Give me a break.� She guffawed, her stained teeth gaining his attention. �Don�t try to pull the wool over my eyes. My girl ain�t the marrying kind.�
�Apparently you don�t know her very well,� he replied briskly and tried to leave again.
�Hold up, you son of a bitch,� she snapped, grabbing his arm again. �Don�t tell me I don�t know my own child. I had her. I raised her. I know her better than anyone. Do you hear me?�
Rachel was asleep in his backseat. The wolf inside him wanted to return to her. Fighting off the beast had drained her physically but she�d wake soon. He didn�t want her to come to awareness alone. She needed him there to anchor her, offering her any and all of the support she needed.
Enough of this shit.
�Believe me.� Staring at the woman, he let the beast peer through his eyes. He knew his irises would shift color, clueing her in on what he was. �I know her. Very well.�
She paled as she gazed into his eyes, releasing him immediately. �What the fuck!� Backing toward the couch, she grasped a glass paperweight on a nearby table and lifted it into the air. �Where�s my daughter? What the hell have you done with her?�
�I�ll tell her to call you.� He avoided the questions, preparing to get the fuck out of the decrepit home. Trying to be courteous, he dipped his head in a display of respect. �It was nice meeting you, Mrs. Gentry.�
�I�m calling the police.� She rushed to the phone on the table next to the couch. Her jaw dropped when she saw the carpet, staring at the bloodstains covering the floor. Her hand trembled as she reached for the phone, fear evident in her face. �If you�ve hurt her I�ll make sure you get what�s coming to you. I�ve seen your car. I know what you look like. And I know what you are. Tell me where she is or I�ll make sure they hunt you down.�
It was a bluff and they both knew it. The human police would investigate but once they learned what Declan was they�d turn everything over to the packs. They knew not to get involved with supernatural creatures. It was a give and take that had allowed everyone in the area to coexist in peace.
�Rachel�s fine,� he replied, keeping his composure. �But if you want to call the police, feel free.�
�You son of a bitch!� She threw the paperweight at him. He moved aside, easily avoiding the object. As soon as it hit the wall the glass made a loud crack and broke into several pieces.
The female has lost her mind. Get the hell out.
Declan�s nose picked up Rachel�s scent. He turned in time to see her standing in the hallway, her blue eyes haunted. He didn�t like how sad she looked, seeming almost broken. Her shoulders were hunched, her posture radiating pain and misery.
�Hello, Mother.�
Rachel wanted to crawl beneath a rock and die in shame.
Her enhanced sense of smell told her that Mommy Dearest had been drinking. She picked up traces of tequila and beer. The horrible stench of sweat and cigarettes clung to Cindy Gentry�s unkempt and dirty clothing. Her mother hadn�t showered in days. No doubt she�d been on a binge. This wasn�t the first time she�d paid Rachel a visit after a few days of heavy drinking, asking for money to buy food and more booze.
She didn�t look at Declan, keeping her gaze on her mother.
What must he think of her now? Was he humiliated? Upset?
She didn�t want to see pity in his eyes.
Over the years she�d stopped trying to make friends. She didn�t want anyone to know what she dealt with on a regular basis. It was bad enough that Chloe had witnessed Cindy on a binge. Unfortunately Declan knew the truth now. He�d seen it firsthand. She�d known it would cut like a knife but she hadn�t anticipated feeling so ashamed.
Her ego�fragile as it was�couldn�t take much more.
Something inside her shifted, warming the chill that had overtaken her. Her despondency didn�t vanish but it did lessen, becoming less powerful somehow.
The wolf.
Her inner beast offered comfort, giving Rachel strength and balance. For the first time she was grateful for the presence, thankful to have something to rely on without asking. The shame remained but it wasn�t as harsh, keeping her from breaking down in a useless wash of tears.
�Rachel,� the concern in her mother�s face abruptly changed to anger, �what are you thinking? Do you know what he is? Don�t you remember the things I�ve told you? This is because of Chloe, isn�t it? I told you that girl is no good now. You need to stay away from her.� Rushing over, she stopped in front of Rachel and grasped her arms. �Tell him to leave. We need to have a serious talk.�
Rachel glanced at Declan. He hadn�t moved, letting her handle the situation.
Sighing, she tried to move away from the hands clutching her arms. �I�m not in the mood to talk right now. Don�t worry, he�s leaving.� She heard Declan growl and hurried to clarify. �In fact, we�re both going to go. We have somewhere we need to be.�
Undeterred, the tipsy woman dug her fingers into Rachel�s arms. �You�re not going anywhere,� she snapped, bloodshot eyes wild. �If you think I�m going to let you leave with him you�ve got another think coming.�
�What do you need this time?� Rachel snapped, fed up after all she�d endured the last couple of days. �Money? A place to crash?�
She reached down, ready to dive into her pocket for cash. She didn�t have much but she was willing to hand over what little she did. She wanted Cindy to leave. She wanted to forget this entire ordeal. Her fingers drifted over the sweatpants Declan had given her. So much for that. She lowered her hand, shaking her head.
�It�s not going to happen. Not today. I have more important things to deal with.�
�Don�t you dare speak to me like that, you selfish little shit.� Indignant, her mother moved closer and lowered her voice, �I�ve done everything for you. Everything.�
�Get out of my face.� The order came out as a snarl. The wolf inside her rose up and that odd shade of red changed the colors in the room. �I�m not in a very good mood. You don�t want to piss me off.�
Her mother�s eyes widened and a scent drifted to Rachel�s nose�acidic and peppery�as she took a giant step back. �What has he done to you?�
�He hasn�t done anything to me.� She could have shared the truth with the woman who�d done a piss-poor job of raising her but she didn�t. Cindy didn�t deserve it. Not after everything her mother had done in the last decade.
�Don�t lie. I know what he is. I should have recognized it from the start�tanned, big, enormous muscles.� Her mother�s gaze drifted to the blood on the floor. �But I didn�t put two and two together until I saw his eyes. You didn�t either, did you? You brought him home and he changed you somehow.� Giving Declan a hateful look, she hissed, �He said he was your husband. Is that what they call it when they bite a human? Do you have any idea what he�s done?�
�They call it mating, actually.� For a moment she considered telling Cindy about Chloe and Jackson. The pair intended to marry to appease Chloe�s grandparents, even though being mated was union enough for the pack. Ultimately she decided not to, figuring her mother would hear the news when she visited a bar and got wind of the town gossip. �I was bitten, but not by him. Instead of being bitchy you might want to thank him for saving my life.�
Rachel braced herself and looked at Declan. She told herself it didn�t matter if he felt sorry for her. Most people did. To her surprise he didn�t look as though he pitied her. He looked pissed off, his gaze homed on her mother, his irises a bright shade of gold.
�We�ll go to the hospital.� Cindy stepped toward Rachel again. �They can help you. There has to be something they can do.�
�There�s nothing they can do,� Declan growled, shifting closer to them. �Human medicine won�t prevent what�s happening. The bite took hold. It�s in her blood.�
�What is happening?� her mother asked, glaring at him.
�I�m becoming one of them,� Rachel answered, trying not to let her fear at the thought show. �When the full moon comes, I�ll change.�
�No!� As her mother shouted she rushed to the phone. �I�m calling the police. They�ll make him leave and we�ll sort this out.� When Rachel started walking away she screamed, �I�ll file a missing persons report. You can leave but you won�t be able to hide.�
Declan stepped between the women, facing Rachel�s irate parent. �I want you to listen to me,� he warned, voice soft but clear. �We�re going to walk out that door. As soon as we do I�m contacting my Alpha, who�ll contact our people. Once he does the police will find out this is a pack matter. They�ll tell you what they tell every human who gets involved with our kind�there�s nothing they can do to help you.�
�You can�t keep me from her.�
�When she wants to talk to you,� he backed up one slow step at a time, �she�ll be in touch.�
Rachel didn�t know if she should hug him or bolt for the door. Uncertain, she wrapped her arm around his waist and edged closer to him. He rested his fingers over hers, the simple touch giving her the comfort she needed. Her mother was tipsy, not drunk. That meant Cindy needed money. If they didn�t go soon Rachel would have to share that she didn�t have any extra money to give. Customers had been scarce the last few months. Everything she had went to bills and necessities. Declan had seen her home so he knew she wasn�t rich. But he didn�t know just how bad things had become.
Resting her forehead against his back, she whispered, �Can we go?�
�Rach�� The way her mother said it made her cringe. She hadn�t gotten out quickly enough. Cindy Gentry might not care about her daughter but she cared about herself. �The electric bill was more than I expected this month. If I don�t take care of it by tomorrow they�ll shut it off.�
Declan shifted against her, giving her hand a reassuring pat. �Then you can stay here for a few days. We have to find a Realtor who can help get the house into shape before Rachel sells it anyway.�
�Sells it?� Cindy sounded mortified and furious.
�Yes, sells it,� he countered, brushing his fingers over Rachel�s. �She�s my mate. What�s mine is now hers. There�s nothing she needs here. There�s no reason to keep the house.�
In another time�hell, in another life�she�d have been outraged Declan had made such a huge declaration. Instead she took a look around, studying the home she�d lived in for years. The place wouldn�t last much longer. She�d been unable to maintain the roof so when it rained she had to place pans around the kitchen to keep the floor dry. No matter how often she cleaned, mold seemed to thrive near the windows. The wood around the door had dry rotted and the floor had started caving in certain places. The house was so different from Declan�s. Whereas his things were costly, well-designed and sturdy, hers were cheap, secondhand and falling apart.
Humiliation washed over her.
She didn�t want a Realtor to see the place. More than likely they�d refuse to help. Demolishing the house would probably be best. They�d get more for the land than they would the home. Shutting her eyes, she pictured her father. There were good memories in this place but not many. The negative outweighed the positive by far.
�I need to buy groceries,� Cindy said with a hint of desperation.
�That�s not my problem,� Rachel retorted, welcoming the anger that rose within her. The one woman who should have cared about her�her own mother�had forgotten everything that had happened to her daughter. Worse? The concern she�d shown earlier had vanished. Rachel usually blamed her mother�s condition for her behavior. Alcoholism was a disease. But enough was fucking enough. �And Declan�s wrong. You�re not welcome to stay here. Get out.�
�This is my home as much as yours. I�m the only family you have left.�
�You�re wrong.� With a small step to the side, she took Declan�s hand and faced the woman who�d made her life a living hell. Her father had left the house in trust until Rachel turned eighteen. She�d been unable to do anything about the money Cindy had blown through�funds that should have provided her a better upbringing. But she�d been able to take control of the house the minute she came of age. That much she�d made sure of. �This is my house and I�ll do whatever I want with it. And I have plenty of family. Chloe. Her grandparents.� Taking a deep breath, she finally accepted the reality of her situation. �Declan and the members of his pack.�
�You�re not thinking clearly.� Cindy pushed buttons on the phone. �You need help.�
Rachel released Declan�s hand and strode to her mother. She ripped the phone from her grasp. �You need to leave or I�m calling the police,� she said calmly, staring her mother in the eye. �It won�t be the first time they�ve hauled you off. Only this time I won�t bail you out. You�ll sit in a cell for a few days. It�d probably be the best thing for you.�
�Ungrateful little bitch.�
Her mother�s hand came up, poised to strike. She knew how the slap would feel�harsh and hot against her skin. This time Cindy�s palm didn�t make it, stopped as Rachel caught her mother�s wrist mid-swing. Her wolf snarled in her head, the fingers wrapped around delicate bones shaking. Rachel kept the beast back, trying to remain composed.
�I�m not going to be around to take care of you anymore.� She let go, trembling as adrenaline rushed through her system. �Get help, Mom. Go somewhere and get the help you need.�
Pivoting, she faced Declan.
For a long time she�d resented him, wishing he�d go away.
Now he represented the life she�d always wanted for herself.
He offered security and strength, promising to care for her in a way she�d always dreamed about. She�d seen how Jackson treated Chloe�doting on her, watching out for her, loving her beyond reason. A week ago she�d have sworn she didn�t want that for herself but it would have been a lie. The truth was she hadn�t wanted to ache for something she�d never have.
�Come on, baby.� Declan extended his hand to her, his expression one of understanding. She slid her fingers through his, shivering at the contact. Pulling her close, he pressed a tender kiss to her temple. �Let�s go home.�
As they walked to the door she called over her shoulder, �If you�re not out of here in five minutes the police will be on their way. I suggest you get in your car and go. Goodbye, Mother.�
She walked away from all she�d ever known without looking back.
A new chapter in her life had started.
It was time to leave the past behind.

Chapter Eight

Declan opened the door and let Rachel step inside before he closed it behind them. A part of him remained furious at her mother�s callous treatment of her child. His parents had never been anything but supportive. His mother had always taken the time to listen to him, offering her gentle touch after he�d changed for the first time. His father had been responsible for discipline but had never so much as lifted a violent hand to his children. Instead his parent and role-model showed Declan life wasn�t easy and he had to work for what he wanted.
His female obviously hadn�t had that level of love or support.
He wanted to know more about Rachel. Certainly he had been thrilled when she�d proclaimed he was her family now. The wolf had heard her as well. The animal had slithered under his skin, its energy humming through him.
But there was more to the situation.
If he wanted to understand things, he had to ask serious questions.
With a hand at the small of her back, he guided her to the kitchen. Once she�d taken a seat he went to the refrigerator and pulled out the steaks he�d left to marinate. Placing them on the counter, he returned to get the things he�d need to make a salad. His mate had to be hungry. Sharing a meal, generally, was a welcome distraction when a serious discussion had to take place.
�Rachel,� he said softly, breaking the silence that had fallen between them. �What was your dad like? Can you tell me about him?�
He didn�t turn around, giving her a small amount of space.
Sometimes it was easier to talk when you didn�t have to look someone in the eye.
He retrieved a skillet before he started collecting plates and bowls. During that time she didn�t speak, staying quiet as he worked around the kitchen. Still he didn�t push, hoping she�d talk to him when she felt ready.
�He was my hero,� she finally answered, speaking softly. �He always made time just for us. I loved it when he�d take me out to the river. After we swam for a while we�d fish for our dinner. Sometimes we camped out.� A hesitation, then she said, �He used to tell me the most amazing stories. I�m pretty sure he made them up as he went along. I loved listening to him talk. He had this wonderful laugh. Once he started it was impossible not to start laughing with him.�
There was so much love in her voice�so much longing. �How�d he die?�
�An accident.� The way she said it indicated she didn�t care to elaborate.
�How old were you?�
�It happened right before my ninth birthday.� She sounded annoyed when she asked, �Why the sudden interest?�
�In case you haven�t figured it out,� he answered, reminding himself to be comforting and calm, �I want to know everything about you.�
�Since you met my mother, I�m sure you know all sorts of things about me now.�
He didn�t have to look at her to feel the sadness coming from her. She lowered her head and stared at the table when he spun around. He decided to go to her, wanting to shelter her in his embrace. She was hurting. If it killed him he�d make her feel better. Kneeling, he turned her chair so that she faced him and rested his hands on her knees.
�When people hurt they do stupid things. I don�t know your mother and I don�t know what she�s been through. But I can tell you�re nothing like her. That�s why I asked about your father. I�ve never met him but the way you talk about him makes me wish I could have.�
�I don�t want to fight anymore.� She lifted her head and met his gaze. Her eyes were flooded with tears. �I don�t want to keep living the way I do.�
�Then don�t.� He tried to soothe her, cupping her jaw.
�I don�t want to hurt anyone either.� She clasped her hand over his. �What happened earlier today scared the hell out of me. I heard you talking but I couldn�t see you.�
Damn it.
�You took control, Rachel. We all have to at some point. It�s natural. You�re stronger than you think.� He wasn�t sure if he should be totally honest but decided it was best. �The wolf will respect you now. She won�t try to push for control. It�s your job to keep her in her place. I saw you do it when you needed to. You�re going to be fine.�
�I don�t want to change,� she admitted, a tear winding down her cheek. �But it doesn�t matter, does it? No matter how hard I try to stop it, it�s still going to happen.�
�Yes, it is.� Even if he wanted to prevent the shift for her, he couldn�t.
�Did you mean what you told me before?� Her gaze melted into his, her heart showing through her eyes. �If we�� She blinked back tears, shaking her head. �If I let you�if you claim me�will it make things easier?�
�If you surrender completely, then yes.� Her wolf had to know she�d given him control. Otherwise he�d have to fight the woman and her beast. �My wolf will guide yours through the transformation. It doesn�t have to be scary, baby. If you let it happen, it�ll be amazing. You have no idea how wonderful it feels.�
�Will I be able to help Chloe? Once I change, I mean.�
�You will. The pack is a family. We take care of each other.�
He waited for her to speak, watching emotions wash over her face�fear, understanding and then acceptance. She swiped the tear from her face, rubbed the backs of her hands over her eyes and looked at him. The faint smell of her sorrow faded, replaced by a hint of arousal.
�Then I want you to claim me,� she whispered, bringing her face to his. �I�m so tired, Declan. I don�t want to run anymore. I�m too exhausted to hide.�
Finally. Fuck yes.
Elation and triumph rushed through him. Electricity pulsed beneath his skin, the beast at the ready to claim its mate. He pushed the wolf back, knowing this had to be done properly. Rachel had been wounded. She needed to be taken in a manner she deserved and yearned for, easing her hurt. He�d take it slow, introducing her to their mating in a way she�d accept and dream about for years to come.
Skimming his lips across hers, he murmured, �If you ran, I�d find you. And you can�t hide from me. I won�t let you.� He lifted her from the chair, rising to his full height. �I�m going to make this good for you, sweetheart. You�re not going to regret mating to me. I give you my word.�
He felt her tremble against him, heard the way her breath caught.
Blood thundered in his ears, his cock straining against his jeans. Even though he was trying to do the right thing he knew he was a selfish bastard, thinking that soon he�d finally be balls-deep in his female. Lodged so deeply inside her she wouldn�t be able to tell where he started and she ended.
Entering the bedroom, he flicked the switch on the wall with his elbow, flooding the room with light. He wanted to see every inch of his female, learning all of her curves, revealing all her secrets. When he reached the bed he stopped and lowered her, waiting until she�d found her balance to let go. The first claiming symbolized the future of a mating. He intended to make sure things started on the right foot.
She didn�t argue when he lifted her shirt over her head. He tossed it aside and reached for the sweatpants. His fingers caressed her skin and her abdominal muscles flexed, tempting him to kiss her taut belly. Kneeling down, he removed her socks and discarded the remainder of her clothing.
She shifted her feet as he stood, wrapping her arms around her midsection.
He�d never seen anything sexier than his mate standing before him in nothing more than her underwear. The area where she�d been bitten had nearly healed, only a few marks marred her soft, pale skin. The cups of her bra had slid down so he could see a teasing glimpse of her rosy nipples. The visual made his balls tighten and his cock throb, his pants feeling too fucking tight all of a sudden.
Take your time. Do this right.
�Don�t you want to return the favor?� He tried teasing her, hoping it would ease any tension she might be feeling. He scented her desire but she was visibly nervous. Before she could answer he yanked his shirt over his head. She gazed up, her full lips pursed. He reached for his jeans and she stopped him, resting her hands on his wrists.
�I want to return the favor.�
He remained still, watching as she struggled with the button. She popped it loose and quickly undid the fastenings. Her fingers skimmed over his skin and he quivered at the contact. He couldn�t wait to feel her hands all over him, experience the sharp sting of her nails in his back. She pulled the jeans down his legs and kneeled to remove his boots. He assisted her once they were loose, kicking them off. His socks came off with his jeans, leaving his entire body open to her gaze.
Reaching up, she looped her fingers around the base of his cock. �I want to make this good for you too,� she whispered, stroking him.
Her intentions were good but with her kneeling at his feet and offering herself up to him on a plate, she stirred his beast. The wolf snarled in his head, tired of waiting for the man to seal the mating. Declan reached down, burying his fingers in Rachel�s hair. He forced her to her feet, using enough pressure as he pulled at the strands to make her look at him.
�You need to know I�m fighting to stay in control.� His voice had changed, so much deeper now. He didn�t want to frighten her but he worried he might. �I won�t hurt you. I could never do that. But I�ve been waiting for weeks, Rachel. It�s not easy. The animal inside me wants you too. It feels what you�re becoming. It knows you are the only female meant for it.�
She licked her lips and placed her hand on his chest. �Are you trying to warn me or prepare me?�
�Both,� he answered in a low growl, edging closer to her. �When I take you the wolf is going to respond. It�s waited too long for you. If you want this�if you want me�you have to say it. Females have to welcome the claim or a mating is bound to be doomed. I need to know for certain this is what you want.�
�If I say it is,� she asked, lowering her head, �what will happen?�
Poor little female. She thought it was a trick of some kind. �I�ll make you mine.�
Her head lifted and she removed her hand. He felt the absence of her touch, desperate to have it back. She reached behind her and unclasped her bra. With a shrug the garment slid from her shoulders and down her arms. She let it fall from her hands to the floor. Her creamy breasts were beyond tempting, the nipples in the centers hard and pink.
�I want you.�
An enormous surge of pride hit him in the center of the chest. Despite her anxiousness she found a way to be brave. It couldn�t be easy for her. He hooked a finger under her chin and lifted her head. Their gazes met, her irises once again changing colors. He reached out with his beast, sensing Rachel�s wolf. The instant a connection was made he saw the flare in his mate�s eyes. Her animal was rising, ready to accept the mating as well. There�d never be a better time to cement their union.
�You don�t know how many times I�ve wished you�d say that.� Another step and his cock nudged her belly. Her skin felt like silk, a perfect cushion for his length. �Will you be mine, Rachel? Will you give yourself to me?�
�Only if you�ll give yourself to me,� she countered, pulling her head away.
It was a challenge. One he was ready to accept. �I�ve always been yours. I just didn�t know it yet. Wolves wait their entire lives for this. The minute you walked into the shop you changed me forever. I�ve been trying to tell you that.�
�Yes,� she sighed and rested her hands on his shoulders. She ran her fingers over his skin, her gaze fixated on one of the tattoos over his collarbone. Leaning against him, she repeated, �My answer is yes.�
That was easier than I thought.
Rachel relaxed against Declan, finding an immense amount of relief in letting go. She wanted this between them. Fighting it had only made her want him more. Now she didn�t have to pretend he didn�t turn her on. She could be open with her feelings, letting him see the woman she kept hidden.
He moved her back and her knees hit the mattress. She held on to him as he leaned her back. There wasn�t a soft inch on him, his body covered in muscles and tattoos. It wasn�t a bad combination. In fact she wanted to spend one day going over all his ink, asking which ones had special meaning or significance to him. Since he�d placed the names of his family on his skin he probably made sure every single one had a purpose.
The instant she was settled�her head resting against the pillows�he brushed his lips over her cheek. Her chin came next. Followed by her neck. Lower he ventured, then lower. She slid her fingers into his short hair, clasping his head as his mouth swept over her sternum and then his lips surrounded her left nipple.
Suction. Heat. Bliss.
She didn�t try to mute her moan, relieved they were alone and she could be as loud as she wanted. He suckled, his tongue dancing over that most sensitive skin. Fiery wisps rushed from her chest to her pussy, a deep pressure building in her stomach. Her vaginal walls tightened, a rush of hot wetness soaking her panties. The material brushed her clit and she squirmed. She tried to part her thighs and found she couldn�t.
Declan shifted his weight, giving her plenty of room. Opening her legs, she let her knees fall to the sides. She remembered how good it had felt when he�d pressed his body against hers, his weight strangely comforting. Only he didn�t return, keeping his body from hers. He hadn�t stopped nursing her nipple, working her with his tongue, teeth and lips. She brought her hands to his back and tried to pull him down.
�Declan, please.�
The dark head at her breast lifted, Declan�s eyes finding hers. �Rachel, baby.� The statement came out as a low, sensual growl. �I want to get you ready first. I can�t promise I won�t take advantage if I feel my cock against that sweet little pussy of yours.�
She�d wondered why he hadn�t removed her panties. �I don�t want to wait.� Even when she said it, she knew it was true. Everything had brought them to this moment. Her clitoris throbbed, vaginal muscles contracting. �I need to feel you inside me.�
�Rachel�� He sounded torn but she could see the eagerness in his eyes.
�All talk and no action.� Thrusting her hips up, she said the only thing she could think of to taunt him. �If you want me, prove it.�
His growl frightened her, his irises flashing gold. His weight came crashing down and the length of his cock nestled against her mound, their skin divided only by the thin cloth barrier. He grasped her wrists in his hands and thrust them over her head. It felt like her heart was going to burst from her chest. Yet even in panic she felt an enormous thrill of excitement. A stirring in her head�that of the wolf�told her to up the ante. Instead of fighting the animal that had grown stronger, she welcomed its presence. Instantly the tension drained from her.
Tempt him. Accept him.
�Rachel.� He didn�t sound torn now, he sounded completely wrecked. He shook his head, his entire body shaking. �Don�t move. Give me a minute. I need to get in control.�
He�d told her how hard this had been on him. This is precisely what she�d asked for in provoking him. What she hadn�t expected was him to pull back and try to be strong for her.
I�ve been so blind.
She wasn�t sure why she hadn�t noticed it before. Maybe it was because she�d been too concerned for her own well-being. Now, with a newfound clarity, she knew everything he�d done had been for her. His patience. His determination to give her time. But that wasn�t who he really was. Not entirely. He hadn�t wanted her to see the wolf, only the man. While she�d been hiding a part of herself from him, he�d been hiding a part of himself from her as well.
They couldn�t truly be together if they lived a life under rose-colored glass.
�It�s okay,� she whispered, knowing she�d pushed him over the line. �I want this.�
�No,� he corrected sharply, his fingers tightening around her wrists.
�No more lies, Declan. No more deception. Only the two of us the way we are.� She hooked her legs over his waist and felt his muscles flex. His shoulders tensed, the veins in his arms bulging. �I want to see you for who you are. I�m not afraid. Stop hiding from me.�
�You don�t understand,� he rasped, the tips of his canines longer than usual. Portions of his dark hair had mussed around his temples, framing his eyes. �I want to give you more. This has to be perfect.�
Her heart went out to him, something inside her breaking.
Why hadn�t she been able to see how much she�d hurt him by denying him over and over again? No wonder he was so close to losing control. He thought if he didn�t do things in a certain way she�d turn him away. She�d done a better job of snubbing his advances than she�d thought.
She yanked her hands down, trying to get them from of his tight grasp. The right one slipped free. Before he could stop her she rested her palm against his face.
�It is perfect.�
�Be sure, baby.� His eyes slid closed, a growl seeping past his lips. �Be very, very sure you mean that.�
In response she shoved her free hand between their bodies. He snarled when her fingers wrapped around his cock. She tried to maneuver her hips and push her panties aside. Then he lifted, giving her all the space she needed. She let him go, hooked her finger in the side of her underwear and drew the garment down her thighs. It seemed to take forever�so much wiggling and squirming�seconds ticking by like minutes. Once free of the hindrance she parted her legs and grasped the stalk of his cock.
She slid the head up and down her slit, getting it wet. The tip lodged at the mouth of her pussy. He pumped his hips, penetrating her sex the teeniest bit.
�You want me like this?�
She studied his face, waiting until he opened his eyes to say, �I do.�
The fingers at her wrist loosened and he let her go. He lifted onto his elbows, resting his hands on either side of her face. He pushed his hips forward, claiming her inch by slow inch. She gasped, arching her back, trying to welcome him. Even though she�d done this before it hadn�t felt the same. Declan was built differently than the men she�d been with. The mesmerizing man was bigger�and better�in every way.
�Finally,� he whispered, the intensity of his stare nearly too much to take. �Mine.�
It was a tight fit, his cock so thick he wasn�t able to go in all the way. �Declan.� She hated the fear in her tone but couldn�t prevent it. If he didn�t go slowly it would hurt. There was already so much pressure, the fullness taking her breath away.
�Right here, baby. Relax, beautiful girl. Let me in.�
He pulled back and pumped his hips, working himself in and out. With each thrust he went a little deeper. It also seemed that the more of him she took, the more control he gained over himself. She was more than wet enough, her excitement easing his way.
�That�s the way. Fuck you feel good. I knew you�d be like this.�
His head dipped and hot suction surrounded the nipple he�d neglected. She cupped the back of his head and another flood of wetness aided him as he worked his way inside her. The wolf�no longer so foreign in her mind�seemed to growl in contentment. His thighs brushed hers, the hair on his legs teasing her skin. She shifted her hips, wriggling beneath him.
The movement allowed him to press the rest of the way into her.
It was too much. Stretching her wide. Yet it felt right. Perfect.
His groaned �fuck� matched her softly moaned �yes�.
He didn�t move, staying lodged deep within her. Grinding his pelvis, he breathed against her breast, his lips resting over her nipple. �You�re tight as hell. I�m almost afraid to move.�
She tried to move for him, needing pressure on her clit. He pulled back, easing his way out, his cock touching all sorts of wonderful places inside her. He paused when only the head remained, the thickness stretching her. Holding her breath, she waited for him to plunge. He didn�t, rising above her, gazing down. The lust in his eyes shifted to adoration. For a moment she thought he was looking at her with a sense of wonder. She exhaled softly, stroking his arms. They stayed like that for several seconds, staring at each other.
�You are beautiful,� he finally said, easing his way back into her.
�I am?� It wasn�t easy to think, her thoughts driven to the feel of his cock.
�Hell yes.� He pressed forward, parting and filling her.
He bottomed out, the tip of his cock pushing against her cervix. Although it sent a shock through her, the feeling wasn�t entirely unpleasant. The wolf returned�writhing beneath her skin. It told her what to do, preparing her for what was to come.
Offer him what he wants.
She resisted the compulsion to roll over and present her ass to him. They were too connected like this. Instead she rolled her hips and turned her head to the side, baring her neck. Chloe had scars on her shoulder, clearly done by sharp teeth. Rachel had never asked what it meant. Now she knew. It was a permanent claim, a brand of possession. A small tendril of fear returned�a concern he might harm her when he bit down�but she fought it back. Her life had never been easy. But she�d always been a fighter. Now, with Declan by her side, she�d never have to face things alone.
His gaze left hers, eyes resting on her shoulder.
To her shock he lifted his head.
His hands clasped her hips, pushing her away as his cock left the haven of her body. With a swift thrust, he pulled her back. His growl made her wetter, calling to the wolf that continued growing inside her. Skin slapped skin, the head of his cock nudging her womb. One of the hands against her hips vanished. Then she felt his fingers on her clit, thrumming the bundle of nerves as he pistoned in and out of her pussy. Heat built in her belly, tingles rushing over her skin.
�Come, baby,� Declan commanded, plunging hard and fast. �I want to watch your face. I want to see how you look. Show me how good it feels.�
The pressure in her stomach multiplied, a heaviness building up. She met his thrusts, searching for what she needed. His cock rubbed the best places inside her, his fingers working her clit masterfully. When the wolf rose she welcomed it, riding the high. They merged, thoughts becoming one.
Ours. All ours.
She screamed as she came, her limbs shaking, muscles quivering. The warmth in her belly spread through her torso, her pussy rippling with the intensity. He moved faster, hammering in and out of her. His fingers didn�t stop teasing her clit, the touch just enough to keep the sensations going.
He rested over her, his head dipping to her neck. �My sweet, beautiful mate.�
His teeth sank deep, causing her to whimper. She smothered the sound, not wanting him to stop. It burned like a brand, so hot she wasn�t sure she could stand it. His fingers moved harder over her clit, applying more dizzying pressure. Pain merged with pleasure, aftershocks of ecstasy trickling over her. He moved faster and faster, his cock hammering in and out of her pussy.
With a soft sigh she gave herself over, going limp beneath him. Her muscles ached, no longer able to keep up Declan�s relentless pace. He gripped her hip, keeping the movements going. His breathing changed, a growl vibrating against her skin. Then he tensed, his body going tight. She felt his cock jerk and a flood of warmth spread where they were connected. He kept moving, as though he was marking her with more than his bite.
Her nose tingled, a tantalizing fragrance drifting to her nose.
Declan.
The wolf knew his scent and because of that so did she. Then she understood he wanted to mark her skin with his teeth and coat her body with his scent. With one final thrust�one that wedged him so deeply inside of her she knew she�d be sore for days�he stopped moving. His teeth eased from her abused flesh and she hissed in pain. Immediately his tongue was there, soothing the sting.
�Let me take care of you,� he whispered, lapping at the wounds. �Just relax and rest.�
Good idea. Right then she didn�t think she could move if he asked her to.
As he lifted away and his cock slid free, she felt empty. She reached out for him, afraid to see him leave. Despite her wolf�s reassurance he wasn�t going anywhere she wasn�t so certain. He looked into her eyes, studied her for a moment and his face smoothed in understanding.
�I�m going to run you a bath,� he said, stroking her hair. �Then I�m going to make you something to eat. You�re mine now. I meant it when I said there�s no going back. You�ve given me the greatest gift imaginable. It�s only fair that I show my appreciation.�
Sweat trickled over his skin, his hair slick at his temples. Each time he touched her his muscles flexed, his tattoos shifting and stretching. For an instant she remembered how good it had felt when he�d finally entered her, how hard and thick his cock had been. She wanted that again. She wanted it more than anything. He was the most gorgeous thing she�d ever seen.
How had she possibly resisted him for so long?
She struggled to talk, suddenly shy and aware of herself. �Appreciation?�
He bent down, placing a kiss to the top of her head. �I�m going to spoil you rotten, beautiful girl. I�m going to spend the rest of my life showing you how special you are.�
Another scent came to her, reminding her of cotton. It was new and she couldn�t place it but her wolf easily did. Tears burned her eyes.
Sincerity.
�You rest,� he ordered and pulled away from her. �I�ll be back for you.�
She closed her eyes before her tears could fall, trying to keep her emotions in check. As he walked away she felt every step, the distance nearly too much. She took comfort in his scent, latching on to the smell of pine and forest. If this was how Chloe felt she could understand her best friend�s constant need for Jackson.
It was as if a part of her vanished in Declan�s absence, leaving her incomplete.
She�d only felt like this once before�right after her father had died.
The puzzle slid together, pieces falling into place. Her eyes flew open and she stared at the ceiling. It couldn�t be possible. It had happened so fast. Too fast by human standards. In mating with him, she�d given him more than her body. She�d given him her heart.
Heaven help her.
She loved him.

Chapter Nine

Declan watched Rachel from the kitchen, not wanting to intrude as she got to know the pack. After her bath he�d called Chloe and invited her over, thinking it would ease any apprehension Rachel might experience. Although the wolf in him wanted to keep Rachel by his side�greedy and eager for more of her sweet, lithe body�he�d denied the creature.
She�d done so well so far.
He wasn�t fucking things up now.
Chloe had agreed but indicated it was best to introduce Rachel to the pack right away, before any hesitation might build. The full moon was coming, granting them little time, and she felt her friend needed to be up to speed with the pack before she changed. He�d reluctantly agreed. After all, though he adored his mate, Chloe�to his regret�knew Rachel far better than he did.
For now.
�My car is a hunk of junk,� Elise�Clint�s mate�told Rachel, easing into amiable conversation. Chloe had talked about Rachel numerous times with the pack so they knew a lot about her. It made things a tad easier. �Maybe you could take a look at it.�
Rachel�s eyes quickly darted over the room before she asked quietly, �What�s wrong with it?�
He moved immediately, striding to the couch. The pack had taken his mating in stride, congratulating him and Rachel, but he�d wanted to give his female breathing room. Sadly she was nervous again, her worries overriding her newfound liberation. He rested his hand on her shoulder, giving it a comforting squeeze. When he bathed her he�d learned she ached to be touched. Any kind of contact seemed to settle her. The muscles beneath his palm immediately relaxed and she leaned into his hand.
�It�s got a steady miss. Drives me nuts,� Elise said, shooting Declan a hateful look.
You deserve it. Think of all the times you gave Clint shit about her.
Back in the day he�d have met Elise�s venom with a smile. Now that he had mated he felt a sliver of shame. It wasn�t easy to smile at her but he tried, wanting to make things right for a change. He hadn�t intended to be a smartass all the time. He just hadn�t known how deeply his words had affected Elise on occasion. The heat in the female�s gaze faded, her scowl vanishing.
�Have you changed the sparkplugs?� Rachel asked, fidgeting as she sensed the tension in the room. Until she changed she wouldn�t understand why she reacted in certain ways. A wolf always felt emotion, using the ability to sense feelings as a weapon. �That could be the problem.�
�No, she hasn�t,� Clint interjected, placing his hand on Elise�s neck. �The car is a hunk of junk because she doesn�t care for it properly. She thinks all she has to do is feed it gas and oil and all is well.�
Clint�s eyes lifted and met Declan�s. A rush of relief swept through him. If anyone understood, it would be Clint. His mating with Elise hadn�t been entirely easy. The female had given him hell prior to their mating. Clint had always been a ladies� man. Elise hadn�t forgiven that. Prior to dreamsharing he�d actually turned his back on his mate. She�d been too young at the time, nowhere near mature enough for him. But she�d felt an awareness that Clint hadn�t. She�d known something had been going on between them. So when the years passed, Elise neared her season and Clint finally got wise to the situation.
Elise hadn�t given in to the mating without a fight.
A knock came from the door and the room went quiet. An odd thing since there were twenty people inside the space. Rachel�s shoulders tensed again, her gaze going to Chloe. Jackson leaned down and kissed the top of his mate�s head before he walked to greet their guest. The night had gone well so far but the good mood might not last. With everything that had transpired it was important to talk to Gavin�Chloe�s father�before they made any important decisions.
Chloe hadn�t seen the male since he�d given her the letters her mother had written to him years ago. Before Chloe had been born her father had been forced to turn away from her mother�his true mate�in order to maintain his arranged mating. As far as Declan knew, Chloe had yet to forgive him. Desiree Benson hadn�t made things easier, either. Once she�d learned about Gavin and Chloe she�d gone crazy. Gavin had banished her from his pack, which had brought them to this point in time.
Jackson opened the door and greeted Gavin. �Come in.�
The heaviness in the room increased, the pack uneasy. Chloe shifted in the loveseat, staring at the ground. When he thought Rachel might rise and go to her friend Declan applied weight to her shoulder, keeping her where she was. She peered up at him, a spark of anger in her eyes. He accepted the anger, knowing soon Rachel would understand. Chloe couldn�t appear weak in front of the pack. By rushing to support her friend, Rachel would imply Chloe couldn�t handle the situation.
Gavin walked in, a near mirror-image of his daughter�blond hair, green eyes, similar facial features. He stopped just inside the room, his gaze resting on his child. Declan felt sorry for the male. The love he felt for his daughter was apparent. He didn�t move closer, waiting for her welcome. They�d spoken on the phone but Jackson hadn�t told the pack how the conversations had gone.
�Rachel,� Chloe finally said, lifting her head, �I�d like you to meet my father.�
Rachel tensed, her muscles drawing tight beneath his hand. Just as Chloe knew Rachel better than him, Rachel knew far more about Chloe�s feelings toward her father than anyone else. Declan didn�t move, waiting to see if the fury he�d seen earlier in his mate resurfaced. Hopefully she wouldn�t cause a scene.
�Hello, Mr. Worthington.� Rachel, brisk and a tad cold to the man.
�Take a seat.� Jackson motioned to an empty chair. �We�ve got a lot to talk about.�
Gavin wanted to go to Chloe�that much was obvious�but he did as instructed. Sliding into the chair, he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. �I appreciate the invitation. You know how much Chloe means to me.� He gave his daughter a small smile before he looked at Jackson. �What have you found?�
�The snitch is telling the truth,� Shane responded before Jackson could, shoving away from the wall. �I visited him tonight to make sure. No one could stand up under the strain I put him through. He�s not lying.�
�So he�s still alive?� Gavin asked. �You still have him?�
�We do,� Jackson answered, narrowing his eyes. �Why?�
Gavin�s gaze rested on Chloe. �I�d take him to the hunt. Bring the male before the packs prior to the full moon. See if he can identify the person responsible for my daughter�s attack.�
�A female is responsible,� Jackson growled and crossed to Chloe. He stood beside the loveseat and she shifted closer to him, sliding her hand around his leg.
�Desiree?� Gavin asked.
�She might be involved. There�s a chance.� Jackson drew his fingers through Chloe�s blonde curls. �Right now all fingers point to Simone.�
�Simone?� Gavin�s laugh was cynical at best. �That female is dumb as a brick. There�s no way she could pull something like this off without help.� His laughter abated, his voice lowering to a growl. �Desiree could though. With a little assistance.�
�Our source didn�t see Simone but he said he could point her out by scent,� Shane said. �The rogue behind the attack apparently got a bonus when he agreed to help. Seems the female was more than happy to seal the deal with her body. After it was over his friend decided to brag about his conquest. Our rogue got a good dose of her scent coming from his acquaintance. He thinks she tried to mask it with perfume.�
�We all know who does that.� Declan entered the conversation, his fury rising.
Most werewolves avoided cologne as it clogged the nose but not Simone. A few times in her youth�when she tried to dip between the sheets with various males�she�d attempted to hide what she�d done using the stuff.
�You can�t place the blame on someone with something as simple as perfume.� Gavin took a deep breath and appeared to be getting his emotions under control. He steeped his fingers together. �If you bring this before the packs Ward Wilson won�t take it kindly. He adores his daughter.�
�I want this shit over and done,� Jackson snarled, pulling back his lips. Rachel backed up, moving closer to Declan. �My mate will not live in constant fear. As one of the Alphas in this area I�m demanding action. The others need to rein in their wolves before someone gets seriously fucking hurt.�
�I�ll back you up, you know that.� Gavin sat back in the chair with a sigh. �But things in my pack have been unsteady since I denounced Desiree. With Ward offering her sanctuary some might think this is being done out of pettiness on my part. I could cause more harm than good.�
�So what do we do?� Chloe asked quietly. �Nothing?�
�No, we have to do something.� Gavin rose from the chair. �I suggest you bring the informant to the hunt but don�t tell the Alphas what�s going on. Arrive early and ask for a gathering. They know about the attack. They�ll have to listen.� His gaze drifted to his daughter. �I�ve spoken with my wolves. Most of them are willing to accept the mating between you and Jackson and unite our packs. Those who aren�t have been given my blessing to leave. I�m offering�right here and now�to step down as Alpha and let Jackson assume the position if that�s what it takes. I want you to be safe.�
Everyone shut up then. What Gavin had just offered was enormous.
In essence, he�d just handed his pack to Jackson.
Everyone with a wolf�s nose could scent Jackson�s reaction. He was shocked and panicked. Jackson didn�t want a large pack, not being keen on the dynamic. Shit happened in bigger numbers. He�d have to control more people than he felt comfortable with. Everyone had joined Jackson because of that. They preferred his pack�s smaller size as well.
Declan felt torn, knowing he also would have to step up to the plate.
Shane had agreed to be the second-in-command but only for so long. Rachel would have to accept a hell of a lot more than she already had. There was no way he could force Jackson to face the challenge alone. If he did the wolves were likely to rebel and the males would start fighting for pecking order. Things were shitty already. With five unmated males in his pack, Jackson had already been dealing with his fair share of testosterone.
�That�s a lot to consider.�
�I know it is,� Gavin replied. �But it�s one way to keep Chloe from harm.�
�I need to talk to speak to my mate before I make a decision,� Jackson eventually said. �I�ll also need to consult the pack.� The Alpha�s gaze went to Declan and Rachel. �Why don�t you and Shane meet me in the office? I�ll meet you there after I speak to Chloe.�
Declan reached down to pull Rachel from her seat.
Damn it. Motherfucker.
Things had gotten better only to become worse.
Everything was turning into shit.
Rachel couldn�t describe what she was experiencing. Somehow, in some strange way, she could feel Declan�s uneasiness. She tried to force aside her own worries, needing to support him.
After all he�d done, how could she do any less?
He stepped in beside her and she wrapped her arm around his waist�the first time she�d touched him in front of his pack. She felt his muscles shudder beneath her palm, his body warm and firm. For a moment her mind skipped through time, taking her back a few hours.
Declan had run a bath, put her inside the steeping water and had then gone to cook her breakfast. He�d fawned over her. Doted on her. Adored her. She hadn�t been able to focus, finding his presence distracting. To her shame she�d felt the most profound lust�her wolf wanting her to climb on his lap and ride him to completion. She hadn�t been able to stop staring at his shoulder, tempted to bite and mark him in the same way he had her.
�Easy, sweet girl,� Declan whispered and bent down to murmur in the shell of her ear. �We need to take things one step at a time.� Another horrible lick of embarrassment chilled her blood, cooling her ardor. The pack could easily smell her desire. He must have felt it because he added, �I�m as eager as you are. Don�t think for a second I�m not.�
Determined not to stumble, she kept walking, taking his words at face value. Again she felt his wariness. Something wasn�t right. She didn�t have the luxury of worrying about herself. Each time she thought of Declan her heart literally ached.
For him she�d do anything�be anything.
She�d brought it on herself, of course.
So this is how love feels?
�You two go ahead.� Shane opened the door they�d ventured to and stepped aside. �I�ll wait out here. Jackson and Chloe might be a while.�
It felt like fire branded Rachel�s face. She didn�t dare look at Shane as she entered the room, realizing he�d been able to smell her lust. Declan ushered her in and followed, closing the door behind them.
�Doesn�t it embarrass you?� she asked, mortified.
Declan seemed unfazed, guiding her to a chair behind the desk. �What?�
�Me!� she snapped, trying to shake him off. �They know how I feel. They can smell it!�
�Good,� he countered and surprised her when he didn�t put her in the chair but reached for her jeans. He popped the top button open and lowered her zipper. �I want them to know how much you want me. It makes me hard as hell.�
�What are you doing?� Attempting to slap him off didn�t work. He ignored her, sliding his hand beneath her panties. A tremor shot through her, the desire she�d kept tapped rising up. �Declan��
�I�m going to make you feel good.� He pressed two fingers into her slick pussy, sending her on her toes. �You shouldn�t be embarrassed. What you�re feeling is natural. It�s like this between newly mated pairs.�
�But�� She couldn�t think clearly, wondered why she should argue. Then she pictured the faces of the pack�strange men and women. �They know,� she repeated but ground her mound against his palm.
�You wanted me to be yours, didn�t you? This is a part of what you asked for.� His mouth came to hers, so close they nearly touched. Their eyes met. His irises had turned amber. �You don�t know it yet but soon you will. When your sense of smell kicks in you�ll realize I�ve been harder than a rock all night. I�ve had a tent in my pants and everyone could see it. They�ve been too busy laughing at me to notice you. I�ve never been this way with anyone, Rachel. They think it�s funny as hell. But not because of you. They think I�m the luckiest fucker alive.� His breath mingled with hers, his heat so close she could taste it. �And they�re right.�
�I want you.� Why not? Anyone who entered the room would know what had gone down�even if he only pleasured her with his hand�due to the scents. She might as well enjoy the moment thoroughly. �Please.�
�Fuck,� he growled, pulling his fingers away. �You drive me mad.�
As soon as she had room she toed her shoes off and worked her jeans down her thighs. Declan didn�t give his own clothing as much thought. As soon as his jeans dropped to his knees he put her on top of the chilly wood desk. He moved between her legs and she parted her thighs, leaning back, resting her hands behind her.
�The things you do to me,� he groaned, easing the head of his cock into her. He was engorged, heavy and wide. Even though she�d taken him before she had to force herself to relax, remembering how good he felt moving inside her. �I wasn�t lying. You own me. Heart and soul. There isn�t anything I wouldn�t do for you.�
He parted her, diving deep. She threw her head back, accepting the invasion.
Feels so good.
�There you go, there you are,� he whispered and rested his fingers over her clit. This time his touch was too light, a gentle tease. �Give me that sweet pussy. Burn me up. Bring me over with you.�
It wasn�t easy to move but she did her best.
She used her arms for leverage, meeting his thrusts. His cock glided in and out of her, rubbing sensitive places. She�d been so keyed up it wasn�t going to take much. She wanted this. So did the animal she�d finally started accepting�a wolf that had as much adoration for Declan as she did. He plunged, moving perfectly, his fingers giving her clitoris the friction it needed.
�Declan.� Targeting his mouth, she lifted herself and tried to bring her lips to his. �Kiss me.�
He met her halfway, driving into her body as their mouths touched.
Their tongues darted to each other�s, dancing and swirling. It was too much yet not enough. All she needed was to hit that sweet spot in her center, the one that made her see stars. A simple swivel of her hips and she was right where she wanted to be.
�Yes, oh yes.�
�Give it to me,� he moaned. �Work my cock. Come for me.�
She knew he muffled her cry to ease her embarrassment, taking it into his mouth. She came like a firecracker, barely able to remain upright as her body thrashed. Her arms ached, her pussy sore. Yet she reveled in it, wanting more. Anything he wanted to give her she�d be eager to take. With him she felt centered, finally finding even ground. As the sensations swept through her, she let them.
This was bliss. A bit of heaven on earth.
�So tight.� He quickened his movement, spearing almost violently into her. �So hot.�
She gyrated against him, wanting him to come too. Lifting from the desk, she wrapped her arms around him, nuzzling his neck. �Come with me. I want to feel it.�
He groaned and his cock spasmed inside her. �Fuck yes.�
She held him as he came, basking in the wonderful fragrance that drifted to her nose. No, she hadn�t known he was as hungry for her as she�d been for him. But now she did. She could see it in his gaze, feel it in the way he caressed her. He kept pumping his hips, her crease becoming wet from their union. She welcomed the feeling, wanting it to go on and on.
When he stopped, she managed to pull away.
His hair had been mussed, the shadow lining his cheeks and jaw sexy as hell.
�You�re beautiful too.� Never one for sentiments, she couldn�t hold back. �I love looking at you.�
His gaze softened, no longer so intense. �I love everything about you,� he whispered, yanking her to him. His eyes devoured hers, the amber becoming yellow. �Everything, Rachel.�
�I hope so.� Bringing a hand from his shoulder, she breezed the pads of her fingers over his face. �Because you might be stuck with me.�
He stopped moving, gasping for breath. �What do you mean?�
Despite knowing better, she�d let this happen. She should have warned him. �I�m on birth control but I�ve missed doses.� She put her chin to her chest, avoiding his gaze. �I could get pregnant. I should have been honest about that. I�m sorry.�
�Silly girl,� he chastised her gently but he sounded somber, �it takes two, remember?�
�What if�� God, she couldn�t even say it. How weak was she?
�If you�re worried, don�t be.� He eased from her pussy, cock still hard. A part of her ached, aware of his emotional withdrawal. �I�d know if you could conceive. It�s part of our nature.�
�You�re upset.� He was, she could tell. Why, she didn�t know. �Are you mad at me?�
�Not at all,� he answered and she knew for certain a part of him was. He rested his lips against her forehead. �This is a lot to accept. You�ve got a lot on your mind. We can address children later.�
�You think I wouldn�t want them.� Of course he�d think that. He didn�t understand. And why should he? He barely knew her. Aside from the strange connection they shared they hadn�t had a chance to really understand each other. �You�re wrong.�
�Am I?� He stuffed his cock into his pants, keeping his tone mellow.
�I�ve always wanted children, I just�� She just what? Was too afraid to put too much stock in the father they could lose? She�d sworn she�d never put a baby in the position she�d been in, losing both parents after one had died. �I�m afraid.� Nothing had ever been harder to confess. �I�m so afraid, Declan. It�s so hard to be alone. I don�t want that for any child. I don�t want that for my children.�
�Rachel.� His hands swept into her hair, forcing her head back. He didn�t look nice now, the pure intensity in his gaze almost more than she could bear. �I�d never abandon our children. No matter what happened. It�s true mates follow their partners into the afterlife, but it�s easier to resist when babes are concerned.�
�It�s so much to take,� she whispered, feeling strangely hollow. Now that her lust had been spent, her emotions were all over the place. �I�m so confused.�
�Damn it.� He quickly adjusted his jeans, got dressed and started to work on her. �It�s okay. I�m not mad at you. Not at all. I�m so proud. You�re the most amazing woman I�ve ever met. One day I�ll tell you that and you�ll believe me when I say it.�
She let him dress her, trying to not to cry.
The wolf roared in her head, trying to get her attention. Forcing the animal aside, she caved in on herself. All the thoughts she�d ever had�all the doubts�nagged at her. She couldn�t drown them out, even when she tried to. She wouldn�t survive Declan�s loss, meaning she was just as much a danger to any children she might have.
What if she turned out like her mother?
What if she bestowed the same fate on her child?
�Rachel.� There was an order in Declan�s voice, one she couldn�t push aside. She muddled through the fog, latching on to his voice. �I don�t want to rush you but Chloe is coming. She needs you right now. I know you�ve endured a lot but it�s time to pull yourself together.�
Chloe.
The wolf used the leverage, dragging her from the abyss. The animal clawed at her insides, sliding easily into her mind. Strength returned, filling her with energy. She could use Declan to guide her, relying on his presence. He cradled her when she rested against him, holding her close.
�I�m sorry,� she repeated, loathing her weaknesses. �I want to be what you need.�
�You are, sweetheart. You�re stronger than you think.� His arms cradled her, keeping her safe as he brought her to the chair. She didn�t want to let him go but managed to disentangle her arms. He bent at the waist and gave her a chaste kiss. �Hold on for a little while longer. That�s all I ask. Once everything is settled with the pack we can relax. I need you, Rachel. Now more than ever.�
�I�m here.�
She centered her mind, relying on the negative emotions from her youth. While toxic they were also powerful. In that moment she made a vital choice. Although she�d welcomed the wolf she hadn�t truly made her an equal. Doing so frightened her. But fear wouldn�t help anyone, not now. If she wanted to do this, she had to really do this. That meant accepting everything.
Including the animal who kept begging for a slice of her control.
She opened her mind, no longer restraining the wolf. It responded, rushing to the surface. She jerked when it met the barrier of her skin. Her mind opened, knowledge pouring through her. In a split second she recognized the scent of Declan�s seed, was able to scent the sex in the room. Her hearing changed, allowing her to hear Jackson and Chloe as they walked down the hall.
The wolf settled within her, showing her what she needed to see.
She wondered if Declan could sense it.
When he stood behind her, placing one hand around her neck, leaving the marked side bare, she had her answer. He understood. As much as he could, anyway. She steeled herself, waiting for Chloe and Jackson�s arrival. She�d never failed her best friend. Chloe was the only family she had left. She would show her pack the same courtesy, making sure she proved she was worthy of being Declan�s mate.
The door opened and Chloe stepped inside. Her friend�s nostrils flared, her eyes going from green to peridot. Rachel met her gaze and didn�t back down. It wasn�t the time for judgment or shyness. Each of them had wolves beneath their skin. Declan said it was normal, so she was going to believe him.
Chloe�to her credit�seemed to shake the scent aside.
Jackson appeared, then Shane. As the door closed behind them Rachel recalled the way Declan had looked at her. In his eyes she felt wanted�cherished. Funny that she�d fought it for so long yet now she wanted it more than anything. His fingers dug into her skin and she reacted, lifting her hand. She placed her palm over the backs of his knuckles.
�I�ve spoken to Chloe,� Jackson said, studying the two of them. He put his arm around Chloe�s waist, keeping her near. �She�s agreed to take on the responsibility of a larger pack but I�m going to need support.�
Declan�s fingers tightened, his grip nearly too much. Instead of shrugging him off she stroked the back of his hand. He needed to be calm. In order for that to happen she had to prove she was equal to the task, ready to meet everything he had to head-on. She�d do whatever he wanted. Once he made a choice she�d make sure to back him up.
�Ask my mate,� Declan said, shocking the hell out of her. �It�s her choice.�
�Rachel, I know you need Declan but the pack needs him too. All of us do. We�re weaker without him. What do you say?� Jackson asked, gauging her response. She had to give him credit for not using Chloe as leverage. �Will you stand with us? Are you in or are you out?�
No one spoke, the weight in the room increasing. She drew a steadying breath.
No more whining.
No more hiding.
She had nothing to be ashamed of. Not anymore.
�We�re family,� she answered, her attention landing on Chloe. She gave her friend a smile and warmth spread over her. Maybe it was fucked up but this was where she was meant to be. �I�m in.�

Chapter Ten

Rachel�s head hurt. For the last hour she�d devised a plan with the Jackson, Chloe, Declan and Shane. Afterward she�d had to face the pack, who�d voiced their doubts. It seemed to go on forever�a constant back and forth. Eventually everyone had calmed down and agreed. When the hunt came, they�d reveal their hand. For once Rachel hadn�t shivered at the reminder of her change, grateful everyone had managed to finally come together.
The pack had left shortly thereafter. Then Chloe had retreated with Gavin to the kitchen.
Rachel tried to keep her eyes open, damning the call of sleep. Again she�d nodded off, lulled to the land of dreams. She rocked her torso, bumping her back against the cushions. Her muscles felt different, like she�d worked out hard. She felt sore all over. A bit achy too, like she�d come down with a cold or flu bug.
Her head dipped. She felt so foggy.
No. Not yet. Stay awake.
�Come here, sweet girl.� She gasped when Declan�s arms swept her from the couch. �Time to put you to bed.�
�Not time,� she mumbled, opening her eyes. The room came into a blurry focus. Chloe stood across from her with Jackson, Gavin waited just behind them. Blinking, Rachel asked, �All done?�
�Yes,� Chloe answered and Rachel could have sworn she was smiling. �We�re done.�
Crap. She�d wanted to talk to Chloe too but it�d have to wait. She was too exhausted to maintain a conversation. She wasn�t even sure she could give Declan a mildly exciting sexual adventure if he wanted one. Accepting she�d done more than she could, she rested against Declan. She heard the door close and he moved, hurrying from the bedroom.
�I�m going to bust that pretty little ass of yours, Just Rachel.� She squirmed and he hushed her, easily stilling her struggles. �Not tonight, but soon. Your pride is going to kill you one day. I won�t allow that.�
She wanted to cry when he walked into his dark bedroom and placed her on the bed. Her tired eyes refused to open. The pillows cradled her head as Declan pulled the clothing from her body. She could have sworn she smelled that same fragrant aroma she had in the office�his arousal and a trickle of his seed. Even then she couldn�t rise to the occasion.
�I�m sorry.� She was really tired of saying that. �I�m so tired.�
�I know,� Declan soothed, stripping her bare. �You�ve accepted a mating, a pack and a huge responsibility in one night. You�ve had a busy day. But your body is going through hell right now and needs to recharge. You have to listen to it and give it what it needs before you shift.�
�Don�t want to shift.� Even if she was tired she felt she needed to argue. Declan couldn�t see her weak and think her mind had faltered as well. �I want to be me.�
�You�ll always be you.� Raking her panties down her legs, he lifted her again. His body shifted and she felt the air breeze against her. The next second he placed her in his bed. The sheets felt so soft, his scent calling to her.
Sleep. Her wolf reassured her, sending the impression through her head. Rest.
She�d be safe here. Secure and warm.
�That�s it.� Declan shifted her body and started tucking her in. �I�ll be watching over you. When you open those pretty eyes of yours I�ll be here.�
The abyss beckoned, drawing her under.
�Declan.� She reached out, not wanting him to leave. His hand met hers, his palm warm and solid. �Don�t go.�
�I�m right here, sweet girl.�
She shivered, nestling into the covers. While she hated him calling her Just Rachel, sweet girl made her warm and fuzzy. She got hot and bothered when he called her that.
�Shh,� he quieted her, stroking her hair. �Get some sleep. You�ll feel better.�
With each brush of his hand she settled. His pillows were so soft, his linens so sleek. This was nothing like her bed�a place to crash but not a haven to rest in. As the seconds passed, she relaxed. She drew his scent deep, wishing she could keep a part of it inside her.
Home, the wolf told her. Home.
For once she couldn�t find a reason to argue.
Wave after wave of fatigue took her under, pulling her to sleep. She slid into dreams, the darkness sweeping her below. It felt glorious, no longer frightening. Each breath drew her deeper, stealing her thoughts.
Until there was nothing but peace.
Declan waited until Rachel�s breathing had settled before he pulled way. His chest ached, her desperation beating at him. She�d been through so much yet she refused to be weak. He considered giving her a parting kiss but didn�t, unwilling to disturb her. Reaching down, he righted his hard cock. He still wanted her like hell on fire but she didn�t need his physicality right now.
Slowly, he moved away. The mattress lifted, no longer bearing his weight.
He held his breath and paused.
His mate slept, pulling in deep breaths. He gazed at her relaxed face. Her plush lips parted, a sigh sliding free. She was finally lifted away from it all, coasting in the valley of sleep.
Thank fucking God.
He�d loathed her tension, hated how hard she�d fought to stay awake. She hadn�t understood why she felt so tired either. He could have told her but he didn�t. She didn�t need to worry about the changes that were taking place in her body, preparing her for her first shift. As much as he wanted to touch her he didn�t, taking a small level of solace as he brushed his fingers through the dark fall of silky hair cascading over his pillow.
�Sweet dreams.�
His acute sense of hearing caught Shane�s voice, a rush of words as he whispered into a phone. The temporary Beta had already gotten to work, making sure everything was in place for the big reveal during the hunt. Preferably Declan wanted Rachel away from it all, thinking she�d prefer privacy for her first shift.
I�ll still give her that. No matter what it takes.
The hunting grounds were large. He could move her before the powerful beams from the moon hit her skin. Even at a distance the pack would assist her, their nearness bringing her wolf forth. Hopefully�if things went well�her first shift wouldn�t be too slow or painful. With changed werewolves it usually hit fast, the animal within ready to literally burst free of its human skin.
He exited the room and carefully closed the bedroom door. Again he paused, listening for any sound. When he didn�t hear anything he walked down the hall, ready to get down to business. It was time to get up to speed on pack dealings. Since he�d agreed to resume the beta role he needed to know about everything he�d missed in the last few weeks. Cracking the front door open, he saw Shane standing near the stairs.
�Come inside. We can talk in the kitchen.�
Shane turned his head, uttered something into the phone and ended his call. Declan kept his eyes on the male, studying him. He�d chosen Shane because he�d sensed the man was more than strong enough to handle the pack but he wasn�t absolutely certain about him. There was too much he didn�t know about Shane�s past.
�Take a seat.� Declan waited until Shane got comfortable before he sat in the chair across from him, resting his arms on the table. �Before we talk about the pack, I�m going to have to ask you a few questions.� Shane�s eyes narrowed and Declan said, �I should have questioned you a long time ago. I didn�t because I trust Jackson. But circumstances are changing. I have to know a lot of things. Once we join the packs and our numbers increase I can�t have any surprises. Not from our people.�
Shane absorbed what Declan said before he asked, �What do you want to know?�
�Two things. Why did you leave your pack and why did you decide to come here?�
�Going right for the throat, aren�t you?� Shane�s eyes�a shade of blue so dark they appeared nearly black�started glowing gray. �I left my pack because I had to. My female initiated dreamsharing.�
That made no sense whatsoever. In leaving Shane had made it more difficult for his female to track him down. �Why didn�t you wait for her?�
�I did wait,� Shane corrected, sounding annoyed. �When she didn�t come to me I decided to find her.�
�She�s here?� He didn�t accept Shane�s dismissive shrug, growling, �Either she is or she isn�t.�
�I don�t know where she is.�
�Tell me why you�re here.� Declan knew the male was nearing the end of his patience but he had to understand Shane as well as he did the other members of the pack. �Then I�ll know I can trust you.�
�Then you�ll know?� Shane snorted and glared at Declan. �A little late to be worrying about that now, isn�t it?�
�Jackson accepted your reasons. That was enough for me. But as I said, things have changed.� Taking a gamble, he decided to level with the obstinate male. �You were an Alpha, weren�t you? If you hadn�t left your people behind you�d still be one. I sensed it the first time I met you. You�re hiding your nature.� Shane�s body language�shoulders tense, face drawn tight�gave Declan his answer. �As an Alpha you have to understand what�s happening here. You know why I�m asking questions.�
�My female is in this area,� Shane snapped, although Declan could tell the male didn�t like sharing the information. �I�m not sure where. I�ve tried to find her without success.�
Poor bastard.
Declan stood and went to a cabinet. He retrieved the whiskey he kept on hand for special occasions and two glasses. Placing everything on the table, he said, �Once we get through this shit I�ll help you find her.�
Shane opened the bottle and poured their drinks. �I�m not sure you can.�
�We�ll see.� He didn�t know why Shane�s mate hadn�t sought him out. Perhaps�if he could get invitations to other hunts outside their area�he could help Shane strike gold. �I appreciate your honesty.�
�Whatever,� Shane muttered. �So you�re taking the weight off my back. Good. I need the break. There�s not much to tell you. Things have been fine since you left. Cole and Wyatt have been squaring off but it wasn�t anything I couldn�t handle.�
Not a big shock. The cousins argued often. �What are they fighting over now?�
�A piece of pussy.� Shane took a swig of his whiskey and continued, �Some witch they met at The Divide. I told them to leave her the fuck alone. We don�t need the drama.�
�Good choice.� Werewolves and witches didn�t mix. �Are they cool now?�
�For the most part.�
A small relief but a relief nonetheless. �Thank you for keeping things under control.� Grasping his own drink, he focused on the upcoming hunt and big reveal. �You still have our snitch underground? How�s he holding up?�
�He�ll make it to the full moon. It didn�t take much to get the information I needed.�
�I�m not sure how things will go from here.� Usually he took his time drinking. Under the current strain he tossed the alcohol back. It burned a direct path to his gut. He covered his mouth, releasing a cough. �Even if we expose Simone she won�t man up in front of the packs. Uniting with Gavin�s wolves will probably scare her enough to keep her in line. But then again she�s fairly stupid. She might try something again.�
�How many wolves is Jackson taking on?�
�Including us?� Shane nodded and Declan answered, �There�ll be fifty-six if Gavin sticks around.�
�He�d be an asset.�
Yes, he would. The man had money and power. �That part�s up to Chloe.�
�She�ll make the right choice. That female is a force to be reckoned with.�
Declan�s thoughts drifted to his own force of nature�the female resting in his bed. Rachel had shown him just how dangerous she could be. She didn�t back down. In the face of adversity she stepped up, even if she was the underdog.
As the Lupa of the packs, Chloe needed a strong supporter.
She now had it in her best friend turned packmate.
Light eclipsed darkness, giving him hope.
Things were finally looking up for a change. Time to get serious.
Declan poured himself another drink, smiling. �You ain�t seen nothing yet.�

Chapter Eleven

Declan had said he was going to spoil her rotten.
He hadn�t been kidding.
Rachel sank into the tub, relaxing in the hot water, letting the bubbles rise to her chin. The bossy man had told her not to ask any question when he woke her up, serving her breakfast in bed. Thanks to a grumbling tummy she hadn�t argued, sinking into a plate of grits, pancakes and sausage. He�d rushed to the bathroom just before she�d finished. She heard the steady flow of water and thought she knew what he was up to.
What better way to seduce a woman than give her good food?
She�d been ready to reward him for his efforts, her slit becoming wet in anticipation. To her dismay he didn�t take advantage assisting her into the tub. She�d wondered if he hadn�t been interested until she�d seen the large bulge in his jeans. When he saw what she had been staring at, he�d told her Chloe and Jackson were coming over. He�d woken her early so she had plenty of time to get ready.
It hadn�t been easy to fight her libido and watch him leave.
Even now her breasts felt unbelievably heavy, her nipples hard and pointed. She dunked her head under the water, trying to stave off her sexual appetite. She broke the surface and took measured breaths. If she wanted to help Chloe she needed to get her priorities in order. She also needed to ask serious questions, preparing herself for what she couldn�t avoid.
Tomorrow night she�d change for the first time.
Despite everything she still feared the unknown. Ice obliterated the heat building in her stomach. Chloe had survived the shift. Surely she would too? There were plenty of people who�d been bitten and they�d lived. But that didn�t mean there wouldn�t be pain. Once she had time with Chloe she�d ask about the transformation. She needed to know what to expect.
With that in mind she snagged the bottle of shampoo next to her and got to work. She washed her hair, scrubbed her skin and put the razor she�d found to good work. She shivered as she removed the bristles that had formed along her crease, remembering how good it felt when Declan�s mouth caressed her there. Shaking the image off, she climbed quietly from the tub, toweled herself dry and put on the clothes Declan had put on the counter for her.
He�d thought of everything, making the morning easy for her.
She couldn�t remember that last time she�d been cared for like this.
After she ran a brush through her hair, she inspected herself in the mirror. She froze when she saw the eyes reflected back at her. Normally a dark shade of blue, they were now light as a summer sky. The spike of adrenaline that went through her changed them even more, making them glow. Telling herself to be calm, she leaned closer to inspect them. Around the edge she could see traces of the original color, followed by the brighter hue that swept all the way to her pupils.
Whoa.
Peering down, she pulled her lips back and inspected her teeth.
Thankfully they hadn�t changed, looking like the normal chompers she�d always had.
Deep laughter drew her attention. Declan was watching her from the door. He was nearly too big for the entranceway, his shoulders almost as broad. He�d leaned against the side, at ease in his home. He�d changed his clothing, dressing in a snug black shirt and jeans. His tattoos were exposed, the denim clinging to his hips worn and faded. Her body ramped up at the sight, clit throbbing, pulse racing.
It might be cold outside but indoors it suddenly felt very, very warm.
�Should I ask what you�re doing?� he asked, his gaze sweeping over her.
Moving from the mirror, she met his eyes. �No.�
He shifted his weight, pushing away from the wall. Opening his arms, he murmured, �Come here, baby.�
No way was she going to argue. She craved his strength, aching to smell him. She wanted to immerse herself in the heat of his body, feel the firmness of his muscles beneath her hands. In two steps he had her in his grasp, tugging her close. She sighed, resting her cheek against his chest.
�You weren�t easy to resist, you know.� He rested his chin on top of her head. �I had to remind myself to be a gentleman.�
Skimming her nails over his shirt, she teased him. �I wouldn�t have complained.�
�I would have.� His chest vibrated as he growled. Fingers suddenly wound into her hair, forcing her head back. His eyes met hers, the golden centers fixated on her face. �The next time I take you to bed, nothing will be able to pull me away.�
So that was why he�d left her alone. �When might that be?�
His gaze dipped, resting on her lips. �Soon.�
She sagged when he kissed her. The arms he�d snaked around her kept her upright, holding her close. His woodsy scent lined her nose, his warmth like a miniature heater. His tongue lashed out and she met him halfway, deepening the kiss. He moaned, bringing a hand down to cup her ass. Lifting her up, he thrust his hips against hers. She felt the hard ridge of his cock, aware that she was the reason he was turned on.
A loud knock at the door had both of them groaning.
No wonder he�d said what he had.
The next time she got him alone she wasn�t letting go either.
He whipped around and carried her from the bathroom. She leaned against him, knowing her wouldn�t drop her. When they made it to the door he lowered her, taking his time so she felt every last inch of his engorged length. His lips left hers and she immediately missed the contact, wanting to breathe him in.
�Soon,� he repeated, meeting her gaze.
She tried to collect herself when he let her go, running her trembling fingers through her damp hair. The door opened, sending brisk autumn air crashing into her. She stepped back to make room, relieved to see Jackson and Chloe had come to see them alone. The members of the pack were nice but she didn�t know them well. Not yet.
Chloe rushed through the door with open arms and Rachel greeted her as she had in the past, wrapping her arms around her friend. Jackson strode past them and Declan closed the door.
�You okay?� Chloe whispered.
A simple question with a complex answer.
Was she okay?
She closed her eyes, embracing the young woman she�d always trusted. Here�in Declan�s home�she�d been cared for and pampered. She�d also been pleasured, adored and cherished. The wolf�her wolf�endorsed the sentiment. She felt the creature but no longer fought it. In accepting this was going to happen she�d gained an enormous advantage. Everything that had brought her to this moment might have been difficult but Declan�her mate�had made the rest so very easy.
�Believe it or not,� she answered, her gaze darting to Declan�s, �I am.�
* * * * *
Declan listened to Jackson but kept his attention on Rachel. The last few hours had given him a glimpse of how their future might be. Within minutes of Chloe�s arrival his mate had become more relaxed than he�d ever seen her. To his delight she�d started laughing at Jackson�s horrible attempt at werewolf jokes. There was no fear or worry about what was to come.
�Hey, pay attention.� Jackson tapped the counter, yanking Declan�s eyes from the female seated in the living room. �I understand how you feel right now but she�s going to be fine.�
�If you understand how I feel, then you know I�m worried about tomorrow night,� he said, keeping his voice down. As a beta he could influence wolves but he didn�t have the ability to fully control them. He couldn�t force Rachel�s shift or make it faster for her. �I�m not sure what to do.�
�Don�t worry about it,� Jackson said, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. �After we deal with pack business I�ll make sure to stay close. Whatever path the packs take for the hunt, take the opposite. Chloe and I won�t be far behind.�
�Are you sure you can call to her?� Declan had intended to keep Rachel out of everyone else�s sight. She�d be horrified if she had to change in front of anyone else. �What if we�re too far away?�
�I made sure to get a lock on her scent.� Jackson reclined in his chair, absolutely confident when he said, �I�ll be able to find her. When she�s ready give me a howl. I�ll make sure it�s quick.�
Give him a howl? His anxiety changed to good humor. �I can do that.�
Jackson�s cell phone dinged. He checked the screen, saying, �I figured you could.�
�Any news?� Shane had promised to check in. The males were in charge of keeping the rogue hidden. They had strict orders to deliver him to the hunt, approximately thirty minutes before things got started.
�A bit.� Jackson rested the device on the counter. �Look,� he said, a hint of fatigue in his voice, �this has been hard on you but I�m afraid I need a favor.�
Declan met the alpha�s stare. �What kind of favor?�
�A few wolves in Gavin�s pack are raising a ruckus. We need to go over and talk to them.� Jackson peered over at Chloe. �We have to keep this quiet, so they�re meeting us a town over. There�s a good chance you�ll be gone most of the night.�
Fuck. �I can�t leave.�
�As my Beta you don�t have a choice.�
�With everything that�s happened,� Declan had to beat his wolf back, �would you really leave Chloe alone? Do you think that�s smart?�
�I�m not leaving her alone.� Jackson�s smile was that of a smartass, with a touch of menace. �Gavin has his wolves positioned all around your place. None one is allowed within a hundred yards of the perimeter. No more pizza delivery. Our mates will have to eat in.�
�You son of a bitch,� Declan snarled. Rachel glanced up, hearing the anger in his voice. He didn�t look at her, toning it down. �You knew you were going to ask me to leave when you got here.�
�Sorry, man,� Jackson replied smoothly, not sounding apologetic at all. �Shit happens.�
Rachel had risen from her seat. Declan closed his eyes when her small hands pressed on his shoulders, her voice soft in his ears. �It�s okay.� She massaged his muscles, inching closer. �Chloe�s going to stay here. We�re going to finish the movie night we started. I�ll be fine.�
�When did she tell you?� Declan didn�t want her to stop touching him. He loved how gentle she was, how cautiously she loosened the tightness in his neck. Opening his eyes and staring at the Jackson, he resisted the urge to punch the male in the nose. The Alpha was only doing his job.
�Just now,� Rachel whispered, her lips brushing his ear. �Don�t worry about me.�
�Don�t ask him to do something he can�t,� Chloe said, striding to Jackson. �He�ll always worry about you. It�s how they are.�
�You tell her, baby,� Jackson purred, yanking Chloe to his side.
Declan wanted to mirror Jackson�s possessive display. Only once he had Rachel in his arms he wouldn�t let go. He kept his hands where they were, knowing he would only be tempting himself. �When do we have to leave?�
�As soon as possible.� Jackson stood, towering over his mate. He wrapped an arm around Chloe�s waist and smiled at Rachel. �We�ll give you a few minutes.�
The pair departed, leaving Declan and Rachel alone. She didn�t stop rubbing his shoulders, her hair drifting against his neck as she leaned over his body. Even if Jackson had indicated they had to leave soon, he didn�t stop her. He wanted the memory of this�her touching him in a loving way�before he left her side.
�I don�t want you to go either.� Her tongue flicked the inner shell of his ear. �Just so you know.�
He�d finally gotten a handle on his desire and she went and did something like that.
�It�s not smart to tease a werewolf,� he growled, his cock growing hard.
�I think I�m safe.� She laughed and the sound changed something inside him. One day soon he�d find out everything about her, if only to her that sound.
It wasn�t easy but he placed his hands over her wrists and turned the chair. They faced one another and he pressed a kiss to each of her palms. Her pulse jumped to life beneath his fingers. He heard her draw a ragged breath, smelled the delectable aroma of her desire. He took several more seconds to lift his head, trying to gain control of his own sexual needs.
�I expect you to keep the doors closed and locked. I�ll show you how to set my alarm. Once it�s activated don�t let anyone inside.�
�Yes, sir.�
He was certain she�d meant the jibe sarcastically but he couldn�t help himself. �I like that.� Rubbing her wrists with his thumbs, he lifted his chin and looked into her face. �Maybe soon I can convince you to call me sir in the bedroom. I�ll make it worth your while.�
Her eyes widened, lips parting. He took advantage, rising to his feet as he covered her lips with his. He loved how she went soft, shifting closer to him, letting him bear her weight. Even though it was stupid as hell and he knew he�d have to force himself to let go, he slid his arms around her, placing them at the small of her back.
The kiss was what he wanted it to be�a promise of something more to come.
He absorbed her sweet scent, lowered his hand to cup the soft globe of her ass. He didn�t take it further, tangling his tongue with hers. For now he was content to have her like this�a willing and trusting woman waiting for his next move. Soon he�d get what he really wanted. He could be greedy, taking all of her time.
He�d meant what he said to her before.
Pack business be damned.
The next time he had her alone, he wasn�t letting go.

Chapter Twelve

Rachel didn�t get a chance to watch Declan leave. Chloe ushered her to the couch the minute the men started for the door, whispering quickly, �Hurry up and sit down. Now that they�re gone you can tell me everything. I want to know it all.�
Rachel reluctantly walked toward the couch, trying to think of what she�d say. Chloe had been asking about Declan all night. The questions had started tame but took a deviant turn. At first it had been funny. After all, she had been the one to ask Declan to fuck her on his desk the night before. But when things got really personal she realized she didn�t want Chloe to know how good Declan was in the sack. Those moments were private and intimate.
That part of him belonged to her.
She sank down on the couch, giving a half-assed answer. �He�s unlike any man I�ve ever met.�
�I told you that you needed a werewolf in your life.� Chloe grinned and plopped down beside Rachel. �After I met Jackson I knew no other guy would ever compare. Is that how you feel? Has the bonding started? Do you feel your connection?�
Typical Chloe. Going straight for the throat. �Uh.� Rachel licked her lips, gazing at her friend. �I definitely feel something. It�s�� Crazy? Insane? Fantastic? �It�s hard to put into words.�
�He�ll do anything for you, you know?� Resting back, Chloe said, �It�s actually kind of funny. Declan used to be the smartass of the pack. Now, with you, he�s totally different. Believe me when I tell you the pack was happy to meet the woman who�s changed him for the better.�
Strange. It feels like it�s the other way around. �They were nice.� Rachel had been surprised at how warm and welcoming the pack had been. She frowned when she remembered the women in the room though. She�d seen the livid glares they�d aimed at Declan. �Even if some of the women don�t seem to like him much.�
�Like I said, he was a smartass. He liked picking on the mated couples. The men ignored him most of the time but their mates weren�t as forgiving. They were pretty relieved Declan had taken a vacation from his duties�until they found out why. When you came along,� Chloe snickered, rocking her head against the cushion, �it changed everything.�
One word, bringing forth a heavy dose of fear. Changed.
�You didn�t tell me how things went with your dad,� she said, desperately wanting to think of something else. �Are the two of you mending fences?�
�We are. I�m excited to learn more about him and Mom.� Chloe sat up, her eyes going to Rachel�s face. �We�re going to have dinner after all this mess with the pack is taken care of.� Her green eyes flashed, nostrils flaring slightly. �You can�t hide your fear from me. I hate to be a downer but I can sense and smell it.�
�I�m not afraid.� So she kept telling herself. �I�m nervous.�
�It�s not as bad as you think�changing, I mean,� Chloe said. �I was terrified when I found out I was going to shift. I worried about how painful it�d be and I wondered if I�d even make it through. Then it happened and I realized I�d worried for nothing.� Giving Rachel a determined stare, she added, �Jackson has given me his word he�ll take care of you. We�ll make sure you get to a private place in the forest and you can do your thing. It�s going to be okay.�
�How bad is it? How long does it last?� Before she could back into a shell and keep her worries to herself, she decided to ask serious questions. �Are you still you when it happens? Are you different after?�
�It�s uncomfortable but bearable. And you�re always you. Shifting will never change that. But you will be aware of your wolf in a different way. It�s not a bad thing. I would explain it to you if I thought I could. The truth is it�s easier to experience than to talk about.� Chloe met Rachel�s gaze. �I would never lie to you. Even if it might be something I don�t want you to know. You have a right to understand what�s coming. I�m not hiding or keeping anything from you.�
�Nothing?� Not that she didn�t Chloe but she did want to clarify. �There�s not a single thing?�
�There is one thing.� Sadness swept over Chloe�s features, her eyes darkening a shade. �I didn�t want it to happen the way it did. I never wanted that for you. But I am glad I don�t have to worry about your future anymore. You�ll be safe and cared for. You�ll have someone who�ll love you more than anything else in the world. It�s selfish but I�m happy to have you with me, to know you�ll be in my life. You�ll always have a family.�
From time to time Rachel had thought of how different things might have been if she�d never been attacked. As much as she resented what had been forced upon her, she realized she�d have kept pushing Declan away otherwise. Of course, the man was pushy too. Eventually he might have gotten his way.
�Speaking of family.� Rachel ducked her head. She didn�t want to look her friend in the eye. Not when she talked about this. �Mom showed up when Declan took me by the house.�
�I�m not going to ask how she reacted.� Chloe�s voice vibrated with anger. �I�m pretty sure I can guess.�
�She didn�t take it well when Declan told her we were selling my house.�
Chloe came closer, excitement returning to her voice. �Please tell me he gave her hell. If anyone can insult someone in a sarcastically polite way, it�s Declan.�
�There wasn�t any need.� The memory made her bitter, the emotion squeezing her heart. Cindy should have been upset her daughter was changing into a werewolf�not that she was hard-up for a buck. �She was already pissed. If anything he only rubbed salt in her wounds.�
�Should I ask?�
�I wouldn�t give her any cash.� Rachel didn�t try to play things cool. Chloe had been around Cindy through the years. She knew the score. �She tried to throw a tantrum and he stepped in. He told her she could stay until a Realtor took a look at the place. I might have let that slide but I�ve honestly had enough. I told her to leave before I called the police.�
�You know it�s not your fault.� Resting a hand on Rachel�s leg, Chloe said quietly, �She�s been doing this to herself for years. No one can help her but herself.�
�I know.� Rachel rested her fingers over Chloe�s and gave them a squeeze. �I�m glad you�re here. I�ve missed having you around.�
�Ditto.�
Enough of this sappy shit. �So are we watching a movie or what?� Rachel rose from the couch. �I�m not sure what kind of liquor Declan has but we can raid the cabinets if you want a drink.�
�Trust me.� Chloe stood, an impish grin on her face. �He�s got good stuff somewhere. We�ll find it.�
Heading into the kitchen, Rachel asked, �So what do you want to watch?�
�No movies, not tonight.� Chloe strode past her and took a deep breath. Pivoting, she went for a cabinet and opened it. Several bottles were stashed inside. Collecting a bottle of vodka, she spun around and smiled at Rachel. �I want you to take a seat,� she gestured to the kitchen table, �get comfortable and get ready to spill the beans. I meant it when I said I wanted to know everything.�
�Chloe�� The last thing Rachel wanted to be was a bitch. �I hope you don�t take this the wrong way but I�d rather not discuss certain details. It�s not that I mind sharing things with you.� Hell, over the years they�d shared everything together. �It�s just,� lifting her head, she stared into her friend�s eyes, �this is the first thing that�s ever been completely mine. I want to keep it that way. At least for a little while.�
�Oh wow.� Instead of getting angry, Chloe grinned. �You really need to take that seat and have a drink.�
Doing as she�d been told, she questioned, �Why is that?�
�Because, dearest Rachel�� Chloe placed the bottle on the table and went to retrieve glasses. As soon as she had them in hand, she put them on the table and put a sizeable amount in each container. �You�ve fallen hard.� Chloe passed a glass to Rachel and lifted the other into the air, extending her arm so they could toast. �That�s a cause for celebration.�
Rachel almost protested. Then she thought about it.
She had fallen�very hard.
Declan wasn�t like anyone she�d ever met. She knew she�d never get tired of looking at him, listening to him or letting him care for her. Each day seemed to bring them closer. Even now, with him gone only for minutes, she kept glancing at the door. She missed his smile, woodsy scent and gentle touch. She wanted the time to pass quickly so that he was back at her side. In his presence she felt protected in a way she�d never expected to be.
To hell with it.
�To the future?� she asked, looking at Chloe.
�To the future,� Chloe parroted, giving her a smile.
They dinged glasses and tossed the drinks back.
Out with the old and in with the new.
* * * * *
Jackson parked outside the club and turned off the engine. The bar was hopping, the parking lot crammed with cars and trucks. �Are you ready?�
�Yep.� It hadn�t been easy leaving Rachel but he�d managed to get a grip on things. The sooner they got this shit over, the better. �All set.�
�Gavin has your place covered,� Jackson repeated�something he�d done the entire drive over. �Rachel�s in good hands. I need you here.�
�I told you.� Facing the Alpha, he growled, �I�m all set.�
Seemingly satisfied, Jackson climbed from the car. Declan did the same. Facing testosterone-laden males wasn�t his idea of a good time. The men wouldn�t show up as an idle threat. They had to know Jackson meant business. Due to the nature of things they�d chosen neutral ground�a biker bar that catered to humans and immortals.
�I hate these places,� Jackson grumbled, adjusting his coat.
�I feel you.�
Most mortals came to bars like these to get their supernatural groove on. Others were curious but became terrified if a werewolf, vampire or other such being approached them. Since heavy drinking was often involved, crazy shit usually happened. Declan had heard many a horror story through the years. Despite the police leaving their kind alone, they still had to respond to disturbance calls.
�It�s still early,� he offered, glancing out of the corner of his eye at Jackson. �Maybe we�ll miss the deadbeats who trickle in.�
�We�re not that fucking lucky.�
The loud shuffling of feet got their attention. Jackson froze and so did Declan.
The male standing to the left of the building, just beside the parking lot, let his wolf show through his eyes. The male�s dark eyes brightened to orange, his fangs reflecting the glow from a nearby streetlight. He�d dressed in black, his hoodie keeping his face somewhat hidden.
�Jackson Donovan?�
�Who wants to know?� Jackson snarled.
�I�m just the middleman. I don�t have a dog in this fight.� The male�s eyes returned to normal and his fangs retracted. �Everyone�s waiting for you in an area in the back. It�s private and exclusive. You can�t get in without the password.�
�Which is?�
The male strode across the distance, holding out a piece of paper to Jackson. �Talk to the man behind the bar. He�ll take you where you need to be.� The werewolf didn�t stick around, spinning on his heel. He hurried off and faded into the night.
�Something smells shitty,� Declan muttered. While they were meeting in a public place, the area they�d be taken to was hidden. That meant the males could very well be itching for an ass kicking. �I don�t like it.�
�I don�t either.�
�So what�s our move?�
Jackson pulled his cell from his coat and pressed a button. He placed the device to his ear and after several seconds said, �Gavin, I�m meeting your guys at the back of the bar like we discussed. They want a fucking password in order for us to enter some super-secret room.� Opening the paper, Jackson snorted. �It�s Cinderella. Figures. If you don�t hear back from me by the morning you�ll know who�s responsible. I�ll be sure to tell them we chatted as soon as I get inside. Just so they know their asses are grass if they fuck this up. Keep our girl safe. I�ll be in touch.�
�Nice.� Declan grinned and cracked his neck. The males had the right to challenge Jackson but killing him would earn them Gavin�s eternal wrath. He was the male�s father-in-law. If Jackson died Chloe might not survive. �Can we get this over with?�
�Absolutely.� Jackson put his cell away and strode to the door, the loud boom of music nearly drowning out his voice. �The sooner the better.�

Chapter Thirteen

Declan dragged his feet up the stairs, more exhausted that he�d felt in years. So much for making it home in enough time to enjoy his mate. The males from the other pack hadn�t just demanded their attention, they�d decided to fight for it. Precisely as Jackson and Declan had thought they might. Apparently a few of them thought they were strong enough to take the pack from Jackson.
Not smart, although Declan hadn�t blamed them for trying.
He rubbed his cheek, relieved a nasty cut had started healing.
Jackson hadn�t been able to hold them off, meaning Declan had to watch the Alpha�s back. It hadn�t been pretty. For several hours they�d had to wait for the next challenger to appear. Despite their waning strength they�d pulled through. After the last asshole from Gavin�s pack had his ass handed to him, the other males had finally caved and bowed down to their new Alpha.
In a way it was for the best.
The pack didn�t need this shit during the full moon.
Jackson retrieved the key Declan kept taped to the bottom of a flowerpot on the porch, dusted it off and handed it over. �Here you go.�
Declan slid the key into the lock and tried to clear his head. Once he opened the door the alarm would go off. Even if that woke the women inside, he could make sure the annoying noise didn�t drone on forever. Before he could put his plan to action he heard someone on the other side undoing the locks. The door opened and Rachel appeared.
Her smile of happiness quickly vanished.
�What the hell happened?� She rushed forward, her fingers carefully inspecting his wounds. In a split second she directed her attention to Jackson. �What the fuck did you do to him?�
Time for damage control.
�I told you not to open the door.� Catching her hands in his, he stepped forward and forced her into the house. When her anger didn�t lessen�telling him she wasn�t up for his teasing�he tried a different tactic. �Take it easy, Rachel. He didn�t do anything.�
Jackson stepped in behind them. Before Rachel had only seen his shadow. Now she got the full deal. She shut up, no doubt embarrassed when she realized Jackson had it just as bad. Declan had made sure to keep things in order�only letting the males go at the Alpha one at a time�but Jackson hadn�t been so lucky. His cheekbone had been busted. Despite the substantial amount of healing Jackson had done, one of his eyes was almost entirely black.
�I thought you said there wouldn�t be any fighting.� Chloe didn�t sound happy, rounding the corner. �You said you�d never lie to me.�
�I didn�t lie. I didn�t think there would be.� Shooting Declan a look, Jackson swept Chloe up and headed for the door. His mate�s hands went to his eye, her expression concerned. �I�ll tell you about it in the car. I�m ready to get home.� He gave her a fast kiss and exited through the house, calling out as he went, �I�ll see you tonight. Call before you leave.�
�Close the door,� Declan requested softly. He didn�t want to fight with his mate. He was too tired, in need of a shower and sleep. �I�ll explain.�
Her lips thinned and her eyes narrowed but she left him. He discarded his jacket, tossed it onto the counter between the kitchen and the living area and removed his shirt. As a werewolf he healed quickly but these wounds would take longer. Each blow to his body had been delivered by others just like him. Rachel gasped and he turned toward her. Her mouth opened and closed, her gaze raking over his torso.
�Oh dear God,� she whispered and took a small step toward him.
�A few of the wolves decided to challenge Jackson as Alpha.� Bringing his hands to his jeans, he undid the buttons. His lust didn�t stir, his body too sore and bruised for any sort of physical activity. Even if he wanted to take Rachel to bed he wouldn�t be able to. He needed to sleep his injuries off, give his wolf time to rest. �The fuckers look worse than we do if it makes you feel any better.�
�What do you need?� Like a switch had been flipped, she went from appalled to concerned. She hurried to his side but didn�t touch him. �Tell me what I can do.�
He hoped she meant that.
�There are steaks in the back of the fridge. Can you pull out two or three and put them on a plate?� Deciding it was best not to inform her he was going to eat them raw, he said, �I�m going to get a shower and get clean.�
�I can cook a steak.� She pivoted to go the kitchen. �How do you want them?�
Shit. So much for that. �I�ll heal faster if I eat them rare.�
�How rare?�
�Completely,� he answered, too exhausted to continue the conversation.
�Oh.�
He waited until he heard the fridge open before he made the trek to the bathroom. Wasn�t this his luck? When he finally had time to be with his female he was too shitkicked to do anything about it. He peeled his pants off inside the bathroom and walked to the shower. He didn�t wait for the water to heat, thankful for the cold against his skin.
Running his hand along his side, he inspected the rib that had been cracked.
Still tender but definitely healing.
Bowing his back, he let the water drift over his head as it warmed. It felt good to get the sweat and blood off him. He didn�t bother with shampoo, scrubbing at the strands with his fingers. He tried not to think about the pain, picturing his bed instead. Once he finished off the steaks he�d curl up around his female and sleep.
The door to the stall opened and Rachel�naked as the day she�d been born�stepped inside. He wasn�t sure what she was up to and felt ashamed that he might not be able to perform if she wanted him to. For her, he�d give anything a try. But he ached all over, his muscles sore and weak. She retrieved soap and a washcloth stowed on a shelf built into the wall and, all business, started washing him clean.
Her hands were just the way he liked them�soft and heavenly.
She started at his neck and worked her way down.
He was too tired to speak so he just enjoyed. She made sure to cleanse all of him, tender as she worked about his rib cage. After she�d she finished, she left the shower. He turned off the faucets and she reappeared with a towel in hand. She�d wrapped another one around her lovely body. If things had been different he�d have ripped it off and taken her to the floor. He was weak but he still had fantasies, wanting to do so many things with his mate.
�Let me help.� It wasn�t a request but an order. He stood there, letting her pat him off. When she was satisfied she backed out of the shower. �I want you to get in bed. I�ll bring your food. Come on.�
Bossy little female.
He considered swatting her ass but decided against it. Another time he�d give her that, when they both could enjoy it. He didn�t bother getting dressed, just moved to the bed. She saw his needs and reacted, pulling the covers back. He sat on the sheets and moved his back to the headboard. Once there he waited, giving his body a rest. The rusty scent of bloody meat suddenly appeared.
�I didn�t know if you needed these.� Rachel stood right beside him, holding a plate in one hand and utensils in the other. He couldn�t help but notice her towel had loosened, giving him an ample view of her nipples. Even though his body was injured, his cock rose at the sight. He wanted to curse his shitty fucking fortune.
Reaching for the plate, he clarified, �Just the steaks, baby.�
�Do you need anything to drink?� She handed it over along with a napkin.
�I�d kill for a beer.�
She didn�t run from the room but she did haul ass. In an effort to make things easier for her he called to his wolf, willing his teeth to sharpen. As soon as his canines lengthened and he knew chewing would be fast, he went at the first piece. Normally he ate slowly�even when he hunted game with the pack�but tonight food meant fuel. He�d finished the first, chomped down the second and started on the third when Rachel returned. She avoided looking at him as she walked over and placed the bottle on the nightstand.
�I had to find a bottle opener.�
He didn�t point out the lids came off with a firm twist of one�s hand. �Thank you.�
�Uh.� She glanced at his fingers clenching raw meat and looked away. �You�re welcome.�
Since he didn�t want to choke he had to make sure he gnawed the last steak properly. He�d never been more aware of his nature. And he�d never loathed it so much. He could sense Rachel�s tension, watching from the corner of his eye as she paced from one side of the room to the next. He slid the last bit into his mouth and retrieved the beer.
With food in his gut, he felt a hell of a lot better. �All finished.�
She stopped burning a strip in his carpet, gazing over at him. Her eyes darted to the plate he�d placed on the bed and she rushed to collect it. He wanted to comfort her but didn�t have a chance. The instant he lifted the beer to his mouth, she took off. He watched her�still only clad in a towel�sprint away.
Closing his eyes, he nursed the beer.
She was edgy. Nothing he could say would help that.
All he could do was wait.
The ball was in her court.
Rachel put the plate inside the dishwasher and took a deep breath.
Declan wasn�t human. He required special things. This was a part of his nature.
I just hope it�s not mine.
He could eat all the raw steak he wanted but the sight made her nauseous. She�d been fine in the shower, finding that she enjoyed taking care of him. But as soon as he dove into the meat she�d been unable to look. She hadn�t wanted to see or hear it.
Get a grip. This isn�t the end of the world. He�s hurt and needs you. She felt disgusted with herself all of a sudden. You probably hurt his feelings again. Idiot.
Drawing her shoulders back, she forced her chin up.
Declan didn�t need a weakling right now. He needed a woman who�d care for him, accepting him exactly the way he was. Instead she�d acted like a moron, unable to look at him, running from the room the minute she had the chance. That wouldn�t work. They�d come too far to hit a roadblock due to her fears and insecurities.
Adjusting the towel and covering her breasts, she marched from the kitchen. After all the care he�d shown her she refused to give him less. The hallway wasn�t as long as she thought, however, and she found herself walking into the bedroom before she felt ready. She suffocated her discomfort, meeting his gaze as she neared the bed. He hadn�t pulled the blankets up so it was easy to see his cock remained semihard.
Her eyes darted up to his torso and she wanted to wince.
Dark smudges�bruises�marred his beautiful skin. His ribs looked the worst, mottled and purple. She drew closer, her previous hesitation gone. He was in pain and he was exhausted. There was something she could do for him. It wouldn�t require any work on his part. It wouldn�t be easy�she�d certainly want more�but she could give him something he needed.
�What�s going on in that beautiful head of yours?� A faint smile sweetened his features.
She dropped the towel, meeting his eyes. �You�ll see.�
He lowered the beer to his thigh, his irises lightening several shades. She crawled over the end of the bed, her breasts touching the comforter, her nipples hardening as they caressed the silken material. With a soft sigh she continued forward, her attention on his cock.
�Rachel.�
Ignoring the warning in his voice, she wrapped her fingers around the base. He hissed, bucking into her hand. �I want to do this for you.� Winding her hand up and down his length, she added, �Relax.�
His position forced her to scoot up on her knees in order to have the right angle. She nearly teased him, lapping at the crown, then she decided it would be best to go for the kill. Over the years she�d heard men liked to hit home base and drift to sleep right after. Sexually frustrated women the world over bitched about it constantly. She took the tip into her mouth and went to work, sucking and brushing her tongue along the bottom, using her hands to make sure his entire length received attention.
�Damn.� He rested his hand on the back of her head. �That�s good.�
Encouraged, she kept going.
She was able to take him deeper, swallowing when he bumped the back of her throat. Her clit throbbed, her pussy clasping. She tried not to pay attention, making sure to keep her breasts away from the sheets. Her nipples were so sensitive the smallest bit of contact got her hot.
Declan tugged at her hair, trying to pull her away. �Come here.�
She didn�t comply with the request, bobbing her lips up and down his shaft. He was hard and thick, making her jaw ache. Just a little longer and he�d lose control. She wanted to hear him come. He sounded so sexy, a mixture of heavy groans and deep growls.
�I can smell how turned on you are.� The next yank�much harder this time�got her attention. �Get up here and ride me before I flip you over and fuck you like the animal I am.�
Lifting her eyes, she peered up at him. Shit.
He�d put the beer aside. Even if he hurt he meant what he said. She could see the tic in his jaw, the way his muscles flexed. His irises were no longer human. She glanced at his hands and noticed his nails had lengthened into claws. Shockingly, the sight didn�t scare her. Rather it appealed to her wolf, sending a wave of blistering fire along the underside of her skin.
�I feel like shit and hurt all over,� Declan confessed. �Don�t make me ask again.�
A pang of regret stabbed her chest but she let his cock slide from her lips. Since she was already on her hands and knees it wasn�t hard to crawl up his body. She did so cautiously, making sure not to touch bruised places. Stopping over him, she went up on her knees. He fisted the base of his cock and grasped her hip.
�Put your hands on my shoulders,� he instructed hoarsely and glided the tip between her wet folds. She did, carefully placing them where he�d asked. He parted her pussy, the broad head spreading her wide. �Ease down on me. We�re going to take this nice and slow.�
She sank down, taking him a bit at a time. Her eyes darted to the bruising on his ribs. �I don�t want to make things worse.�
�Then don�t. Rock on me, sweetheart. Make us both feel good.� The hand he�d placed around the base of his cock moved and she took the last inches of him. The head bumped her deep inside and she put her chin on her chest. She felt his fingers search for and find her clit. �We�ll come together. You only need to get us there.�
The events of the evening vanished.
All she could think about�all she could feel�was Declan.
His nails receded and his fingers raked over the skin at her hip, the pressure on her clit teasing and not what she needed. Bringing her head up, she met his gaze. Her breath caught and fizzles built in her tummy. He was studying her, as though he wanted to know her reactions. The darkening along his jaw had faded to a soft yellow.
They�d had sex before but this time something was different.
Energy radiated between the two of them. There was a change in her lover she couldn�t place. A part of her wanted to ask him about it and share her feelings. If she shifted successfully, they�d be together forever. This time the idea didn�t scare her. She�d actually started liking the idea. There were so many things she could do now that she had a second chance, and she could do them with the sexy and thoughtful man who�d claimed her.
She maintained eye contact, rocking her pelvis. �Tell me if I hurt you.�
�You won�t.� His eyes drifted closed and she noticed how full his lashes were. �You feel so good, mate. So snug and warm all around me.�
Making sure she didn�t bump him, she lifted away and started moving up and down. As usual he was thick enough to brush all her sweet places, the wideness parting her vaginal walls. He didn�t stop touching her, rasping his fingers over her clit. The air in the room felt thick, her breathing quickly becoming heavy.
This was what she needed.
The two of them together.
�Play with your nipples.� Her eyes flew open and Declan was there, looking right at her. Clutching her hip and guiding her to a faster pace, he growled, �I want to watch. Show me what you like.�
They�d done so much together. She wasn�t sure why that idea made her shy.
Mustering her courage, she let go of his shoulders and brought her hands to her breasts. At first she rested her palms over her hard nipples and averted her gaze.
�No.� His voice had thickened, his growl heavier. �Look at me.� It wasn�t easy but she did. �I want to see it when you get off. I know you enjoy nipple play. Touch them while I keep touching you. You don�t have to be embarrassed. Not with me.�
A small drawing back of her hands and her nipples were between her fingers. She rolled them gently, moaning at the feeling. His lids lowered, hooding his eyes. The look he was giving her was more than enough to ramp up her libido. Combined with the fullness of his cock and the friction he applied to her clit, it wouldn�t take her long.
�Do I feel good, baby?�
�Yes,� she answered, moaning at the delicious sensations. �You feel so good.�
They stayed like that, gazing into each other�s eyes. She didn�t stop, gliding up and down his cock. The hand at her hip made her go faster, then faster. Heat and pressure built in her abdomen, matching the pulsing between her legs. Declan didn�t look away, his irises so bright she thought they might blind her. Her muscles drew up, stomach tight.
�Come for me,� he whispered thickly.
The pressure in her body split, coursing over her. She tried to inhale but her breath caught in her throat, the pleasure nearly too much. Declan held her gaze as she came, his lips slightly parted, his hair damp and messy around his forehead, temples and neck. She made a mental snapshot, never wanting to forget. The glorious hum spreading over her skin intensified, the pleasure so perfect she thought she might drown in it.
�My sweet girl.� Declan�s forehead creased and his teeth snapped together. �I�m right there with you.�
He stopped her movement, slamming her down his length. His cock swelled, the hand on her hip squeezed and she felt the liquid heat of his climax explode inside her. As he came he lifted his hips a bit, sending his cock deeper into her. She took it all, rocking back and forth. To keep balanced she released a breast and put her hand on his arm. His motions eased and finally stopped altogether. The fingers at her clit moved away, the hand on her hip resting limply over her skin. He panted for air, his chest rising up and down.
He�s too tired for this.
Prepared to care for him, she shrugged him off when he reached for her. �Let me pull up the blankets.�
As she lifted from his cock a trickle of his seed escaped, weaving down her thigh. She climbed from the bed and retrieved the towel she�d left there. Before she could let her nerves get the better of her, she carefully wiped herself clean and carried the plush length of fabric to the laundry basket near the closet.
Declan tracked her movements. She could feel the heaviness of his stare.
She turned out the light and returned to him, ready to pull up the covers. She�d no more than pulled everything aside when he tugged her to the center of the bed. Despite his injuries he covered their bodies with the blankets and snared her by the waist. His chest cradled her back, his still-hard cock resting in the crease of her ass. She�d been afraid to touch him�not wanting to cause him further pain�but apparently he didn�t mind so much.
His lips brushed her ear, his breath warm. �Thank you.�
�I don�t like seeing you hurt.� A small step toward a confession about her feelings but a step nonetheless. �Tell me this doesn�t happen a lot.�
�I can�t believe it. Are you worried about me?�
She thought he might be holding his breath as he waited for her answer. �Yes.�
�No, baby. This doesn�t happen often.� He rubbed his cheek against the side of her neck. �Things have been strained since Chloe and Jackson got together but eventually that�ll settle down.�
�Will it take you long to heal?� She brought her hand to his, cautious as she rested her fingers over his knuckles. �Will the food make everything better?�
�I�ll be completely healed in the morning.� Pressing a kiss to her shoulder, he whispered, �The food definitely helps but it�s not what makes me better.�
�It�s not?�
�No.�
�Is it the wolf then?�
He paused, his breath tickling her skin. �It�s you, Rachel.�
Her heart skipped a beat. �Me?�
�Yes, you.�
�I�m glad.� It wasn�t his words that made her bold, it was the way he said them. �I want to be the one who gives you what you need.�
�Am I finally starting to grow on you?�
�A little.� She smiled, welcoming his good humor. �Keep it up.�
With a gentle nip, he settled against her. �I have every intention to.�
Silence fell over them and his breathing fell into a steady rhythm. She gazed across the bedroom and tried to keep her eyes closed. Sadly a sliver of light from the moon had made it through the blinds in the window. She couldn�t stop staring at the white hue, wondering how it would feel against her skin. In less than twenty-four hours the wolf inside her would rise and everything would change.
�Don�t worry, baby. I�m here. I�ll take care of you.� Declan let go of her waist and cupped her breast, resting his elbow on her hip. �Get some sleep.�
So he knew she was tense. Not a surprise.
It seemed he was getting to know her better and better.
With a final look, she forced her lids closed.
It wasn�t like she had any other choice.

Chapter Fourteen

Rachel thought she shouldn�t have kept thinking about the lack of time she had left.
Doing so had only made the minutes tick by quicker.
To make the suck-factor worse, Declan had been on the phone all day.
They�d gotten hot and heavy more than once only to have Jackson, Gavin or Shane call and interrupt them. He hadn�t been able to let the answering machine do the work, promising he�d return as soon as he could. His sly smile and grumbling about his job as Beta had lightened her mood a bit. She�d waited, and waited, and waited�
Then she decided she wasn�t staying in the bed all day.
He hadn�t returned after she�d taken a shower so she�d used several minutes to dry her hair. Time passed, each second rushing by. She�d cleaned up her mess. Paced the room. Eventually she�d decided to find him if she had to. He�d been in his office, looking through a Rolodex. He�d given her an apologetic look but hadn�t stopped sharing information with Jackson and asking questions. He said goodbye and she�d expected him to end the call when he hit the button on the receiver and went to the other line.
His stomach had growled, the sound loud in the office.
Always the one to receive breakfast, she�d then found herself the cook.
After she fed him he still didn�t budge from his chair, answering calls on his cell and his office phone. She�d waited, trying to give him space. Yet the calls kept coming. Once she�d slipped her head into the door and he�d put his hand over the phone and apologized again, appearing almost frustrated.
So she�d left, letting him do his work.
That�s how a majority of the day had gone.
Hours had passed. Morning had turned into afternoon. Unable to do anything else she�d catered to Declan, making him lunch. He�d thanked her with a kiss when the phone rang again. Wanting to be near him, she�d decided to eat with him, taking a seat in the chair on the other side of his desk. Then�as she�d plucked a photo album of Declan�s tattoo work over the years from a shelf�things had gotten really strange.
Her eyes went to the windows and her heart skipped a beat.
She�d been able to hide the changes from him since he�d been distracted, excusing herself with a smile. But as soon as he saw her again he�d know the deal. Over the last two hours her hearing had gotten better. Declan�s conversations, once muffled, were now crystal clear. The air shifted, scents becoming apparent. The wolf had gotten louder in her mind, eager for the day to end. Her muscles ached and she�d felt a hollow throb build in her arms and legs.
It had only taken minutes to realize the pain was radiating from her bones.
�Baby,� Declan hollered from the office, catching her off guard. She ripped her eyes from the window and turned toward his voice. �Can you come here?�
He hadn�t called for her in over an hour.
Be cool. You�re fine.
Rising from the stool, she stepped away from the counter. As stupid as it was she was worried about his reaction. She rubbed her palms over her itchy skin, wishing the irritating sensation would go away. She had marks on her arms from scratching. As soon as she�d seen the damage she�d caused, she�d forced herself to stop.
It had taken all of her willpower not to tear at her skin.
Knowing it had to be done eventually, she walked down the hallway. Each step drew her closer. His scent�now much more potent�drifted to her nose. Her body responded and she felt a growl creeping up her throat. She exhaled roughly, shaking her head, wanting the tingling in her nostrils to stop.
�Yes, we�re about to leave,� she heard Declan retort sharply. �As far as I know, she�s fine. Thanks to all the bullshit I�ve had to deal with today, I haven�t been able to take care of her. Whatever, man. See you there.� She heard the phone hit the cradle, followed by Declan�s snarl, �Fucking asshole.�
The chair in the office squeaked and her pulse quickened.
She heard his footsteps, each one bringing him closer to the door. He was going to get out of the room before she made it there. She tried to decide which lighting might be better�the dimly lit hallway or his work lair�but accepted nothing in the world was going to change her eyes. She�d seen them earlier in the mirror, noting the way the color had changed.
He exited the room, his hair mussy from him combing his hands through it. His head turned, his gaze landing on her. He stilled, nostrils flaring as his eyes went wide.
�I think something�s wrong,� she confessed like an idiot and wondered if she should have gone to him sooner. �I know I�m supposed to change later but I feel really weird.�
�Son of a bitch.� In an instant he was at her side. His fingers cupped her face, his eyes locked on hers. �Tell me what you�re feeling. When did it start?�
�Around noon,� she answered, trying not to panic. Her gums and fingertips burned, her bones practically on fire. �I won�t shift yet, right?�
�We�d better go.� He released her without answering the question. �Once Jackson�s close he can make things easier for you.�
Before she could argue he vanished into the office and returned with his jacket and keys. He hurried down the hall, led her from the house and got her in the SUV. In less than a minute they were on their way. She noticed how strange the car smelled this time around, the leather scent in the vehicle almost offensive. Strangely the cold didn�t bother her anymore. She turned off the heater Declan hadn�t bothered cutting off the last time they�d exited the car.
�I�m sorry,� he said, reaching for his cell. He pushed a button and lifted it to his ear. �I didn�t realize how much time had passed. I should have paid attention.� After a second he snarled into the phone, �Haul ass. It�s happening.� Before the person could respond he hung up, tossed the cell into the cup holder and took her hand. �Don�t be afraid. You�ll be fine.�
�I thought you had to meet the packs.� In fact, she was certain he had to. She�d heard him telling Shane precisely that. �Can�t we make it stop?�
He didn�t answer for several seconds. �I�m not sure.�
�That�s not very reassuring.�
�It�s going to be fine,� he repeated. His fingers squeezed hers. �Jackson is on the way. Shane should already be at the hunt. We�ll figure something out.�
�I�m not sure I�m ready for this.� An enormous understatement.
The car rocked as the tires hit a real road, going from gravel to asphalt. Taken off balance, she thrust her hand against the dash. She saw her fingers and froze. She didn�t have claws exactly but her nails had really grown.
�Declan,� she whispered.
Glancing over, he snarled, �Shit.�
He punched the gas and ordered, �Look at me.�
Ripping her attention from her hand, she looked at his face.
His fingers tightened over hers. �Not yet,� he growled, peering over at her. �It�s not time.� Something settled over her, a soothing yet invisible blanket of comfort. �That�s right,� he persisted, �you belong to her and she belongs to me.�
Little by little the animal inside her backed off. She could still smell things and her vision was a lot clearer but she didn�t feel like she was going to crawl out of her own skin.
�You�re holding the wolf back,� she said, cracking under the strain, �aren�t you?�
�For now,� he told her softly. �Don�t be afraid. I know you don�t believe it but you�re going to love the night, Rachel. You�re going to find out there�s nothing to be afraid of.�
Even as he said it, she heard the fear in his voice.
She decided to let it slide, grateful for his help. �I believe you.�
There was no way to know if he believed her and she didn�t push to find out. Instead she studied the landscape, watching the buildings blur by. The night hadn�t come yet but it was well on the way. The sun had already started its descent, dipping to the horizon. She didn�t bother him as he drove, taking in her surroundings. They ventured through the city before Declan turned onto a side road. It went for miles, taking them deep into a wooded area.
The scent changed, no longer tainted by smoke or urban smells.
Grass and earth filled her nose, a tantalizing fragrance that called to her soul.
She leaned forward and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. The burn in her muscles and bones returned and Declan�s fingers clamped down on her hand.
�We�ll be there soon. Sit back and focus.�
Damn. �I don�t want to.�
�Rachel.�
More of that powerful soothing from him, yanking her back. She sank into her seat, taking ragged breaths. The wolf seemed to snarl but then went quiet. The fire in her blood retreated, leaving her shaken. The trees sped by in a blur, Declan�s grip on her fingers nearly painful. She paid attention to that, forcing everything else from her mind. A minute or so later she saw a large building of some kind in the distance. She focused, trying to see. A dozen or so cars surrounded it.
�Hold on a little longer.� Declan relaxed his grip and brought her hand to mouth, breezing his lips over her knuckles. �We�re almost there.�
Declan lowered Rachel�s hand and stared at the large structure in the distance. The building had been created years ago for the packs. There were meeting rooms and beds inside, in the event pack members didn�t want to drive home after a hunt.
His gaze swept over the cars until he found the one he was looking for.
Fuck yes. Shane�s here.
Jackson wouldn�t make it in time. Rachel had already started going through the beginning phases. With changed wolves things were different. They started experiencing things earlier but usually they didn�t start the transformation until night had fallen.
He thought she�d have to be in the rays of the moon.
Apparently he�d been wrong.
He pulled the car next to Shane�s and turned off the engine. �Stay here,� he ordered, opening his door and letting Rachel go. The instant he slid from his seat he used his nose, trying to find his packmate. As soon as he had a fix on the scent he was looking for he rushed to the side of the building.
Shane, Cole and Wyatt where there, talking.
They shut up when they saw him, frowning in confusion.
�Shane,� he snapped, waving the man over. �Come here.�
�Well, hello there,� Shane drawled and stepped away from the men. �You�re early.�
�Don�t fuck around.� He advanced, stopping when he was inches from the male. �I need you to meet the packs for me.�
�Oh no, hell no,� Shane responded. �That�s your job now.�
�Rachel�s shifting,� he snarled, itching to get back to his mate. He�d gone over things with Shane. The male could easily stand in for him for the night. All he had to do was meet the pack and make sure the transition for the Alphas went smoothly. �Tell everyone the circumstances. They�ll understand. She can�t wait until Jackson arrives. I need to take her to the forest and help her as much as I can.�
Shane stopped being an asshole, turning concerned. �Shit. Are you sure?�
�Positive.� He took a step back, ready to leave. �I wouldn�t ask if I didn�t have to.�
Shane�s eyes turned bright blue. �Go on. Take care of her.�
�Will you��
�I�ll handle it.� Shane glanced at Cole and Wyatt then he turned to Declan. �Go to her. Make sure she�s okay. I�ve been covering your ass this long. What�s one more night? I have this shit. I�ll talk to you tomorrow.�
�Much appreciated.�
Even though he rushed, he didn�t like how Rachel looked when he made it back to her side. Her irises shone brighter, her face was already changing shape. He wasn�t sure how soon she�d change but he hoped the continued transformation made things fast. She didn�t argue when he pulled her from the seat and closed the door, allowing him to rush her toward the trees in the distance.
Reaching out with his beast, he immediately connected with her wolf.
Fuck it was powerful.
Even as a bitten wolf, Rachel wouldn�t be a bitch anyone would cross.
She hadn�t spoken, not that he thought she would. Her claws were already forming, the changes taking place. He breached the tree line and kept going, taking her into the woods. Hopefully the packs wouldn�t hunt for at least another hour. He wanted to take Rachel deep into the grounds, allowing her to fully appreciate what she�d become.
�Stop.� She pulled him short, stopping about a quarter of a mile into the trees. She hunched over, grasping her stomach. �It hurts.�
�I�m here.� He started stripping off his clothing and studying landmarks. Someone had pissed on a tree nearby. He took the scent in, memorizing it. They�d have to retrieve their things eventually. He didn�t think she�d be comfortable in the nude. �Hold on, baby.�
By the time he�d made it to her, she�d already tugged her shirt over her head. He got to work, helping her disrobe. When he�d tossed her jeans and underwear over her boots, he reached for her and bent down.
�Let it happen.� His wolf went for hers, calling to it. He didn�t close his eyes but he welcomed the rise of the animal. The sun had vanished, twilight falling upon them. The moon was coming. He could feel it, like a mechanism under his skin that had been activated.
He hated hearing her cries, wished he could absorb her pain.
He didn�t have to instruct her. She fell in the right position, on her hands and knees. He cringed when her legs bent and buckled, changing shape. Her arms did the same, a beautiful coat of strawberry-red fur covering her body. Her transformation triggered his, although�unlike her�he�d been born which made it so much easier.
His wolf rose, taking form. Bones contorted, skin bled back.
He lifted his muzzle the moment he finished, searching for his mate.
A red wolf met his gaze, her blue eyes startled. She was small�tiny really by werewolf standards�with long limbs and a slim chest. Her fur was as gorgeous as her hair, retaining the same lovely shade. He�d never seen anything like her. Not in all the years of his life. Relief rushed through him, as well as an enormous burst of pride.
That�s my beautiful fucking girl. Look at you.
She lifted one of her paws and hesitated. He watched her lift each one, letting her grow accustomed to the changes in her form. Balance was essential. Once she had a proper feel of things she�d understand the call of nature. She could run faster than she ever had, see things she�d never experience as a human. A growl crept up his throat, his wolf determined to establish its place. It needed to claim its dominance over its mate, to show her who she belonged to.
Her whine snapped him out of it.
She dipped her head, gazing at his feet. A sign of submission.
He went to her but didn�t rush, taking his time. He knew she was confused and needed reassurance. Their noses met and he brushed his muzzle across hers. Longing pulsed through him. This was what he�d waited for. To have a mate to run with him. A partner to share his life.
Slowly, cautiously, she returned his affection.
She moved closer, edging next to him.
That�s right. Come to me. My sweet female. My perfect mate.
Being so much larger than her, he made sure to take things easy. He slid his body against hers, bearing her weight when she leaned into him. Glancing down, he noted the contrast of their coats. She�d be easy to spot in a hunt, her coloring and size different from any of the other wolves�.
Time to run. He nipped at her heel and she spun around. That�s it. Take off.
She paused, watching him. Then her ears ticked upright, her nostrils flaring.
Her body shifted away, her paws digging into the moist earth. She shot off, breaking into a smooth run. He watched her for several seconds, knowing it wouldn�t be difficult to catch her. As she cleared the trees he followed, directed by her scent.
He�d told her not to be afraid.
Now it was time to show her how amazing the change could be.

Chapter Fifteen

Wow.
Rachel ducked beneath an enormous fallen branch and kept going. The earth felt firm beneath her feet, so many wonderful scents crashing into her nose. While the change had hurt the pain had been fleeting. Once the misery abated she was totally fine, although she wasn�t sure she liked standing on four legs. Then she�d seen Declan and everything had clicked.
She heard him behind her and tried to fun faster. She liked having him chase her.
Her heart beat differently, her senses so strange�in a good way.
Despite her lead her mate didn�t seem ready to catch up. She almost faltered thinking about that. Her mate. The man she belonged to. She liked that and the wolf did too.
With a burst of speed she cleared more trees. She caught the scents of smaller animals, able to hear the soft pulsing of their hearts. The night hadn�t come yet�not fully. Her wolf wanted to feel the call of the moon. She lifted her head and peered up. Darkness had taken over the sky. Soon she�d feel the rush. It wouldn�t be long until she understood what she�d become.
Leaves rustled, a smaller creature making its presence known. She followed the sound, homing in on it. The wolf caught the scent and shared its knowledge.
Rabbit.
Her muscles bunched and she was off, racing for the sound. The wolf basked in the sensations, wanting them to last. She found the critter and gave chase, going after it. As she closed in�rushing closer�it barreled into a hole beneath a tree. She made it to the small space and scented it.
Fear. Adrenaline.
Another noise gained her attention.
She glanced over her shoulder and a dark wolf appeared, watching her.
Declan.
She rushed off again, letting him chase.
There were so many smells and places to explore.
Minutes passed, the night getting darker as she ventured deeper into the trees. After a while she lost track, until a beam from above drew her attention. The moon had appeared, casting light into the sky. She slowed her movements, stepping closer to the light. When it hit her, cascading over her fur, she closed her eyes.
Amazing.
She felt electrified, taken to a higher plane.
Everything else faded away, leaving her alone.
The wolf hummed in excitement, welcoming the overwhelming feelings.
Why had she run from this? There wasn�t a need.
Declan had been right. Like this she felt invincible.
This time when he appeared behind her, she was ready. There was no terror. No worry. This was what she was meant to be. Now she�d become closer to her mate.
She took off, baiting him to follow. She wasn�t sure if she could change back to her usual self, standing on two legs instead of four. With the moon above it might not be possible. She should have asked Chloe, she realized. She shouldn�t have been so afraid to learn more about her nature.
She weaved around a tree�making sure to coat it in her scent�and made her way back.
All she wanted was to tell Declan how glorious she felt, sharing in the experience.
She hoped she�d be able to.
She saw him running along the path, taking his time. Anticipation and awareness hit, a profound ache in her heart. He was giving her space, even now. Letting her explore on her own as he watched over her. Waiting until the time was right, she pounced. He spun around when he heard her, braced for impact. In a few seconds she hit him, taking him down.
Give me this. She reinforced the order with her will, ordering the wolf back. I�ve accepted you. Now you need to accept me.
Pain arose, her body shifting. Her bones cracked, muscles changing.
She braced for more pain, knowing it had to come. Amazingly it was easier to return to her human form. The wolf listened, sliding into the background. In seconds the fur covering her body receded, leaving her in her skin. She wrapped her arms around Declan and gasped when he shifted as well. He bowed his head, resting it on her shoulder. The heavy coat on his body vanished, leaving his hard and warm muscles resting against her.
�I love you,� she expelled in a rush. �I love this.� He�d given her so much. It was her turn to return the favor. �You were right. Everything is so amazing.�
His entire body went quiet above her. �What did you say?�
�This is amazing?� she repeated, not thinking of what she�d said.
�Not that.� His body lifted, his heavy and erect cock resting against her thigh. �The other part.�
The other part� Oh.
�You were right?�
His full lips pursed, eyes narrowed in warning. �Not that either.�
�I love you,� she admitted and forced herself to meet his eyes.
�It�s not the wolf talking, is it?� She shook her head. His irises flickered, light in the center and dark along the rim. �Are you sure?�
�Yes.� Bringing a hand to his face, she asked, �I know it�s too soon. I don�t understand it even now, but it�s how I feel. Do you think you�ll be able to love me?�
�I already do.� His chest heaved as he took a breath. �I think I always have.� Dipping his head, he brought his lips to hers. �Say it again.�
Her heart fluttered and the erogenous zones of her body flared to life. �I love you.�
�I love you too, sweet girl,� he growled and shifted her body, resting his weight between her thighs. �I�m going to show you just how much.�
She�d started to ask him what he meant when his face disappeared. His lips ventured over her throat, down her sternum and stopped at her stomach. He kissed her bellybutton and kept going. Parting her thighs, she waited for more. Her thighs trembled, her muscles quivering. She counted every second, holding her breath as his mouth hovered over her mound. His tongue barely flicked her clit and she felt her pussy gush.
�I love tasting you here.�
�Please.� Grasping his hair, she tried to urge him to continue. �Don�t stop.�
�Never, baby.�
Normally he practiced restraint, being cautious. Now he went at her like a dying man, lapping at her slit, teasing her clit with agonizing rasps of his tongue. On and on he went, sucking at her, licking her labia. She groaned and panted, tugging him closer. Ripples spread over her skin, the wolf resurfacing. This time she didn�t worry about changing. The animal simply wanted to enjoy the pleasure. He growled against her, sucking on her clit.
Ours, the wolf thought blissfully. He�s ours.
Yes.
She shattered, crying out his name.
Two fingers entered and parted her. Her back arched at the amazing fullness, the breath leaving her lungs. Fire swept through her, her sex clasping. He groaned and started pumping, moving his mouth. His thumb caressed her clit. The sensations kept going, driving her on. She pumped her hips, grinding into his hand.
It wasn�t until the feelings had passed that he moved.
The sky vanished and she gazed into his face. He wrapped his arms around her and drew her closer, his eyes finding hers. Unable to stop herself, she leaned forward. Their mouths met and their tongues touched. Back and forward they danced, veering from side to side.
He pulled away and fisted his fingers in her hair. �I want your mark.�
�My mark?� She hesitated, unsure of how to give him what he wanted.
�I want everyone to know I�m mated. I want them to see how lucky I am.� He twisted his fingers tighter, forcing her closer, until her mouth hovered above his shoulder. She noticed the skin was free of tattoos, waiting just for her. �You don�t have to tonight. I want to earn it. When the time is right, I want you to give it to me.�
She hated it when he let go, wanting his nearness.
Shifting his hips, he grasped his cock and brought her down. She felt the head part her, pushing past her folds. One thrust, then another. Finally he slid into her. The feeling centered her, bringing her full circle. The scent of the woods called to her, the nature that was new to her beckoning. She sank down, wanting him to fill her completely. The motion made him bottom out, the head of his cock pressing against her cervix.
Tossing her head back, she let the new smells and feelings take her over.
This was bliss.
This was heaven.
Declan.
Declan wanted to howl his content.
Rachel Gentry was more than his mate, she was his partner. She was also courageous, strong and had transformed with ease. She humbled him, astounded him and made him prouder than hell. Any male would be grateful to have her but they never would.
She belonged to him in all ways. Nothing would ever change that.
He bit his tongue, tempted to ask for her mark a second time.
She�d give it to him when she felt ready. He wouldn�t rush her. Nothing had been her choice so far. At the very least she could decide when she felt he was worthy of such a thing. The bright beams from the moon highlighted her hair, her skin, the curve of her neck.
He locked on to that, struck by the sight of her.
Sliding his fingers over her hips, he let her move over him. She rocked back and forth, her pussy fisting his cock, her nipples gliding over his chest. He brought his arms around her, fingers splayed over her back. Her skin felt softer, her body temperature matching his. Each of their exhalations turned into white frost, the chilly night air adding to the beauty of the moment.
Howls sounded from far away, stilling Rachel�s movements.
Pulling from him, she gazed past his shoulder. �What�s going on?�
�Jackson and Gavin announced they�re merging the packs.�
It was only a guess. No doubt those howls of solidarity would change to snarls once Shane brought the rogue forward and accused Simone of planning the attack against Chloe. He decided not to mention that part, running his fingers up and down her back.
�You�re supposed to be there.�
�They can handle it,� he whispered, bucking his pelvis.
�You�re trying to distract me, aren�t you?� She moved again, plunging her cunt up and down his length.
He groaned, clutching at her shoulders. �Of course I am. Do you mind?�
�Not at all.�
Grasping his biceps, she moved faster, bucking her hips as she came down. Her legs snaked around him, bringing them closer. He felt her locked ankles against his lower back, her nails pressing into his arms. Her mouth met his, her tongue sliding out to tease his lips. A small shift of his hand and he cupped her head. Angling her chin to the side, he advanced. She met him halfway, their tongues gliding together. Her soft growl vibrated against his mouth.
Fuck yes.
Their lips parted. He felt her tremble, her arms shaking.
�Oh God,� she panted, using the hands she�d placed on his biceps for leverage.
One day he wanted her like this, only he�d have his cock buried in her ass. He�d dominate her. Love her. Take her as none other ever had. He�d watch her face and see how he made her feel. He�d make the experience something she�d want again and again. For them the future was limitless. No more anger or resentment.
They�d grow together, learn together.
Love together.
He swayed beneath her as best he could, making sure he sank deep. Wind parted the trees and whistled between them. His wolf sought Rachel�s and their senses slowly came together. He smelled her rising need, knew that soon she�d fall apart.
Reaching between their bodies, he found and stroked her clit.
Nothing in his life had ever compared to this moment.
Even if she didn�t take him up on the request, he turned his head when her pussy clamped down on his dick, waiting for pleasure to consume her. A jolt of happiness slivered through him when she moved closer, her tongue bathing the skin between his shoulder and neck. It as hard as hell not to taunt her when he�d wanted it so fucking much.
Mark me, Rachel. Show the world I�m a mated man.
She whimpered, her body went taut and he felt her teeth score his skin.
The heavy ache in his balls vanished, his cock jerking. Seed spurted into his mate�s body, a hot flood of warmth blooming where they were connected. He came howling, thrusting up against her. Her soft cries told him she�d found her release as well. Her pussy milked him, rippling over his length. Their wolves rejoiced, their connection growing as they beasts embraced their mating, elated and possessive at their newly formed bond.
Rachel was rough at his shoulder, biting down hard and ensuring the scarring would be visible to everyone. He welcomed the burn. He�d left that area unmarred with any tattoos. Since other designs surrounded the smooth expanse of skin it would bring attention to the area, so everyone would see. He fought the tingling in his gums, unwilling to bite her this time around, nipping at her arm.
Her mouth moved away, sharp fangs and incisors sliding from his flesh.
�Can you feel that?� she breathed, moving her pelvis in a circle. �Is it just me?�
�My wolf is claiming yours,� Declan answered and slid his fingers into the hair at her neck. �It�s deepening our mating. The connection is unlike any other.�
Her gaze drifted to his shoulder and a satisfied smile appeared. �You wanted a mark. I�d say you have one.�
�Not any mark, yours.� He flexed his muscles in his torso. His torn flesh burned. The area would be slower to heal and mend. A permanent brand to the world of her claiming. From the way she stared at it, she�d made sure no one could mistake what she�d done. �Got me good, did you?
She nodded, biting her lower lip. �Can�t miss it.�
As he�d expected, snarls carried through the trees. He wanted to curse Simone but found himself grateful that he�d had this time with Rachel. They�d been alone. She�d changed for the first time without assistance. They loved each other and those emotions would only grow stronger due to their beasts. From here on in�as far their relationship was concerned�he hoped it would be smooth sailing.
�What should we do?� His female didn�t sound mousey or afraid, she sounded pissed. �I don�t want to leave Chloe with that woman.�
�There�s a good chance you won�t have to. If the pack Alphas think the evidence is compelling, Wade will have to put his daughter on lockdown. There�s not enough to ask for her death but containment is understandable, unless he can prove she�s innocent.�
�I don�t want to leave,� she confessed, leaning forward to run her lips over his cheek. �But we should go to them, shouldn�t we?�
Shane had things under control but Declan was the Beta. Still, he wanted to take care of Rachel, consumed by the desire to see to her needs. �Tonight�s about you. Everything else can wait.�
With a soft sweep of her hand, she combed his hair from his temple. �Can you find your way back?�
�Yes, I can. And so can you.� He didn�t want her to stop touching and talking to him. He dreaded going back, worried it would end their night too soon. Trying to be honorable, he told her the truth. �If you pay attention you can follow the path we took. Our scents are all over it.�
She kissed him quickly, giving her hips one last twist. �Show me.�
�I�ll show you everything.� He pulled her back down, wanting one more kiss. His fingers were hard against her neck, making her bend toward him. �Tell me you love me.�
The lines in her face smoothed, her lips curving at the corners. �I love you.�
One more time. �Again.�
�I love you.�
A tug had their mouths touching. He didn�t take it further, letting the seconds pass. Their connection increased, growing ever stronger. Finally he let her go, making sure she was gazing into his eyes when he professed his own feelings.
�I love you too, Just Rachel.�
She scowled, shooting him a glare. �Stop calling me that.�
�Okay.� Although he�d never stop, he�d give her what she asked for tonight. �How�s this? I love you, sweet girl.�
Her eyes flickered, tears filling them. �That�s better.�
�You like that?� He knew she did.
With a small nod, she murmured, �I do.�
�Then come with me, sweet girl.� He rose, easily bearing her weight. Once he was on his feet he let her find her footing. �I�m going to show you everything I know. After I introduce you to the packs, we can go for another run if you like.�
�That sounds nice.� The tips of her nails tickled his skin. �Then what will you do?�
�I�m going to take you home, spoil you rotten and love you so hard you can�t breathe.�
She inched closer, fingers drifting into the hair along his nape. �Promise?�
�I give you my fucking word.�
It was the easiest vow he�d ever made.

Epilogue

Shane moved to place himself between Jackson and Wade, knowing a fight was about to go down. Right after Gavin and Jackson announced the joining of their packs, Shane had brought forth the snitch. Simone had seemed totally confused, her father had seemed totally pissed off and the other pack Alphas had scrambled to get a grip on things. To make things worse Chloe wanted to go after Rachel and make sure all was well as soon as she�d spotted Declan�s vehicle.
With all the snarling and combined adrenaline, someone was going to bleed.
�It wasn�t me!� Simone shrieked, rushing behind her father. �I would never sleep with a rogue. That�s disgusting! Are you kidding me?�
He shouldn�t have been surprised that Simone would find more offense in someone saying she slept with a mutt than being accused of plotting a murder. The rogue, for his part, had gone quiet. Shane had warned him it was best if he kept his mouth shut. Jackson�though tough�might find some room in his heart to the let the stupid motherfucker go.
�Is it her?� Shane whispered in the male�s ear, keeping position between Jackson and Wade. �Do you recognize her scent?�
�Something�s off,� the man whimpered, body shaking.
�Off how?�
�It�s not her.� He stared at Simone, nostrils flaring as he inhaled. �Even with the perfume the smell is off.�
�See,� Simone said, sounding triumphant. �Told you.�
Shane�s grip on the rogue�s neck tightened and the man blurted, �The scent was here earlier. I caught it after we arrived. The person you�re looking for is one of your people.�
Gavin�s gaze darted up, his eyes finding Jackson�s. �Desiree,� Gavin snarled, spinning around. His nostrils flared. �Where is she?�
�She�s here.� Wade whipped around, trying to locate her as well. When he didn�t, his eyes drifted to the lone wolf in Shane�s hold. �Damn it. All you need is a scent?�
The male nodded and Shane wondered if the sissy was going to piss his pants.
�She rode with me,� Wade motioned to his Beta. �Her coat�s in the car. Get it.�
�If the rogue confirms the scent, I want her dead,� Jackson growled, his arm behind his back, keeping Chloe safely behind him. Another Alpha started to speak up and Jackson cut him off. �She�s not a true member of any of our packs anymore. We owe her nothing. And the bitch has already been warned once. This isn�t the first time she�s threatened my mate.�
The Alpha let it go. No one spoke, waiting as the Beta dispatched by Wade vanished for several seconds and finally returned. He walked to Shane, a golden garment in his hand. He held the coat high.
�That�s the scent.� The rogue�s voice broke, his shoulders quaking. �With the perfume on the other female it�s the exactly the same.�
�Barry,� Wade said the word in a low snarl, �I want you to take Simone home. Put her in the room we keep for special guests. Don�t let her go anywhere.�
Simone snarled when Barry dropped the coat and advanced on her. �I didn�t do anything!�
�Then you won�t mind answering any of my questions,� Wade replied briskly. �Simone, shut up and go. Do as I say. Do not say another word.�
To her credit, Simone shut her gob and did as she was told.
An extremely nice change.
�I want Desiree here, right now.� Gavin pinned Wade in place with a glare. �I told you not to trust her. Knowing that bitch, she�s already long gone.�
Rustling drew everyone�s attention.
Shane glanced over his shoulder and saw Declan and Rachel walking from the woods. Judging by their tightly clasped hands and the smile on Declan�s face, things had gone well. That much was a relief. Shane didn�t like being the fill-in Beta. It was time for Declan to slide back into the job. Taking his focus from the couple, Shane directed his attention to Jackson. Chloe relaxed, shifting closer to her male. The Alpha had a decision to make. Hell, all of them did.
�If she�s not here, she ran.� Wade seemed tranquil on the inside but Shane could feel his anger. �Considering the accusations against her, she�s no longer under my protection. I apologize for any trouble she�s caused. I�ll defer to Jackson�s wishes in this matter.�
�To kill her you have to catch her,� Gavin snapped. �Your apology is a little late.�
�She�ll be our hunt then,� another Alpha�Merrick�chimed in. �We need a solid nose.�
Wade�s gaze flew over the pack and stopped on a couple. Shane followed the Alpha�s gaze. Their scents were oddly familiar. He�d seen them before. Gertrude and Ben Lowe. A nice pair who�d been together over a century.
�We need Luna,� Wade told them. �How long will it take to get her here?�
�Get her? But it�s so late. She took her medicine before we left and she�s with her aide.� Gertrude didn�t seem happy, neither did her mate. She lifted her head, gazing at the sky. �The conditions aren�t right. It�s too cold and dry. She�s not expecting to hunt. She�ll be sleepy. I can call and talk to her but I don�t think she�ll make it in time.�
�Call her, now,� Wade snapped. �Tell her that her Alpha wants her here.�
�Luna?� Jackson asked, studying Wade. �I�ve never heard of her.�
�She�s new to my pack, Gertrude and Ben�s granddaughter. She arrived a few months ago. Her circumstances are�� Wade struggled for words. �Unique.�
�Unique or not, she should be here,� Jackson reminded the Alpha. �Hunts are mandatory.�
�As her Alpha, hunts are decided on my discretion. Not yours.� Wade gazed in the distance, watching as Simone slid into his posh Cadillac. Returning his gaze to Jackson, he said, �I�ve given her leave to be medicated and caged during the hunt in certain conditions.�
�Conditions?�
�She�s not like us,� Ben answered, narrowing his eyes at Jackson. �She�s special.�
�But she can find anything with that nose of hers,� Gertrude interrupted, giving Ben a slap. �She�s only recently shifted but her sense of smell is incredible. If she can pick up the scent she can find anyone. Mark my words.�
Declan joined the group with Rachel at his side, asking, �What�s so special about her?�
�Nice of you to join us,� Wade snapped, glaring at Rachel. �Even if you�re recently mated, as the newly reinstated Beta I expect you to be here to support your pack.�
�You�re welcome, Wade,� Declan replied sardonically, giving the male a smug smile. �Don�t you worry. I never miss a good party.�
Rachel elbowed Declan in the ribs and Shane could have sworn he heard Chloe snicker.
�The clock�s ticking,� Jackson reminded them and glowered at Wade. �Why should I trust you? You took Desiree in when you should have kicked her out. This is your fault.�
Shane watched Wade�noting the red appearing in the male�s face.
�I didn�t take your warning to heart,� Wade said cautiously, �but I�m trying to make amends. You can accept help us find her or you can choose another course of action.�
Stepping forward, Shane injected himself in the conversation. �If we couldn�t convince you to do the right thing before, what makes you think we should trust you now?�
Seconds slipped by, the call of the moon beckoning. The wolves ignored it and so did Shane. It wasn�t easy. He wanted nothing more than to leave and run on his own. Despite being a part of Jackson�s pack another part of him remain detached. Until he found his female it would always be like this�each day he greeted providing nothing but loneliness.
Wade lifted his head and watched his vehicle leave. �Luna will find her.�
�How do you know that?� Jackson was teetering on the brink.
�Her sense of smell is stronger than ours,� Gertrude snapped, retrieving her phone and punching a button on the pad. She brought it to her ear and said, �She�s had years to develop her talent.�
�Stronger how?� Shane wanted to throttle the couple. They needed answers now. He was tired of playing games. �Is she a superhero?�
�Don�t be a smartass. Have some respect,� Ben growled. �Who do you think you are?�
The link clicked over and Gertrude hastily said, �Maisy, put Luna on the phone.�
�I think I�m starting to lose the last of my patience. You didn�t answer my question,� Shane growled at Ben. �You say she can find who we�re looking for? We have a right to know how. What can she do? How can she help us?�
�Gramma?� Even through the phone, Shane caught the sound a feminine voice on the other end of the line. �What�s wrong?�
Recognition slammed into him, a fire pouring through his veins.
Holy hell. That voice�
His heart hammered, the sound beating in his skull. Everything came together. A humbling burst of clarity. A burst of need shot through him, bringing his wolf to his skin. He knew that soft, feminine lilt. He ached for it, longed for it and thought he might not ever hear it again. Night after night, he�d prayed he�d hear a whisper of the sound.
It�s her.
�What�s the matter with her?� Now he knew for certain something ailed his mate. They�d kept her hidden and locked away for a reason. For fuck�s sake, they�d been medicating her. �What aren�t you telling us?�
�She can�t see. Happy now?� Ben snarled, giving Shane an evil glare.
Shane�s throat went dry. �What do you mean she can�t see?� he asked, voice cracking. His wolf�already on edge due to the call of the moon�threatened to burst free and take over. He fought it back, aware he had to stay in control.
�She started losing her sight when she was only a child.� Ben�s face softened, his eyes sad. �She�s a Halfling, so it couldn�t be prevented. Over time she started relying on her other senses to get around. Her hearing and sense of smell are stronger due to it.�
Shane�s world spun off center and collapsed. His heart ached, a profound feeling sweeping over him. It all made perfect sense. He had traveled to his female for a reason.
During his dreams, he�d never seen his mate.
Now he knew why.
Where are you?
Come to me.
Why do you keep doing this?
It made sense. Her sorrow. Her desperate pleading for him to come to her. He hadn�t meant to hurt her but he had. He�d failed her in the most deplorable way. As a male it was his job to see to his female�s needs. Yet he hadn�t done so, staying out of her reach when she�d needed him most. His mate�the one who�d begged him to see her and sounded heartbroken when he didn�t�hadn�t been playing hard to get.
You weren�t able to give her what she needed. You just fucked things up big-time.
Damn it to hell. She couldn�t see.
His mate�the one he�d left everything for�was blind.
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