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Author’s Note
 
    
 
   Welcome to the world of The Woolven Secret. 
 
   Billionaires? Check. 
 
   Playboys? Check. 
 
   Werewolves? Surprise! Double check. 
 
   The Woolven Secret was born one night when I was talking with a friend about interesting titles. (Much like Desperate Housewives of Olympus.) I came up with the Billionaire Werewolf’s Secret Litter, and while we laughed hysterically (there might have been snorting and honking like demented geese) this little sliver of an idea kept gnawing on me. Apparently Blake, Drew, Parker and War had decided their stories were going to be told and I was the one to do it. And I’m so glad. I love this world, love these characters and I hope you do too. 
 
   Xo
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   For Virginia Nelson
 
    
 
   Because she’s better than fairy dust. (And Redbull) Her belief makes you fly and gives you your own wings. I love her more than I can say. This book wouldn’t have been born without her to midwife. 
 
   For Heather Long
 
    
 
   Because of late nights that turned to early mornings, her constant encouragement, and because Serafina touched me all the way in my bones. And last, but certainly not least, because I love her dearly. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Blake Woolven, notorious bad boy billionaire, was currently living up to his reputation by fucking Marchessa de la Luna in his penthouse office suite. 
 
   She wasn’t his mate by any means, but she’d do. 
 
   They had to keep their human skins, since it was the full light of day in the middle of the city. He couldn’t risk exposure, but he could definitely risk burying his cock in her tight little sheath. 
 
   “Are you going to stare at it or fuck it, Big Bad?” the she-wolf growled. 
 
   Mmm. It gave him a perverse kind of pleasure when she called him that. Made him think about running her down like prey and devouring her in the best of ways until she screamed his name—howling—while she came. 
 
   “I don’t know.” He slipped his hand down her black lace covered ass and gave it a swat. “Are you playing Little Red?”
 
   “That sanctimonious little fool?” she drawled, deep and throaty. “Not a chance. I’m the hunter.” She growled low in her throat. 
 
   And indeed, she was the hunter. She was a predator, just like him. In fact, part of the thrill of mounting the evil little she-demon was that they were currently at war with the de la Lunas. This had crossed from the forbidden into madness some time ago, but he couldn’t resist.
 
   He filled his palms with both taut globes. “Oh really? So you think you’re going to gut me?”
 
   “I’ll eat your heart out, Blake,” she promised, her voice low and close to the Change.
 
   There was little chance of that. Blake Woolven wouldn’t settle for just any gold digging, social climbing, delectable-assed she-wolf.  No, he wouldn’t take any but his intended mate. Being the heir, he had that privilege. It was up to the lessers, the betas, to mate for social standing, pack order, resources… 
 
   He was Alpha. He made his own rules.
 
   Blake tangled his hand in her long, blond hair and tugged it back so she arched up off his desk, all spread out for him and wanting. Yeah, I’ll do her just like this. 
 
   The intercom buzzed. “Your one o’clock is here.”
 
   He snarled, “Cancel.”
 
   The elder wolf on the line sighed. “You asked me to remind you, sir. It’s Randi Rutger.”
 
   He snarled again, the Change coming over his features as he fought to keep his animal at bay. “Give me five.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “You’re really going to fuck me in five minutes?” Marchessa turned her head to look at him, green eyes flashing like St. Elmo’s Fire.  
 
   As much as he’d be sorry to miss out on Marchessa’s charms, Ms. Rutger held priority as she was currently trying to sabotage his company. “No. You’re going to put on your clothes, and you’re going to leave.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” She bared her teeth.
 
   “Do I look like I’m kidding? I have important pack business.” He straightened, pulling the cool veneer of propriety down over his wolf, locking it down inside of him. It snarled at the cage, rammed at the bars, but Blake knew he couldn’t indulge the beast at the moment. 
 
   “You’re an asshole.” She stuffed her feet into her shoes. 
 
   “That’s what they say.” He arched a brow. What happened to eating my heart? Blake rather imagined asking her the question wouldn’t go over well, but it could be fun to watch. 
 
   The door was flung open just as Marchessa was leaving, almost knocking the pretty she-wolf in the head. 
 
   “Excuse me,” a voice said.
 
   “There’s no excuse for you, I’m sure.” The she-wolf looked the other female up and down, then lifted her nose in the air, scenting. “That’s what I thought.”
 
   His one o’clock, Miss Randi Rutger, narrowed her eyes right back. “Same to you.”
 
   Randi Rutger obviously had no idea what Marchessa was doing, smelling her to see just what kind of creature she was—finding her human and therefore lacking. But Randi was obviously an Alpha female and didn’t seem to care what Marchessa intended, only in giving her the same derision in turn. Good for her. 
 
   Bad for him. 
 
   She wasn’t going to make this easy.
 
   Especially since she smelled like…his. 
 
   No, no, no. Not okay. He looked up at the ceiling, as if the remedy for this situation was written there in gold. Or excrement. He’d take anything, but what he thought it was. 
 
   Had to be Marchessa’s scent, he reassured himself. He’d been taking her much too often and his body was starting to identify her as his mate. That had to be it. 
 
   Not a puny human.
 
   Especially not this puny human. 
 
   From the burning hellfire in her eyes, she’d see him dead rather than speak to him. That was an awful lot of hate to be packed into a human heart. If she were Turned with that kind of sour in her soul, it would be an ugly thing, to be sure. Everything was more intense as a wolf—all sensations, especially feelings. As a wolf, that rage would make her a monster.
 
   Goddess, but she smelled delightful. Like sex, chocolate, and all things good and true. 
 
   She narrowed her eyes. Apparently, she’d been speaking while he’d been mentally stripping her out of that black pencil skirt with his teeth. 
 
   Mine. 
 
   Nope. 
 
   Mine.
 
   Nuh-uh. 
 
   Mine.
 
   Damn it. 
 
   “Well, I assume you know who I am, since you requested this meeting.” She put her hands on her deliciously rounded hips. 
 
   “Of course I know who you are, Ms. Rutger. You’re the woman trying to destroy Woolven Industries. My question is why you’d submit your resume under those circumstances. Using your real name? What did you think that would accomplish?” He cocked his head to the side and tried not to think about how hard his cock was and how much he’d love to see it cradled between her amazing breasts.
 
   Blake scented no fear on her, only her innate scent that fired his blood. 
 
   “A job. If Woolven has nothing to hide, then you should hire me. After all, it’s your fault my father is dead, along with our bank account. The least you can do is give me a job.”
 
   He laughed. She had balls, he’d give her that. 
 
   “If I killed your father, heartless bastard that I am, why would I give a damn if you don’t have a job or a trust fund?” He tossed that at her, careless and cruel, trying to figure out her motivations as much as put some distance between them. 
 
   “I don’t know. If you didn’t plan on hiring me, why would you take time out of your oh-so busy bastarding to talk to me?” She lifted her chin and her generous breasts heaved with the acceleration of her heartbeat. 
 
   He stepped closer to her and to her credit, she didn’t back down. She was tall in her heels, as tall as he was. His fingers itched to grab her, to touch her, to see if her curves were really as plush as they looked. 
 
   That’s just what he needed—calling her in for a meeting and getting slapped with a very public EEO suit. No thanks. 
 
   “Maybe I just wanted to take your measure. Perhaps it’s part of my ‘bastarding,’ as you put it. Call you in, raise your hopes, then crush you under my heel the way I crushed your father.”
 
   Her eyes flashed, and her scent changed. Her anger boiled just under the surface. He shouldn’t have intentionally riled her, but the more she hated him, the better. Distance was what they needed. She couldn’t be his mate. If she was, he was fucked. 
 
   And not in any way one wanted to be. 
 
   Because it was his fault David Rutger died. The Woolven Secret drove the man mad. 
 
   She took his measure, just as he’d said he was doing to her. She looked him up and down and, based on her expression, found him lacking. His wolf bristled at the thought then clawed toward the surface, intent to show her he was not lacking in any way. 
 
   Not in any way a true wolf mate would think, anyway. 
 
   She lifted her chin. “I think you’re going to give me the job. I think my father left tech unfinished that you need to deliver to your shareholders.”
 
   “I have an entire team of scientists. Why would I need you?” He didn’t like that she already knew his plans. Her behavior, so blasé about showing her cards could only mean she kept big plays hidden elsewhere. 
 
   He had to protect the company, the pack, and the family at all costs. 
 
   “My father left his research in code. I’m the only one who knows how to read it.”
 
   He arched a brow, maintaining his cool façade. “Why the charade? Why bother to submit your resume at all? Why not just call me?”
 
   “I know how the game works, Mr. Woolven. I drop the scent, you chase.”
 
   If only she knew how truly she spoke. She’d dropped the scent, to be sure. The scent of lust, of the thrill of the chase, the even more intense thrill of the catch. A hot and wet culmination under the goddess moon and her stars… he practically salivated at the thought.  
 
   He turned away from her, striding to his desk, intensely aware of her scrutiny on his back. If her eyes could’ve burned him, his bones would be smoking. Right then, he could still toss her out on her plush derriere, and he’d protect himself and the secret. But then he wouldn’t be able to smell her, see her, taste her… 
 
   Mine. 
 
   This was insane. Utterly, justifiably—“If I were to hire you for, say, VP of Tech, what would your salary requirements be?”
 
   Her heart literally skipped a beat; he heard it. He’d surprised her. 
 
   Good. It gave him an advantage. He needed an advantage. 
 
   “Why would you do that? I don’t have a degree or any experience.”
 
   “Come now, we both know that’s not true. Don’t insult my intelligence. How else would your resume have ended up in my inbox? HR wouldn’t have passed it on to me if you weren’t qualified. I know exactly what your skillset is, and how you use it.” He looked her up and down. “Besides, only the VP of Tech, aside from those working on the projects, has clearance. It’s the job I would’ve given your father, and you’d be taking over his work.”
 
   Her heart thundered in her chest like a stampede of wild horses. He rather imagined she was torn between joy at having gotten more than she’d come for and fury at the mention of her father. 
 
   “Of course, you’d have to sign a non-disclosure. You’d also have to be approved for top secret clearance. The military has acquired our latest project.”
 
   “So, it’s not just the shareholders.” She nodded. “Why would you tell me that? I want to ruin you. If I walk away now, you’ll never decode his notes.”
 
   He arched a brow. “The same reason you have no qualms about telling me you want to ruin me, I suppose. Nice to have all our cards on the table, isn’t it?”
 
   She obviously wasn’t expecting his candor, but he hadn’t expected hers, either. He liked how ballsy she behaved. He knew she wouldn’t give up, and he didn’t want her to. He liked her fire, but he wanted to control her access to information, yet get what he needed at the same time. Bringing her on board would keep her just close enough to protect the business…and unfortunately, drive his wolf insane. 
 
   Randi eyed him, and he met her scrutiny squarely. 
 
   “You make no sense.”
 
   “Don’t you want to know what your father was working on that was worth his life?” He twisted the knife deeper. 
 
   “You’d trust me with this, knowing I might use it to bring you down?”
 
   Blake flashed her a sly look. “Maybe it will drive you mad, too.”
 
   “The project didn’t drive him mad. You did when you devoured his company like a wolf would a rabbit—swallowed it whole and took everything from him.”
 
   “It was business.”
 
   “And when I destroy you, it will be personal.”
 
   “Glad we had this chat.” He turned away from her, his wolf burning just beneath his skin. Goddess, he hadn’t been like this since he’d been a teen undergoing his first Change. Fangs filled his mouth; his body on fire as his bones prepared to reshape and reform. Suddenly, all he could hear was her heartbeat. All he could smell, her scent. 
 
   “Don’t turn your back on me, Woolven.” 
 
   Her snarl made his cock harder than it had ever been in his life. Goddess, but there was something wrong with him. This shouldn’t turn him on, but it did—more than even the taboo of fucking Marchessa de la Luna. 
 
   He summoned every last bit of his will and caged his wolf before turning to face her. She’d closed the distance between them. To what end, he wasn’t sure. 
 
   Her lips parted in a gasp then he scented something new. She desired him as much as he desired her. He couldn’t help the smirk that curved his lips. 
 
   “It stinks like sex in here, Woolven. I’m well aware of your reputation, and I am not impressed with your pretty hair or your broad shoulders. Or your stupid smirk.”
 
   But she was. He could smell it. 
 
   Blake quirked a brow. “I didn’t sleep with her.”
 
   “I don’t care what you do.” She crossed her arms over her chest, standard defensive body language. 
 
   “Still, I didn’t. Whether you care or not doesn’t change the facts. If I’m going to be punished for something, I’d prefer it to be a punishment I’ve earned.” He wondered if she could smell his desire. Even though she was human, her body would’ve been made to accommodate their mating. In her DNA would be a secret code which allowed his bite to Turn her. 
 
   His fangs elongated in his mouth just thinking about it. 
 
   Thinking about David’s bloated corpse killed his desire. Would that knowledge of the Woolven Secret drive her mad as it had her father? 
 
   He wanted to steer her clear of him. It was the first time he’d ever experienced the instinct to push away something or someone he wanted. 
 
   He had to admit he didn’t care for the sensation. 
 
   His wolf, surprisingly, didn’t rebel. It didn’t want to be the cause of any harm to her. 
 
   Wasn’t that just a bitch?
 
   Randi Rutger just might get her wish. He knew no matter what she did, he wouldn’t be able to lift a hand or paw against her. 
 
   This mating thing was bullshit, if he did say so himself. 
 
   “I see your wheels turning, Woolven. In fact, they’re spinning so hard I can smell smoke. Are you trying to come up with some way to make this offer untenable? Because you can’t. I’m taking it. You let me in, and you’re not pushing me back out.”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “That’s good, Ms. Rutger. Very good. Because the position requires you take up immediate residence at Aphelion.”
 
   “The Woolven Estate in Den Hollow, Missouri? That’s practically in the Ozarks.”
 
   “That’s where the work is happening.”
 
   “And where you’ll be in residence.” She lifted a brow. 
 
   “Of course. We’ll be working together very closely on these projects. Did you think I’d just hire you and set you free to wander about to discover my secrets on your own?” He laughed, genuinely amused. “Keep your enemies close, Ms. Rutger. Very close.”
 
   She wet her lips, but she didn’t step back. “Any closer and we wouldn’t be enemies. We’d be lovers. Why don’t you back up a step, Woolven? Your intimidation tactics aren’t going to work on me any more than your smirk.”
 
   “Or, what was it?” He offered her that smirk again. “My pretty hair and big shoulders?” Blake had to say, he liked that she called him on trying to intimidate her. She was fearless. He was way too enamored with the little hellion for his own good.
 
   “Whatever.” She pushed at his shoulders and he obliged her, stepping back. “Thank you. I assume you’ll send a car to collect me?” She said the last in a mocking tone. 
 
   “If you desire.”
 
   “Have your people send over the contracts first. Once I’ve had a chance to go over them, I’ll let you know when and if you can collect me.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll be collecting you, Ms. Rutger. It’s simply a matter of when.”
 
   She allowed him the last word, but the arch of her brow and her expression of disdain told him he’d won nothing. 
 
   Perverse bastard that he was, he liked it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Randi Rutger strutted out of Blake Woolven’s office with much more confidence than she actually possessed.
 
   Why had she told him he had pretty hair and big shoulders? Dumbass. 
 
   She hadn’t expected him to be so…big. 
 
   Randi had only ever seen him at a distance before and, while he cut an impressive figure, didn’t all young billionaires in custom-tailored suits? 
 
   But up close and personal was… up close and personal. Damn it, but he’d addled her brain. There was something about him, some hard edge of danger. 
 
   She shook her head. He wasn’t dangerous, at least not in that sense. He’d been born with a silver spoon up his ass and he had everything he wanted handed to him on a platter. Or he just took it. That wasn’t dangerous—it was spoiled and entitled. He was a rich playboy who’d never done a hard day’s work in his life. 
 
   Randi was disappointed in herself and not just a little bit ashamed—especially by her body’s reaction to him. But she brushed it off, it was just biology. Her urge to mate and continue the species was only a chemical response because he embodied the resources to ensure survival. That was it. There was nothing special about Blake Woolven. 
 
   Even though he was taller than her 6’1 height. 
 
   Even though he could probably bench press her. 
 
   Even though he had this perfect hair that…
 
   No. She wouldn’t think about any of it. She would only think about ways to bring his company down. 
 
   Randi didn’t know what kind of game he played—she wasn’t even sure about her own motives. She didn’t know what possessed her to apply through his company’s website, further to hack the damn thing and make sure her resume ended up in his inbox like a big, fat, middle finger. Probably the bottle of Captain Morgan she’d swilled in her father’s empty home office factored into it, but she’d wished she could find something, anything, to ensure his death hadn’t been in vain. 
 
   She’d been a sad sight that night—clutching her laptop and a bottle of rum, alone in an empty house, and sobbing ugly over losing her father, her education, and her future. She had nothing left to lose, no goal remaining except revenge. So she’d submitted her resume and, when human resources called to schedule an interview, she’d been too stunned to think better of showing up. 
 
   Her gamble paid off. He’d offered her a position, a good position, though part of her wondered if he wasn’t luring her out to Den Hollow to kill her. Corporate espionage resulting in murder wasn’t unheard of. 
 
   Of course, that could be her overactive imagination. Even though she’d threatened the man to his face, it wasn’t likely he planned to murder her. When she’d promised to bring him low, she’d gotten the strangest feeling her threat turned him on. 
 
   Sick fucker. 
 
   She’d do whatever she had to do to find out what was going on at Woolven Industries. What that bastard did to cause her father to hang himself and leave nothing behind but a scribbled note that read, “Blake Woolven.”
 
   Randi hated that she was secretly glad he’d offered her Aphelion. She didn’t have anywhere else to go. Her father emptied their accounts before his death and she could only assume it was because the money was tainted somehow. Blood money. 
 
   Or something worse. 
 
   Bright girl that she was, she’d just flung herself right in the middle of it. She scrubbed a hand over her face and sighed. Maybe she should’ve thought it through a bit more carefully. Of course if she had, she wouldn’t have gotten this far. For better or worse, she had to know. 
 
   Randi just couldn’t believe her father would do something like this. He’d never been unstable, depressed, or afraid. Everything had always been an enigma to him, a new puzzle to solve. Even when her mother died. 
 
   No, he loved her too much to leave her alone in the world without him or a dime to her name. Something ugly must have happened, something awful. Randi would find out what and bring down Woolven if it was the last thing she ever did. 
 
   She took a cab back to where she was staying, at her friend Jessa’s place. 
 
   Randi and Jessa Rain had been roommates freshman year at KU, but Jessa dropped out to pursue her music with her band Right As Rain. She was currently on a Midwest tour of small venues and had allowed Randi to stay until she figured things out. 
 
   She could hear Jessa now: Have you lost your damn mind?
 
   Most likely. 
 
   She’d gotten herself in deep, and there was nowhere to go but forward. 
 
   A voice in the back of her head said she didn’t have to go forward. She could just come to a full stop and take the fork in the road. 
 
   Only the fork in the road left her father dead, whatever he’d been trying to tell her lost to the ashes of the past, and let his murderer go free. 
 
   That wasn’t something she could stomach.
 
   She thought about Blake Woolven again and wondered at the sanity of a man who’d make a woman like her a VP of anything. She hadn’t finished her degree, had no practical experience aside from helping her father. 
 
   Although, she could hack with the best of them.
 
   He could watch her all he wanted, but he wouldn’t stop her from unearthing every nasty little secret he wanted to keep buried. 
 
   She’d only been back to the apartment long enough to Google search/stalk Aphelion and found it had somehow been blocked from the satellites. An image came up in the search, but it was the same, static image. She guessed money could buy everything. 
 
   Shortly after her discovery, the bell rang. 
 
   Eying her guest through the peephole, she saw it was a man in a suit. He flashed a Woolven Industries badge. “Ms. Rutger. I’m from Legal and I have your employment contract, as requested.”
 
   That was fast. That was so fast, that he’d already had the contracts drawn up. He’d known exactly how their encounter was going to play out. The logical part of her brain told her that she should fear him, fear his power. He knew what she was going to do before she did. 
 
   There was another part of her, a more primal part, that wanted to outdo him, surprise him, top him. She wasn’t generally competitive by nature, but something about Woolven brought that out in her—along with several other undesirable traits. 
 
   Randi would blame him for those while she was at it, too. 
 
   She opened the door and accepted the packet. “Thank you.”
 
   When he stood there, making no move to leave, she asked, “Was there something else?”
 
   “Mr. Woolven awaits your pleasure in the car.”
 
   She arched a brow. “I haven’t had time to go over the contract or have my legal representative do so.”
 
   “Mr. Woolven was led to understand it was already agreed.” He nodded to the envelope. 
 
   Randi opened it. Two sheets of paper, surprisingly. One was her employment offer with a number and benefits that were staggering. The other was the non-disclosure agreement. Straightforward. She’d expected sheaves and sheaves of sub-paragraphs and headings, legalese language to trip her up… there was none of that. One paragraph that stated she wouldn’t speak of anything related to Woolven Industries upon pain of death and she owed him her firstborn if she did. Basically. 
 
   Well, she sure as hell wasn’t going to let that lull her into any false sense of security. 
 
   She signed them. He knew she would, hence him waiting outside in a car. 
 
   “I need to pack a bag.” Not that she had much anyway. It only took her a few minutes to gather everything together. She was half-packed living out of a suitcase anyway. 
 
   His goon picked up her bag and carried it for her. When he tried to take the laptop, she declined by way of raised eyebrow and a scowl. 
 
   “As you like it,” he said and escorted her to the car.
 
   She couldn’t help but feel every step forward was another step toward her own undoing. But she’d already come too far to turn back. Randi found her way in and she wasn’t going to let it slip through her fingers. 
 
   As she exited to the street, she saw Blake Woolven spared no expense. He’d picked her up in his personal limo. People on the street stopped to look, taking pictures of him waiting for her like this was Pretty Woman or something and he was Richard Gere to pick up his hooker. 
 
   She would never watch that movie again. 
 
   Woolven held the door open to her carriage to hell himself, but that would make sense since he was the devil. 
 
   Randi brushed past him and scooted all the way against the far window. That didn’t stop the sparks from lighting under her skin at their casual contact or how her body reacted to the way he smelled. He smelled like…she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what, other than wild. Like the crisp bite of fall wind and pine. Her instincts were to cocoon herself in whatever made the smell—too bad it happened to be Blake Woolven. 
 
   And why did he keep touching her? His knee brushed against hers and the casual caress shot fire straight to her clit. She despised her reaction to him, but she wasn’t about to pull away. She’d already made the mistake of fleeing and cowering in her corner like a frightened mouse. 
 
   She wasn’t going to be the mouse. 
 
   Randi was determined to be the wolf.
 
   When his knee pushed against hers, she pushed back, pretending to be reading something on her phone. 
 
   The one thing she took away from the exchange? His legs were really powerful. If he wanted to, he could win this game with ease. So why bother playing? Was he letting her think she could win? Was he building her up only to crush her? The last presented the safest explanation. 
 
   Either of the other two were utterly unacceptable. 
 
   Unacceptable option one being that they weren’t even playing a game; it was all in her head because she was inconsequential. 
 
   Or he didn’t force his advantage because he liked touching her. 
 
   Why did he have to be Blake Woolven? Why couldn’t he be any other man? Why did she have to be attracted to him would be a better question. She needed to get herself spayed or something to get her head back in the game. She wasn’t going to win if she did all her thinking with her vag. 
 
   She had four hours in the car with him like this. 
 
   “I’m glad the package was to your liking,” he said finally.
 
   Package. Dear god. Oh, she hated him so much in that moment. She’d have given anything to wipe that superior look off his beautifully sculpted face. 
 
   “Yes, it was satisfactory.”
 
   “Satisfactory?” He seemed insulted. “I’ve been told Woolven offers the biggest package. If you’ve seen better elsewhere, let me know, yeah?”
 
   “Rutger Tech offered longer paid maternity leave and on-site daycare.”
 
   “Employees at Aphelion are a bit different than those in the city. You’ll see. Then maybe your opinion of our package will change.”
 
   “Perhaps.” She looked out the window, trying her damnedest to act unaffected. Not only to act unaffected, but to actually be unaffected. 
 
   “Since we’re in such close quarters now, perhaps you’d care to tell me why you think your father’s death is my fault.”
 
   His words killed the slow burn in her belly. “One would think that when you find a person hanging and a note that reads Blake Woolven, that one Mr. Blake Woolven had something to do with that choice to end their life.” She shrugged. “Isn’t that what a reasonable person would assume, anyway?”
 
   “Is that your only evidence?”
 
   “It’s not damning enough?” She swallowed hard. 
 
   “I didn’t say it wasn’t damning, but the note could mean a lot of things.”
 
   “Are you trying to tell me you’re innocent?” She practically spat the words because they tasted sour. 
 
   He laughed. The bastard fucking laughed. “Oh no, little lamb. I’m anything but innocent. But I didn’t kill your father.”
 
   “No, he killed himself because of something you did to him.” Then she slapped his leg. “Stop touching me. I don’t like it. Go to your side, and I’ll stay on mine.”
 
   “I wasn’t aware I’d encroached upon your territory.” He shifted so he wasn’t touching her. 
 
   She seethed. She’d been playing the little game all alone in her head. Now she felt stupid, and it burned her face in what she was sure was a blush. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 
 
   “Did it ever occur to you that maybe it wasn’t me?”
 
   “We’re done talking about this.”
 
   “Are we? I wasn’t aware we’d decided that.” He pulled out a bottle of water and opened it carefully, putting the lip of the plastic bottle to his mouth and watching her over the rim as he took a long pull. 
 
   She refused to watch the way his mouth worked the bottle, the way his throat… no. Just no. Rebellion surged and she seriously considered telling the driver to pull over. She’d walk back to the city. It wasn’t far. 
 
   Well, it wasn’t too far if it would put some space between her and Blake Woolven. 
 
   She bit her lip and turned to look out of the window. 
 
   The rest of the ride passed in blessed, if not awkward, silence. 
 
   She couldn’t help but wonder why he’d let the subject drop when it was so obvious he wanted to talk about it. She wasn’t naïve enough to believe that she was actually a worthy opponent—yet. 
 
   But she would be. 
 
   Randi let the thought comfort her. She wrapped it around herself like armor. 
 
   When Aphelion came into view, it almost pierced her hard won exterior. It looked exactly like the picture, but bigger. Why did everything Woolven have to be so much larger than life?
 
   She supposed one didn’t get to be where the Woolvens were on the food chain without devouring a lot of little fish. They had to be big. They had to be impressive. 
 
   The gates alone were enough to make her want to turn tail and run. Huge, black things which belonged in hell—an impression she supposed was fitting. 
 
   When the limo came to a stop, the doors were opened on both sides, and the face that met hers was nothing short of a train wreck. 
 
   Obviously related to Blake in some way, he could only be described as huge, with hands like paws, shoulders like Atlas. His face and neck… he looked like he’d tangled with a sabre-toothed tiger and lost. Five deep scars, like slashes from unholy claws, started high in his hairline and dragged down past the collar of his shirt. She couldn’t see how far down. 
 
   But that wasn’t what scared her about him. No, it was his eyes—they were a shade of amber, like a timber wolf. Beautiful, cold and hungry. 
 
   When he offered her his hand, she didn’t think twice about taking it. 
 
   He leaned in close to her when she stepped out, almost as if he were…smelling her, those cold eyes never leaving hers. 
 
   “Warner—” Blake began.
 
   “This one,” the scarred man said. 
 
   “Yes, I know.” Blake nodded.
 
   Randi didn’t care for what passed between them, as if they spoke a secret language, shared some hidden knowledge. Something about her. 
 
   “Hey, I’m right here. I can hear you.”
 
   Warner’s attention flashed back to her. “Yes, you are.”
 
   His low voice, lower than she’d ever heard a human voice, rumbled through her, striking terror in its wake. 
 
   She realized the scars had cut into his throat, and she forced herself to be calm. He wasn’t a horror because of how he looked, he was a horror because he was a damn Woolven. 
 
   Randi met his gaze evenly, and he laughed. “Oh, I think I like you. You’ll be good for my nephew.”
 
   “I wouldn’t bet on it,” she swore. 
 
   Instead of leaping to Blake’s aid, he laughed and paused to study her again before laughing some more. 
 
   “Glad my vows of vengeance amuse you.”
 
   He led her around the car, still laughing, then wandered toward the trees on the other side of the estate. 
 
   “Where is he going?” she asked Blake.
 
   “War is his own creature. He spends a lot of his time out on the grounds, more comfortable there than with all the people who come and go from Aphelion.” Blake watched her for a moment. “He liked you.”
 
   “I can’t imagine why.”
 
   “Come, let me show you inside.” He offered his hand. 
 
   She looked at it like it was covered in dog shit. “Keep your pretty manners with your pretty hair. Don’t want it, thanks.”
 
   He shrugged. “As you wish.”
 
   Randi narrowed her eyes. “Don’t be cute.”
 
   “I can’t help that, little lamb.” He smirked. 
 
   “Stop calling me that. I see where you’re going with that. I’m neither small nor helpless. If you want to call a woman lamb, maybe you should give the blond a ring-a-ding?”
 
   “What blond?” He seemed genuinely confused. “Oh, Marchessa? No, I’m done with that liaison.”
 
   “It must be nice to go through people like Kleenex.”
 
   “She’s not a person; she’s a viper. She’s got fangs longer than her legs.”
 
   “Yet you were going to fuck her. Or did.”
 
   “Did. Past tense, as in not anymore and didn’t today.” 
 
   “You keep telling me that, like it matters to me. I don’t care where you stick your di—” The words died on her tongue when she suddenly found herself face to face with two more damn Woolvens.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   After he’d turned Randi over to Mrs. Westwood, their housekeeper/nanny/resident witch to get her settled, he prepared to face his brothers, Drew and Parker. 
 
   As if on schedule, as soon as he was alone, they cornered him in the large drawing room they’d converted to a general meeting room. 
 
   “Are you insane?” Drew hissed. “That was Randi Rutger.”
 
   “I know very well who she is.” 
 
   “Have you forgotten,” Parker drawled slowly, “That she’s sworn to ruin our company?”
 
   “I haven’t forgotten,” Blake said.
 
   “So you brought her to Aphelion to, what?” Drew growled. “Give her the ammunition? How long do you think we can hide what we are from her?”
 
   Blake pushed a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. As long as we can. I know what I’m doing.”
 
   “I beg to differ,” Drew retorted.
 
   “Beg all you like. Want a Milkbone for your trouble?” Blake replied.
 
   “Fuck you, Blake. If she finds out, you’ll have to Turn her,” Drew said. 
 
   “I have to Turn her anyway.” He sagged down in the chair.
 
   “Are you kidding me?” Parker exclaimed, more animated now that he found something in the topic engaging. “Why?”
 
   “She’s it. The one. My mate,” Blake confessed.
 
   “Holy shit,” Parker chortled. 
 
   “It’s not funny,” Drew growled. “She could expose our secret, and we wouldn’t be able to stop her. The de la Lunas could attack, and we would be at war.”
 
   “We’re already at war. Fuck ‘em. Let them come. Maybe it’s time we stopped hiding from the world anyway,” Parker answered.
 
   “If you’d seen war, as Blake and I have, you wouldn’t be so quick to invite it in,” Drew said. 
 
   “Or maybe my nuts have dropped while you left yours in Westwood’s cauldron.” Parker stood. “Eye of newt, balls of dog?”
 
   “One of these days, Parker, your snout is going to write a check that your ass can’t cash,” Drew warned him. 
 
   “Listen, all this garbage aside? We need her,” Blake interjected.
 
   “Why?” Drew asked.
 
   “Because she’s the only one who can break David’s code. You know what his work means for the project and for the war against the de la Lunas.”
 
   “Shit.” Drew shook his head.
 
   “Like you care about the war with the de la Lunas.” Parker rolled his eyes. “Word is that you’ve been fucking Marchessa.”
 
   Drew’s head whipped around. “Excuse me, what?”
 
   Blake smirked. “Well, you know, I do have a reputation to live up to.”
 
   “In the Woolven offices,” Parker added, gleeful. 
 
   “What the fuck, Blake? You know she was trying to get over on you. What if she bugged your office? What if she stole files? What if she—”
 
   “I assure you, the day Marchessa de la Luna gets the drop on me is the day I neuter myself, okay? She wants to marry me, not win the war. Her pack is going to try to force her to marry the old gray tail still running the Rommulus for an influx of power and cash. She’d do better with me, and she knows it.”
 
   “They’ve beggared themselves trying to win this fight.” Drew nodded. “But don’t put anything past her.”
 
   “I know that. I’m the Alpha for a reason.”
 
   “And I’m your Beta for a reason. I’m here to support and protect you, so listen to me.”
 
   “I could give a shit about any of it,” Parker was still gleeful. 
 
   “You’ll do your part, cub,” Blake reminded him. 
 
   “Yes, yes. I have to marry Belle Vaughn for king and country. Have puppies. Whatever.” Parker rolled his eyes. 
 
   “Maribella DeVaughn. At least learn her name.” Drew sighed. 
 
   “We need this alliance with the DeVaughns. They have those mineral rights in Nevada.” Blake added. 
 
   “So, what are you going to do about Randi?” Drew asked. 
 
   “Keep her here. Keep her working on the project. Maybe help her figure out why David killed himself. She’s convinced I did something and, at first, I thought she was right. But now, I’m not so sure. He didn’t leave a note, but he did leave a piece of paper with my name written on it. If it was your last thought on earth, wouldn’t you want it to be meaningful?”
 
   Drew raised a brow, looking much like his brother with the expression. “I’d never kill myself, so I couldn’t say.”
 
   “That’s the thing. I didn’t think David would either. He was a man of reason and science.”
 
   “Whose foundations got shot all to fuck when he found out werewolves, witches and vampires were real,” Parker said. 
 
   “No, no.” Blake shook his head. “I really don’t think so. The man possessed more curiosity than a cat. Curious always beats out fear. I can’t help but think I’m missing something from the equation.”
 
   “Maybe you are, but how are you going to get Randi to listen to you? You have every reason to try to change her mind and none to tell the truth,” Drew said, the constant voice of logic. 
 
   “You’re right. So, she needs to decide for herself that I’m telling the truth. I just have to help get her there.”
 
   “Yeah, that sounds easy. Not.” Parker laughed. “After a look at her? Goddess, but she looks like she’d flay the hide off you. All that red hair and the fire in her eyes? She’s like some kind of Amazon. I’m glad I’ve got the delicate, docile heiress who will do as she’s told.”
 
   Blake snorted. “You ever actually been with a she-wolf, son? Because they’ll tear your face off, too. And you’ll like it.”
 
   “I leave the bucking bronco riding to you two. I like my girls soft, sweet, and with no bite.” Parker said. 
 
   “More’s the pity to you,” Blake said as he and Drew exchanged a look of sympathy for their errant brother.
 
   “When he grows up and starts liking women instead of girls, he’ll understand.” Drew gave an over-exaggerated nod. “Maybe it’s time to have the talk with him, Blake. You know, about boy wolves and girl wolves and how the little—” he spared a glance at Parker and cleared his throat “—tiny car drives into the garage.”
 
   “That’s not what she said. I think I better go smooth over my introduction with Ms. Randi Rutger.” Parker smirked and walked out of the room, whistling.
 
   Blake loved his brother—lived for him, breathed for him, would die for him—but in that moment, he considered punching him until he couldn’t lift his arm. 
 
   “You know he’s just yanking your chain, right?” Drew said. “He’d never try to trespass with your mate.”
 
   “She’s technically not mine. Not until I bite her.”
 
   “Parker would never do it,” Drew reassured him. 
 
   “I know. And I know he’s just fucking with me, but this is not the right time. My wolf was ready to tear his head off. What sucks is it will only get worse. It would be different if I’d chosen my mate. If we’d bonded slowly over time, like so many do. But, no, I had to be stubborn and wait for The One.” He flicked his fingers in the air to emphasize his disdain. 
 
   “You made the right choice, Blake. This way, your offspring will be stronger. More powerful. More connected to the land and to the Goddess. This is what is best for the pack.”
 
   “You know what’s not best for the pack? If I tear apart any cub wolf for looking at my mate.”
 
   “That’s why you trained. That’s why you’re the Alpha, remember?” Drew cocked his head to the side. “She’ll be your heart, and you’ll be her strength.”
 
   “If we can figure out what really happened to David. If we can’t, the bond might not take for her. She’ll expose us all.”
 
   “Yet you brought her here,” Drew said, as if he needed reminding.
 
   “What else was I supposed to do with her?” There was no acceptable answer, at least not for him. 
 
   “I know. I get it. We’re just in a bad position.” Drew was silent for a moment. “Don’t tell her that you can’t hurt her. She needs to fear you, at least for a while.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can help it. It’s already started. It sickens me to think she’d fear me.” The very idea twisted up his gut like spoiled meat.
 
   “What about seeing your pack decimated and your family murdered? Does that sicken you?”
 
   “Of course it does. And fuck you for asking me that.”
 
   “I just don’t want you to forget what’s at stake.”
 
   “How can I forget? You’re always there to remind me. I made one mistake when I was young, now I have to play the bad boy forever. I understand my duties and my responsibilities to the pack, the family, and to her.” He dropped his fist on the table. “Sometimes I think you should’ve been the Alpha. You’d be better at it.”
 
   Drew grabbed his brother’s shoulder in a show of solidarity and respect. “I’m not the one. You are.”
 
   “I know. Thank you.”
 
   Drew knew he was being dismissed. “Anytime, brother.”
 
   Being the Alpha wasn’t something Blake would ever forget. 
 
   He wouldn’t deny he sometimes liked playing up the bad boy image, loved playing into the idea that the supe and natural public had of him. When he gave them what they wanted, they put him in a little box and left him alone. Oh, they’d point and gasp, even add their commentary, but they mostly left him to his own devices. No one dug too deeply beneath the surface to see what was there. 
 
   Blake was fine with that. 
 
   Only when he turned Randi, the illusion would be at an end. She already thought he was a piece of shit, so she’d see every dark stain on his soul. Everything he’d faked. She’d see his cool, calm, unbreakable mask was just that, a façade. 
 
   He’d admit there was something attractive in that, about not hiding. But he feared it too. He wasn’t ashamed to confess that. But being the Alpha did have its perks, he wasn’t spilling tears in his beer over the responsibility on his shoulders. He wouldn’t trade it, wouldn’t wish it on anyone else. 
 
   Even if he did think Drew would carry the burden better. 
 
   It wasn’t the way things worked out, and he didn’t have time to dwell on it further because he sensed Eleanor Westwood’s approach before she knocked. 
 
   “Enter.”
 
   She wore her grandmotherly face today—short, round, her gray hair piled in a fat bun atop her head. Not that he’d ever admit it to her face, but this was always how he rather imagined the witch in Hansel and Gretel would look. A sweet, sweet face to lull the children into gorging themselves. 
 
   Underneath that kindly veneer was a witch who could unleash the fury of hell and have it ask her which way was up. 
 
   “Your lady is settled, but I doubt she’ll stay in her room long. She’s got a yen to explore.” She exhaled heavily. “I suspect you know this, but I’m going to tell you anyway. There’s a war in that girl. It’s deep and dark. One side will mean your salvation and on the other, your damnation. Are you ready for that?”
 
   “As if I have a choice.” Although, he’d admit the allure in that because he wanted her. He could take her, have her, and claim no choice in the matter.
 
   “You do.”
 
   “She’s my mate.”
 
   “You could deny her.”
 
   Everything in him rebelled at the notion. 
 
   “I can give you a potion,” she offered. 
 
   “No.” He shook his head. “That would be easier for me, but who knows what it would mean for her?”
 
   “Isn’t it worth the risk to guarantee your pack’s safety?” Eleanor asked.
 
   “Nothing will guarantee our safety.”
 
   “Hmm. Interesting, that.” She fussed at some imaginary bit of dust on the bookshelves. 
 
   “It’s never good when you say something’s interesting, Mrs. Westwood.” He raised a brow. “It was all in your tone.”
 
   “So now you’re an expert on witches and tones, are you?” she needled him. 
 
   “After growing up with you? Yes.”
 
   “Insolent pup.” She swatted at him lovingly. “I will tell you this; I like her. She has a good heart. Even as bent on revenge as she is, she shines.”
 
   “Great. War sniffed her. You see her shining. She’s going to think we’re all insane.”
 
   “She already worries that she might be. You should go to her. I can feel trouble brewing in my bones.”
 
   “The moon is almost full. I don’t know if I can…”
 
   “She’s your mate. All will be well.” She pushed at him. “Trust this wicked old witch. I know what I’m doing.”
 
   He didn’t want to go to Randi, but he began the trek to the residential wing. 
 
   Well, no. He did want to go to her. That was the problem. Blake had to force himself to stay away from her. She needed time to adjust. Time to breathe. 
 
   Hell, right now, she couldn’t stand him. 
 
   He’d enjoyed their little game with their knees. Blake loved how she smelled when she was hot for him. 
 
   Maybe that was his way in—her physical need. She liked to act like she didn’t want him, but there was no hiding her scent. 
 
   He couldn’t stop thinking about the limo ride. He wasn’t quite sure why he’d done that to himself, locking her in such close quarters with him for so long. She’d finally had enough and pushed him away. Called him out for invading her space. 
 
   Blake didn’t know why he liked that so much. Maybe because all the females of his acquaintance, she-wolf and human alike—hell, supe and natural alike—always gave him what he wanted. 
 
   It wasn’t the denial he enjoyed or sought out, it was that she wasn’t afraid of him. She wasn’t intimidated by him. She wasn’t trying to change anything about herself to please him or to fit some idea of what she thought he wanted. She spoke her mind. 
 
   On second thought, he decided as a silver-tipped arrow whizzed by his ear and burned the lobe, maybe her lack of intimidation wasn’t the best thing. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “One would assume,” he drawled, “Since you told me to my face that you were out to ruin me, you’d have said the same about murder.”
 
   Randi wanted to ruin him to be sure, and she’d fantasized about bodily harm, she wouldn’t lie. But when the crossbow in her hand exploded and the arrow shot toward him, she knew a momentary sense of fear. 
 
   Not fear that she’d be caught or punished, but fear for him. 
 
   She didn’t like it one bit. 
 
   Even from a distance, she could see his ear had been scalded. “What the hell was on the tip of that thing? Acid?” She looked down at her hands to make sure she hadn’t burned herself. 
 
   “Nice to see your concern for my well-being.” His tone sounded dry. 
 
   “I notice you didn’t answer my question.” She let the crossbow drop from her hands, and she ventured closer to him, inspecting his injury.
 
   “And how should I? I don’t know what was on it. That’s a prototype of one of the projects for the Department of Defense. Where did you get it?”
 
   “I found it in my room.”
 
   His brow crinkled. “Really? That’s interesting. Someone took it from a locked, high-security lab on the other side of the compound and just… left it in your room?”
 
   She could see where his mind had gone. “I didn’t—I couldn’t hack a top secret security system if I tried.” She bit her lip. “Okay, fine. That part’s a lie. I couldn’t hack it as quickly as I’d have needed to. I don’t know the layout of the place, and I couldn’t have gotten there and back in the time it took for you to come find me.”
 
   “Then maybe I should search your room for any other goodies?”
 
   “Feel free.” Shit, had she just invited him into her room? “Maybe you should have your ear looked at first. It seems to be bleeding.”
 
    “If it’s all the same to you, Ms. Rutger, I’d rather inspect your room. With all of our safeguards and so many different methods of security in place, no one should’ve been in your room without my expressed permission. It wouldn’t do for anything to happen to you while you’re under my care.”
 
   The way he said the last, it struck a note of fear in her, almost like he’d issued a threat. But the expression on his face made her think it wasn’t she who needed to be afraid, but whoever else had dared defy him. 
 
   The fact that he wasn’t even fazed by an arrow which might have killed him—she couldn’t deny her reaction. 
 
   So hot. 
 
   He cocked his head and looked at her, almost as if he could hear her thoughts. 
 
   “What?” She crossed her arms over her breasts. Of course he couldn’t hear what she was thinking. If she had her way, she wouldn’t hear it either. She knew better than to think of him that way. Nothing good could come from that. 
 
   Come. 
 
   Damn it. 
 
   Inside the room she’d been given, he seemed bigger, like he filled up all the space and left no room for her or anything else. His presence was this solid weight, an ocean pressing down on her. 
 
   He wandered about, looking under the bed, in the closet, and in the nightstand. From the last, he pulled out a canister of what looked to be a different sort of pepper spray. 
 
   “Interesting. It’s the new gel instead of liquid variety. The delivery mechanism is silver nitrate. You plan on meeting any muggers among the hallowed halls of Aphelion?”
 
   Randi shook her head. “That’s not mine.” She’d never seen it before. 
 
   “Another goody. Interesting.”
 
   “Is there something special about silver nitrate?” she asked him. 
 
   He turned his head slowly and, for a moment, she thought she saw something else in his eyes. Something animal. But it had to be her imagination. She’d run off to a secluded estate with a mad billionaire. Of course she’d be imagining things. “Why do you ask?”
 
   She bit her lip, unsure if she’d be revealing too much if she answered. How much had her father confided in Woolven before he’d died?
 
   “Because of the project?” he continued.
 
   Of course he knew. He knew everything. She nodded. “I know what he worked on required a lot of it. I’m not sure how silver is helpful in weapons productions. Silver bullets aren’t even as accurate, since they don’t travel as far as lead.”
 
   “Interesting that you’d bring that up.” His scrutiny changed to something harder, darker, but she bore up under the pressure, refusing to break or back down. “Fluorescent silver nanoparticles can cause certain cells to grow faster and others to stop growing. It’s anti-microbial, which is a positive for some applications. For others, if the particles are adapted a certain way, it causes more mayhem to the body systems.”
 
   “I read that study. I thought my father was working on something that would help heal wounds on the battlefield. I thought he was saving people.” She looked away from him, embarrassed at her naiveté, at all the things he made her feel, that this moment wrought in her. It was a sour brew of hope, desire, shame, and… it was all just too much. 
 
   “He was. You’ll understand everything soon enough.”
 
   She growled and her fingers curled into fists. “I hate that. I hate it so much. You’re so smug and sure that as soon as some great thing is revealed, I’ll fall in line like everything else in your world. Why wait? What’s this great truth? Back up your hypothesis with results.” She needed to know, needed him to spell it out for her. 
 
   “It’s not time yet.”
 
   “Who says?” She put her hands on her hips. “Why do you get to decide?”
 
   “Contrary to what you believe, it’s in your best interest.”
 
   “Why would you ever do anything in my best interest? To get me to lower my guard? To make me trust you so that you can break me?” 
 
   He nodded. “Something like that.”
 
   She hated knowing it, hated being right, and most of all, she hated feeling this longing to trust him, this attraction in spite of that knowledge. “I hate you so much it burns.” She hadn’t meant to say the words aloud. She thought it plenty, but it was childish. What did he care if she hated him? He’d probably laugh about her confession later while taking candy from babies and stomping on kittens.
 
   But, for a second, she doubted everything. A flash of something on his face…but she brushed it off just like she had earlier. She was seeing things that weren’t there, building castles out of clouds. Randi didn’t want him to be a bad man because she thought he was hot. Her brain tried to accommodate her by projecting similar motivations onto him. 
 
   She wished her mind would turn off her attraction rather than writing stories about him in her head. 
 
   He straightened. “I’m going to have a security team sweep your room. In the meantime, why don’t you and your burning hate take a walk with me around the grounds? It’ll keep us warm.”
 
   She wanted to say no, but she knew it wasn’t really a request. 
 
   He presented his arm again. 
 
   “What did I tell you about that?” She curled her nose. 
 
   “Lack of good manners on your part doesn’t negate them on mine.”
 
   She clenched her teeth but still didn’t take his arm. Randi knew better than to touch him. Down that path lay the dark side, and she wanted none of it. 
 
   Correction: She wanted all of it, but it was bad, bad, bad, wrong. So she’d keep her hands to herself, and he could do the same. 
 
   “I’m going to show you an emergency exit from this wing. It’ll lead you to the gardens and the maze. Although, you should stay out of the maze.”
 
   “You have secret passages and a maze? And you really expect me to stay out of them?” Randi was incredulous.
 
   “I think once I tell you the history of the maze, you’ll be more than pleased to stay out of it.”
 
   “Do tell, Mr. Woolven.” She tried to ignore the flirtatious tone her voice had taken on and hoped he would, too. 
 
   Like any good manor house, the secret passages were opened by various, obscured levers. He tugged on a light fixture at the end of the hall and a display case slipped to the side silently, revealing a winding staircase. 
 
   To her disappointment, she discovered the passage wasn’t dark, musty, or at all filled with cobwebs. Instead, the hallway looked bright, clean, and almost institutional. “That’s disappointing.”
 
   “What did you expect? Wuthering Heights?”
 
   Kind of. She glanced off to the side without answering. 
 
   When they finally emerged outside, Randi was struck by the beauty of the place. Well-manicured lawn, groomed greenery, fountains… quick access to a garage. “I assume the getaway vehicles are in there?”
 
   “You assume correctly, as well as a small armory. Just in case.”
 
   “You’re probably insane.” She exhaled. 
 
   “I prefer safety-minded or paranoid. It all depends on your perspective.” He tossed back with a shrug. 
 
   “So are you going to tell me about this maze or what?” She needed to change the subject and might as well get a better handle on what she dealt with. He’d told her once she’d heard the story she’d want to stay out of the maze. Well, the proclamation just dared her to have a peek.
 
   “Ah, the maze.” He led her closer.
 
   As they neared, she smelled something sweet, exotic. Something she wanted more of. “Oh, what’s that?”
 
   “What’s what?” He cocked his head to the side.
 
   “You can’t smell it?” Randi couldn’t get enough.
 
   Blake Woolven suddenly looked way too pleased for it to be good for anyone involved. 
 
   “I think I’m ready to go back inside,” she murmured. Maybe she wasn’t feeling daring after all. 
 
   “I thought you wanted to hear the story of the maze and the Woolven brides?”
 
   “Nope.” She shook her head, suddenly aware of the moonlight shining down on them, all glitter and starshine. His presence, his allure, it was like it had been switched to hyper mode. She just knew she was going to make an ass of herself. 
 
   She wet her suddenly dry lips with her tongue, unwillingly imagining what it would be like if he kissed her. If this was where he brought his women, how many of them did he take into the maze? Did he fuck them there? Push them up against some old statuary and— 
 
   “I think you do. The tradition comes from the old country, a place of dark stories and even darker truths. At the heart of the maze grows a flower. A strange, savage strain of carnivorous monkshood…” His eyes seemed to glitter. 
 
   “Wolfsbane,” she mumbled. 
 
   “Yes, wolfsbane.” He sounded pleased.
 
   “Also known as women’s bane.”
 
   “Indeed. Do you know why?”
 
   “No.” She shook her head slowly, feeling as if she’d fallen under some kind of trance or spell. 
 
   “Neither do I.” He grinned, and his gaze focused on her mouth.
 
   Oh hell, he was going to kiss her and she was going to let him. She couldn’t move, couldn’t run, couldn’t protest. She could do nothing but stand there and watch the cataclysm of his mouth as it descended. 
 
   If she thought brushing against his knee caused sparks to fly, it was nothing compared to his kiss. Nerve endings she didn’t know existed flared to life, every single sensation receptor set to pleasure. 
 
   His mouth was hard, demanding, hungry—and she melted, crashed into him while he held her steady. He belonged here, outside under the moonlight, wild. He was a force of nature barely leashed by a suit. 
 
   And, oh Christ, his hands. They moved over her, up her back, down over her ample hips. 
 
   Vague thoughts were born—about how he only did this to get past her defenses, how he didn’t want her. He wanted to break her. Or he wanted to prove he could have her. He had tiny, dainty, elegant, and perky-breasted Marchessa de la Luna, why would he want Randi? She was large, unwieldy, awkward, and a hell-bitch on wheels. Or at least that’s what she’d been going for before he’d kissed her. 
 
   Only her thoughts didn’t get any traction because she could feel the evidence of his arousal grinding up against her. Dear sweet saints, no wonder he was a playboy. No one woman alive could take all of that regularly and ever walk again. 
 
   She’d never admit her thoughts out loud upon pain of death. He didn’t need any more strokes to his ego. 
 
   But she definitely wanted to stroke—a cold, splash of water washed over her. No, she could never, ever be with him like that. He was a murderer. She would have her revenge. 
 
   Maybe this was the way to get it. He wanted her. She could use his desire against him. 
 
   Randi broke away from him, pushed him hard. She’d meant to demand answers, ask what the hell was wrong with him, ask him what he was thinking to pull such a stunt, but she could only gasp for breath. 
 
   She didn’t want to look at him. He’d see how he affected her. He’d see how much she wanted him and, just like she’d planned to use his need against him, he’d use hers as a weapon. She was sure he’d prove the more experienced fighter when it came to that kind of warfare. 
 
   Probably all kinds of warfare. 
 
   But something drew her eyes up anyway, some polarity, and that was when she saw it. Plain as day, in the silver streak of moonlight that bathed them. 
 
   His eyes had gone amber, much like Warner’s, but brighter somehow. So bright, they were wrong. 
 
   Inhuman. 
 
   She shoved him as hard as she could and ran, ran toward the scent that offered her safety, protection. He told her not to go into the maze, so that’s where she headed. 
 
   Randi fled. 
 
   “Don’t run from me, Randi.” His voice was low, smooth, but it sounded like a threat nonetheless. 
 
   She didn’t stop. 
 
   “Oh Goddess, don’t run. Don’t—”
 
   She heard something like a roar and she ran faster, spurred on by fear and adrenaline. She couldn’t process what was happening, but she knew he’d given chase. She couldn’t help but think he would run her down like a sick, little lamb. That’s why he’d called her a lamb. He was some kind of crazed serial killer. She’d been right in thinking he’d lured her out to the estate to get rid of her. 
 
   She knew he was right behind her and sensed there was nowhere she could turn, nowhere to hide; he would catch her. He would devour her whole. 
 
   Weapons. He’d told her he kept weapons and cars in the garage. If she could just get there, she could hotwire one, make it back to the city and—another voice in her head spoke up. She’d decided to take on the devil in his den. Why run from him? If she wanted to crush him, she needed to turn and face him. Meet his attack head on with one of her own. He wouldn’t see that coming. 
 
   But she couldn’t get past her fear of what she’d seen in his eyes. 
 
   Randi decided she might be as sick and twisted as him because even though he’d terrified her, it turned her on, too. What would really happen if she turned and met his pursuit? Would he hurt her? 
 
   Or would it be the best sex of her life?
 
   She kept running, branches from the shrubbery in the maze tearing at her skin, clawing at her clothes, but they didn’t stop her. She turned this way and that, surprised, but grateful she’d not run into a dead end. 
 
   Until she emerged in a clearing and saw the great, purple and black flower of which he’d spoken. It mesmerized her, all her fear shoved to the back of her mind—almost like she’d been drugged. The scent so sweet, so soothing—she ventured nearer. 
 
   The great bloom opened and snatched a night bird out of the air, those languorous petals tightening around its prey. She reached out a hand to touch it, and she found herself cut short, slammed into the ground by a giant. 
 
   He pinned her hands above her head. Even though she wanted to struggle, she found she couldn’t. Her will to even do so faded, melting under the heat of his body atop hers. She squeezed her eyes shut—afraid, aroused, and ashamed. 
 
   “Look at me.” His voice rumbled so deep, like the sound of steel on gravel. 
 
   She refused, pinching her eyes even more tightly closed. If she didn’t look, she couldn’t see. Don’t look, don’t see. The mantra played over and over in her head. One would think they meant the same thing, but they didn’t. You could look without seeing. She didn’t want to look or to see. 
 
   “Look at me.” His already deep voice dropped an octave, while the hard ridge of his arousal pressed into her thigh.
 
   Randi was torn. Part of her wanted to get closer to it—him—almost like a biological imperative. Her survival instincts were almost as strong and they begged her to flee because he would be the end of her. 
 
   Even in the haze of lust, while swayed by the strange, hypnotic effect of the flower, she would not go gentle into that good night. 
 
   Her eyes flashed open. 
 
   And he was just Blake Woolven, the man she wanted and despised. 
 
   But still, only a man. 
 
   A man who’d lost his shirt since she’d last looked at him. She assumed that the brambles had torn it from him. She didn’t want to notice how hot his skin was against hers, the fluid way his muscles moved, or that she really wanted to know what it would feel like to have her naked breasts pressed against the hard wall of his chest. 
 
   She also felt utterly stupid for running, until he said, “Don’t run from me, Randi. I like chasing you much too much.”
 
   His statement was tinged with both need and a warning. 
 
   “You caught me,” she breathed. 
 
   “I did. I will always catch you if you run. Do you understand?”
 
   She didn’t, but she nodded. “Get off of me.” Randi meant to push at his shoulders, to shift him away from her, but she ended up wrapping her arms around him, dragging him closer. Her limbs wouldn’t obey her.
 
   “It’s the bloom.” He knew exactly what she was feeling, somehow.
 
   “It’s diabolical,” she breathed. 
 
   “That it is, little lamb.”
 
   She didn’t correct him, too busy trying not to feel the seductive scrape of his stubble along her skin while he dragged his cheek against hers, almost like he marked her with his scent. 
 
   Christ, why were people with money so weird?
 
   Worse? Why did she like it?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Blake Woolven hadn’t ever felt as alive as when he chased Randi through the maze. 
 
   He warned her not to run, and he couldn’t help but give chase. Her flight roused all the old instincts, the most basic of needs. His blood pumped like lava through his veins, he was on fire with the beginning of the Change, and his cock hung thick with need of her. 
 
   The bloom affected her just as he knew it would, which was why he’d told her not to go into the maze. It’d been designed for the chase, for capture, and for lulling human brides into a state of bliss and need so that when they saw their Woolven husbands shed their skins, they’d be too aroused to care. It ensured the continuation and diversification of the bloodline. 
 
   She’d most definitely use his want of her against him, but it pleased him that she wasn’t so unaffected. The staccato rhythm of her heart, the scent of her desire, and her hands moving down over his back…
 
   He couldn’t wait until she clawed at him, crying out. He wanted to take her as a man, as a wolf—he wanted all of her. 
 
   But he wouldn’t do it while she remained under the influence of the bloom, as easy as it would be. As hot as they were together. He wanted her to be with him because she wanted it to, because she decided it—without any help from the dark flower. 
 
   She gasped and wrapped her legs around his hips, trying to get closer to him, to build the friction between them. 
 
   He was wired to give her what she wanted, to claim her, mark her. 
 
   To turn her. 
 
   If he could manage to give her relief, it would break the hold of the flower’s pheromones at least long enough to get them out of the maze, and to return Randi mostly to herself. 
 
   It would be no chore to bring her to bliss, to make her scream his name. The challenge would be not burying himself in her sweet heat when he was done. Not biting the soft flesh of her neck where his venom would change her, brand her…
 
   So close to the full moon, he didn’t know if he could muster the control he needed. 
 
   When her little nails dug into his back, he knew he had to do something. He could control himself for her—she was his mate. This is what she required of him. His body and his wolf would obey. 
 
   He kissed her again and she arched into him, offering him anything he wanted. Blake pushed her skirt up around her hips, taking time to enjoy the silky feel of her thighs, drawing upward to cup her ass in his hands and grind her against him. 
 
   “Oh God, what are we doing?” she breathed.
 
   He pulled back and slid down her body. “I’m going down, and you’re about to be coming.”
 
   “I—”
 
   Blake dipped his head between those thighs, pushed past her sensible cotton panties with his tongue to taste her. She was just as sweet as he thought she’d be. 
 
   He couldn’t wait to drape her body in silk and lace, only to rip them off her again. Like unwrapping a gift. 
 
   He eased one finger inside her and she gripped him, pulled him deeper. Goddess, but he couldn’t wait until she tugged at his cock, all wet and hot, needing. Demanding. 
 
   Blake moved his tongue at a leisurely pace, enjoying the taste of her, the feel of her, the way she filled up all of his senses until all he knew in the world was her. She was the beginning, the end, and everything in between. 
 
   “Please,” she begged him, a tinge of desperation to her voice. 
 
   He traced the seam of her, lapped and laved, all his movements designed to bring her the most heightened experience of pleasure. 
 
   She was so soft and wet, pliant as his tongue delved into her, her fingers pushed through his hair now, the tension in her hands intended to drive him nearer his task. He didn’t mind. He liked it when a woman told him what she wanted. 
 
   He especially liked it when his woman told him what she wanted. 
 
   Blake tasted her culmination even before he heard her cries of release. Her body shuddered in his grasp. 
 
   He was loathe to pull away because, when he did, the spell would be broken and he’d go back to being the devil in her eyes. 
 
   His cock ached and not just for any release, but for release with her—his mate. It hurt, but it was still good because this was for her. He’d denied himself to keep her safe, to protect her until she was ready. 
 
   The awestruck look on her face, her bee-stung lips, her wild tangle of hair—they all bespoke a job well done. He was satisfied with himself on that account. 
 
   Blake rose above her, knowing he could take her and it would be so good for both of them, but he also knew it wasn’t the right time. The look in her eyes pleaded, not for more, but for release of a different kind. Freedom from him to process all that had just happened. 
 
   He brushed his lips against hers, unwilling to let her go without a reminder of what had happened between them, the taste of her pleasure from his lips, her own salt on her tongue. 
 
   When he released her, she righted herself and scrambled to her feet—skittish. He could tell she would’ve fled, but she didn’t know how to get out of the maze. 
 
   “I’ll see you back to the house.”
 
   “No, no and hell no.”
 
   “What?” He supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised by her response, but he was. He’d never pleasured a woman so completely then had her deny him anything.
 
   “You think we’re just going to walk back to the house like this didn’t happen? No, you get to tell me what the hell just happened.”
 
   “If you don’t know, I think maybe someone was remiss in your education.” He couldn’t help the smirk that curved his lips any more than he could stop enjoying the taste of her that lingered there. 
 
   “Not funny. You know exactly what I mean.” She pushed a lock of her hair behind her ear. 
 
   “If you want to stand here and talk about it, it’ll happen again. The flower has a certain… effect.” 
 
   “Fine. Talk while we walk.” She grabbed his arm and he led her toward the exit.
 
   “What do you want me to say?”
 
   “I don’t know. I hate you. You hate me. Yet you ran me down like a deer and…” She gestured as if she could pluck what she wanted to say from the space around her and give it breath.
 
   “And you didn’t say no. You didn’t tell me to stop.”
 
   She paled. “No. No, I didn’t.” They walked through several turns in silence. “What I meant was, why would you do that?”
 
   “The answer to that question should be obvious. I wanted to.”
 
   She stopped and turned to face him. “And do you do everything you want to do? You get everything you want?”
 
   “Mostly.” He fought his instinct to touch her again. “Are you saying I did something to you that you didn’t want?”
 
   Randi exhaled heavily. “No, I’m not saying that at all.”
 
   “You’re saying you feel like you’ve already lost our game.”
 
   Her head jerked up, and she studied him. 
 
   “I’d feel that way too. But you haven’t had all your plays, little lamb. The best part is still to come.” He leaned down, his lips so close to hers. “When I have you, you’ll be begging me to mount you, to take you, to own you. And you’ll fucking love it.”
 
   She blushed. “That was just crude.”
 
   “But no less true.” He grinned.
 
   “Just because I like your body and you might happen to be good with your tongue, that doesn’t mean anything like this will ever happen again. I’m your employee, remember?”
 
   “Things are more complicated than you know.”
 
   “So tell me.”
 
   She was open, receptive, but he had no way to prove anything to her. Anything he could tell her now, anything he could prove, well, he’d seen how she’d run from him at the first glimpse of his wolf. 
 
   “It doesn’t work like that.” 
 
   “No, I guess it wouldn’t.” Her steps slowed as they neared the edge of the maze. 
 
   “If you asked to go home, I’d let you.”
 
   “You can’t stop me.”
 
   Oh, but he could and, if she stayed much longer, if things progressed farther, he’d never let her go. “Very often in this life, things are not what they seem.”
 
   “Like you?”
 
   “Yes,” he nodded solemnly. “Very much like me.”
 
   “I can’t tell if you’re threatening me or flirting with me.” She laughed.
 
   He found he liked the sound of it. He wanted her to do it again. 
 
   “Maybe a bit of both, but you like it. Don’t tell me that when I chased you, your blood wasn’t as hot as mine.”
 
   “You really frightened me at first,” she confessed.
 
   Her words startled him. “That’s a powerful weapon to give me, isn’t it? You shouldn’t tell the enemy the power they have over you.”
 
   “Just like I shouldn’t tell him I’m coming.”
 
   His cock was still very much at attention. “I didn’t need you to tell me. It was all over my mouth.”
 
   She blushed again. “Bastard. You knew what I meant.” Randi looked away from him, almost shy. 
 
   He stopped walking again, knowing that as soon as they’d stepped past the borders of the maze, everything would change again. “Can’t you trust me just a little?”
 
   “You know how you said it doesn’t work like that? It’s an all or nothing prospect, Woolven.”
 
   He nodded. Blake hadn’t expected her to say yes and then they’d run off into the sunset together. But he’d had to ask. “If you need anything at all, my quarters when I’m in residence are in wing B.”
 
   She smirked. “I half-expected you to tell me you’d be in the room next to mine.”
 
   “I can arrange that.”
 
   “No.” She rushed to add, “I’m fine where I am.” 
 
   Just like that, the spell broke as they emerged onto the grounds. He turned north and headed toward the wooded part of the estate. 
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “There’s no point in tucking you safely into your room. We both know you’re not going to stay there.”
 
   She laughed again. “And you don’t care?”
 
   “Anything I have to hide, you won’t find until I want you to find it.”
 
   “So sure of yourself.” She shook her head. “The arrogance.”
 
   “Perhaps. Or maybe I just know my secrets.”
 
   “It’s not very chivalrous, leaving me in alone in the dark. I seem to remember you saying something about manners? How, just because I don’t have them, it didn’t excuse you from proper conduct?” She cocked her head to the side. 
 
   “You are as safe wandering the dark at Aphelion as you would be under lock and key. Nothing that walks these grounds would dare touch you.”
 
   “You say that like I should be on the lookout for monsters.”
 
   “Maybe you should.” Because they looked for her. Especially his personal beast.
 
   “And these monsters, do they all fear you? The great Blake Woolven?” 
 
   She obviously teased him, but he couldn’t leave it at that. 
 
   “I’m king of the monsters, Randi. But I thought you knew that.” He left her standing there, haloed in the moonlight and the remnants of her pleasure. 
 
   He ran toward the woods, toward the solace to be found in shedding his skin and running free into the darkness. The soft loamy earth beneath his paws, the sounds and scents of the night, they wiped his senses clean of her. 
 
   Blake couldn’t think about her anymore or he’d turn around and devour her, just like she wanted him to. He ran faster and faster. When he was sure he was out of sight of the main house, he let the wolf have sway. 
 
   A scarred old wolf, his fur dirty and sparse, met him halfway. The animal was covered in scars from battles fought and won, battles lost, and prices paid. 
 
   Warner always knew just what to do, and the scarred wolf had been his constant companion, his teacher, his friend. 
 
   He needed his guidance now more than ever. 
 
   Drew always joked that his idea of therapy was deer hunting with Warner. He admitted it in boardrooms and at cocktail parties, while the rest of the guests remained oblivious to the true nature of his statement.
 
   They ran the property line, then farther out to cover the surrounding territory that was all Woolven land, whether the naturals knew it or not. They searched for signs of intruders, of strangers encroaching their territory. Of rogue wolves, or any sign of other factions. 
 
   And, tonight, they found one. 
 
   He recognized de la Luna scent, hastily and shoddily covered by natural wolf urine. The old trick worked about as often as it didn’t. 
 
   It smelled of a young wolf who bore the markers of an Alpha, but wasn’t quite ready yet. He stank of rage and fear. 
 
   They patrolled the grounds, finding where the scent stopped. It appeared one of the fences had been tampered with—cut, with a small device which still relayed the signal back to their security sensors. 
 
   Blake knew exactly what it was and what it did because Woolven Industries just applied for its patent. 
 
   He’d been wrong to assume Randi was safe simply because she was on the grounds. 
 
   He knew from the scent that wolf hadn’t gotten any further than the fencing, this was what he’d come to do, but an attack was imminent. 
 
   Blake turned and ran back toward the main house.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Blake Woolven wasn’t like she’d imagined him.
 
   He wasn’t even the same person as she’d gathered in her first impression of him. 
 
   Admitting it didn’t mean she would suddenly trust him because he gave good cunnilingus. She would admit, he was good with his tongue in more ways than one. Not just bringing her off, but in the things he’d said, too.
 
   “There’s our little doom doll now,” Parker Woolven said as she approached the front door to the manor house.
 
   “You’re the baby Woolven, right?” She asked it even though she knew damn well who he was.
 
   “Baby Woolven, that’s me.” He offered her an affable grin. “But I still bite.”
 
   “Of course you do. All handsome men bite.”
 
   “You think I’m handsome?” He straightened. “I can be downright dapper if I try.” He held the door open for her. “Out exploring?”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   “Alone, or did you go walking in the moonlight with my big brother?” He eyed her. “You know, some women, in certain circles, call him Big Bad.”
 
   She was determined not to blush, as if she had any control over it. She could see how he’d earned the moniker, thinking of the way his cock felt pressed up against her. “As in Big Bad Wolf?” Randi snorted. “To his face? Lord knows, that man doesn’t need any more of an ego.”
 
   Her mind was drawn back to that moment outside of the maze when she’d thought she’d seen something inhuman looking back at her and, when she’d fled, run as if her life depended on it, what had she thought followed her?
 
   The Big Bad Wolf? And it had been. 
 
   She shook her head, trying to shake the stupid thought out of her brain, and suddenly became aware of Parker’s intense scrutiny. “Do I have something in my teeth?”
 
   The tension should’ve shattered or cracked, but it didn’t. “No, Randi. You don’t.” He continued to study her.
 
   “Then just what the hell are you looking at?”
 
   “You, obviously.”
 
   “Obviously. What about me has so captured your attention, Baby Woolven?”
 
   “Just wondering if you got my gifts. A certain crossbow and a handy-dandy bit of candy in a can.”
 
   “The pepper spray was you, too? You should know, I have no experience with a crossbow and I almost killed your brother with it.”
 
   Parker actually laughed. He laughed so hard, he snorted. It wasn’t the least bit attractive. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard in years.”
 
   “That I almost killed your brother?” She was incredulous. They had a strange relationship, these brothers.
 
   “You might’ve given him a shiny scar to show the ladies, but he’d have survived. And he would’ve bitched the whole time.” He laughed some more. 
 
   “He thought the estate security had been compromised.”
 
   “That’s…even…better.” Parker couldn’t breathe.
 
   “Now you’re just being mean.” Randi continued her progress toward her room. 
 
   “One would think, Randi, if you were trying to burn his company to the ground, you’d want him to suffer.”
 
   She didn’t answer but kept walking. She didn’t want to think about it. 
 
   “So one walk in the moonlight with Big Bad changed your life, did it?” he called after her. 
 
   She didn’t answer him, but rejoined with her own question. “What is with your family and celestial bodies? You even named your estate after planetary movement.”
 
   “Did we? I didn’t realize. What does it mean, Aphelion, I mean?”
 
   “It’s the place in the orbit of a heavenly body when it’s the farthest from the sun.”
 
   “Huh. Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “You know, answering my curiosity…that saved you the joke about your heavenly body. But only this time.” Parker winked at her. 
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I know what I look like. You don’t need to turn on the charm with me. I know how this works. If ‘Big Bad’ can’t seduce me then maybe Baby Brother can? Not a chance.”
 
   He cackled again. “You mean he didn’t? Oh, Goddess. That’s just too much.” Parker was laughing so hard he was practically crying. “Oh, oh. But wait, wait.”
 
   She lifted a brow and waited for him to finish cackling. 
 
   He took a breath and managed to speak. “You really are a beautiful woman, Randi. If he hasn’t told you that yet, he’s been remiss.”
 
   “You act like we’re engaged or something. Are you all insane?”
 
   “Or something.” Parker shrugged and cheerfully took himself off toward another wing of the estate. 
 
   Randi bit her lip with indecision. Her plan had been to go back up to her room, take a nice long shower and then go to bed. But her father’s notes were within reach. She was exhausted, so it was unlikely she’d be able to decode anything until tomorrow anyway… but she was hungry for a piece of him. To touch something he’d touched, to trace her steps over his and feel like maybe the veil of death wasn’t so heavy after all. 
 
   She wanted to scrub away the guilt too. Randi shouldn’t have let Blake touch her, she shouldn’t have wanted him to touch her. She certainly shouldn’t be thinking about when he might touch her again. 
 
   This was what he intended, to distract her. 
 
   To do something to break her. 
 
   He’d build her up, make her think that he wanted her, then he’d crush her. Like it mattered. She didn’t matter. Only avenging her father mattered, and she couldn’t let herself forget it. 
 
   While she’d been distracted with long walks in the dark, she should’ve already been in the laboratory going over her father’s notes, figuring out just what he was working on, and why it was worth his life. 
 
   Where had Woolven said the lab was? She pulled out the ID card in her pocket and set off in search of the secured wing. 
 
   Almost as if she’d sensed Randi’s need, the rounded, graying Mrs. Westwood appeared. She brought with her the scent of sugar cookies and tea, like someone’s grandmother. To have corralled all of the Woolven boys, Randi rather imagined the older woman’s sweetness hid something lethal. 
 
   Or it could just be that she’d been swept away to a country estate, with a brooding and enigmatic billionaire and had been chased through a maze, run through secret passages… that was like every gothic romance she’d ever read. She just needed to be out wandering the woods or some cliffs in Dover in a filmy white nightgown and she’d be all set. 
 
   It comforted her that in most of those books, the hero who’d seemed so terrifying always had some horrible, heartbreaking secret and it was never his fault. He was never really evil. 
 
   Unless she went really old school and this was one of those where the anti-hero turned out to be the devil. Literally. She used to read those way too often. 
 
   “Can I help you find something, dearling?”
 
   “The lab. I’d like to get started on my father’s notes.”
 
   “Industrious little thing, aren’t you?” Mrs. Westwood gave her a cheery smile. 
 
   She’d never been called a ‘little thing’ and certainly never by a woman who was half her size. “That’s what I’m here for, Mrs. Westwood. I’m not here for a vacation or a house party.”
 
   “You can call me Eleanor. I insist the boys call me Mrs. Westwood because, well, you know how little boys can be. They’re adorable little beasties, but mostly made out of noise and dirt.”
 
   She found herself smiling. “That they are.” 
 
   Eleanor fiddled around in the pockets of her dress and produced another canister of the pepper spray. She tucked it into Randi’s palm. “This is for you. Keep this on your person at all times.”
 
   “First the bow and arrow and now this? What am I missing? Blake told me that I was safe here, but all of this cloak and dagger stuff with those sad, pitying smiles… what’s that about?”
 
   Eleanor patted her hand. “You are safe, but it never hurts to be prepared. Corporate espionage has been known to happen. Sometimes, people like the de la Lunas will try to get other people to do their dirty work.”
 
   Randi cocked her head to the side. “So, if Woolven is at direct odds with de la Luna, why was he fucking Marchessa? In his office of all places?” She clamped her hand over her mouth—both because she’d just dropped the f-bomb on someone’s grandmother and because of the cold wash of guilt that skittered down her spine at the mention of corporate espionage. Wasn’t that why she was here? To bring Woolven down?
 
   These people had welcomed her and—stuff it, honey. She reminded herself that if she didn’t have the chops for revenge, she shouldn’t be there. All that stuff about Woolven wanting her, it was to elicit exactly such a response. He’d brought her in to the bosom of his family when she was the most vulnerable. 
 
   By giving her what she needed and wanted most—he’d turn her. 
 
   Screw that. 
 
   And screw him. 
 
   “Oh, he’s done with that now that you’re here.” She inclined her head toward the far hall. “This way.”
 
   Randi couldn’t help but remember what Blake had said earlier: What did you expect, Wuthering Heights? She was so disappointed when they turned down an institutional hallway. Mrs. Westwood—Eleanor, she didn’t seem to fit. She was an anachronism—a throwback to an old world with old traditions and this setting almost seemed like it would be anathema to her. 
 
   “Are you okay, child?” Eleanor asked her. 
 
   “Wool gathering.”
 
   Eleanor nodded and swiped her security ID. A set of doors opened with an audible hiss. She led her through another security measure and what seemed like another maze before she swiped her ID on one final door. 
 
   Randi knew they hit the end of the road then—she knew it was her father’s lab even before she’d stepped a foot inside. She could feel his presence and she pressed her lips together hard, holding back the emotion. She missed him and she knew going in this room would be the last of him. 
 
   The alchemy of the room would change: the scents, the presence, the air… it would all be transformed once she’d entered and she didn’t want to let that part of him go. But it wasn’t as if Woolven would let her turn it into some kind of memorial. This was a place of business. Or work. 
 
   And her father wouldn’t want her to if she could. It was a place of science, not emotion. 
 
   For about the hundredth time since he’d passed, she thought her father would have never taken his own life. Reason and logic ruled him, not high emotions. If he hadn’t killed himself when her mother died, nothing else on the earth could make him. 
 
   Maybe calling Woolven a killer hadn’t been so figurative after all. 
 
   She must’ve paled because Mrs. Westwood asked her, “Are you all right, dear?”
 
   Randi managed to nod and step inside the room. 
 
   She was hit hard with all the things she’d imagined and the sensation was like when someone walked past you quickly and the air rustled in their wake, leaving behind the scent and sense of themselves. 
 
   It was almost as if she’d come to the office and just missed him on his way out. 
 
   “Can you—please?”
 
   “I’m just a buzz away. Four on that phone.” Eleanor Westwood closed the door behind herself, leaving Randi alone with her ghosts. 
 
   She sank down into the chair, curled her knees up to her chin and hugged herself in the embrace her father could no longer give her. The office was so him; he ante-room designed in a similar style to his study at home—the details the same, right down to the all the books on the shelves and the giant, leather chair and ottoman next to the fireplace. 
 
   The only notable difference she saw was a door on the east wall which led to the inner workings of his lab. 
 
   She wanted to stay there, wrapped up in his memory for just a bit longer, but it wouldn’t solve the mystery of what he’d been working on. Randi knew it was something to do with silver nitrate and he’d told her it was to help soldiers in the field. 
 
   Randi chewed her lip, eyes taking in the room again from a different perspective. She’d assumed helping soldiers meant healing, because of the kind of man her father was. Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe he worked on some super death ray. 
 
   She knew his notes would be there, and she wanted them before she entered the rest of the lab. Randi traced her fingers over the spines of books her father had touched, followed in his steps, until she came across a book she didn’t recognize. She knew it was out of order and didn’t belong because, as a child, she would have grabbed for it immediately. She’d been into horror movies and the darker myths. Of course, as an adult, she’d outgrown that sort of nonsense. 
 
   The book’s blood red leather binding read The Book of Were-Wolves by the Reverend Sabine Baring-Gould. It called attention to itself, but no more so than any of the other books in her father’s collection. 
 
   Thrilled with her discovery, she opened it and found something that didn’t quite belong. A small case hid in the hollowed out pages with a touchscreen that looked like it needed a thumbprint to open. 
 
   Surely, he’d left it for her. 
 
   She pushed her thumb into the box and something sharp pricked her, causing blood to well. When her blood dropped onto the surface, it clicked open and offered her a small, silver key that looked like it belonged to a safety deposit box. 
 
   Randi carefully replaced the book and swiped her ID to open the door to the laboratory. 
 
   She didn’t know what she’d expected, but again, the bright white, pristine environment startled her. It shouldn’t have. Randi didn’t have time to consider, she needed to figure out where the key fit. 
 
   It seemed too obvious that it would fit the cabinet on the far wall, or maybe it wasn’t. The thing looked like it had been constructed as part of the room… a bomb shelter or something. 
 
   She slipped the key into the lock, the cabinet door opened, and a large steel tray slid outward. 
 
   On that tray rested the shiniest bit of chrome she’d ever seen. No, not chrome— silver, like everything else deadly in this place. She picked it up and angled it this way and that in the harsh sodium light, watching as the liquid in the reservoir sloshed. 
 
   It looked like mercury, but she’d bet it was silver too. Silver nitrate. 
 
   The reservoir on the opposite side was full of something, too. Purple and pink, like a nebula, it danced around inside the glass long after she’d put it down—a snow globe of death. 
 
   She knew whatever that thing was, it hadn’t been designed to cure cancer, that was for damn sure. It was pure hand-held destruction. 
 
   Now she had to find out why it was worth her father’s life. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   The very real possibility that Randi wasn’t safe, even inside the compound, was unacceptable. It triggered something in Blake and he needed to find her, to be near her. 
 
   Had to put his hands on her flesh and reassure both sides of his nature—man and beast—she remained untouched by the de la Lunas. 
 
   He suspected their enforcers killed David Rutger and staged it to look like a suicide. 
 
   If they’d done something to Randi, the Woolven Pack would go to war. 
 
   There’d be no politics, no negotiation, and no concern for maintaining their anonymity among the naturals. He’d rip them all limb from limb then devour their insides whole. No de la Luna would be safe from his teeth, his claws, or his undying rage. 
 
   Blake howled loud and long. Not in tribute to the mother moon above, but an alarm to the rest of his pack and as a warning to any intruders. 
 
   He knew they were there. 
 
   And he was coming. 
 
   The soft, loamy earth gave like cotton beneath the crash of his giant paws and he gained a speed no natural animal could attain. 
 
   Just outside the maze, War crashed into him, placing himself between Blake and the main house. 
 
   Between Blake and Randi. 
 
   He knew why. He knew he couldn’t show her his true form yet, but fear for her outweighed his human logic—his human everything. 
 
   Only her potential fear of the beast reined him in. He managed to retake his human form, but only barely. 
 
   The beast still surged just beneath his skin, and his humanity as a whole was a faint memory of a thing. He knew his eyes burned amber, but let that be a lesson to any who would dare cross him. 
 
   Every once in a while, those who lived and worked at Aphelion needed to be reminded that Blake Woolven wasn’t just their boss. He wasn’t just some cold, corporate void. He was all predator, fire, and brimstone. Crossing Blake Woolven wasn’t just a financial death sentence. 
 
   It meant the end of all things. No gentle twilight of sensation, but a ripping of teeth and claws. 
 
   He struggled into a pair of ratty fatigues he’d kept for training and entered the house, barefooted, with muddy feet. 
 
   Mrs. Westwood’s cleaning spells handled the mess soon enough, though a part of him wished they hadn’t. Part of him wanted to meet the threat with the soggy earth on the soles of his feet, the night scents still clinging to him, wrapped in the cocoon of power the darkness offered him. 
 
   He followed her scent to the laboratory, where he found her seated behind her father’s desk, notes in hand. 
 
   Safe. 
 
   Sound. 
 
   Whole. 
 
   But it wasn’t enough. He needed to touch her to be sure. He needed solid proof. He advanced toward her.
 
   Her eyes went wide, and her scent changed. Arousal tinged with fear. He hoped, for her sake, that she didn’t decide to run. He didn’t think he’d be able to stop at pleasuring her and walking away, not when she’d begged so prettily. But it wasn’t the right time. It was too soon. 
 
   “What’s happened?” she asked. 
 
   “Are you…” he began, then stopped realizing his voice was much too low, too guttural. 
 
   Too animal. 
 
   Just like everything else about him at the moment. 
 
   Parker and Drew burst through the door behind him. “What happened?” Drew asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” Randi shook her head. “He burst in here like the fire of hell was on his heels.”
 
   In a way, it was. The threat to his business, his family, and to his mate burned hotter inside him than any hellfire ever could. 
 
   He turned on his brothers, and they both took a step back. 
 
   “I heard you,” Drew said. 
 
   “Who left the weapons in her room? By the Goddess, it had best have been one of you,” he snarled low and deep. 
 
   Randi’s fear spiked. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” Drew asked. Then he leaned in to add, “You’re scaring her.”
 
   “I know. She needs to be scared. She’s not safe.” He fought to keep from roaring the last like the raging beast he was about to become. 
 
   “It was me,” Parker admitted. Rather than looking ashamed, he grinned. “Twisted your tail all up, didn’t it, big brother?” Parker narrowed his eyes. “Or, is that Big Bad right now?”
 
   “Shut. Up.” Drew shot him a glance. “Do you want him to rip your arms off?”
 
   “Will someone please tell me what’s going on? Don’t talk about me as if I’m not here.”  Randi stood to join their circle. 
 
   “I think it’s best if you stay where you were, behind the desk,” Drew advised. 
 
   “Christ, you act like Blake is some uncontrollable lunatic who might attack me.” She rolled her eyes. “I know that’s not the case. If he was going to hurt me, he would have already.”
 
   Strangely, Blake no longer smelled any fear from her. Her mistake, but it also calmed him some, soothed him. Scenting her fear ratcheted all of his emotions higher—including his rage. He could find his logic, find that place so he could keep his human skin intact. At least for a while longer. 
 
   When her fingers rested on his forearm, he became torn between two extremes. Calm, because she was near, she was safe yet the absolute rage that the beast felt coupled with his need to mark her. To Turn her. 
 
   To protect her. 
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that, Parker,” Drew chastised him. 
 
   “There’s been a breach of security.” He glanced at Randi, then back to his brothers. “No…traces of any further infiltration thus far.”
 
   “Then why are you so angry?” Parker tossed the question out while suddenly seeing a need to inspect his nails. 
 
   “Because they used Woolven Enterprises proprietary technology on the security fence. That means someone from de la Luna is inside Aphelion. She’s not safe. Neither is anyone else. The tech they used is still secret, since we’ve only recently applied for a patent.”
 
   “Or they got it out of Rutger before they killed him,” Drew said, then closed his eyes, as if he’d just realized what he’d said. 
 
   “What did you just say?” Randi demanded.
 
   “Look, I don’t think your father killed himself any more than you do, if we’re being honest, but he is dead. So someone made him that way. I think it was de la Luna.” Drew explained in a way Blake wished he could.
 
   “Of course you do.” She shook her head. “Anything to shift the blame from Woolven and your sainted brother. What was this so-called proprietary tech? It probably wasn’t worth killing over.”
 
   “No, not that tech itself. But how they could use it to infiltrate Aphelion? That’s worth killing over,” Blake said, forcing his voice to a more human, natural octave. 
 
   “Why?” she demanded. “Why was it worth my father’s life? Why would a silver nitrate gun be worth his life?”
 
   “You found it?” Blake asked. “What about his notes? Can you read them?”
 
   She wrinkled her nose as if he’d asked her something offensive. “Of course I can read them. Of course I found it. That’s why you brought me here, isn’t it? You knew I’d be the only one who could.”
 
   Drew seemed to be watching them as he would a tennis match—the lobs back and forth, the points they’d inevitably scored off of each other. 
 
   “Yes, for that and other reasons.” Blake admitted. 
 
   “So why is de la Luna targeting you?” Randi asked. “Death is a pretty serious consequence for a piece of fucking tech anyone could reproduce.”
 
   “Anyone? You mean like that silver nitrate plasma gun?” Blake countered.
 
   “You didn’t answer my question.” Randi put a hand on her hip. “Why does de la Luna think anything you have is worth murder? Furthermore, if you do think they’re out to get you, why were you about to fuck Marchessa de la Luna in your office?” A look of horror crossed her face. “Is that what gets you off? You want women you’re not supposed to have? A billionaire bad boy who can’t get off with any of the women who do want him?”
 
   “Leave us,” he demanded to Parker and Drew.
 
   He grabbed her upper arms and shoved her against the wall, holding her firm and steady until his brothers closed the door to give them privacy. 
 
   “You want me.” It was a statement, a fact, a home truth. 
 
   “No, I don’t.” She lifted her chin. “Earlier, it was the flower. That’s not desire. That’s a date rape drug. I’m surprised it’s legal to grow it here. Maybe it’s not.” She raised her chin another notch. 
 
   She was so soft, sweet, and her desire was a heady perfume. “Don’t lie to me, Randi. I know you want me.”
 
   “You sound like a sex offender.” Still, she didn’t look away from his gaze.
 
   He could feel his eyes changing, the heat that passed through him when the Change was near. He began to see through the eyes of a predator—heat signature, blood pumping through veins and arteries—hot and delicious. 
 
   “Do I? And yet, you can’t deny the truth of what I said. Or, if you do, we both know it’s a lie. Your musk gives you away.” He leaned down to nose at her throat.
 
   “My musk?” She pawed feebly at his shoulders. “You’re a disgusting human being who’s read too many sordid magazines.”
 
   “Am I? Are you so sure about what I am?” He cocked his head to the side, still staring down at her. He watched as realization dawned on her, as she grasped he wasn’t at all what he pretended to be. He wanted her to know, wanted her to discover his nature. But still it wasn’t the right time. “Or are you the one you’re disgusted with because you’re so fucking hot for me? Because your pussy is wet for me, a man you despise. And, this?” he tightened his grip on her arms “This is what really makes you slick.”
 
   “Fuck you, Blake. Let me go.”
 
   “Make me.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have to make you. All I should have to do is ask. Say I am wet for you, say I do want to fuck you? Maybe my mind made the best choice to decline. It doesn’t matter how wet I am, even if, for some freak reason, you can smell it. I said to stop.”
 
   She was right. He released her, but he didn’t step back. “I stopped.”
 
   “Tell me why I should be afraid. Tell me why de la Luna is more horrible than you are, and why I should trust you and fear them?”
 
   “Because you’re mine, Randi.”
 
   “Like my father was yours? Is death the price he paid for leaving you?”
 
   “No, sweetheart. I would have to say my relationship with your father was nothing at all like my relationship with you.” He leaned down to nose at her neck again, to inhale the scent of her and reassure himself that she was his, she was safe. 
 
   “You’re disgusting.”
 
   “You said that once already. Why don’t you try something else?”
 
   When her hands curled around his shoulders, he decided it meant he could touch her again. He splayed his fingers at her hips, pulling her hard and flush against him. 
 
   “I don’t want this.”
 
   “Tell me to stop again. Right now. Tell me, and I’ll have a car take you back to the city. We’ll never see each other again.”
 
   “I can’t very well bring you down from the city.”
 
   “You can’t fuck me from there, either.” He nipped at the tender arch of her neck and she shivered, squirming closer. 
 
   “Are you telling me that I have to fuck you to keep my job, Mr. Woolven?”
 
   “Are you telling me you don’t want to?”
 
   “You told me no earlier.”
 
   “Earlier you wanted me because of the flower. I want you to make the choice yourself.”
 
   “Then why would you slam me up against a wall?” she asked. 
 
   “Because there’s a part of me that has no use for the veneers of humanity.” That part of him was in control now, the part of him that needed to touch her. 
 
   “I don’t doubt that, Blake.”
 
   He released her again and stepped back, unhooking her arms from his shoulders. “I am a monster. I told you, I’m the king of monsters. But I will protect you from the rest of them.”
 
   “Only if I give you what you want.”
 
   “Randi, whether or not you ever give me what I want, I will protect you and watch over you for all the days of your life.”
 
   “I don’t understand you,” she cried and spun away from him. “You’re all over the map, except where you should be.”
 
   “Where should I be?” He really wanted to know. “We all do what we should, is that right?” It would be so much easier if she wasn’t his mate. He didn’t want this, didn’t need it—yet here it was. 
 
   Here she was. 
 
   “Of course we don’t. But it’s wrong that I told you I’m going to destroy you, and now you’re feeding me some line about protecting me. Why would I ever believe you?”
 
   “You don’t need to believe me.” He was stone and cold, his wolf beaten down to a small cage that smothered everything he’d send spewing to the surface.
 
   “Yeah. Whatever.” She shook her head. “I’m on to you, Woolven. I’m not going to fall into this trap where I suddenly believe you give a damn about me. Is that what you did to Marchessa de la Luna? Did you make her love you? I won’t love you. And I will never stop trying to bring you down.”
 
   “They say that revenge is best served cold, but you, sweetheart, you burn way too hot.”
 
   “Stop saying those things to me.”
 
   “I’ll stop saying them when they stop being true.” Goddess, her scent was so strong. He wanted to lap at her again, bring her pleasure, feel her fingers running through his pelt…
 
   “If I wanted to go home—”
 
   “I’d take you.”
 
   “Right now?” Her chin lifted him, as if the question itself was some kind of challenge. 
 
   He nodded and slapped another lock on the wolf’s cage. “Is that what you want?”
 
   She looked over at the papers on the desk. “No.”
 
   “You’re a wild creature. You just want to know that you can be free. I can understand that. I’m much the same way.”
 
   “I don’t know what you are.” She looked at him, squinting, almost as if she could see past his human veneer. 
 
   But he knew that wasn’t true. If it were, she’d have already run screaming. 
 
   “You will. In time.”
 
   “That’s why I’m here, isn’t it?”
 
   In more ways than one. “Yes.”
 
   “Touch me now, Blake. Touch me, kiss me, while that wildness is gone from your eyes. While that amber is just brown.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I want to know if it’s the same. Will you show me?”
 
   He couldn’t deny her even if he’d wanted to. Blake pulled her against him more gently, holding her gaze the whole time. His wolf had hidden himself away, knowing Randi needed to see him as a man. A man who was like any other. 
 
   Blake leaned down, the sweetness of the shared breath between them calling to the gentle side of his nature—the secret side. All of the things he saved for his family, his pack. Devotion, loyalty, and tenderness. 
 
   He held them in that moment because he feared what she’d do after it. She’d push him away, she’d flee the thing growing between them. He couldn’t blame her, but he couldn’t stop himself, either, from holding on to the moment, stretching it out so that he could wring every sensation out of the memory. 
 
   Her arms twined around his neck, and her full breasts pressed against him so enticingly. But what moved him the most was the way she leaned into him. The way her long lashes fluttered closed, and she tilted her face up for his kiss. 
 
   Even if she didn’t know it, her body began to trust him, to trust the feelings that they wrought in each other. It was okay if her mind hadn’t caught up yet. Maybe it was a start. 
 
   She tasted like everything good and right, everything his. 
 
   He yearned to deepen the kiss, to give more, to take more. Always more. But this wasn’t about that, he understood. It was about the tenderness. She wanted to know more than the fierce wildness that raged when they touched. She wanted more than the animal. 
 
   Only, it was the strength and power of that animal that allowed him to be what she wanted—what she needed. 
 
   Blake pulled back. She kept her eyes closed for a long moment afterward while her chest rose and fell in a staccato rhythm. He could see she fought for control. When she opened her eyes, they were luminous and deep. Tidewater pools of all the things he knew she didn’t want him to see, but he couldn’t look away. 
 
   She was too beautiful. 
 
   Her fingertips fluttered against her lips. “You’re the devil,” she whispered. 
 
   He might’ve teased and taunted her, sparred with her, but it wasn’t the time for such things. He could give her just a little bit, now, of the truth. “I’ve felt that way since you walked into my office.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me.” Her voice wasn’t demanding or harsh, but a plea. 
 
   “I may not always show my hand, but I never lie.” He wished she’d believe him. Every time she accused him of lying, of wanting to hurt her, it was a blade to all he felt made him a worthy Alpha.
 
   “I wish I could believe you. You don’t know how badly I want to.” She shook her head. “Why did I tell you that? Why did I ever think I could beat you? I’ve only been here a day, and you’ve already broken through all my defenses.”
 
   Randi sounded so forlorn, it broke his heart. Her distress caused him physical pain. “I will never hurt you, Randi. You’ll see. I swear, you’ll see.”
 
   The promise reverberated through him and echoed in his bones. 
 
   She shivered, almost as if she could feel it in her own. 
 
   Maybe she could.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Randi spent the next two days trying to figure out just what the hell happened in the laboratory. 
 
   His raw sex appeal—she didn’t like it. Correction: she didn’t like experiencing it with him, but she understood it. Chemistry made sense. She didn’t have to like or care about a person to get hot. But tenderness, that was something else. 
 
   The damnable part was it felt so real. She could’ve sworn his reaction was genuine. The way he touched her face, the way he’d looked at her, the way he’d given her exactly what she needed from him even though he’d wanted more. Blake had made promises and it looked to Randi like he intended to keep them. 
 
   Of course, that’s what he wanted her to think. He wanted her to let her guard down, to invite him in so that all her soft places were exposed. Once she did, he’d drive a dagger through each one of them until she had nothing left.
 
   Until she was nothing. 
 
   He was a master player. Men like Blake Woolven didn’t get to be where they were without knowing how to fight dirty. 
 
   Randi kept thinking about what Drew said—how they thought de la Luna killed her father. He’d offered it at just the right time, when she was open to hearing it, when she wanted it to be someone besides Blake. Almost as if it were scripted. 
 
   What woman wouldn’t be easy prey for a man like Blake Woolven? Even Parker admitted that some women called him Big Bad. Like he was some kind of wolf. The idea thrilled her, even though it shouldn’t. It made him more dangerous, which was much too attractive for his own—no, scratch that. For her own good. Because if he was a wolf, he’d try to make her the rabbit—the prey.
 
   Randi was determined to be more than a rabbit, more than a mouse. 
 
   She had to get into their systems. 
 
   Maybe she could find something in the files that she couldn’t get from Blake himself. Some clue about her father and this work. 
 
   Randi knew he’d left her a clue somewhere, some failsafe in case something happened to him. He wouldn’t have been working on tech with such high stakes without it. She just had to figure out where he’d hidden it. 
 
   There was a reason he’d laid out his office like the one at home. Not just so she’d find the book and the—no. 
 
   The turn her brain had taken was down the path of the ridiculous.
 
   Her father had hidden the key to a silver nitrate plasma gun in The Book of Were-Wolves. She’d heard wolves the last few nights. 
 
   Under the moonlight with Blake, his eyes had changed then he’d chased her. Chased her like a—she shook her head. It wasn’t possible. Werewolves weren’t real.
 
   “Don’t run from me. I like chasing you too much.” He’d said that like it was some kind of warning. Like he couldn’t help but give chase if she ran. 
 
   She’d heard howls that night, too.
 
   Oh, dear Christ.
 
   Randi swallowed hard. It had to be another tactic. He’d drive her crazy so she’d spout inanities and no one would take her seriously. 
 
   There was no such thing as werewolves. Blake Woolven might be a predator, but he was human. Anything else was the fabrication of some child’s imagination who was afraid of the dark. 
 
   She exhaled heavily. There were facts, incontrovertible truths. 
 
   Her father had been working on a super-secret project for the Department of Defense—a plasma gun which used silver nitrate for ammo. 
 
   Silver nitrate was also used as the delivery mechanism for the pepper spray she’d been given. 
 
   Just the touch of the arrow from the crossbow caused Blake’s flesh to smoke, as if he’d been burned. 
 
   His eyes changed. She hadn’t imagined it. They’d glowed like an animal’s. 
 
   What did it all mean?
 
   Answer A, he was a werewolf. They were all werewolves. It was a big conspiracy and they would eat her like a shepherd pie.
 
   She rolled her eyes at the direction of her thoughts. 
 
   Answer B, they were fucking with her. Trying to drive her insane, so she’d be too afraid to take them down.
 
   Randi had always been taught that the simplest answer was usually the correct one. Answer B seemed like the most logical choice. 
 
   If she was wrong, and it was Answer A in some fucked up version of the universe, she still had the silver nitrate gun. She could use it. 
 
   Of course, she’d never sleep again, but whatever. 
 
   Part of her actually wanted him to be a werewolf. If that part was true, so was the rest of the fantasy. That he could have feelings for her. That he wouldn’t hurt her. That there was more between them than heat. 
 
   That he didn’t kill her father.
 
   She had to get out of the house. She needed to be outside her quarters, the lab—outside, where she could breathe. Where things made sense. The sky was up, the earth was down and she knew exactly who she was, what she wanted, and what it would take to get it.
 
   Randi used her ID to swipe out of the lab and made her way outside. 
 
   The fresh air was a balm that centered her, soothed her and put things into perspective. The farther she ventured from the house, the saner she felt. The more the world around her seemed cohesive and whole again. 
 
   The north side of the property was thick with pine trees, the scent of them fresh and wholesome. 
 
   She didn’t pay any heed to the falling dusk or the place where the electric lights stopped and darkness reigned. She didn’t think about anything other than how good her freedom felt until Randi realized she’d wandered off the path. 
 
   So very far off the path. 
 
   She wondered if this was how Little Red Riding Hood felt when she realized she’d wandered too far in the dark.
 
   The shadows themselves seemed weighted, heavy with menace. The arch of the trees that moments before seemed warm and welcoming was now isolating, while the utter silence of the night creatures caused terror to well in her throat. 
 
   Unnatural. 
 
   There should’ve been some movement in the great forest—stirrings of nocturnal things, the sound of crickets or frogs—but there was nothing. Not even a breeze rustled through the branches overhead. 
 
   Randi wondered if this was how the rabbit felt—or the lamb. Dear god, she really was the lamb. Blake warned her; he’d told her. 
 
   I never lie. 
 
   No, he hadn’t lied. He’d told her straight to her face she was prey and now, here she was, out in the dark, alone. But he’d also told her he’d protect her. 
 
   For some reason, she believed him. 
 
   Now, more than ever. If he were with her, she wouldn’t be afraid. Randi knew intrinsically that whatever stalked her from the dark depths wasn’t Blake Woolven. She didn’t know how she knew, but her belief was immutable. All the doubts she raised with logic were brushed away like cobwebs. 
 
   Randi forced her feet to move. She wouldn’t run. Running invited pursuit. She would stand there, get a grip on her fear, swallow her terror and breathe in the night air. That was the reason she’d come outside, and it would steady her, anchor her, and calm the thundering stampede in her chest. 
 
   Then she’d turn and head back toward the house at a reasonable pace and hope whatever watched her would fear the light—or Blake Woolven. 
 
   Randi didn’t bother to reconcile any of it in her logical mind, she functioned on pure instinct. She could pick either logic or break down sobbing, frozen with fear. The latter? Simply not an option. 
 
   She turned and focused on Aphelion. One foot in front of the other. 
 
   Even when the silent night shattered with rustling in the underbrush, signalling something big moved toward her. Even when she heard a growl so low and menacing, her blood turned to ice in her veins. 
 
   The roar finally caused her to turn. The howl of bestial fury didn’t give her a choice. 
 
   What she saw shattered her belief system—something unholy. Unreal. 
 
   And there were two of them. 
 
   The first one looked just like every werewolf she’d ever seen in the shittiest B-rated horror movies. Bipedal, huge, some strange breed of wolf and man, all angry, slavering predator with knife-like teeth and human intelligence in those horrible, horrible amber eyes. 
 
   Just like Blake’s.
 
   I’m the King of Monsters. 
 
   Oh Christ. She stuffed her fist in her mouth to keep from screaming. 
 
   His black muzzle was ringed with blood, and he fought with another creature to get to her. But the other beast… he was white, almost like snow. Just as big and just as angry as the other abomination, yet he seemed to have put himself between her and the first one.
 
   Maybe he wanted to devour her himself.
 
   She wanted to run. Needed to flee. She needed to wipe this from her mind and go back to the days when the night held no terror for her because science banished all her childhood demons. 
 
   This was why her father died.
 
   These… beasts… the silver nitrate… 
 
   Blake’s ear burned.
 
   Her mind was a jumble and still she couldn’t force herself to move away from the snarling, snapping and tearing beasts in front of her. 
 
   The white one turned and she saw its muzzle. Its—his—face. Five long scratches ran from brow to throat. 
 
   Just like Warner Woolven. 
 
   His amber eyes, those same eyes from the day she’d met him, appraised her briefly. The terrible knowledge there, it was too much for her. 
 
   Her stomach twisted on itself and she bit so hard into her fist. She drew blood, causing both wolves to turn their attention her way. 
 
   The white beast, still engaged in the fight, tilted his head back and howled. She’d heard the same howl on the night when Blake ran to her rescue, concerned that she’d been tampered with somehow. 
 
   Would he come and save her? A hairy champion? Mad laughter welled in the back of her throat. Would he look like them? 
 
   Her question was answered with a return howl. 
 
   Drew, Parker, and Blake burst through the front doors of Aphelion. They changed from men to wolves right before her eyes. Somehow, they weren’t as terrible as the misshapen creatures in front of her. 
 
   They covered the distance separating them almost instantly then Drew and Parker launched themselves on the dark beast. 
 
   Blake merged from a great amber wolf into a man at her feet. His eyes glowed. While her fear was still present—in fact, it rose like bile in her throat—she wasn’t afraid of him. 
 
   Logically, she knew she should be. 
 
   But she wasn’t. 
 
   He would not hurt her. 
 
   Randi would guess the women who wrote love letters to serial killers had that same sort of thought. Was she one of those? Would she end up more meat for the predator’s table?
 
   She turned to look back at the bloody fight, but the power of his voice forced her to look at Blake. 
 
   “No, don’t look now. Come to me, Randi.”
 
   She shook her head. “I can’t.” Randi hated how her voice sounded, so weak and afraid. She hated more that she felt those things. 
 
   Instead of demanding anything else from her, he swept her into his arms. The connection of his flesh on hers immediately soothed her, calmed her. Made her feel safe.
 
   This was all madness. 
 
   “They fight for you, Randi. You’re safe. I won’t hurt you. Neither will any other Woolven.”
 
   She believed him when he said it. 
 
   Until she remembered him chasing her down in the maze. He’d said he liked chasing her, liked her when she was prey…
 
   “Don’t do that.”
 
   “Don’t what? Don’t be afraid? How would you feel?” She began shaking as if she were freezing.
 
   “Don’t think about the maze. I didn’t hurt you and I wouldn’t have hurt you. I’ll admit, I do love chasing you, and I love catching you even more, but only for pleasure.”
 
   “Make it go away. Make me forget. I don’t want to know.”
 
   “Ah, sweetheart. There are so many things I can do, but that’s not one of them.” He kissed the top of her head, an oddly gentle act from a beast.
 
   The doors to Aphelion swung open seemingly on their own. He carried her inside, and she buried her face in his neck. She didn’t want to see anything, know anything. She wanted it to all go away. 
 
   Right now, he was so warm, so strong, and so solid. He was real. He was safe.
 
   Why would she think Blake Woolven safe?
 
   This was wrong. Not just wrong, but bad-wrong. All of it was. 
 
   He deposited her in her bed and touched his forehead to hers. “You are strong enough for this. You are safe.”
 
   “Oh god, you’re leaving me. Don’t leave me alone.” Randi hated that she begged him, hated that he made her feel safe, but she couldn’t be alone.
 
   The look on his face was one of sheer agony. “I have to. I need to talk to the dead wolf walking who attacked you. Find out who he’s working for.”
 
   She shook her head, but bit down hard on her cheek. The copper tang on her tongue fortified her somehow. “You think he had something to do with what happened to my father.”
 
   “I do.” He nodded. “When I’m done, I’ll come back. We can talk. I’ll answer all of your questions.”
 
   “Big Bad, huh?” She sniffed and released him. 
 
   “If that’s what it takes.” He nodded at her again, slowly. “Randi, you can handle this. And anything else that comes your way. Another smaller prototype of the plasma gun is under your bed. If anyone enters this room, you shoot them.”
 
   He’d given her the tools to kill his kind. 
 
   She kept remembering his smoking ear, the calm casual way he’d wanted to inspect her room. The way Mrs. Westwood had handed her another canister of pepper spray…
 
   “Say it, Randi. Say you’re okay.”
 
   “I’m okay.” She found, as she spoke the words, it made it true. 
 
   “That’s my Alpha bitch.” He flashed her a grin that made it impossible to be angry he’d called her a bitch. His grin melted into a hard line. “I’ll find out everything he knows then I’m going to kill him. He will never have a chance to hurt you again.”
 
   “If he’s from this other group who wants to go to war with you, won’t his death give them what they want?”
 
   He paused. “Maybe. But I don’t give a fuck about that.”
 
   All of the times she’d thought she’d seen his veneer slip, that she thought she’d glimpsed an animal, were nothing compared to the raw emotion coming from him now. This wasn’t something he could fake. 
 
   Or at least she didn’t think he could.
 
   “Like you said, I’m okay. Don’t go to war because of me.”
 
   “I’ll go to war to protect what’s mine. And no mistake, Woolven, Aphelion and you… are mine.” 
 
   He closed the door behind him, and the lock clicked into place.
 
   She scrambled to snatch up the gun then hopped back up on the bed, her thumb in the ID sensor. It was armed and at the ready, pointed at the door, while she huddled against the headboard. Every sound drew her attention and made her wonder if the great horrible beast had broken free and was coming to tear her apart. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   One of the hardest things Blake Woolven ever did was to retake his human shape, carry his mate back to her room and then leave her there. 
 
   Everything in him wanted to rip the interloper to shreds. 
 
   His wolf argued—quite logically—that if she saw the bastard’s death, she’d know he was dead and couldn’t hurt her. She’d know Blake was strong. She’d know he could and would protect her.
 
   But what she needed in that moment was the actual protecting. 
 
   She needed to feel safe, needed the grounding that his touch provided. 
 
   If he could’ve, he’d have stayed with her, made love to her until she was mindless with bliss and then Turned her. He’d have given her the tools to defend herself. Perhaps then, their whole world would make sense to her. 
 
   But the rogue wolf needed to be dealt with, and she wasn’t ready to be Turned. 
 
   If he could learn who killed David Rutger in the process, it would help her more than touching her, more than kissing her, more than mating with her. 
 
   It would lessen some of the hate in her heart and give her Turn a higher chance of being successful. 
 
   Blake could feel her fear. It rattled his bones like bullets. He’d give anything to keep her from feeling that way. 
 
   That bastard wolf would die. It was only a question of when and how much pain it would endure before it gave up the answers Blake sought. 
 
   He descended into the bowels of Aphelion where Mrs. Westwood kept her quarters near the dungeon. She was particularly good with healing spells. 
 
   Working together, they could cause someone an infinite, eternal amounts of pain. 
 
   She no longer wore her grandmotherly façade. Instead, she displayed the face of a crone, terrible and fierce. It was just what he needed to see. 
 
   The wolf was still in his warrior form, but they’d chained him to the wall with manacles around his throat, wrists, and ankles. Silver spikes had been installed in the floor and walls, and were currently under Drew’s control. 
 
   Parker didn’t generally have the stomach for this kind of thing, but he stood at the ready, prepared to do what he must. 
 
   For all of his games and tricks, Parker was loyal to his family and to the pack. 
 
   Warner was still in his warrior form as well and had positioned himself between the other wolf and his nephews. 
 
   A rush of gratitude overwhelmed him. If Warner hadn’t been there… Blake didn’t want to think about what could’ve happened to Randi. 
 
   Yet, he had to. 
 
   He had to think about what this waste of meat had almost done to his mate. There was a reason they called Blake Woolven Big Bad, but it wasn’t because of his prowess with the females. 
 
   “Force his Change,” he commanded.
 
   The witch began chanting and the warrior wolf’s bones began to crunch and snap. His flesh shifted as her magic forced him back into his human form. The wolf fought it, but he was no match for Eleanor Westwood and the fury of a centuries old witch. 
 
   The Woolven pack was her pack—she’d raised these boys, cared for them. She was not their mother, but had mothered them nonetheless. 
 
   As his howls turned to screams, the young man was pulled flush against the wall, spread-eagle and in his human form—a skin he’d soon be deprived of. 
 
   From his scent, he was the same wolf Blake tracked on the grounds before. 
 
   His name was Hector Luna, one of Vittorio’s bastards. Born outside the pack, but always hoping to do something to garner his sire’s attention and prove his worth. He’d never be able to succeed Vittorio. 
 
   All of it was wasted effort.
 
   If he were caught, his actions could be disavowed. 
 
   In the eyes of the Great Council, there’d be no reason for Woolven to go to war. A rogue act of a rogue bastard wolf…
 
   “Do you know who I am?” Blake asked in a voice that sounded much calmer than he felt. 
 
   The wolf narrowed his eyes and snapped, his muzzle elongated for a moment before it returned to human form. “Yes.”
 
   “Then you know I’ll kill you slow and ugly if you don’t give me what I want.”
 
   The wolf spat at him. “You’ll kill me anyway.”
 
   Blake nodded. “That is the truth. But it’s your choice if you die today, or a year from now, or maybe ten years from now.” If that’s what it took, he could drag it out that long. With pleasure. 
 
   “My father will come for me.”
 
   “Then he will die,” Warner snarled in a barely human voice before Blake could respond. “Did he tell you where he got that scar on the dip of his spine?” The wolf snapped at the lesser’s neck. “Did he?”
 
   Hector’s lip curled in disgust. 
 
   “I gave it to him,” Warner said. “I made him submit to me in front of his pack. In front of his female.” He crept closer to the wolf. “It was because of me you were ever whelped, boy. That night he sought comfort with the mangy bitch who dropped you.” 
 
   Warner knew just what to say to twist the knife. He was a skilled manipulator when he wanted to be. War was skilled in everything and could’ve taken the de la Luna pack for his own. He could’ve been the Woolven Alpha, but was instead content to care for his family. Family above pack for Warner Woolven. 
 
   Blake was torn between gratitude and love for his uncle and the sheer burning fury that drove him to tear Hector apart. 
 
   Hector struggled to get to Warner. 
 
   “Fight it, put on your show little Luna. Because if the witch lets you go, I’ll eat your kidneys like conversation hearts,” War snarled and bit down hard on his victim’s shoulder, tearing the skin and fascia. 
 
   Hector, to his credit, made no sound.
 
   But Blake hadn’t expected him to break easy.
 
   He knew this would be hard and bloody. His wolf relished the thought, but his humanity didn’t. His humanity didn’t want to acknowledge that he was not only capable of terrible things, he also enjoyed them. 
 
   Mostly because he knew how it would look to Randi. Since he’d touched her, kissed her, acknowledged her as his mate, he considered her in all of his decisions. She was an essential part of him now. 
 
   And goddamn if the knowledge wasn’t inconvenient as all hell. 
 
   “Tell me who killed David Rutger,” Blake demanded.
 
   “Didn’t you see the news? He killed himself,” Hector hissed.
 
   “Stop hissing like a were-pussy and answer the damn question.” Parker drew his hand over a tray of sharp instruments rather well-suited to the Inquisition. 
 
   “I did, Baby Woolven.”
 
   Parker did not hesitate. He lifted one of the slim blades and plunged it into Hector’s knee. The flesh around the injury smoked and sizzled, and the wolf yelped. 
 
   “He was here, on the property. He was here after you went on your walk in the maze with Randi. That’s what she called me, Baby Woolven. Rip his arms off,” Parker snarled. 
 
   “You going to let your brother have all the fun? Take me out, Blake. Or don’t you have the teeth?” He managed a full change before the witch forced him back to his human visage. “I attacked your mate. I smelled you on her. I would’ve Turned her, made her mine. Then I would’ve rutted on her like the bitch she is.”
 
   Blake knew the other wolf tried to incite a black rage in him, a wrath that would make him kill. He had to keep thoughts of Randi just close enough to remain strong for her, but not so close to the surface that his wolf took control. 
 
   He dug deep and found a genuine smile, one more than just a baring of teeth. “Randi would rip your throat out.”
 
   She might be afraid now, but he knew, once she found her footing, she’d be strong. Worthy. An Alpha female of the Woolven pack. 
 
   “She wasn’t in any kind of fighting shape earlier. She might quake to death first. She stank of humanity and fear,” Hector replied.
 
   “And so will you,” Warner interrupted and bit him again, making a mess of his already mangled arm. 
 
   “Tell me. Who killed David Rutger?” Blake asked again. 
 
   Awareness prickled up his spine. He felt her before he saw her, sensed her before he smelled her. 
 
   Randi. 
 
   He looked to Warner, waiting for him to tell her to leave, but he didn’t. He didn’t even shift back from his warrior form, but stood proud and wolfen before her. 
 
   She stank of fear, but of other things too. 
 
   “Don’t let your mate get too close,” the rogue dared.
 
   Only his scent changed when Randi got close. The fear they’d been trying elicit from him was like a perfume at her approach.
 
   He could suddenly see why. 
 
   Even though her hands shook, she held the silver plasma gun and she aimed it like she knew how to use it. 
 
   Even Eleanor Westwood stopped chanting.
 
   “That hasn’t been tested, Randi.” Parker was the voice of reason.
 
   Blake found he’d never been as aroused as he was at that moment. His mate, brandishing the plasma weapon like some petticoat gunslinger from the old west. It was a good look on her. His fangs elongated in his mouth and his cock was hard and thick against his slacks. 
 
   He wanted to throw her down and—“Randi. You shouldn’t be here,” he said instead.
 
   She lifted her chin, eyes flashing. Goddess, but she was magnificent wreathed in her fury. 
 
   “Where should I be? Cowering in my room? No.” She stepped closer to their enemy. 
 
   Hector snapped his teeth at her. Warner bit him again in retaliation, this time tearing his arm off. Hector howled in pain, but his eyes never left Randi. 
 
   Blake considered the merits of blinding the other wolf just for the trespass. 
 
   “Warner, if you want to keep your snout, I suggest you move.” She leveled the weapon and lined up the sites. 
 
   It was then that Hector’s fear spiked. 
 
   “How do you know about the gun, Hector?” Blake asked. His fear wouldn’t have spiked that way unless he knew exactly what the weapon could do.
 
   Hector grit his teeth and closed his eyes.
 
   “I know you haven’t been inside the lab. Did you kill David Rutger?”
 
   Hector opened his eyes and met Blake’s stare head on, but he couldn’t hold it for long. Blake’s power flared, and he used it to force Hector into submission. If Warner turned on his wolfen charisma, Hector couldn’t withstand that as well. 
 
   “I won’t betray a blood oath,” he snarled.
 
   Unless it was a blood oath. Vittorio de la Luna was shrewd bastard. 
 
   “I won’t ask again. Who killed David Rutger?” Blake demanded.
 
   His face changed into his warrior form, terrible and dark, teeth like knives and maw dripping with blood. “You did.”
 
   Randi didn’t ask further questions. Instead, she fired. 
 
   The ray from the plasma gun incinerated the wolf. One moment he was there, the next, he’d been devoured by silver nanoparticles. 
 
   There was no dust, no bone, and no ash. Nothing evidenced Hector Luna had ever existed. Not even the arm Warner had ripped from his body.
 
   Nothing aside from the blood on the floor that Warner had shed. 
 
   Parker looked back and forth from Randi to the gun, from the gun to Randi. “On that note, I have to see a man about a bear. In Vegas. If we’re going to war, I better wolf up and do my part.”
 
   Warner took his human shape again. “She’s not a bear. She’s a DeVaughn. I hear they’re rather attractive beasties.”
 
   “Whatever.” Parker rolled his eyes. “Taking the jet, big brother.” And on the way out the door, he corrected, “Or is that Big Bad?”
 
   “Fuck you, Parker,” Blake grumbled, watching the play of emotions on Randi’s face. 
 
   At that moment, it was all about her for him. About how she felt, how she processed everything that had happened, and what she needed from him. 
 
   He could conceive of nothing worse than not meeting her needs, not keeping her safe. Of her wearing that look on her face every time she saw him.
 
   She was terrified. 
 
   Randi had powered through her fear, proving she was a fighter. He couldn’t quash his pride in her, but he hated that she was afraid. Hated how she didn’t see him for all that he was—that she only saw a monster. 
 
   Blake knew he was beastly, knew he was violent and knew he enjoyed it. But it was only when it was required of him. Only when in service to his pack. 
 
   His mate. 
 
   Her. 
 
   Goddess, Luna almost ripped out her throat. 
 
   What would he have done if the fucker had Turned her? Made her dark? Made her hate? Made her rotten with all the same black bile that infected him?
 
   He knew the answer without asking the question. He’d surrender his place as Alpha, and he’d go dark with her. He’d surrender to the darkness inside him, to the violence, and the death. The things he used to protect his pack he’d use to please his mate. They’d spend their days marking a bloody swath wherever they went until the Great Council was forced to hunt them and put them down like the rabid beasts they’d become. 
 
   He could see that future. It could happen.
 
   He hoped to hell it didn’t, but he’d not be separated from Randi for any reason. She was his everything. 
 
   Warner edged out of the room quietly, quickly, and Eleanor did the same, leaving them alone. 
 
   Yet, still, the stench of her fear turned his stomach. 
 
   Still, she held the weapon aloft as if she meant to use it. 
 
   “Don’t come any closer,” she whispered. 
 
   “I won’t hurt you, Randi.”
 
   “The way you didn’t hurt Hector?”
 
   “You’re the one who ended his life. You wiped him out of existence. That wasn’t me.” He took a step closer to her. 
 
   “Stop it. Stay where you are.”
 
   “I can’t.” He shook his head and continued to advance on her. 
 
   “I will shoot you. I will.” She nodded, as if trying to convince herself. 
 
   “That’s your choice, but I can’t have you smelling of fear. My wolf won’t permit it.” He took another small step.
 
   “You are making me afraid, Blake. Stay. Where. You. Are.” She dropped the gun, but lifted it again. 
 
   “Don’t be afraid of—” His words broke off in a growl. His wolf didn’t understand why she was afraid. His wolf wanted to console her, wrap itself around her and hide her from whatever made her afraid. 
 
   It didn’t understand that it was him who frightened her. 
 
   She was terrified of him. 
 
   He leaned forward and rested his head against the muzzle of the gun. “Do what you have to. I will never hurt you, Randi. Never.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “You think I won’t pull this trigger? I will, goddamn it.” She hated the tears choking her, the heavy weight on her chest and, most of all, she hated the terror in her heart when he leaned forward and pressed his head against the barrel. 
 
   She was terrified of herself. 
 
   That she really would pull the trigger. 
 
   Because then all that made Blake Woolven would be gone. The thought was worse than knowing he was a werewolf. Worse than thinking he would hurt her. It turned in on itself, a sickly snake eating its own tail. 
 
   “I believe you will.”
 
   His voice was still so low, guttural. She could tell the beast under his skin clawed at the surface, struggled to get to her. 
 
   “Then what the hell are you doing?” The high-pitched tinny quality of her voice made her sound weak and ineffectual. Worse, made her feel weak and ineffectual. 
 
   “Submitting to you.” His hands closed over hers. He held her strong and steady.
 
   “You’ve lost your goddamn mind.”
 
   “I’m giving you what you need to feel safe. I will always give you what you need, if you let me.”
 
   She knew it must be a trick, designed to manipulate her. He’d make her feel like she held some kind of power then he’d crush her. Devour her. 
 
   The gentle way he’d held her when he carried her from the scene and to her room brushed at the edges of her memory. If he’d wanted to be rid of her, if he wanted to hurt her, he could’ve done it a hundred times over already. 
 
   “What if what I need is to bring Woolven down?” It was, after all, why she’d come to Aphelion. 
 
   “Then you’ll have to kill me, Randi. I can’t let you hurt my pack.”
 
   “How would you stop me?” Part of her wanted him to threaten her, wanted him to prove he was the monster under the bed.
 
   I’m the king of monsters. 
 
   Yet, here he stood—a monster in fact, but not in deed. 
 
   “What am I supposed to say here? That I’d rip your throat out?” His amber eyes met hers, and they glowed. “No. I couldn’t do that.”
 
   “Stop it.” She kept thinking about him chasing her in the maze. How afraid she’d been, and then how hot. What it felt like to have his tongue lapping at her wet heat, his growls of pleasure, and what it was like to be the object of his singular intent. 
 
   “Stop what?” He seemed genuinely confused. 
 
   “Looking at me with your… wolf eyes.” Her heart thundered like stampeding horses, but with more than fear. It raced with adrenaline tinged desire.
 
   His perfectly sculpted brow arched. “My wolf likes looking at you. You’re my mate.”
 
   “I don’t want to be.” She didn’t. 
 
   Did she? To have a man—a creature—like Blake Woolven as her own… she almost couldn’t fathom it.
 
   “Me either.” He grinned.
 
   She kicked him, but didn’t lower the gun. “Asshole.”
 
   “I call it like I see it.” He drew the gun down toward his heart. She fought him at first, but then he said, “I just want to look at you, instead of down that barrel. I’ll be just as dead if you pull the trigger. Won’t you let me look at you?”
 
   His gentle tone irritated her. She wanted to be angry. She wanted to feel the things she was supposed to feel for this monster, this killer. “I thought you didn’t want me to be your mate? If you don’t want me, why would you like looking at me?” She needed something to make sense. If it didn’t, she would tumble down the rabbit hole and Randi didn’t know if she’d ever stop falling. Or how hard she’d hit the ground when she did. 
 
   “I don’t. I didn’t want anyone to be my mate, yet. Acknowledging that doesn’t mean I don’t want to look at you now that I found you.”
 
   When he looked at her that way, even though he said he didn’t want her to be his mate, it was with something altogether sweet and gentle. It wasn’t something she’d have expected from him. Not only because of what he was, but because of who he was. 
 
   “If you were a wolf and could identify your mate on sight, how would you’ve felt walking in to my office and realizing your mortal enemy was your mate?”
 
   “I’m kind of feeling it right now, but we’re not even the same species.” She shook her head slowly. 
 
   “We could be.” He smiled as if he’d just propositioned her for sex instead of offering to alter her genetic makeup. 
 
   “Keep your teeth over there,” she blurted, before she could think better of it.
 
   “I’d never bite you without your permission.” His hands weren’t on hers or the gun anymore. They’d moved to her hips, pulling her closer. “Won’t you let me try to convince you how good it could be for us?”
 
   She bit her lip and looked up into his eyes. They glowed brighter, like embers from a fire. For some reason, rather than being afraid, they made her so hot.
 
   Randi’s body remembered what it felt like when he’d chased her and what happened after he took her to the ground. He’d devoured her all right, but it had been in the best way. He brought her such pleasure, such bliss, and she shivered as she remembered the way he’d dragged his teeth across her throat. 
 
   He could’ve bitten her then, changed her into something like him. Hell, if he’d asked in the moment, she might’ve said yes. Likely, she would’ve done anything to keep his mouth on her, his hands, and his delicious body grinding against hers. 
 
   Blake Woolven had done nothing to hurt her. Nothing to take anything she wasn’t prepared to give.
 
   “I don’t want to be what you are.” She shook her head. “I’m afraid.”
 
   “There are pleasures, my mate, only to be had as wolves.” He leaned closer to her, unmindful of the weapon she held next to his heart which could turn him to ash. Blake scraped his cheek against hers. “But there are pleasures to be had in this body, too.”
 
   She shivered. Randi wanted this with him, but not the rest of it. She wasn’t ready. And she wasn’t entirely convinced he wouldn’t take more from her than what she wanted to give. He was a billionaire playboy who got everything he wanted.
 
   Looking at him, she wondered why shouldn’t he?
 
   He was beautiful, rich, and an animal who operated on instinct. 
 
   She’d never seen a wild animal abstain from something it wanted or thought it needed simply because of its impact on another creature.
 
   But why did he want her, aside from the fact she was David Rutger’s daughter?
 
   Evidence of his arousal pressed against her belly but, somehow, she still didn’t really believe it was for her just for the sake of herself. 
 
   Randi knew what she looked like. 
 
   She was very aware that her hair was too red, her skin too pale, her personality too loud, and her ass too wide. 
 
   Randi tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t let her and the gun slipped from her fingers. Neither of them paid it any attention. 
 
   “Why are you pulling away from me again? Haven’t I earned a little of your trust?” His strong fingers tenderly tilted her face up so she had to look at him.
 
   His eyes weren’t glowing anymore. They were warm and sweet. 
 
   “I…” She exhaled. Randi couldn’t bring herself to say it. Couldn’t bring herself to bare her insecurities for his scrutiny. It was more intimate than being naked with him. 
 
   “Randi, I’ve shown you more than I have any other female. I’ve proven I won’t hurt you. Why can’t you tell me what makes you hesitate?”
 
   “I’m know who I am. I know what I look like.”
 
   “Good. Then you know you’re beautiful. Strong. A fit mate for an Alpha.” He nodded. 
 
   “I still don’t believe your secret didn’t have something to do with my father’s death, even if Hector Luna killed him. If he did, it’s because of for the work he did for you. I also know you’d do anything to protect your family and your company. Including making me believe that you care about me.” She looked away. “That you want me.”
 
   He took her hand and pressed it down to the hard ridge of his erection. “Does this feel fake?”
 
   “You could be thinking about Marchessa de la Luna for all I know.”
 
   “Is that really what you think of me?” His erection flagged. “I don’t know how to convince you other than offering the truth. I may not have showed my hand, but I never lied to you.”
 
   “You have to see this from my perspective. Look at me. Now look at you.”
 
   “Yes. We fit. Hot Alpha Bitch. Hot Alpha. Matched set. Yes?” He nodded as if he were preaching to the choir.
 
   “No. Big, bad billionaire. Fat, smart-assed ginger. No, that doesn’t work. Not in anyone’s math.” Randi shook her head.
 
   He made her touch him again and the beast was most definitely back.  
 
   “This is what touching you does to me.” 
 
   He nuzzled at her neck. She found her hands winding around his shoulders and her back arching to give him access to anything he desired of her. 
 
   God, she wanted him so much.
 
   But this was so wrong for so many reasons.
 
   “I love your hips,” he murmured. “I love that I can throw you around and it’s not going to hurt you. I love that I can hold you like this.” His fingers dug into her hips and he brought her forward, hard against him. “I know when I get you naked again, and I’m inside you, these hips will take us both to the stars.”
 
   His words curled low in her belly and the awareness of him bloomed into a pulsing ache. 
 
   Blake moved his hands up to her breasts and pressed his lips against her throat as he spoke. “And these are the work of gods, for only in the heavens could something so lovely be wrought for the world of men.”
 
   She giggled. “Shut up. You’re so full of shit.”
 
   He lifted his head and she looked into his eyes and saw that he was deadly serious as his hands moved down to her belly. The rounded softness that made her feel like she was ugly. Like she was less. 
 
   “Is this your problem?” 
 
   She lifted her chin. “I dare you find something good about that.”
 
   He snorted. “What’s bad? I love how soft you are. The way you’re made to fit with me. If a male is taking care of his female, she should be soft and rounded. Prime to be ripe with pups.”
 
   “I’m not a brood mare.” She snorted.
 
   “No, you’re a she-wolf in human skin. And you’re mine.” His hands were under her shirt now, stroking across her bare, dimpled flesh. “I bet when you Turn, you’ll be all russet and fire.”
 
   “I’m not going to Turn.”
 
   “Yes, you will. I won’t force it, but you’ll beg me to mark you.”
 
   Hell, she was halfway to begging now. She stroked her palm over his erection. He was so hard everywhere. 
 
   “Show me first.”
 
   “I’ll show you anything you want.”
 
   “Show me your wolf. Not the pretty, noble beast that ran from the house, but the terrible one. The one like Warner. That’s in you too, isn’t it?”
 
   “That’s our warrior form.” He studied her face. “Are you sure that’s what you want to see?”
 
   “Yes.” She hoped seeing it would kill the desire that raged in her like an inferno. That it would rattle some sense back into her head. 
 
   His hands went to the waist of his pants.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m much bigger in that form.” He eyed her with a smirk. “I don’t want to ruin my pants.”
 
   She licked her lips and held her breath as his trousers slid down his long, powerful legs. Randi didn’t mean to look at his cock.
 
   No, that was a lie. She wanted to see all of him. 
 
   She wasn’t disappointed. 
 
   He was the most beautiful male she’d ever seen naked—or clothed, for that matter. Part of her wondered if it was actually possible their bodies would fit together. He seemed to be very sure, but she wasn’t.
 
   Randi was no fainting virgin, but seeing his body…it made her doubt herself even more. 
 
   She hated the feeling. 
 
   She didn’t want it anymore, that sense of not being good enough, pretty enough, smart enough… or just being enough.
 
   She wanted to fling herself into this with both feet because, throughout her whole life, she’d never felt like she belonged anywhere. Blake made her feel like she belonged here. They’d saved her. Protected her. 
 
   Welcomed her.
 
   Even knowing she wanted to bring them all down. 
 
   The way Blake looked at her now… yeah. She wanted desperately to believe it was real. 
 
   But even if it was, so what?
 
   Her father was dead. She was no closer to finding out who was to blame, who had to pay. So why did she have to pay? Why couldn’t she have this one moment?
 
   “Still want to see? Or maybe you’ll let me touch you first. Make you come.”
 
   She drew in a shaking breath. “Like the Woolven Brides of old? No. No flower. Just you. Just me. And the truth.”
 
   He shifted. 
 
   The process wasn’t at all like what she’d expected. Nothing like what she’d seen Hector Luna endure. 
 
   His transformation looked beautiful, fluid, graceful. It was like a primal dance. 
 
   He was huge, as big as Warner. Thickly muscled, powerful. Even though his form was frightening, she saw nothing unnatural about him. 
 
   She knew in her bones that he would not hurt her.
 
   Something told her that even if she were to pick up the plasma gun, he’d do nothing to stop her. 
 
   Even if he knew she was going to pull the trigger.
 
   Or maybe she just wanted to believe it because everything that made sense to her was all dust and ash. The only solid foundation she had was gone. 
 
   She reached out a tentative hand to touch his shoulder and his eyes closed. A low sound rumbled in his chest almost like a purr. Or maybe it was a growl? Whatever it was, the sound reverberated through her.
 
   In this state, there was no hiding what he wanted from her. 
 
   His cock was thick and hard, demanding her attention. 
 
   Randi was afraid to look. Afraid of what she’d see. That she’d like it, that she wouldn’t. He was an animal now, so what did that make her?
 
   Her eyes were drawn down against her will and her breath caught in her throat. 
 
   His voice was so deep, raw. “I won’t hurt you.”
 
   “I’m not afraid of you. I’m afraid of me,” she confessed. 
 
   “Why are you afraid?”
 
   “Of wanting this.”
 
   “With an animal? A beast?” His voice held no recrimination. 
 
   “With the man responsible for my father’s death.”
 
   “For the last time, Randi, I didn’t kill him. I swear on my pack, I didn’t.” He morphed back down into the familiar shape of the man she couldn’t resist. 
 
   “I know you didn’t kill him with your own hand, but you are no less responsible.” She shook her head. “Yet I still can’t resist you.”
 
   He cupped her cheek. “You seem to be doing a great job of resisting me. Even now, when I’d have you sweet and hot beneath me, you’re standing here tearing my heart out.”
 
   She titled her cheek into the caress. “See? It’s not fair that you say things like this. I don’t know why I ever thought I could fight you.”
 
   “You don’t need to fight against me. Fight with me. I promise, your father’s killers will be brought to pack justice.” He leaned down ever closer. “Your justice.”
 
   Wrapping her arms around his neck was as inevitable as the tide, no matter what he’d said in the moment. She hated herself for that, but the draw between them was magnetic. Her lips fluttered against his and, when is hands locked around her hips, she knew the time for fighting had passed.
 
   Her body had surrendered to the conquering beast.
 
   Only the beast wasn’t Blake, it was her own desire—not just for his body, but to feel wanted. Like she belonged. 
 
   Even though he was something from legend, something forged in nightmares, he was the only thing that made her feel safe. 
 
   “Goddess, Randi. I can only bear so much. Stop, stop now, or I’m going to take you here amongst all this blood and death.”
 
   “Yes, right here,” she gasped. “Please.”
 
   He growled again and she reached between them, closing her fingers around the length of his shaft. She stroked him slowly and with purpose. Randi wanted him as aroused as she was. She wanted the undertow of this thing between them to pull him out to sea, to the deep water where he couldn’t swim. So he’d know how she felt. So he’d be there with her.
 
   “Drown with me.” Her voice didn’t sound like her own, low and throaty. Seductive. 
 
   “I am.” Blake buried his face in her neck. “I’m drowning in the fire of your hair, your scent, your taste—” His tongue darted out against the pulse in her throat “—but most of all, I’m being smothered by your doubt.”
 
   Only, he didn’t pull away. 
 
   He crushed her closer, and she fell under his spell. 
 
   It was almost like the flower—some drug—the polarity between them inevitable. 
 
   He kissed her again, his mouth ravaging hers, and she knew there was no turning back. No stopping. This would happen.
 
   She was so wet and ready, but when it was over, Randi would have to face what she’d done—reconcile all the feelings twisted up inside of her. For now, she just wanted to experience Blake Woolven. 
 
   She just wanted to know what it was like to be with a man like him. 
 
   Blake lifted her easily and held her aloft as she wrapped her legs around his waist. It occurred to her again how powerful he was, how strong. He didn’t strain or tense as he carried her, it was as if she weighed nothing. That was its own aphrodisiac.
 
   He swept his arm across the metal table where instruments of truth and pain had been so carefully laid out and flung them to the floor, forgotten. Then he eased her onto the table, peeling her jeans and panties down after he’d positioned her at the edge.
 
   This was no sweet unveiling, no tender connection, but it was a joining nonetheless. It was intimate—it was more that the heated friction of bodies, it was home. 
 
   As he drew her legs around his hips, his thick, hard cock pushed into her, and she realized the truth of it. She belonged to him in the same way he said he belonged to her. 
 
   Blake began to move, pushing deeper, faster, hips pistoning to fill her with his cock. All she could do was cling to him as the pleasure spiraled and made her dizzy with need even as it fulfilled her. 
 
   Randi clawed at his back as she tried to get closer, demand more, feel more. He rewarded her with a low growl and the sudden scrape of his predator’s teeth against her throat. She didn’t experience the fear as before. It was still there—because she didn’t want to be a wolf. But her rational brain was no longer in control, but the primal, the animal that lurked deep in her blood. The animal trusted him, needed him. 
 
   It was as if he knew all of this. 
 
   Because just as she considered her own desires through the haze, he lifted his head away from her throat, his arms tightened around her and he pumped into her with more ferocity. Each thrust stripped away more of her humanity until she snarled and growled back at him, their dance a joining of two beasts, not one.
 
   When her orgasm hit, she bit his neck—hard. 
 
   A roar tore from him as he spilled inside of her and the sting of his claws was sharp on the globes of her ass where he gripped her. 
 
   But she couldn’t say she minded. 
 
   Even as she settled against his shoulder, his strength never flagged. Many of the men she’d been with seemed to lose all of their strength, all of their vitality, after sex. Or maybe the shiny simply wore off the penny. With Blake, he still stood strong and fierce, though his embrace changed. 
 
   Perhaps there some tenderness remained between them after all. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Blake considered the possibility she might really kill him. 
 
   It took everything in him not to bite down on her throat and infect her with his venom—to mark her as his. 
 
   He held her tenderly now, gently, like the lovely bloom she was. When he thought about what could’ve happened to her, everything in him ached with a loss he didn’t think he’d survive. 
 
   A loss that his enemies better pray he didn’t survive.
 
   Blake wanted to stay buried in her hair, lost in her skin, but he had a war to fight. 
 
   He brushed his lips across her forehead. “I’m so proud of you, Randi.” His chest swelled with emotion. The way she’d faced down Hector, the way she hadn’t hesitated to blast him to nothing, and the way she’d surrendered to Blake—trusted him. She was brave, strong, all the things an Alpha bitch should be. 
 
   “For what? For taking your cock like a champ?” She snorted.
 
   He laughed and his cock jerked, rising to the idea. He’d love to take her again, but this wasn’t the time. It seemed the biggest part of being an Alpha had nothing to do with taking what he wanted, as some of them seemed to think, but more to do with sacrifice. With self-denial. He exhaled, schooling his thoughts and his body to obey him. 
 
   “For being fearless.”
 
   “I’m so far from fearless.” She tucked herself against him. “I ran to you like a little girl when I saw Hector because you told me you’re the king of monsters and I wanted you to save me.”
 
   “It’s right that you should turn to me, Randi. It’s what I do. I protect what’s mine.” He tilted her chin up with his index finger and thumb. “I care for those people as well. I make sure they have what they need to thrive. That’s who I am—what I am.”
 
   She seemed uncomfortable with his display. 
 
   Sometimes, his human side and all other humans perplexed him. Communicating as a wolf was simple and honest. Direct. Wolves didn’t lie. Wolves weren’t ashamed of their needs and wolves didn’t deny themselves, not unless it was what was best for their pack or their mate. 
 
   To Blake, wolves were noble.
 
   He’d seen nobility in humans as well, ones like David Rutger. 
 
   His determination to find the man’s killer doubled in on itself, making it heavy and leaden. The weight of it dropped like an anchor between them, locking them together, but in such a way so he knew they could go no farther together until it was addressed. 
 
   She touched the place on his neck where she’d bitten him. “I’m sorry about that. I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   He had some suspicions, but he wasn’t sure if it was the right time to address them. Especially not when sensation kept roiling through him at her touch. It tingled there, where she’d bitten him, doubly so with her fingers gently probing the slight bruise. If his cock got any harder, he was sure it would break. He still didn’t want her to stop.
 
   “But you do, don’t you?”
 
   “Is it as annoying to you when I do that?” He looked down at her.
 
   “You mean knowing that there’s something I don’t want to talk about, but making me do it anyway? That? Yeah.” She nodded.
 
   “I’ll work on that.” His lips curved in a smile. 
 
   “No, I mean, why would you? It’s a good super power to have. And if you’re not doing it to me, it means I can’t pry this answer out of you. Whatever is going on in your lupine brain, share it with me. I think I deserve to know.”
 
   “I think if you search yourself, you’ll figure it out on your own.”
 
   “This isn’t Star Wars. I don’t want to search my feelings. I want you to tell me.” She pulled back from him and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
   “I should’ve taken your shirt off, too. I’d enjoy that pose much more if you were naked.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Are you going to tell me, or do I have to get creative?”
 
   Blake laughed and found himself intrigued considering just what her creativity might entail. “Another tidbit? Wolves are curious creatures. Don’t tempt me with a what if. It’s too much like chasing down prey.” 
 
   “Damn it, Blake.” Her frustration was obvious in her tone.
 
   “Look, Randi.” He sighed. “You’re not going to like what I have to tell you. I think you’ll fight it less if you realize it on your own.”
 
   Her shoulders slumped. “I’m going to be like you no matter what I do, aren’t I?” Her voice was small, resigned, and miserable.
 
   Blake took her in his arms again, holding her close. “That’s what I believe. We can have Medical run some tests to be sure.”
 
   “Part of me wants to blame you for doing this to me, but you didn’t do it to me. It’s just what was in my DNA, isn’t it?” She looked up at him, eyes luminous.
 
   “You can blame me. I can take it.” He steeled himself for the telling of the next part. Blake wasn’t going to lie or let her discover it on her own. “Sometimes wolf DNA can lie dormant through many generations, especially if they’re separated from a pack. It’s a way to protect our kind. Lone wolves don’t generally do well, especially if they have no one teach them control.” He wet his lips. “Or that they don’t have to be monsters.”
 
   “I don’t want this,” she whispered.
 
   Even though, the very idea of what he was about to suggest tore his heart out, he spoke anyway. “I’ll get you into Medical in the morning. They’ll need your DNA to work out a suppressant specific to you.” He touched her face, his thumb stroking over her cheek. “And you need to tell me where you want to go.”
 
   “Go?” She canted her head.
 
   “You need to stay far away from the packs, especially me. Choose somewhere that will make you happy, give you the life you want, and I’ll make sure you get it.” He turned away from her, unable to contain his own pain any longer. 
 
   “Blake?” Randi’s query was so soft, he wouldn’t have heard it if not for his supernatural hearing. 
 
   “What?” He steeled himself for her answer, for facing his pack afterward. He didn’t turn to look at her, he couldn’t. Instead, he found his slacks and dressed.
 
   “What does it mean for you, if I have this suppression done?”
 
   Endless pain and emptiness. A loneliness like that of which no human mind could comprehend. “That’s not your problem. You don’t want to be a wolf. This is about your freedom. Take it. Let Mrs. Westwood know tonight.”
 
   “Why can’t I let you know?”
 
   “No one is going to hurt you, Randi. Not my brothers, not Mrs. Westwood. You have the plasma gun if you’re afraid.” He couldn’t talk about it right then.
 
   “You’re just never going to see me again?” She was incredulous, hurt—he could see the pain in her eyes.
 
   His wolf wanted to growl and snap at her, bite her tender places so she hurt like he did. No, no—that wasn’t his wolf. That was the human side of him. It wanted his wolf to hurt her like she’d hurt them. His wolf only wanted his mate to be cared for and safe. 
 
   “Goddess above, Randi, what do you want from me? I’m an Alpha, not a saint. I can’t be around you. I want you too much, and you have made it clear that you don’t want what you get with me. This change your body is going through, it’s preparing you to be my mate. With me gone, it will help stop the process.”
 
   “What about my father?” She squared her jaw, as if preparing for a fight.
 
   “I swore to you I’d find and punish the guilty party or parties. I will keep my promise.” He could feel his wolf rising once again to the surface, and he knew his eyes shifted to amber—the first stage of his Change. 
 
   “I can’t think about any of this until that’s done.”
 
   “Is finding your father’s killer worth trading your mortal lifetime? Worth trading your humanity? Because that’s what you’re doing. Every second, every breath you take inhaling my pheromones, is changing you. By the time we catch your father’s killer, your body will be ready to Change, but your mind won’t.”
 
   “Yes, okay? It’s worth it,” she cried.
 
   “I don’t want to be the consolation prize, Randi.” He snarled, his face shifting through a half Change and then back again. She blanched, but didn’t run. “After you’re a wolf, there’s no way I can let you go. My wolf won’t let you go. Don’t you understand?”
 
   She slid off the table and padded toward him. “I thought I wanted to destroy you, Blake. I can see I’m doing it, one word at a time. You don’t deserve this. You deserve to be free, too.”
 
   Randi still didn’t understand. “While you draw breath, I will never be free.” He touched her hair, carding his fingers through the long strands. “Perhaps not for a long time until after your breath ceases.”
 
   “Why are you so sure you’ll outlive me?” 
 
   He knew she was trying to lighten the tone, but he just shook his head. “Tell Mrs. Westwood where you wish to go. I’ll make sure someone keeps you up to date on our progress.”
 
   Blake wouldn’t abandon her, but he couldn’t be close to her now. He thought for sure that after they’d mated, it would change something for her. But it hadn’t and, faced with the loss he knew was coming, he needed some distance. He climbed the stairs and headed for the boardroom. Hopefully, Mrs. Westwood’s magic wards would gift him with a new shirt. 
 
   Maybe he was wrong, maybe she didn’t have wolf DNA, but the way she’d torn into his throat with her blunt little teeth at the height of her pleasure? His cock responded to the memory, and he growled at it. This was not the time. His cock got him into this trouble to start with. 
 
   No, that wasn’t true. 
 
   Wishing, hoping and regretting did nothing to change his current circumstances. So it didn’t matter. Not really. 
 
   When he arrived in the boardroom, Warner and Drew awaited him. 
 
   “Where the hell is Parker?” he asked.
 
   “He went to Vegas. He wasn’t kidding,” Drew said.
 
   “Sonofabitch.” His fingers turned into claws in his frustration. 
 
   “No, it’s a good thing. He’s going to secure our peace with DeVaughn. Man, we need it.” Drew nodded slowly. “They’ve called an emergency meeting of the Great Council. I don’t know if you’ve checked your phone, but Marchessa de la Luna has been trying to get in touch with you.”
 
   “Business or personal?” Blake wouldn’t discount her just because they used to have sex. Marchessa was shrewd as hell. 
 
   “A bit of both, I think. They’re calling the meeting in Rome. She’s there now.”
 
   “And Parker has the jet. Spoiled brat,” Warner said, without any real heat. 
 
   “If I know Marchessa—”
 
   “What about Marchessa?” Randi said, strolling into the boardroom, clothes rumpled, hair a mess, and feet bare. She smelled of sex—of their mating. 
 
   “Randi, I don’t have time for this.” He dragged his hand across his jaw. 
 
   “There are bigger things on your plate than this?” She nodded slowly. “I knew I couldn’t trust you.”
 
   Blake clenched his jaw. In his frustration and fury, he started to Change out of sequence. His teeth tore into his cheek and the copper tang of blood filled his mouth. “Damn it, Randi.” He spat blood which the magic wards immediately cleansed before it even hit the floor. 
 
   Warner sighed, grabbed Drew and headed for the door. 
 
   “No,” he commanded. “Randi will be leaving us, not the other way around. Charter a jet, tell the pilot to be ready for wheels up as soon as we get to the airport.”
 
   “No, I won’t.” She put her hands on her hips and lifted her chin in defiance. “If you think that you can dump that on me and leave me here to go running to Marchessa de la fucking Luna, you’ve got another thing coming.”
 
   “Were you not paying attention to the rest of the conversation?” He tried not to snarl.
 
   “You said I had a choice. I choose to stay with you.” 
 
   He narrowed his eyes.
 
   “Until we catch my father’s killer.” Her eyes fairly burned with her passion.
 
   “Oh for fuck’s sake,” Warner grumbled. “Youth makes my fangs hurt.”
 
   It made more than Blake’s fangs hurt. It made the dark, secret places in him ache. He wanted to grab her, shake her, to make her understand that what she was doing to him was slowly stripping the meat from his bones from the inside out. He wanted to say that he didn’t care what happened to her father as it wasn’t fair that she’d put her father’s death above Blake’s life. 
 
   But he was at war with himself. 
 
   The Alpha in him didn’t care how this tore him apart, it only wanted to meet her needs. Only wanted her safe and happy. 
 
   “Fine. Your choice, Randi. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” This would go down in flames that he was sure would burn them both long after the fire was nothing but dust and ash.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Randi was turning into a werewolf. 
 
   That, in and of itself, wasn’t something she’d ever thought to hear rattling around in the spaces of her own head like it belonged there. As if it were a serious thought which should be given its due. 
 
   This was not what she wanted. 
 
   Blake Woolven was not what she wanted.
 
   All she wanted was to find her father’s killer. 
 
   Except that was a lie. 
 
   A dark, secret part of her wanted to be with Blake and everything the choice entailed. She wanted to believe she could marry the handsome billionaire playboy who changed his ways for her, that this kind of thing happened in real life. That they’d live happily ever after. 
 
   But something else, something dark writhing beneath her skin, too. Something inhuman that didn’t belong. Only maybe it did, because he said it had been inside of her all along. Sleeping, lurking. 
 
   The question that haunted her now was if her father knew about it all along. Was that why he’d agreed to work on the plasma gun?
 
   She pressed her lips together hard and exhaled. Maybe he hadn’t known. Or if he had, maybe he didn’t care. She knew her father loved her. The plasma gun—it didn’t have to be about her. 
 
   Still, what if it was?
 
   “You okay?” Drew asked from across the aisle. 
 
   Part of her wished it Blake asked, but he’d elected to sit as far away from her as possible. She supposed she was lucky she’d managed to get on the plane at all. 
 
   “Yeah,” she lied. Already, she needed Blake to feel safe, to feel strong. The very idea of needing another person for those things completely disgusted her. Self-reliance was important to her, but apparently, it was how the wolf-thing worked— gross dependence on one another. 
 
   “No, you’re not. But that’s okay.” Drew handed her his tumbler of bourbon. “Good medicine for your nerves. I hope you understand that you need to stay at the hotel during the meeting.”
 
   “Why is that?” Of course they would try to keep her as far away as possible. “Secret wolfie business?” Randi tried to make light of it, to hide the fact she was terrified. 
 
   Drew nodded slowly. “That, among other things. You know our secret, Randi. Council law requires we Turn you or kill you. I don’t think either of those options really appeal to you.”
 
   “And it’s obvious I know because I’m afraid. I can’t hide that.” She sank down in the chair then turned her head to look out at the clouds and wide expanse of sky.
 
   “Fear, to our kind, is like blood in the water to a shark.” Drew was silent for several moments before he spoke again. “And you make him weak.”
 
   “Me?” She turned to face him sharply.
 
   “I’ll lay it out for you. His priority is you. Over himself. Over the pack. At any perceived threat to you, he won’t hesitate to take us to war. I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what the de la Lunas want.”
 
   “Who knew that werewolves were concerned with geopolitics?” The sound of those words was completely and utterly mad. She downed the bourbon.
 
   Equally mad was the underlying meaning in Drew’s words—that Blake would put everything on the line for her. Not just his own life, but those of his brothers, his pack. Those people who depended on him for their safety and well-being. 
 
   Randi suddenly needed to see him, just to study him, to assure herself he was the same man she’d faced when she stormed into his office and threatened to take him down. He’d invited her to try with a cocky grin that made her panties melt. She was on the other side of that now. Threats coming at them from all sides, yet he stood proud and immovable—fierce. 
 
   He would protect her no matter what. 
 
   Somehow, even though he’d said those things, they weren’t real. Not even when she’d seen him put them in action. Hearing it from Drew was different. He was someone Blake held dear, not part of their game. 
 
   “Goddess,” Drew exclaimed, wrinkling his nose. “Your distress is not a pleasant perfume.” He poured her another bourbon. “Have another.”
 
   She accepted it gratefully and downed it. “Did you know my father?”
 
   “I’d like to think so.”
 
   “If he knew what you were, how did that apply?”
 
   “I don’t follow.” Drew raised a brow.
 
   “Blake said that if someone knows your secret, you have to kill them or Turn them.” She left the rest of the question hang, unasked—but the moment was gravid with the expectation of an answer nonetheless.
 
   “No.” Drew shook his head. “Your father was a special case. If he was ever afraid of us, he never smelled like it. His pheromones were always even and steady.”
 
   “Did he ever see you Change?”
 
   Drew looked uncomfortable. “You should be talking to Blake about this.”
 
   “He doesn’t want to talk to me right now, and I can’t say I blame him.”  She knew she’d hurt him and hated that she’d hurt him, but she was too close to stop now. He talked about going to war, but she was already at war with herself. 
 
   “Look, Randi.” He turned to face her. “I get your devotion to your family, come hell, high water and anything in between. I really do. But—”
 
   “Is this the part where you warn me if I keep hurting your brother you’ll rip my heart out and eat it or something?” She was half-afraid, even with Blake’s promise that no one would hurt her, that Drew would just lean over and tear her apart anyway. 
 
   “My brother’s word is my bond. Of course I wouldn’t hurt you. But Goddess above, there is so much on his shoulders right now. If you want to succeed in destroying Woolven, stay on this path. You’re halfway there.”
 
   “You have to believe me when I say I don’t want that.”
 
   He pulled no punches. “Everything up until now has been about what you don’t want. What do you want?”
 
   “My father.”
 
   “Goddessdamnit, you’re like a spoiled fucking child.” Drew shook his head slowly. “Stop asking for the impossible and look around at what’s real. Then choose your path because the rest of us are damned to follow you down it whether we wish it or not.”
 
   “What’s real? That whole dynamic changed for me, in case you haven’t noticed.”
 
   “Don’t play the damsel in distress card with me, Randi. My brother may let you get away with that because it’s his job to save you. Makes him feel fancy in his pantsy.” He snarled low, his wolf just below the surface. “And he’s made it my job too, all of us. But do me the fucking courtesy of being worth it.”
 
   His words struck home sharper than any blade and dug deeper than she’d thought possible. It was like a physical pain. She swallowed hard.
 
   “You better not cry, Randi.”
 
   She sniffed.
 
   “Don’t do it,” he warned.
 
   She sniffed with a bit more force, trying to stop the burning behind her eyes and the twitch in her nose that felt like a punch. Randi couldn’t help it. For all her bravado, she knew she wasn’t worth it. She wasn’t worthy of him. She was so fucking afraid. 
 
   Marchessa de la Luna wouldn’t be afraid, not even if she’d been human. Randi wished she was more like her in every way. 
 
   She wished she were strong, powerful, thin…
 
   “You better get a grip on yourself, little girl, or Blake is going to lose his shit at thirty-nine thousand feet. Our private jet has been outfitted for such instances. This one, not so much. So if you don’t want to get us all killed, settle down,” he said in a clipped tone.
 
   “If he has such a tenuous hold on control, how is he an Alpha?”
 
   Drew’s eyes goggled as if he couldn’t fathom her question. Then he took a deep breath. “I thought he would’ve explained this to you in the interest of keeping everyone breathing. The honeymoon phase for mates is kind of like…” He looked around, seemingly for inspiration. “Puberty.”
 
   “Excuse me, what?”
 
   “Hormones running amok. It’s especially worse if one mate isn’t our kind. You’re perpetually in danger, to our way of thinking if you’re not Turned. It goes against every instinct. The human can only keep the wolf down for so long.”
 
   She looked toward the back of the aircraft and found Blake staring at her, his eyes amber and bright. 
 
   Randi bit her lip as her breath caught in her throat. She was afraid, but that wasn’t anything new. She was aroused, too. Drew was right. It was just like puberty—all of these strange sensations. Part of her, primal and dark, demanded she go to Blake, push him against the wall and fuck him right there. 
 
   She wanted him inside her. 
 
   She wanted his teeth at her throat.
 
   And more so, she remembered what it was like to feel his flesh between her own teeth, to bite down and mark him. 
 
   “Gross,” Drew grumbled. “Can you… not?”
 
   She cringed, remembering that he and everyone else knew exactly what transpired between them all the time. Randi blushed. “It’s not my fault you have super senses.” Then she wrinkled her nose. “And it’s not gross. That was a shitty thing to say. I don’t have girl-cooties. We’re not twelve.”
 
   “No, but just as your bond with him grows, your bond with Parker and Warner and even me will too. So, you’re like my sister. I really… no.” He shook his head.
 
   Suddenly, Blake loomed over them. “I can’t concentrate with you spraying your pheromones all over the place. What exactly is the problem?”
 
   “I was just edifying your mate as to the exact nature of the problem, brother.” Drew grinned, the previous tension in his features melting to genuine amusement.
 
   “Well, stop it.” He growled.
 
   “I’m really surprised that anyone doesn’t know what you are, Blake. You growl all the time.” Randi grinned. 
 
   “That’s because True Love, trademarked—” he made finger quotes in the air “—is like rabies.” Drew laughed, obviously pleased with himself.
 
   Blake roared and half-shifted to his warrior form. “You think this is a fucking joke?”
 
   Randi knew it was no joke. “Jesus, Blake. He’s just trying to break the tension.”
 
   He turned on her, his jaws dripping and his lips curled back on his muzzle. “Don’t defend him. That puts him between us.”
 
   Something an Alpha couldn’t tolerate. 
 
   “You’re scaring her,” Drew said, his voice even and calm.
 
   “Good!” He snarled. “She should be afraid. I told her to stay home. I told her run. And we’re quickly reaching event horizon.” His voice was more animal than human. In fact, Randi couldn’t see the man any longer. He was all beast.
 
   This was what she was under the skin, too. What she would become if she didn’t get away from him. 
 
   His gaze fixed on her, and her increased heartrate seemed to make his eyes glitter with a predatory need. Or maybe that was just her imagination. Except suddenly, she couldn’t breathe. His breath was hot on her throat and the blades of his teeth scraped against her skin.
 
   She shivered and she didn’t know if it was fear, anticipation, or desire.
 
   Randi didn’t want it to be desire. She was supposed to be afraid of him.
 
   But the thing was, she was so tired of being afraid. 
 
   She took a deep breath and pushed him away. He snapped at her wrist, but pulled himself back before he closed his terrible jaws around her flesh. 
 
   “Don’t try to take yourself away from me when I’m like this,” he warned.
 
   “Or what? You’re going to bite me? Is that what you were doing?” she asked softly. “Even though you know I don’t want you to? For all your talk of being the good guy, you’re really not.”
 
   “I never said I was. In fact, I told you I was king of monsters.”
 
   Drew got up slowly, and backed away carefully, making sure not to make eye contact with his brother. 
 
   “And because you’re having some hormonal fit, you’ll endanger us all.” 
 
   “If you want to place blame,” his face slowly took human shape, and his clothes fell in tattered rags around him. “We could say the same about you. Because you’re afraid of what you are, you’ve endangered all of us.”
 
   “Don’t put this on me. You choose your actions, just like me. Maybe you have instincts, all of us do. But that doesn’t make you entitled to take something from me I don’t want to give.”
 
   “Because it’s all about you, isn’t it? It doesn’t matter what this does to my pack. It doesn’t matter what it does to me.”
 
   Her lip quivered. “That’s not true.”
 
   “It is. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”
 
   If he’d still been angry, it would be easy to dismiss his words, but he wasn’t. He was just a man in incredible pain. Randi could hear it echoing in his every word. She started to doubt her choices and her own motivations. 
 
   “Everything just got so twisted so fast, Blake.”
 
   He touched her face gently. “I know.”
 
   She realized that, even now, he was still trying to protect her. For all of her talk about instincts and what she deserved, what her father deserved, he never should’ve brought her among his pack—his family. She was toxic to him. The way he’d snapped at her…Christ. What would he have done to someone who wasn’t her? Someone he thought was trying to take what was his? In that moment, when he’d restrained himself yet again, he’d proven to her all that he said was true.
 
   She hated epiphanies. 
 
   She hated how they struck her in the back of the head like a baseball bat at the most inopportune times and she really hated it when it was because she realized she was wrong.
 
   But she’d already come too far to turn back.
 
   No, that wasn’t true either. There was a part of her that didn’t want to turn back. Since she’d been with Blake, she’d been afraid, that was true. But a secret part of her felt right too, right in a way she’d never felt with anything or anyone else. 
 
   That feeling was part of why he made her so angry. She was afraid it was all a lie, afraid it was going to go away. She was most of afraid of that. More than corporate espionage, more than werewolves. 
 
   She leaned into him, hoping to offer him the same comfort she found in the circle of his arms. 
 
   “It’s going to be okay, Randi.”
 
   “It’ll be okay for you too.” She tightened her grip, as if it offered some kind of binding seal. “I promise.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   He’d agreed to meet Marchessa at an outdoor café near the Sistine Chapel. 
 
   However, getting Randi settled at the hotel was a Herculean task. It was almost impossible to ensure a creature’s safety if you couldn’t stand to be around said creature. He had a constant fang-on. His teeth were elongated in his mouth one-hundred percent of the time and his wolf hovered just below the veneer of his human skin, ready to make a savage and terrible appearance.
 
   Keeping control hadn’t been so hard even when he was a pup with his first simultaneous boner and fang-on for a local girl in Den Hollow. All it had taken was one cuff to the back of his head from Warner’s massive paws and he’d got his shit straight back then. This was something different. If Warner were to do that now, Blake didn’t know if he’d turn on his uncle or not. 
 
   He hated feeling this way.
 
   Most of all, he hated that Randi didn’t want him. Not the real him. She wanted the billionaire, the jet-setting playboy who could fuck her all night long and then throw her away like she didn’t matter.
 
   The real man, the wolf… the one who would protect her, love her, honor her above all others—she didn’t want because of the wrapping it came in. 
 
   And he hated most of all how her rejection of him endangered his family, his pack, his company, and her very life. 
 
   It went against everything in him to leave her with Drew. Blake knew logically that his brother would do anything to protect her, even give up his life, but it wasn’t enough for his wolf. 
 
   Leaving her took all of his strength. 
 
   He walked to the chapel, it wasn’t far, taking in the sights, sounds, and scents of the city. Warner followed, a ghost, moving stealthily toward their destination on rooftops, through alleyways, and secret tunnels. He’d be in position before Blake arrived.
 
   When he saw Marchessa taking in the glory of the chapel, and it was beautiful to be sure, he sensed something about her had changed. 
 
   “Your message said it was important,” he said. When she turned to face him, his whole body bristled. She’d come into her Alpha power. 
 
   Blake fought for control. He didn’t need to fight her for dominance, or power. She wasn’t trying to take anything from him. She wasn’t there to fight. He knew she was there to help. He drew deep on his years of training with Warner and found the peace that eluded him with Randi. His iron will clamped down on his wolf and, the wolf, for his part, lay quietly.
 
   “Yes, it’s dire. It’s why Antony called the Council.” Her eyes were haunted. 
 
   Blake eased into a seat. When a waiter stopped by the table, he ordered an espresso for himself and one for Marchessa in Italian. “What’s happened?”
 
   “First, thank you for coming. I didn’t know if you would.” She steepled her gloved fingers, but then tucked her hair behind one ear, fidgeting.  
 
   Even unsure of herself as she was, her charisma was off the charts. He wondered if she knew how much power she radiated. 
 
   “Marchessa, I know you’ve never been one to want this war. But I won’t tell you Warner isn’t somewhere in one of these buildings with a sniper rifle waiting to pull the trigger.”
 
   “That’s fair. Armand is here, too.” She nodded. “Not that I need his protection, but he insisted.” She smiled carefully, as if she knew he wouldn’t like what she had to say next. “I know my father stole some tech from you.”
 
   Blake nodded. “Go on.” This was just what he needed. He knew Randi believed him now, but he wanted to show her proof. He wanted to put it in her hand, not only to clear his own name, but for her peace of mind. 
 
   “I think there’s proof that the de la Lunas murdered your scientist to get it.”
 
   He felt like he’d been kicked in the chest. “I planned on presenting that theory at the Council.”
 
   “I’m so sorry. I hear that’s your mate’s father.” She squeezed his hand in a platonic show of sympathy and support.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I didn’t know.”
 
   “It took some doing to convince her that I didn’t kill him.”
 
   “Oh God.”
 
   “Is that all you have for me?” He’d really hoped for more. He could present supposition all he liked, but he needed hard proof. 
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “He sold what he stole to Ardennes.”
 
   “Do you have proof?” Hope surged, hot and hungry.
 
   “Only that I overhead him talking about it.” She exhaled heavily. “I didn’t know what it was at the time. I asked, but you know how my father is. Luc Ardennes is in business with Breslin.”
 
   “The hunter Breslin? Are you fucking with me?” Vittorio de la Luna was out of his mind to deal with Ardennes, especially if he knew Ardennes was in business with a hunter. Ardennes was a rabid mutt on a good day.
 
   “No. You didn’t know what a nihilist fucker he was? He tried to kill me and Antony twice. Antony is going to challenge Ardennes to single combat before the Council. He will win. And he’s going to install Armand as the Ardennes Alpha. His mother was an Ardennes.”
 
   Of course he knew that Ardennes was mad, but he hadn’t thought Vittorio would be part of it. He couldn’t help but feel a surge of pity for Marchessa, not that she needed it. She seemed to be holding her own, playing the game. She’d be a good ally when the dust settled and the blood dried. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “We want your support. Both to second the single combat challenge and to support Armand. We want you to bring your claim that my father stole the tech and de la Lunas killed the human.”
 
   Blake gave her a long look, and she couldn’t read the expression on his face. “Are you sure that’s what you want me to do? Vittorio is your father. You are de la Luna. His punishment, I don’t know what the other packs will decide. We bring it to the table, it’s out of our hands.” He couldn’t imagine being faced with the prospect of something like this with his pack—his family. 
 
   “I know.” She nodded. “I’m no de la Luna. Not anymore, Blake. I’m Rommulus.”
 
   “I’d heard you were engaged to him, but you’ve already mated him?” That would explain the surge in her power. 
 
   She nodded. “I hope you can be happy for me.”
 
   “Most assuredly, little Marchessa. I’m glad to see you happy. I’m sorry that we’re both here under these circumstances.” He was. He never wished ill on her. What they’d shared together had been a rebellion of sorts for them both. 
 
   “Will you do it? With the Council, I mean?” She took a sip of her espresso.
 
   “I will.”
 
   “When this is over, I’ll meet with your scientists and give them DNA samples and samples of my venom. You’ll want them.”
 
   He cocked his head to the side and he realized she smelled different, more than just a change in power, or the wolves she associated with. It was on a cellular level. Her chemistry had changed. “Marchessa, did you get hit with the weapon?”
 
   “I did, with an Alpha’s venom in my blood,” she admitted. 
 
   The weapon worked, as did the other applications. “Let me guess, you’ve got an immunity to silver?”
 
   “More than that.” She pulled off one of her black gloves and showed him her fingernails. “My teeth too.”
 
   He peered closer at the changes. “That’s fascinating.”
 
   “Yes, I’m sure it is, but the key to silver immunity might be in my blood. I know Woolven always has the best and brightest on their research teams. Going forward, if we can work together, maybe it will be a better example for all the wolf nations.”
 
   “You don’t want anything for this gift?” Now that he found hard to believe. Marchessa was all about the pay to play. Or she had been.
 
   “No. Just that you’ll share it with everyone free and clear.”
 
   “On my word, my honor.” He held his hand up to his heart. It wasn’t a difficult promise to make. Silver poisoning had been a bane to his people for centuries.  
 
   “Everything is as it should be, then.” She held out her hand. “Shake on it.”
 
   He took her hand and gave it a firm shake as he would an equal, because she was his equal. 
 
   “Thank you. You know how I despise a weak handshake.”
 
   Blake laughed. “That I do. I know how you despise weak anything.”
 
   “Before I forget, there’s another one like me running around. Silver-tipped claws, mouth full of razors and working for Ardennes and Breslin. I think her name is Carolina.”
 
   “I’ll be on the lookout.” He took another sip of his espresso. “Why don’t we kill Breslin again?” That was simplest answer to the equation, the shortest distance from problem A to solution was a dead hunter.
 
   “Because if we know what the head of the snake looks like, we can see where he strikes. If we kill him, they’ll go to ground and six more will pop up in his place.” 
 
   He smiled, seeing the logic, even though it irritated him. “Are you going to see your father while he’s here?”
 
   “No.” She sighed. “At least not from anywhere that isn’t across the table at the Council.”
 
   Blake laughed again. “I bet he didn’t see that coming.”
 
   “He probably should’ve.”
 
   “If the power radiating off of you is any clue, yeah, he should’ve. Antony and Rommulus seem to agree with you. You’re thriving.”
 
   “Or I will be once people stop trying to kill me and members of my pack.”
 
   “I don’t know if that’s something that we ever get a break from.” He thought about his current situation.
 
   “We will. We can choose to. All of us.” She nodded emphatically.
 
   “I hope I see it in my lifetime.” He did. Peace between the nations was something that would be prosperous for all of them. A time to thrive.
 
   “With you and I on board, and once Luc is removed, Armand will be Alpha. That’s three of the six. It will happen.”
 
   “I’ll count on it then.” Blake stood and dropped some bills on the table. He held out his hand again. “Another shake for old time’s sake?”
 
   She grabbed his hand and shook it. “For old time’s sake.”
 
   He turned, his senses prickling with awareness and strolled down the way he’d come. Warner pulled him into an alley, the scarred wolf seeming to wear some heavy mantle.
 
   “Is this the choice you’ve made? We’re going to war?”
 
   Blake scrubbed a hand over his jaw. “I don’t see any other option. Not if everything Marchessa said is true.” He looked up at his uncle. “What would you do?”
 
   “I’d have killed Breslin and every other hunter in his bed. Make them fear our might. Instead, they’re forming alliances, stealing from us.” Warner growled low in his throat. “And that mad dog, Ardennes. Someone needs to put him down.”
 
   “Someone will. But he has allies. Which means a fight.”
 
   “You’re a good Alpha, Blake. Strong and just. Don’t doubt yourself now. I’ve taught you the wages of war, the pain, the suffering. Now you will see it for yourself, but in that seeing, you will know you had no other choice. Not to do what’s best for the pack, but for the nations. Ardennes is a cancer. If Rommulus thinks his son can take him…” Warner shrugged. “Backing him is the best choice.”
 
   “If Remus stands with him. What if he doesn’t?”
 
   “If he doesn’t, we’ll tear him apart the same as any other threat. Don’t let his age intimidate you. Grigori Remus is no god. He is fallible.” Warner studied him for a long moment before speaking. “About the girl.”
 
   “Uncle…”
 
   “No. Listen to me. I know she is your mate. But if you don’t bite her and do it soon, you’re endangering everyone’s life, including hers. Fix. Your. Shit. Got me? Either bite her, or tranq her and ship her ass to some uncharted island where our enemies can’t find her.” 
 
   “You don’t understand.” Everything was always black and white for Warner. Sometimes Blake found himself wishing he was more like his steadfast uncle. 
 
   Warner looked down at him, amber eyes as haunted as he’d ever seen them. “Yes, I do. I understand it more than you could ever know.”
 
   “Then tell me.”
 
   Warner looked up at the wide expanse of blue sky then back down to Blake’s face. 
 
   “You were in love with her,” he exclaimed. “My mother…”
 
   “Always, lad. From the day I set eyes on Arianna Montpelier, I loved her. I loved her in the way of young men and even younger wolves.”
 
   Blake waited for Warner to continue. He knew the wolf would tell his story in his own time.
 
   “Stirling sent me to Minnetonka to deal with some unrest. There’d been some poaching, rogue wolves on Woolven pack land. Montpelier was the Woolven Regent, but you know that part. The first time I saw your mother, it was under a witch’s moon—three blood red rings around the pale, lambent goddess.” Warner swallowed hard, his raspy voice much deeper with emotion. 
 
   Warner didn’t generally speak of himself. When he did speak, it was of the world around him or the old stories, the old laws. This was a new side to his uncle. 
 
   “She was dancing around a fire. When she caught scent of me, she took me down. I let her because she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. She wasn’t as impressed with me, not at first.” He smiled as he remembered, his scars not wanting to allow the expression, but Warner seemed to bend them to his quiet will. “Not until the rogue showed himself. He’d gone rabid. I took his head off. Easily, I might add. As your father’s Beta, I needed his permission to claim a mate. I told him to come to Minnetonka. When he did, it was obvious that Arianna was his.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “She had the mating bond with both of us, as some females do. I chose Stirling for her.”
 
   “Why would you do that?” He couldn’t imagine choosing any of his brothers for Randi. He wasn’t that noble.
 
   “Because he was the Alpha.”
 
   Understanding dawned. “You’d have had to challenge him for Alpha. And you knew you would’ve won.”
 
   Warner met his gaze solemnly. “Yes. But I wasn’t what was best for the pack. Stirling was. And he was my brother. Can you imagine the humiliation of bowing down to your younger brother? If it were you, and Parker bested you?”
 
   Goddess. Anyone but Parker. No, that wasn’t fair. Parker behaved like a pup because he was treated like a pup. He had no responsibilities to speak of except to marry Maribella DeVaughn and produce young. Spend the Woolven fortune. 
 
   “I can see you’re thinking of it. Terrible, isn’t it?”
 
   “Not so much. With the right training, Parker could do anything I can do. So could Drew. Haven’t you ever wondered—”
 
   “No.” Warner cut him off. “The only thing I wish I’d done differently was the night I defeated Vittorio. My male pride, my Alpha pride—“ He nodded slowly. “—it’s what got your mother killed. If I’d stayed with her, she’d still be alive.” 
 
   “You can’t know that.”
 
   “I do know that. During the fight, Vittorio taunted me. Told me they were going to kill her. They said they were going to kill Stirling. And they did.”
 
   Rage boiled inside of him. “Then why did we make the peace with them?”
 
   “Because that’s what your mother wanted. Choking on her own blood, she begged me to make the peace. Begged me to keep you safe until you could lead.” He shook his head. “I know you don’t remember it, but that night, you bit Westwood. You’d Turned for the first time and your teeth were too blunt and small to break the skin, but you’d taken after one of the de la Luna soldiers and Eleanor plucked you right out of his grasp when he would’ve crushed your head like a rotten melon. And you bit her.”
 
   War shook his head. “I was covered in blood, gushing from that swipe Vittorio gave me. I was ready to end him. But that wouldn’t have made the peace. So I let him go, let him live with his shame. Trust me when I say I know what it is to sacrifice what I love most for the good of the pack.”
 
   “I should send her away.”
 
   “Hell no, boy. Mark her. She’ll forgive you.” He shrugged. “Eventually.”
 
   “Is that what you wish you’d done with my mother?”
 
   His shoulders sagged. “No. She was happy with Stirling. Arianna was an Alpha in her own right. She’d never have been happy with an Alpha content to Beta. And she had you and your brothers. Everything was as it should’ve been. Except that it was over much too soon.”
 
   Warner straightened, his eyes full of dark promise. “But now the time for peace is over. I made the peace. Vittorio broke it. He endangers all of the nations and your mate. Your mother would be the first to tell you to rip his head off and hand it to his kin.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Randi paced back and forth in the hotel room, frenetic energy building like a hurricane inside of her. Her skin itched, felt too tight, and horrible images of ripping it off like some tired, bloody accessory played over and over in her head. 
 
   She was hot, burning. No matter what she did, she couldn’t cool down.
 
   And hungry. Oh Christ, was she hungry. She kept salivating, but nothing available in the room appealed to her.
 
   The Change must be near. 
 
   She was too angry, hungry and hot to give a shit. 
 
   All of her senses were heightened. She could see so much more, hear so much more, and smell—she gagged—everything had a smell. A terrible smell. Humanity stank. 
 
   Randi wondered vaguely if she was too far gone to turn back. 
 
   The door creaked open. She knew it was him—The One—her mate, her only, her—Christ. She couldn’t think, couldn’t focus on anything but Blake. Was this what it was like for him?
 
   Oh, she was horrible, horrible bitch.
 
   Literally.
 
   He smelled like wild things, like freedom, like darkness and the night wind. 
 
   And like another bitch.
 
   “Get a grip on yourself. You knew he was meeting with Marchessa. This is okay, no more than okay, it’s good. It’s good.” She nodded. Hell, she sounded crazy cakes even to herself. 
 
   She bit down on her lip and tasted the copper tang of blood.
 
   “Did you hurt yourself? I smell blood.” Blake closed the door behind him. 
 
   She snarled, she couldn’t help herself. 
 
   “Shit, you’re burning up. I can feel the heat from here. Randi?”
 
   She snarled again, unable to control herself. She felt better when she snarled, better when she bared her teeth at him, better when she stretched long…
 
   He grabbed her hard. “Stop it.”
 
   “Why? It feels good.”
 
   “Because it’s the Change.”
 
   “I don’t care.” And she didn’t. She didn’t care about anything but soothing the burn, tearing out of this skin suit that was heavier than any chains. 
 
   “Yes, you do.”
 
   “I smell that bitch on you.” Her voice had dropped so low she didn’t recognize it as her own. “I want to tear her off of your skin, chew her bones. Then I want to rub myself all over you so everyone knows you’re mine.”
 
   “What you need to do is calm down. Breathe, Randi.”
 
   “Every time I breathe, I smell you. Then I smell her.” Her nails elongated into dark red claws. They were rather pretty. She liked them.
 
   Or at least the version of herself that was currently in charge liked them.
 
   She felt like she was only an observer in her own body and Blake… Blake. He was trying so hard to keep her from becoming like him. She’d have to try to remember that when this was all over. She knew she’d passed the point of no return, and when she was back in charge of her body, she’d cry. She’d get angry. She’d blame him because it was easier than dealing with her own choices. 
 
   “Randi, if you don’t calm down, you’re going to hurt someone.”
 
   “Like Marchessa?”
 
   “Like innocent people.”
 
   The red haze slipped away for a moment. “Is this how I make you feel?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’re so strong. So…Alpha.” She shook her head. “And I’m not. Jealousy is pretty ugly on any species.”
 
   “You wouldn’t feel that if we’d marked each other. It goes away.”
 
   Her teeth elongated at the thought and she slipped back down into that red fog that tasted of copper and iron—heat.
 
   “So mark me.”
 
   “Let’s get you into the shower. Cold water helps.”
 
   She raked those blood red claws down his shirt, shredding it and the skin underneath. 
 
   When he snarled back at her, it resonated through her body, spiking her lust high. This wolf was hers. It was time he knew it—and time the cringing human inside of her did, too.
 
   His hands closed around her wrists. “Randi, I’m warning you. Take control of yourself. I’m not going to say no next time if you demand I mark you. There’s too much at stake.”
 
   “I’ve been caged too long.”
 
   His wolf was just under the surface, and she knew what to do to bring him out. She clawed at him again, but his wolf didn’t fight for dominance.
 
   There was only his hard features twisted with anguish.
 
   She caused him real pain. 
 
   The red haze was gone again and Randi was suddenly in the driver’s seat. 
 
   “Blake?”
 
   He fell to his knees and sagged against her, his forehead on her belly and he wrapped his arms around her. “I can’t, Randi. I can’t anymore. Please go. Before this goes too far.”
 
   “I think it’s already gone too far.” She pushed her hands through his hair. “My wolf couldn’t stand the thought of your pain, so she left me to deal with it.” She stroked him carefully. “Which I guess is fair, since I’m the source of that pain. I didn’t know what it was like for you. I mean, I thought I did, but I didn’t. Not really.”
 
   “That’s not your concern. What is your concern is that things are about explode. Things you don’t want any part of.”
 
   “Mark me, Blake.” She hadn’t meant to say it, but this was where they were. No amount of fighting it was going to change that. 
 
   His claws dug into her hips, and her lust spiked again. He looked up at her, eyes amber and unnaturally bright—beautiful. 
 
   She nodded. “I know what I’m saying. This is me, human me. I surrender.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because it’s inevitable. Because we’re both suffering needlessly. How long will this dance go on?”
 
   “Until we get back to the States. Until you leave.”
 
   “I can’t leave.”
 
   “I’ll find out about your father and—”
 
   “It’s about so much more than that. It’s about you and me. Now that I know what I felt between us isn’t a trick, I’d never settle for less. Being a wolf will make me stronger. I’ll never have to be afraid again.”
 
   “There’s no changing your mind. This is forever.”
 
   She turned her head to the side, baring her neck. Randi was strangely aware of her own pulse in her ears, so loud, thunderous. 
 
   “Not like this, then.” His hands slid up her hips and then under her shirt to stroke across the sensitive skin of her ribs. “Not like a rabbit surrendering to the wolf.”
 
   “But a wolf surrendering to a wolf?” She couldn’t help but be mesmerized by his glowing eyes. They were terrible and beautiful all at once. Much like the man, no—the wolf, himself. Her heart fluttered in her chest, a caged moth beating its wings against bone.
 
   He pressed his lips to her stomach, his mouth hot and his eyes still on hers. His fingers made short work of her jeans, pushing them down. In a single fluid movement, he had her on the bed, and tugged her panties off. 
 
   “When we get back to Aphelion, we’re going to do this right. I’m going to chase you through the maze again. I’m going to take you down. And you’re going to love it.”
 
   She squirmed at the thought, but there was no fear this time. She wanted to run from him, but only so that he would give chase. She remembered that terrible thrill of having him run her down, and what happened after with the flower.
 
   “I don’t need the flower.”
 
   “It only works on humans, or those whose wolves are latent.” He kissed her throat and she shivered.
 
   “You really are Big Bad, aren’t you?”
 
   “And so are you. You’re no Little Red for the plucking.”
 
   “Hardly, more like Big Red.”
 
   “Mmm,” he murmured against her thigh. “That’s it. Big Red, because you’ve got bite.” He nuzzled higher. “Big Red because you’re no little girl who wandered off the path. Big Red because you’re Alpha bitch enough for Big Bad.”
 
   As a modern, empowered woman, she was sure that “bitch” shouldn’t have pleased her as much as it did. Her wolf practically purred at the compliment. Feeling the awakened presence of that other inside of her, it was like finding a missing piece of herself—an emptiness she’d always felt but couldn’t explain. 
 
   For all that she’d been afraid of it, this feeling, this becoming was the right thing.
 
   Just like this thing with Blake. They belonged together. They fit like two puzzle pieces and trying to fight their connection caused them both physical pain. If losing so many people taught her anything, it was life was short and joy should be taken wherever it could be found. 
 
   The only time she felt safe or happy, or the least bit like a person she wanted to be was when she was with Blake. 
 
   She’d been so afraid to trust it, to trust him, but hadn’t he proven to her time and again that she could? But she hadn’t proven herself as trustworthy.
 
   Although, that was secondary to the pleasure that was so quick to spark at his touch. God, she’d practically torn him open and still, he was gentling her. Her nipples were taut peaks and not only were the last of her clothes too tight, so was her skin. 
 
   Instinctively, she knew her Change was close at hand. She wondered if it was always like this, if her wolf would rise whenever she was aroused. It seemed she was a hedonistic, wild thing and Randi wondered what it would be like to set her free. 
 
   “I can feel my wolf, just under my skin.”
 
   “I can’t wait to take you to run wild with me.” He kissed up her stomach and pulled her shirt off. He rose above her and stared into her eyes.
 
   A power radiated from him, something more than she’d ever felt before. It was something heavy, inescapable. A weight it pressed her down, but slipped through her veins like molten gold. 
 
   “But right now, I need you to submit to me, Red.”
 
   The idea of submission, in any form, both pissed her off and excited her. A low growl echoed through the room, and she realized that it came from her own throat.
 
   “Oh, baby. As much as I want to play with you, chase you down and take that submission—” his eyes flared bright “—we don’t have that luxury. For your safety, for the pack, say you submit to me. I swear I’ll be worthy of you.”
 
   Part of her was so riled up to make him work, to chase, but she understood what he was doing. She wet her lips, finding her voice. “I submit.”
 
   Something akin to pleasure roiled through her, a storm of bliss. 
 
   “You will not Change without my permission unless your life is in danger.”
 
   In the wake of the pleasure, something heavy, sticky—like invisible chains around her. She didn’t like it. Neither did her wolf. It was fun to play like she was submitting to him, but the reality of having even more rules shackling her… “What about to mark you in return? Won’t you give me that?”
 
   His smile was one of warmth and there was a softness in the expression she’d never seen before. “Of course, Randi. I want your bite on my shoulder. I want it as hard and deep as you can give it to me.”
 
   “That’s really dirty.” She blushed, thinking about just that. 
 
   “It is.” 
 
   “You make it sound like I’m the Alpha.” She bit her lip.
 
   “Maybe you are. Do you want to dominate me? Do you want me to be completely under your control with no rules?”
 
   The heat between her thighs reached a crescendo. “Yes.”
 
   He slipped his fingers into her slit, both easing and rousing the ache. She squirmed to get closer, spreading her legs for him and tilting her hips closer to the caress. 
 
   “Tell me what you’d do to me, Randi, if I was under your power.”
 
   She was breathless, lost in the sensation, but the idea of being in complete control of him was what spurred her even higher than his touch. “I’d make you run,” she breathed. “I’d make you run so you know what it’s like to be chased.” Randi dug her nails into his arm. “And to be caught.”
 
   “Then what, my beautiful Alpha bitch? Will you make me submit by the dark flower with the moon in your hair and the hunger in your eyes?”
 
   She moaned. The imagery he wrought summoned that other in her to just below the surface, made them both want with such a ferocity as she’d never known. 
 
   “I’d mark you again so you’d know you’re mine.” Randi arched up to meet his fingers. “And I’d take you, ride you until you begged me to stop. I’d do all the things to you that you do to me.”
 
   He leaned down, his breath hot against her ear, all the while his fingers working their devil magic on her clit. “I’ll confess, Big Red. I want that.”
 
   Just when she thought he couldn’t make her any hotter, push her any higher, he did. 
 
   “I want to know what it’s like to be chased by you, owned by you. I want to be everything to you because you’re everything to me.”
 
   Her orgasm hit with all the force of a hurricane and she was vaguely aware of the world around her. It was all starbursts and soft haze, until she a sharp agony erupted at her throat. 
 
   The pain was more somehow, a twisted kind of pleasure. 
 
   His teeth had penetrated her skin—his bite.
 
   He’d marked her.
 
   The knowledge sent another wave of pleasure through her, but the burning sensation that began in her throat spread through her whole body. She was hot—so, so hot. Her skin was too tight and she couldn’t breathe. 
 
   The stretching and reshaping of bone and muscle, the tearing of fascia—she was Changing. 
 
   “Right here, baby.” He held her to the curve of his shoulder. “Show me I’m yours.”
 
   The pain became pleasure again as her body shifted and when her new teeth clamped down hard on his flesh and she felt the meat give way and her fangs penetrate him. He tightened his grip on her, his hands now claws that dug into back, holding her tighter—closer. A low keening echoed from his throat, a sound of pure, animal bliss. 
 
   Randi didn’t want to let go, she just wanted to hold him there in her jaws, her venom seeping into his veins, filling him with all that was her. This was intimate in a way she’d never experienced. 
 
   He moved them, shifted their bodies so that she sat astride his lap and his hard, thick cock pressed against her wet slit. She was still lost in the haze, this mating secondary to the ecstasy from marking him. 
 
   “Again,” he demanded. 
 
   Randi was more than happy to oblige. She withdrew and licked at the wound, tasting his salt and copper of his blood on her tongue. He thrust inside of her, drove himself home over and over again, hard and true. 
 
   She bit him again. As soon as her fangs pierced him, his hips jerked and his body spasmed as he spilled into her. Randi pulled back, needing to see his face. He reclined on the bed, almost like the felling of a great Redwood.
 
   His eyes were closed, his mouth slack and she could see his heartbeat in his throat, the way it thundered and his body continued to convulse with the pleasure she’d delivered. 
 
   A sense of satisfaction washed over her, better than any aftermath or pillow talk. Blake Woolven was hers. He belonged to her wholly, utterly, completely. 
 
   Mine.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   The mark on Blake’s neck burned like all the fires of hell, but every time he touched it or even thought about it, his dick got hard. He wanted to take her again. He wanted to bury himself so deep inside of her and stay there until the sun burned out.
 
   He watched her as she slept and looked for the beast beneath her skin. Blake needed to know that he hadn’t damaged her, that the Change hadn’t come too soon, before she’d made her peace. Otherwise, when he allowed her Change, she’d be a mindless predator. 
 
   Blake could only hope that wasn’t the case. He couldn’t imagine having awakened that part of her only to never let her run free. That be a fate worse than death. But he also knew she wouldn’t want to hurt anyone. 
 
   Unless they were deserving, of course. She was practical that way.
 
   She smelled so good, still like chocolate and sex—all things essential. He’d heard stories of what this was like and realizing Randi was his mate was one thing. Now, being mated to her was quite another. He was torn between feeling the Alphaest of Alphas on the block, and being terrified something would happen to her. Of not meeting all of her needs. 
 
   It was a total mindfuck. 
 
   He pressed his fingers against her mark, loving the sharp twinge of pain at the touch. It reminded him this was real, she’d marked him, too. 
 
   It grounded him, reminded him that his responsibilities weren’t a weight on his shoulders, but a gift. It was a burden he was proud to carry. 
 
   And Goddess help any that dared threaten what belonged to him. 
 
   He was fierce again in a way he hadn’t felt since he was a pup. A fire rekindled inside of him, one that told him he was the wolf who could devour the world. It was all his for the taking. 
 
   Blake leaned down and brushed his lips against Randi’s cheek. He wanted to let her sleep, but he wouldn’t make the mistake of thinking she needed to be protected from facts or the way her new world worked. 
 
   “I’m leaving, Red.”
 
   She turned and stretched, more feline than lupine, and her eyes fluttered open. “I wish I could go.”
 
   “I know. I wish you could, too.” He kissed her lips. “But I need you here. Get us ready to leave at a moment’s notice, but order room service. If the world doesn’t explode, I’ll take you shopping. We’re in Italy, after all.”
 
   She flashed him a smile that did crazy things to his guts. “Oh, I forgot about the good stuff that comes with having a billionaire boyfriend.”
 
   “Mate,” he corrected. “And you’ll have a society wedding whether you want one or not. Woolven Industries’ bottom line will appreciate it.”
 
   “I don’t know why you thought I would argue.” She flashed that smile again. “Go show them they’re all prey, and that vengeance is coming.”
 
   “As my mate commands.” He nipped at her neck. 
 
   “You keep doing that, you’re not making the meeting. You’ll be here, doing all the other things I command.”
 
   He laughed at the genuine joy that surged at her words. “I’ll see you soon.”
 
   She rolled over and pulled the cover up over her head. “This transforming thing is exhausting.”
 
   “Pack first. Nap later.” He kissed her again, he couldn’t seem to stop. Not that he really wanted to. 
 
   “Fine,” she dragged herself out of bed. “Slave driver.”
 
   “Pot and kettle, my dear.” He winked at her. “Drew is next door if you need anything.”
 
   Blake met Warner outside. 
 
   “Is it done?” Warner asked, looking him up and down.
 
   “It’s done and then some.”
 
   “Good.” He nodded. “You ready for this?”
 
   “Are we ever really ready to start a war?” Blake asked.
 
   “They started it. We’re finishing it.”
 
   They took a cab to the hotel and were greeted at the door. They were guided to a ballroom. 
 
   Blake could feel Warner’s uneasiness acutely as his own—there was power here. All the Alphas from the six recognized werewolf nations had gathered for the Great Council. 
 
   An Alpha’s natural instinct was to crush and destroy any other Alpha they came into contact with. It was quite something when they could come together for the betterment of their people, their race, and their position of power within the supe community.
 
   But to Blake, it felt like being pricked with a thousand needles. He could only imagine what it was like for the other Alphas, those who were older, stronger—some more wolf than man.
 
   To counteract their baser instincts, three witches sat in the center of where the tables were gathered silently channeling the power to other avenues to keep the room from exploding. 
 
   He saw Marchessa and nodded to her as she entered with Antony Rommulus and his Beta, Armand. Only, the power that Armand radiated, he wouldn’t be a Beta for long. 
 
   Blake noticed that Vittorio de la Luna and his Beta, Stefan de la Luna were already seated. He had to fight to keep his lips from curling back over his fangs and snarling at the bastard. 
 
   He nodded to William DeVaughn, who came alone. He hoped the wolf would be on their side. Parker was in Vegas wooing his daughter at this very moment. 
 
   Grigori Remus, made a flamboyant entrance, flanked on all sides by what seemed to be a pack of Betas. It made Blake’s head hurt just thinking about it. He wondered what Remus was going for with the display. Power? They all knew he and Rommulus were the oldest—at least among the recognized nations. He shuddered to think at the great beasts that still roamed the dark and wild places. 
 
   A stench of rot and disease hit him hard when Luc Ardennes entered. He smelled like something unclean, unnatural. Maybe it was because he who brought the hunter Peter Breslin with him.  
 
   It was DeVaughn’s turn in the hot seat, he was leading the Council. He spoke first. “I hope you have a good reason for bringing a hunter among us, Ardennes. In fact,” he said in a monotone voice. “You should give us that reason before we kill you both.”
 
   “He’s been Turned. By her.” He pointed at Marchessa. 
 
   Blake knew better than to turn and look at Marchessa. She hadn’t told him about this part of the equation. 
 
   “That’s still not a good reason to bring our sworn enemy into these secret proceedings,” Grigori said, bored.
 
   “I want you to see what she did before you take my pack from me. Before you murder me,” Luc Ardennes snarled.
 
   Murder? Overdramatic, much? “Challenge to single combat is not murder,” Blake said drily. 
 
   “Isn’t it? When it’s from Rommulus?” Luc turned his dead-eyed stare on Blake.
 
   “You didn’t have a problem with it fifty years ago when Remus challenged the old DeVaughn,” Blake reminded him. “So it’s murder only when it suits you.”
 
   “It’s obvious you’ve already decided where your loyalties lie,” Luc snarled. 
 
   He was thoroughly disgusted by the other wolf. “It’s obvious that I think you’re an honorless cur with no love for his own kind. It’s obvious I think you’re a murderer. It’s obvious that I think a challenge to single combat is too good for you. It’s obvious that for your crimes against me, against mine, and against the six great nations, you should be beheaded and burned to ash. That’s what’s obvious, Ardennes.”
 
   “Way to sugar coat it,” Grigori said. 
 
   Blake shrugged. Why should he sugar coat it? The part he liked best about being a wolf was being able to be honest. It was the human part of them that made them liars.
 
   DeVaughn sighed. “Business we’re here to discuss. It’s been brought to our attention that Luc Ardennes is in business with a hunter. If you’ll look at your packets, the financials are all there.”
 
   Blake looked down at the sheaf of papers in front of him and thumbed through them slowly. 
 
   Luc growled. “This is a witch hunt.”
 
   The witches in the middle flipped him off. 
 
   “You will be heard, Ardennes. When it is your turn. Don’t force me to have the witches muzzle you. They’re already irritable.” DeVaughn directed.
 
   With a rustling of paper, Grigori spoke again. “So he’s in business with Breslin. What does this mean for us? Can’t we do business with who we choose?”
 
   Blake would admit that he wouldn’t care much at all for having the Council interfere in his business affairs. Of course, he’d never be so stupid as to go into business with a hunter. 
 
   Or so nihilistic.
 
   “Always the devil’s advocate, Grigori. No, we can’t do business with who we choose if it endangers the nations. You know that.” DeVaughn snorted.
 
   “One could argue that Turning a hunter might endanger the nations,” Grigori cast Marchessa a damning glance. 
 
   “One might. And if one does, one will deal with me,” Antony Rommulus said calmly. 
 
   “One will deal with the perpetrator. If that includes you, we’ll do as we must,” DeVaughn replied. 
 
   “I vote that Luc Ardennes has long abused his status as Alpha. He’s not fit to lead the Ardennes pack and challenge him to single combat for that right.” Antony’s chest puffed.
 
   DeVaughn nodded, seemingly bored with the exchange. “Should you win, who do you choose to lead them?”
 
   “My son. Armand Ardennes Rommulus.”
 
   “Does anyone object to the challenge?” DeVaughn asked. 
 
   “I do,” Grigori said and seemed to surprise everyone.
 
   Antony shot him a glare that could melt steel. 
 
   “Why?” Blake asked.
 
   Vittorio de la Luna had been suspiciously silent.
 
    “Because it’s not our place to infringe on the freedoms of the packs. If he chooses to run his pack into the ground, it’s his place.” The other wolf shrugged. “Our own ethos says one of his own must rise and take his power from him.”
 
   “Then I challenge him,” Armand said, stone-faced. 
 
   “You are Rommulus.” Stefan dismissed him.  
 
   “I am both.” His voice echoed with power that was more than that of the Alpha. “My mother was Ardennes. By her lineage, I challenge you, Luc Ardennes. For right of the Ardennes Alpha.”
 
   “Then before we go any further, let us see to this. As long as there is a challenger, a nation may have no voice in the Council,” Blake was quick to highlight the law. If Armand won, it would quickly align things in their favor.
 
   Burly guards pulled heavy beams down over the doors and the witches began chanting anew. They hovered and then rose above the group. 
 
   Luc and Armand entered the space the witches once occupied. 
 
   Armand transformed, but Luc did not. They believed their wolf form was a curse, and from the madness that plagued the line, Blake wondered if maybe there was some truth to that. 
 
   Instead, of transforming, he drew long, wicked silver blades. 
 
   Luc swung first. 
 
   Armand blocked the silver blade with his claw, snapping it in half, but the other blade pierced his side and with his cry of pain, and Blake realized that Armand was like Marchessa, infected with the silver. He’d been hiding it under some kind of glamour that was immune to the witches’ magic—or stronger. He had long, silver claws, silver teeth, but his pelt was midnight and shadow. There was something dark hanging over him, more than just what had happened to him. Perhaps it was the Ardennes in his blood. 
 
   A collective gasp sounded in the room and he used the distraction to gut the man with his other claws, the silvery blades tearing up through to his throat. He dropped the smoking corpse and met each pair of eyes around the tables in turn before speaking. “I am Armand Rommulus Ardennes. I am the Ardennes Alpha. Do any challenge my claim?”
 
   Blake nodded his approval.
 
   “No challengers.” DeVaughn nodded. “Alpha Ardennes, take your seat at the Council.”
 
   The glamour slipped back into place and he wore his human skin.  
 
   And Peter Breslin stood, abandoned and forsaken amongst his enemies. 
 
   Blake wondered if he’d be able to show the same fearlessness had been in Breslin’s position. “And what about me?” Peter spoke to the group, the wound on his neck just an angry red imprint. 
 
   “What is your complaint?” DeVaughn.
 
   “I’ve been Turned against my will. I’m immune to silver. Believe me, I tried to end it all.”
 
   “Ending it all. How dramatic for you,” Marchessa drawled and rolled her eyes. 
 
   “I know this is your second Council Marchessa, but we don’t mock those who come to us for help,” Grigori corrected her.
 
   “Why not? How many of our kind has he killed?” 
 
   Blake found he agreed with her. 
 
   “Now, he is our kind thanks to you. So as our kind, isn’t he entitled to all the rights and benefits under the law? If you don’t like it, you shouldn’t have made him.”
 
   “You can’t argue with that,” Vittorio said. 
 
   “Would you like to see how she made me?” Peter held up the phone. 
 
   “May I speak?” Marchessa looked at DeVaughn. Blake could tell she was holding back.
 
   “Yes. You have a right to defend yourself.”
 
   “Please be aware that when he made this video, I was under extreme duress. He’d kidnapped me from the streets of Rome, tied me up, and was going to kill me.”
 
   “So noted into record,” DeVaughn said.
 
   Blake’s beast surged and wanted to rip the hunter’s throat out for daring to take Marchessa. Even though she’d obviously defended herself, even though she wasn’t his mate…she was a wolf. That alone was enough to call his rage. Even knowing that the bastard was immune to silver. Blake would find a way to kill him. Regardless of what the Council decided. 
 
   The witches cast the images from the phone up on the long white wall for all to watch.
 
   When he studied the transformation, he saw just what they were dealing with. She was bigger, stronger, deadlier than she would’ve been without the silver. He couldn’t wait for his team to get her blood samples. 
 
   She made a right mess of the scene. It was too bad she didn’t get a chance to pop Breslin’s head like a tick. 
 
   When the images stopped, Grigori asked, “What do you want of the Council?”
 
   “Her. My weapons made her. Let me study her. Make a serum. You can’t have wolves who are immune to silver running around, now can you? Especially not one like me.” The sly expression on his face was enough to make Blake chew nails—silver nails. 
 
   “Not your weapons, Breslin. Mine. Vittorio de la Luna stole something my company was working on. Proprietary tech and sold it to Ardennes, who in turn gave it to Breslin.” Blake used this opportunity to present his case. 
 
   “What recompense do you seek for that?” DeVaughn asked.
 
   He couldn’t let Marchessa lose her head, or worse, be sent to the cages to fight for the vampyr. He could kill Vittorio for it later and it would be all the sweeter. “I’ll ask for none, if Marchessa is left in peace.”
 
   “Does your husband know that, Marchessa? Does he know you were Woolven’s lover? She’s compromised the Council,” Vittorio spat. 
 
   “Speak against my mate again,” Antony Rommulus warned in a quiet voice, but tension filled the room as the Alpha’s threat was a physical presence.
 
   “Well, do you?” Vittorio demanded.
 
   “I know everything about her. She is mine, I am hers. The only reason you breathe is because she wishes it.”
 
   “I’m afraid Marchessa can’t be left in peace, as you said, Woolven.” Grigori spoke. “She violated a convention of the Council. She’s making monsters at will. She’s out of control. She’s a danger to the nations.”
 
   Rommulus spoke again. “I will challenge any wolf to single combat who dares.”
 
   “I know she’s your mate, but she’s a danger. Can’t you see it?”
 
   Grigori wasn’t on their side. What did he have to gain? 
 
    “It’s to a vote. Marchessa Rommulus is danger to the nations. So say you, Ardennes?” DeVaughn said. 
 
   “No,” Armand declared with force.
 
   “So say you de la Luna?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   Blake’s heart twisted for Marchessa. Her father had just voted against her, knowing the punishment.
 
    “So say you, Remus?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “So say you, Woolven?”
 
   “No,” Blake said.
 
   “So say you, Rommulus?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “After seeing the footage, I must say aye, she is a danger to the nations. And as it is my turn to sit, to command these proceedings, it is also my vote that is the tie-breaker. Marchessa Rommulus, it is the finding of this Council that you be beheaded and burned until you are ash. This sentence shall be carried out immediately.” He looked at Antony. “You will comply, or there will be war.”
 
   “Then it is to be war.” Antony threw the table at DeVaughn and transformed into his bipedal form. “Let it come!”
 
   Blake stood with Warner beside him and they walked with intent and purpose to the other side of the room. “We stand with Rommulus.”
 
   Armand dropped his glamour. “Ardennes stands with Rommulus.”
 
   The witches stopped their chanting and the opposing faction was gathered into a tight circle of protective magic. 
 
   “I knew we should’ve brought Westwood,” Warned grumbled. 
 
   Grigori grinned, his canines sharp. “Yes, it is to be war.”
 
   And they disappeared from the room, taking Peter Breslin with them. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   In the aftermath, Marchessa said, “I don’t want there to be war because of me.”
 
   “If it wasn’t because of you, it would be because of something else,” Blake reassured her. 
 
   “I don’t know why Grigori wants war, but he does,” Antony said. 
 
   Blake was just trying to figure that out. Unless he wanted Marchessa’s mutation for himself? It was possible, but he had the feeling that Remus’s involvement went deeper. It couldn’t be so simple. If he wanted something from Marchessa, it would be a simple task to speak to Antony. 
 
   “I’ll have my contacts at the US State Department dig up what they can on Grigori. Last I knew, he was wanted in the US for human trafficking and other crimes,” Warner said. 
 
   “I didn’t mean to drag us to war. But I won’t let them take her,” Antony said, his breathing coming in erratic gasps as he swallowed down his fury. “I can stand alone against my brother.”
 
   “As if I would let that happen,” Blake said. 
 
   “We know well the price of war,” Warner said quietly. “And still, we stand with you.”
 
   “My father wants me dead,” Marchessa whispered. 
 
   “I don’t think he really wants you dead. I think he’s just a selfish bastard who got in too deep.” Antony tried to console her. 
 
   “He tried to warn me.”
 
   “These things are what they are. We can’t change our sires,” Antony said.
 
   Marchessa made a face. 
 
    “No, Marchessa. I know what you’re thinking. And I forbid it.”
 
   “My life for many? My life for our pack? My life for you?” She said this last more quietly. “Yes.”
 
   “You are an Alpha in every way, Marchessa. But sometimes, war is worth it. Sometimes there’s a poison that has to be rooted out, the cancer excised so new life can grow,” Blake reassured her. 
 
   “I can’t let anyone die for me.”
 
   “Then fight. Fight for yourself. Fight for your pack. Fight for us,” Antony said. 
 
    “Of course I’ll fight,” Marchessa said. 
 
   Watching the intimate moment pass between them, he felt he was in the presence of something great, something true and right. Just the way he felt when he was with Randi. 
 
   “We all will. And they’ll rue this day when they all die screaming,” Antony promised. 
 
   “Come to Aphelion. I have some new and exciting things to show you,” Blake said with a grin. “As well as improved security. We’ve got our jet at the airport. We’re heading to Aphelion now. You’re welcome to fly with us,” Blake offered. 
 
   “We’ll catch up. We need to fortify Roluscany before we leave,” Marchessa replied. “But thank you for the offer.”
 
   “Get in touch when you know something. You have my numbers.” Antony put his hand on Marchessa’s back. “I’ll do the same. You gave up your chance to demand a public reckoning from Vittorio to save Marchessa. I’ll help you find out who killed David Rutger.”
 
   “I appreciate the support, but I think I know who.” He knew de la Luna was involved, but there were other players he hadn’t considered that suddenly made horrible sense. 
 
   “Thank you.” Antony nodded. 
 
   “Take good care of yourselves. We’ll be in touch soon, I’m sure.” Blake turned to Warner and they headed out to catch a taxi.
 
   “We need to make Maribella DeVaughn a Woolven before this goes any farther. That will give some leverage with William and maybe sway his stance. You know this war is about more than Marchessa.”
 
   “Yeah.” He nodded. “I’ll check in with Parker and see where he is with the courting. I think we need to go to St. Petersburg.”
 
   “See what the Vampyr know?” Warner nodded. “Do you think they’re involved in David’s death?”
 
   “It only makes sense. What you said about Grigori being wanted for human trafficking? He was involved somehow, otherwise, he wouldn’t have been so quick to condemn Marchessa. My guess is that he was in on the tech deal and may’ve already sold something he didn’t have to the Vampyr.”
 
   “Didn’t you say you had him working on some kind of bullet that would work as well as a stake?” Warner said. 
 
   “Blessed Ash.”
 
   “Maybe that’s the tech he was after. And when Rutger wouldn’t give it up, he killed him and knew de la Luna would take the fall.”
 
   “I’ve been over and over his house. I didn’t smell any other wolves.”
 
   “He was probably killed elsewhere and the house staged by human helpers. Humans under Vampyr influence.”
 
   “Goddess damn it,” Blake swore. “I want you and Drew back at Aphelion. I’m taking Randi with me to St. Petersburg.”
 
   “Wise choice, Blake. Randi needs some space to run free and explore what she is without your influence holding her in check. Or she’ll never learn to control herself.”
 
   “And I need to talk to Evgeni.”
 
   “Promise him Breslin.” Warner flashed his teeth in a grin.
 
   “For the cages? I don’t know how wise that is. He could pass on his silver immunity to the berserkers.”
 
   Warner shrugged. “How much faith do you have in your team?”
 
   Blake scrubbed a hand over his face. 
 
   “Are you sure you want to face Evgeni alone? Aphelion is safe. You’ll be exposed.”
 
   “I know.” Blake sighed. “But if I can’t protect myself and my mate, I don’t deserve to be Alpha.”
 
   “There’s strength and then there’s stupidity. You’re walking into a den of leeches.”
 
   “Evgeni and I have an understanding of sorts. Do you remember when we offered him sanctuary at Aphelion?”
 
   “How could I forget? The place stank of rot and death for ten years after he’d gone.” Warner wrinkled his nose. “Fucking leeches.”
 
   “I’ll call you from St. Petersburg.”
 
   Warner growled his disapproval, but with a quick look to his uncle, the other wolf kept his counsel. Growls and all. 
 
   He found Randi packed at the hotel, just as he’d instructed, sharing breakfast with Drew. 
 
   Now that she was marked, his brother’s presence only soothed him rather than making him feel like he needed to tear the heads off all males present. He knew she was protected.
 
   “What happened?” Drew asked.
 
   Blake brought him up to speed. “Fuck.” Drew sighed. “But we knew it would come to this, we just didn’t know how far or how deep the betrayal ran. You want me to take Randi back to Aphelion?”
 
   “No, she’s coming with me to St. Petersburg. I think there are answers there about David. I need you to fortify Aphelion and Den Hollow. Have Westwood up our warding and Warner will enforce the perimeter.”
 
   “We might have a situation,” Drew began.
 
   “What now?” Blake cocked a brow. He didn’t think it could get much more serious. “Did Westwood fall and break a hip?”
 
   “I’m telling her you said that.” Drew grinned, but then the expression faded back down into a frown. “No, Parker called.”
 
   Blake closed his eyes with a heavy exhale. “What did he do?”
 
   “He’s married,” Drew said.
 
   “But?”
 
   “But he married Belle Vaughn, waitress. Not Maribella DeVaughn, heiress.”
 
   “Have the lawyers pay her off, get it annulled… blah blah.” This really didn’t require his attention. 
 
   Drew scratched his head. “It’s already hit the papers. And the Woolven Industries board.”
 
   “Mother of Fuck,” he swore. “Well, he made his bed, he’s going to have to lie in it. And so are we. Damn, we really needed to secure an alliance with DeVaughn, or at this point, even some leverage.” 
 
   “There’s more.”
 
   “How much more can there be?” Blake sank into one of the chairs. 
 
   “Maribella is currently en route to Aphelion. Apparently, Alpha DeVaughn sent her before the Great Council. And get this… in a limo. He didn’t want her to fly. Something about a crash in Mexico on an Alpha’s private jet? Our lawyers called this morning to say that they got the wedding license, already signed by her, along with her dowry portfolio. They faxed it to me for Parker to marry her by proxy.”
 
   Blake nodded. “That makes sense about the crash. That was Marchessa and Antony Rommulus. This whole thing is bigger than we could’ve guessed. Drew, I hate to ask, but we need to secure the DeVaughn heiress now.”
 
   “Give me the paper. I’ll sign it,” Warner interrupted. “I’ll mate her.”
 
   It made the most sense. Drew was the Woolven Beta. It only made sense that his mating would be used to secure a bigger prize than DeVaughn. Blake had never even considered his uncle might want a match, although from the look on his scarred face, it didn’t seem so much of a want as a need for the pack. 
 
   But Warner had sacrificed enough. 
 
   “Are you sure? I arranged the match with Parker because they’re both kind of a pill.” 
 
   “Yeah, it’s fine. We financed the secret tech with DoD money based on the expected acquisitions from DeVaughn. If we don’t produce what we promised, we could lose a lot of money and a lot of support. We never said which brother was going to marry her. We’ll present it as a love match.” Warner nodded.
 
   “What if the heiress doesn’t agree?” Drew asked.
 
   “She’ll have her share of the Woolven fortune and she won’t want to lose face. That’s all Maribella DeVaughn really cares about. Social standing and cold, hard cash. I doubt she’s ever even run through the mud,” Blake supplied. “If you’re sure, Warner?”
 
   “Yeah, pup. I’m sure. Give me the damn paper and fax it to our attorneys. It’ll be signed, sealed and delivered by the time she gets to Aphelion. It’ll be done. And I’ll secure it the old-fashioned way.”
 
   “You can’t mean to steal her out of the convoy?”
 
   “Why not? They’ll be coming through Denver. Have Randi hack her phone and get a location,” Warner grumbled.
 
   “Have you thought about, you know, maybe asking her?” Randi offered.
 
   “No. In the current state of affairs, her father may instruct her to turn back. For the pack, the pack above all else.” Blake said.
 
   “That’s dickish.”
 
   “So is selling your daughter to the highest bidder,” Blake countered.
 
   “I don’t approve,” Randi said. “Promise me you won’t hurt her.”
 
   Warner scowled again. “I won’t hurt her. Well, except for biting her.”
 
   “Unacceptable. Get her to say yes to your bite. This isn’t the old days where a wolf can just go around biting females he likes. Get. Permission.” Randi demanded.
 
   Warner scowled. “Didn’t say I wouldn’t get her permission, but I am stealing her.”
 
   “Fine. Get me a laptop and her phone number,” Randi said. “But be gentle when you steal her. Tell her why you’re doing it, and explain you’re not some rabid wolf…at least, I don’t think you are.”
 
   “I’m not.” His growl was deep.
 
   Blake placed himself firmly between his uncle and Randi. “Don’t growl at her.”
 
   “Girl can hold her own.”
 
   “She can, but she shouldn’t have to,” Blake reminded him gently. 
 
   “Why the hell not? You don’t want weakling pups.”
 
   Blake snarled at his uncle, his muzzle transforming just enough to snap at the snarly, scarred wolf. Warner just laughed. 
 
   “Fine, fine.” He waved him off. “I’ll text you updates.”
 
   “We leave separately. Call the airfield and take the chartered flight back to the states. Randi and I will fly commercial to St. Petersburg, but send the Woolven jet so it’s ready when we are.”
 
   “Got it.” Drew nodded. He took another piece of bacon off the table. “Mm, Little pig, little pig.”
 
   “I thought that was Blake’s line?” Randi said.
 
   “Now you’re talking.” Drew winked at her on his way out the door and Warner followed. 
 
   “Blake, I didn’t want to say this in front of Warner and Drew, but I really don’t like this plan for Maribella.”
 
   “Look, she’s already married by proxy to Warner. She knew that was part of the deal. Courting with wolves is… different. It’s actually a compliment for Warner to steal her.”
 
   Randi raised a brow. “Hauling her off like chattel and biting her without her permission is a compliment?”
 
   “It’ll all work out. You’ll see.” Blake nodded.
 
   “If it doesn’t, I’ll help her get to a situation that she’s happy with. Fair warning.”
 
   “Whatever makes you happy.” He was confident that, while Maribella would initially be pissed at her treatment, the wolf in her would not. It would all come together. 
 
   Hopefully for Warner, too. He’d been alone a long time. 
 
   “Don’t placate me.”
 
   “I’m going to do more than placate you as soon as I get you to some wild, dark forest,” he promised her. 
 
   “Don’t change the subject either.”
 
   But a pretty blush stained her cheeks. 
 
   For a moment, fear grabbed him by the throat.  He had everything he’d ever wanted. He had a strong female who saw him for who he really was, they were about to start a life together. His family… his company. 
 
   And he was about to put it all on the line. 
 
   The decision was his and his alone. The weight of it was suddenly suffocating. 
 
   Randi’s arms wrapped around him. “Hey, where did you go?”
 
   “I’m here.” He rested his chin on top of her head. “I’m right here.”
 
   “You don’t have to shoulder this alone. Don’t second guess yourself. You’ve come this far. I haven’t seen war, but look at how you’ve led your pack, your company. It’s successful because of your decisions.”
 
   “And if it all crashes and burns, the people who die, the people who suffer, that’s all because of my decisions, too.” Blake inhaled deeply and confessed, “I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   “You won’t.”
 
   “My parents were both killed because of a war with de la Luna.” Confessing his fears, it didn’t feel weak. He didn’t feel like any less of an Alpha for sharing his feelings with her. 
 
   He didn’t feel like he was putting down the mantle so much as sharing the mantle with her, as his partner. 
 
   His mate.
 
   Oh Goddess, he couldn’t lose her. But a sense of dread hung over him like a shadow, letting him know exactly that would happen. 
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, Blake. And God help the man or beast that tries to take me from you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   So, vampires were a thing. Or, the Vampyr as Blake called them. 
 
   She supposed it made sense. She was a werewolf. They were going to Russia to meet vampires. 
 
   Randi wasn’t sure which she found more unbelievable—vampires, or that Blake Woolven, billionaire, occasionally flew commercial. That was something she was never going to do again if she didn’t have to.
 
   One trip on the private jet, and she’d been spoiled for life. The private jet was all about luxury and comfort. While they sat in first class, at her size and hip ratio, she’d still felt cramped and not just a bit cranky after the four hour flight.
 
   She replayed the events over in her head as they were ushered to a car directly on the tarmac.
 
   Randi wondered how her father had taken all of this in. 
 
   God, she missed him. 
 
   He’d have been so excited at the prospect of such fantastic things being reality. Above all, he was a scientist. He’d have been so curious about this new world around him. She finally let herself believe he wouldn’t have been afraid.
 
   He would never have taken his own life, no matter what he saw or discovered. Not when their secret opened up whole new world for him to play in. 
 
   She hadn’t really let herself grieve him. Before, she was just angry. Before, she could focus on destroying Blake and Woolven Industries, but now this was where she belonged and she didn’t have any walls left to shut out the pain. 
 
   Now that she was alone with it, her grief dug sharp claws into her heart. She was alone in the world. She had Blake, which afforded a level of security, of safety. But being without her father and her mother, she felt adrift, abandoned, orphaned. 
 
   Losing her father ripped away an inherent security blanket, a sense that things would always, somehow, be okay. 
 
   They would only be okay if she made them okay. 
 
   No one could do it for her now, not even Blake.
 
   She touched her fingers to the tender place on her neck where he’d marked her. It grounded her, helped her feel like she could build a new foundation. 
 
   But nothing would ever be the same again.
 
   Rage burned for what was taken from her. 
 
   Blake’s hand tightened on her arm, a firm, solid grip. Just enough pressure to get her attention. “You’re hovering right on the edge of the Change. Whatever you’re thinking about, think about something else. You can’t walk into a murder of Vampyr like that.”
 
   “A murder? I thought that was crows?”
 
   “A group of fairies is called an unkindness. Much like ravens,” he said. “You have much to learn. Westwood will help you. She probably has some kind of enchantment to help you learn everything, knowing her.”
 
   “No, I’d rather do it the old-fashioned way. Although, the idea of that does intrigue me.”
 
   “Look—” His face suddenly became somber and drawn “—you’re going to see things. Terrible things you cannot change. To even comment on them could get us both killed. I’m strong, but not enough to take out a murder of Vampyr.”
 
   She took a deep breath. “I understand.”
 
   “We’re actually going to a small island in the Gulf of Finland. It’s not technically part of any country. It’s called Upyrion.”
 
   “Let me guess. All bloodsucker, all the time?”
 
   “Yes. They are a law unto themselves, or rather Evgeni Kumarin is.”
 
   “And that’s who we’re going to see.” She nodded as she digested the information. 
 
   “It’s daylight outside. The sun doesn’t bother them. There are other, weaker bloodlines that have such thin, papyrus like skin they can’t tolerate light without burning or bruising, but Evgeni is a pureblood. The only thing that can kill them is Blessed Ash.”
 
   “What if they’re atheists?”
 
   Blake raised a brow. “Like most things, the wielder has to believe it will work. It doesn’t matter what the Vampyr believes.”
 
   “Do we happen to have any Ash lying around?” she asked.
 
   He laughed. “No. That would be like someone showing up at Aphelion with silver. I’d tear their head off.”
 
   “What about our venom?” She wanted to know how she could protect herself, if to the need arose.
 
   “Decapitation can work. Our venom keeps them from healing as fast, but theirs does the same to us.”
 
   “And Grigori, the wolf you were talking about—he does business with these creatures?”
 
   “Warner believes he’s been supplying them with blood stock.”
 
   Her stomach turned. “You don’t mean from a blood bank, either, do you?” She bit her lip, as if the pain would somehow keep the bile down.
 
   “No, Randi. I don’t.”
 
   Human beings. That’s what he meant she’d see. People being used only for their blood. She’d bet they were treated worse than cattle, too. 
 
   “I don’t think I can do this.”
 
   “Yes, you can. For your father. For the pack.” He tilted her face to his. “For me.” He kissed her softly. “For yourself.”
 
   She was glad he had so much faith in her because she had none in herself. Not when it came to this. This wasn’t vaporizing Hector. This wasn’t standing up to Warner. This was watching an atrocity and letting slide like it didn’t matter. This was staying quiet because they were too weak to stand up and speak. 
 
   It wasn’t brave to do nothing.
 
   Her father would not be proud of her. 
 
   “I know what you’re thinking. Your father would simply want you to stay alive. In this case, brokering with Evgeni is the lesser evil. Until we can find a way to subdue Breslin, don’t forget he’s infected. They can help us catch him and, most importantly, contain him.”
 
   She exhaled. “Human trafficking, that’s the lesser evil?”
 
   “They may be the key to Grigori’s downfall as well.”
 
   “Part of me wishes you sent me back to Aphelion, so I couldn’t fuck this up for you.”
 
   “You’re not going to fuck it up, Randi. You’re going to go in there, and you’re going to do just fine.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose as the ferry neared the island. “What the hell is that stench?”
 
   “Death. It’s how they smell to us. We smell like burned dog hair to them, so it’s fair.”
 
   “I think I’m going to vomit.”
 
   “Here.” He handed her a cough drop. “These help make the scent less offensive.”
 
   “Can I have two?” She swallowed hard. 
 
   He raised a brow. “Sure, you can have two in your mouth.”
 
   “You have a dirty mind, Mr. Woolven.”
 
   He leaned over and pressed her back into the seat. “Mr. Woolven? I think I like that. How about we revisit this line of conversation when we’re stateside? You can storm into my office again, take me to task and, in turn, I shall take you to task. Over my desk.”
 
   A low heat began to simmer in her belly. “You mean the same desk where you were fucking another wolf?”
 
   “No. I’ll get rid of that desk. Burn it. Blow it up. Whatever you want.” He nipped at her neck. “I’ll burn down the whole building and start over if it would make you happy.”
 
   It was exactly what she wanted to hear. “No, but I love that you offered.”
 
   “Red, I’d do anything for you. Don’t you know that by now?”
 
   “Yeah, but I still like hearing it.”
 
   The ferry docked and the driver pulled onto the island. A large, cathedral-like building loomed in the distance. Practically a castle, with onion domes aplenty, it seemed to be a bigger, statelier version of St. Basil’s Cathedral. 
 
   “It’s so beautiful.”
 
   “Ah, now Aphelion will pale in comparison.” Blake gave a faux sigh.
 
   She knew what he was doing, trying to lull her into a sense of comfort and safety so she’d relax and focus on him, on them, instead of the task ahead. 
 
   “Do all murders exist so lavishly?”
 
   “No. Certainly not. The Spectrals live in sewers and catacombs. Elementals live in trees and running water.”
 
   “I have much to learn.”
 
   “But they don’t need to know that,” he said as the car rolled to a stop. 
 
   She pulled her courage around her like a mantle, pinning logic and reason to her shoulders like epaulettes, ready to face the monsters in the dark. 
 
   Err… sunlight. 
 
   Whatever.
 
   A male dressed in a smart uniform opened the door to their car with a gloved hand. “So good to see you again, Mr. Woolven. Master expects you in the main hall. The wraiths will escort you.”
 
   Wraiths? Just how big was the unseen? How did they stay hidden?
 
   When they stepped inside the beautiful building, Randi did her best not to wander with her mouth agape. The very essence of opulence, the inside looked rather the way she’d imagine the inside of a genie’s bottle might appear. Thick tapestries hung on every wall, finely woven rugs lay underfoot, and plush areas invited reclining, all of it in the brightest jewel tones. 
 
   Something a bit like a sentient breeze tangled itself in her hair and moved along her scalp in the most pleasing manner. It propelled her forward gently, turning her down a long, gilded hallway which opened into a great room filled with Vampyr in various tangles of feeding, sleeping, or fucking— a veritable feast of hedonism. She didn’t know where to look first. 
 
   Until a man on a golden throne captured her gaze—no, not a man. Vampyr. 
 
   He wore his hair long, to his shoulders, all snowy white, just like his skin. The irises of his eyes were blood red. He was terrible, but had a fey, almost delicate beauty about him. 
 
   Dressed in a red brocade jacket, black silk lounge pants and nothing else, he was obviously a showman.
 
   When he smiled, he revealed strange, sharp teeth like ice… or maybe diamonds. 
 
   “Welcome, Blake Woolven. It has been a long time.” He spread his hands wide in a gesture of welcome.
 
   Randi didn’t know how Blake could stand to be so close to him. 
 
   She noticed, when he turned to her, his red brocade coat gaped open and revealed a tattoo of a church on his chest with what seemed like a hundred spires. She wondered what it meant.
 
   “Is this for me? You know how I love red,” their host said smiling at her.
 
   “No. This is my Randi.” Blake introduced her.
 
   Evgeni smiled at her, flashing those eerie teeth. “Ah, lovely.” He took her hand and kissed it with a flourish. “I am Evgeni Kumarin.”
 
   His old school manners would’ve made her blush if not for the fact he was Creepy McHellNo. She withdrew her hand.
 
   God, she needed another cough drop. 
 
   All of the eyes in the room turned to them and a prickling awareness slithered down her spine. Rage pooled hot and volcanic, blood boiling and melting her bones into the Change. But the cool geis of her submission to her Alpha, his edict, helped keep the beast at bay. 
 
   “Pardon my lack of refreshment to offer you, but as this visit was quite last minute, I’m sure you understand.”
 
   “Yes, the reason we’ve come with only a phone call. We have a problem.”
 
   “Oh?” Evgeni turned away from them and wandered casually toward a large door. “We, as in you and yours, or we, as in you and I?”
 
   “Have you heard of Peter Breslin?”
 
   “The hunter?” Evgeni snorted. “He’s a gnat.”
 
   “He’s a nigh indestructible gnat with a propensity for blood and an immunity to silver.”
 
   Evgeni paused and turned back to face Blake. “And who made this creature? Was it you?”
 
   “No. But you should know he has berserker status. If you were to catch him, we’d allow you to keep him. A gift, if you will.” Blake shrugged as if the giving and taking of this life was nothing more than a bolt of cloth or an unwanted castoff. 
 
   “That’s just what we need. Infected berserkers in the cages that we can’t control.”
 
   “Imagine the spectacle if you put him in the arena. One match, and you’d make millions.”
 
   “What else is it you’ve come to get from me?” Evgeni led them through the door and into private apartments. 
 
   “Your business with Grigori Remus.”
 
   “So has Woolven finally decided to lock jaws with Remus and take all his toys?” 
 
   “I believe he tried to steal mine. Specifically, a scientist who worked for me. David Rutger.” Blake answered him in the same unaffected tone. 
 
   “Hmm. And what are you offering that I should give you this information?” Evgeni demurred. 
 
   The wolf in Randi wanted to erupt for her and tell him he’d get to keep his life and that was trade enough, but again, she pushed it down. This part of her that had been missing for so long, this strength that rose up in her to fill the cracks the death of her father had left behind. Yet she had to smother it, choke it, and chain it down. 
 
   She was tired of chains, tired of cages…
 
   “I would love to see this one fight. The fire sparks in her eyes constantly. Is she blooded?”
 
   Randi drew herself straight and fixed him with a hard stare. “That’s not a question you ask a lady.”
 
   Evgeni laughed. “Indeed, it isn’t. My apologies, fire hair.”
 
   “Would you really like to see me fight?” Randi asked, tone sweet as pie.
 
   “Randi—” Blake’s voice was a warning.
 
   “David Rutger was my father.” 
 
   “That does put a different shade on it.”
 
   The implication of his words rang hollow in her ears. 
 
   “So you know who killed him?” Blake prompted.
 
   “You have to understand, Blake, when Remus told us about the Blessed Ash weaponry, well… we couldn’t let that happen and your Dr. Rutger was determined to be loyal to you until the very end.”
 
   The beast in front of her killed her father.
 
   “By the old laws, you owe my mate compensation.” Blake sounded stony. 
 
   Evgeni flashed those teeth again. “I can do better than that.” He turned his attention to Randi. “Do you want your father back?”
 
   She didn’t speak; she couldn’t.
 
   “Well, don’t you?” Evgeni cocked his head to the side.
 
   “What have you done?” Blake demanded.
 
   “It was a shame to destroy a mind such as his. He’s in the conversion chamber, down with the stock.”
 
   Randi wasn’t sure what she was supposed to feel. Elation, rage, fear, hope… it all swelled together as the tide of emotions washed over her. 
 
   She’d buried him. She’d seen the body… she’d begun to grieve. 
 
   Isn’t this what everyone wanted who’d lost someone they loved? The chance to have them back?
 
   Or would it be like some horror movie, and he was wrong somehow?
 
   Randi thought about the beast that now lived under skin. She wondered if maybe her father would think she was wrong, unnatural? 
 
   His safe comforting scent would no longer be that of her childhood. He’d smell like death—he was dead. How could he still be David Rutger? Looking at the creature—predator—in front of her; if he was like him, was he still her father?
 
   “Do you accept my restitution, Woolvens?”
 
   “What happens if I do?”
 
   “You take your father and leave.” Evgeni shrugged. “If you do not, you simply leave.”
 
   She remembered what Blake said about taking on a murder of Vampyr. Her wolf believed she and Blake could do it and could walk out alive, but logically, she knew that was bullshit and a good reminder never to listen to only her wolf. 
 
   “Ah, Evgeni, we would not simply leave. You owe me a blood debt and now, so too, my mate.”
 
   “Did you forget where you are?” Evgeni’s tone stayed jovial, but he’d added an underpinning of steel.
 
   “No, but I think you must’ve. Do you recall your time at Aphelion? You wouldn’t be here in Upyrion if not for our friendship. Now, you’d deny my mate her father? You’d make a joke of her pain, to what end?”
 
   “Fuck me, but you’re boring. I thought dogs liked to play?” Evgeni smiled, but this time, the expression cut as vicious and sharp as any knife. “Fine. If you don’t, I do. How about we make a game out of it? I owe you one life in exchange for mine. Who will you choose?”
 
   He made a dramatic motion with his arm and a sections of the floor began to recede revealing a transparent surface beneath.
 
   “Tick tock, Lady Woolven. Tick tock.” He smiled again.
 
   In one chamber below them, she saw her father. He was pale, gaunt, thin and haggard. They’d chained him to a bed, and an IV of what she believed to be blood hung next to him. 
 
   In another chamber, she recognized her former roommate and only other friend, Jessa Rain. At first glance, it didn’t seem Jessa was in any immediate danger.
 
   Closer inspection delivered a hard truth. Several other entrances to the stone-walled room that held Jessa were filled with snarling beasts, what could only be the beserker wolves. At any moment, those doors could open, and Jessa would be ripped to shreds.
 
   “You have to understand, I didn’t realize Randi was your mate when Grigori brought this to us,” Evgeni said quietly. 
 
   “But now you do. Now you know. So all you have to do is say the word, and they’re both free.”
 
   “That’s not how it works here, Randi. This other woman? She’s now murder property. Evgeni must give them something in return for taking her,” Blake explained.
 
   “I don’t care what he gives them,” she snarled. “That’s his problem.” Her wolf and a growing darkness struggled inside of her. It clawed forward, tearing at her vision behind her eyes until all she could see was red. Literally. Everything around her looked like meat. The Vampyr were rotten meat, but meat nonetheless.
 
   She kept waiting for Blake to demand she stand down, to force her wolf down, but he didn’t. He said nothing. Why wasn’t he doing something?
 
   Almost as if in response to her unasked question, he whispered, “This is your choice. I can’t do it for you, but I believe in you. I give you permission to do what you must.”
 
   A lone howl tore from her throat, and she barely managed to speak. “My father. I choose my father.”
 
   Her blood began to boil in her veins, her bones again melting to reshape, reform, and her wolf in control. The pain was excruciating, but the rush of power and strength was worth it because pain became an unfathomable pleasure as she punched through the glass and dropped into the room with Jessa just as the cages opened. Shards of glass crunched under her feet, but her skin was too thick and hard to be penetrated. 
 
   She felt invincible. 
 
   Somewhere, through the fog, she heard Blake say, “Is this payment enough for your murder? A spectacle?”
 
   “Oh, indeed.”
 
   She briefly wondered why he wasn’t snarling, biting, acting every bit the knuckle-dragging Alpha. She was in danger. Evgeni threatened them, mocked them and made fools of them. 
 
   Randi vaguely remembered the way he spoke before they arrived. He’d known this would be awful, but he’d done it to get to the truth.
 
   And she had gotten the truth. 
 
   Her father…
 
   She let the anger take her. The darkness inside her swelled, unchecked, a violent storm. 
 
   Jesse smelled like fear and vodka. Randi knew that she partly caused her fear, but she couldn’t think about it. All she could think about was the beasts coming for her. 
 
   Then she wasn’t thinking about anything at all. 
 
   Lost in a haze of blood and the primal urge to protect, Randi fought for what was hers.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Fuck, but she was magnificent.
 
   As he knew she would be, but the first full emergence of her wolf was a thing of beauty, much like Randi herself. She was the embodiment of the Goddess—strong, powerful, and elegant. Her pelt wasn’t just a pretty rust, but pure crimson fire. 
 
   The darkness inside of her which he’d feared would take her away from him still writhed inside of her, but he could see how she used it, channeled it to become her strength.
 
   Everything in him demanded he jump into the fray, that he defend her. Protect her.
 
   But Warner was right. 
 
   Blake needed to let her stand on her own. If for no other reason than she’d know she could. She needed this. All along, it wasn’t about him saving her, or making this right for her. It was about her saving herself. He wished he’d seen it sooner so he didn’t have to watch her earn her first blood in a pit with monsters.
 
   He faced Evgeni, trying very hard to keep his expression neutral. “Kindly return David Rutger to me, as he was her choice.”
 
   “Certainly.” He waved a hand and his Chosen rushed to do his bidding. “I do hope this hasn’t caused any—” He paused, seeming to search for the right words. “—strife between us.”
 
   No, no strife. But his enemies, the Saints, a rising power in the Vampyr underworld, were about to become Blake’s new allies. And Warner’s friends in the Department of Defense who dealt with supernatural threats were about to gain a new test subject. 
 
   The thoughts cooled his fury and helped him leash the turmoil that roiled through him. “No, I understand you had to do what you had to do. That’s how it goes with our kind, isn’t it?” he asked in a blasé manner that belied the urge to rip the Vampyr’s head from his body. 
 
   “Good. I’d hate to find us on opposite sides of a war. Wouldn’t you?”
 
   “That would be terrible, especially since the Vampyr are dealing with a new threat. A rogue murder, or is it a whole clan? Calling themselves Saints, are they?”
 
   Evgeni laughed. “Dragomir Saint is nothing but a mosquito who will be swatted when I tire of his games. For now, he suits my purposes.”
 
   And he’d suit Blake’s purposes even better. Blake nodded and turned his attention back to the fight and his mate, noting that the murder had begun to fill the private apartments and he was surrounded by leeches. 
 
   The stench of death choked him, but he pushed it down and watched as his mate came into her own. 
 
   She tore a bloody swath through the berserker wolves, rending them limb from limb, the blood splatter spraying high and hitting the gathered crowd. Money, jewels and gold changed hands fast and furious as the red wolf demolished the berserkers while Jessa huddled in a corner behind her.
 
   One of the wolves tried to claw his way up to the crowd. Some of the weaker, younger Vampyr feared it. He could tell by the way they stiffened their bodies, their eyes filled with blood, and a few even bared their teeth.
 
   That was good to know. 
 
   Through the entire ordeal, Blake took stock of his enemy, and those he kept close. 
 
   Especially his reaction when Randi tore his berserker from the wall and ripped his heart out. 
 
   When all three berserkers were dead, she turned her face toward the crowd. He could see the intent in her eyes. She wasn’t going to stop with the berserkers. She was going for the Vampyr.
 
   Some of them feared her, but not enough. Even she and Blake together couldn’t handle a whole murder.
 
   Evgeni read the intent in her eyes too, because he said, “You’d best leash your bitch. I wouldn’t want to have to take her down.”
 
   Blake’s wolf rose in protest, but he kept himself from the Change. It seemed to bother them more, the more control he displayed. He knew his eyes burned like hot coals. He could feel it. “No, you wouldn’t.” He spoke low, his voice like gravel and rust, but calm and definitive.
 
   There was no doubt whether Blake would attack anyone who touched Randi. Without making threats or posturing, he let Evgeni know he understood the consequences, but he’d rip his head off just the same. 
 
   “There’s a door to the outside down there. A right, right, right, left out of the observatory, a secret passage the handlers use. Old school, gargoyle on the wall trick. You could lead her to it. Get your prize to follow.” Evgeni shrugged. “My friends will be sorry they didn’t get to observe the aftermath. I’m sure they’d love a real werewolf mating. That should be quite the spectacle to end all spectacles.”
 
   Blake didn’t answer him. Instead, he dropped down into the pit. 
 
   Jessa wasn’t crying and hysterical, but she wasn’t quite with it, either. 
 
   “Don’t. Move,” he instructed her. “Not until I tell you.”
 
   Randi began circling him. A thrill shot hot and steady through his veins as he began the dance with the wolf in her warrior form. 
 
   “I’m going to lead her out until she can regain control. You are to follow.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes. Or you’ll stay here with them.” He pointed up at the slavering Vampyr with the diamond teeth. “Okay? You’ll follow us out, then you go around to the front of the building. My driver is there with the black Rolls.”
 
   Jessa shook her head slowly. “I don’t think I can move.”
 
   “Yes, you can. Remember, she did this to save you.”
 
   He saw when it finally clicked in her head and he nodded slowly, and did something no one should ever do a predator—he turned his back and ran.
 
   And dear Goddess, it felt just as amazing as she’d promised. She was chasing him, this beast, his mate—his Alpha bitch. She ran him down like prey and he fucking loved it. 
 
   Adrenaline coursed through him, his heart racing, the Change hovering so close, but forced to edges of his consciousness. He couldn’t let her catch him, not until they were outside and Jessa was secured. 
 
   Oh, the things he would do to her then. 
 
   He remembered what Evgeni had said, right, right, right and then left. She was snarling and growling just behind him. He took the turns through the tunnels and was thankful she wasn’t in her human form, that she couldn’t see the cages of stock…
 
   Blake led them through to the passage, and outside into the fresh air, but he couldn’t stop. Not until they’d rounded the building and he saw them strapping David into the back seat, blood bag IV still attached. 
 
   He’d paused—a mistake, he realized, as he heard Jessa scream then he hit the ground, hard. Randi landed on top of him and her teeth tearing into his throat.
 
   His cock was so hard. If not for the inopportune audience, he’d have taken her right there. 
 
   His warrior form erupted. He easily pinned her beneath him, a roar from him silencing her. He exerted his will, his dominance and forced her down into four-legged wolf form where the darkness could bleed away slowly and her human thoughts could return as the battle haze dissipated. 
 
   It would also keep them from needing clothes until they returned to the hotel. 
 
   He didn’t trust their safety on the island, anyway. 
 
   Blake supposed to the casual onlooker, it would be strange to see a liveried driver open the door of a Rolls Royce for two wolves and half-mad dirty young woman hugging herself. 
 
   He didn’t need to instruct the driver. He drove them directly to a secret airfield where the Woolven jet was being refueled. 
 
   Once they were on board, he saw to practical matters. Getting her clothed and in his arms in the sleeping quarters in the rear of the jet. Then he used his power to push her down to sleep where, hopefully, her psyche could begin to repair itself. He entrusted the care of their new passengers to the well-trained werewolf staff. 
 
   And he held Randi the whole flight home. 
 
   Even while he called Warner. 
 
   “How did it go?”
 
   “Put Westwood and Medical on notice. We’re coming in hot with a natural who could quite possibly be in shock, as well as David Rutger.”
 
   “What did those bloodsuckers do?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but Grigori was procuring stock for Evgeni. He confessed his part in all this. They took David, turned him because of the Ash weapons. He’s on a blood IV now for nourishment. He hasn’t spoken. The change isn’t complete. If we could reverse what’s happened to him… I don’t know.”
 
   “What about Breslin?”
 
   “I think we need to set a meeting with Dragomir Saint.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s the road you want to take?”
 
   “More than ever. Evgeni fucked us. I expected some rough road. He’s Vampyr, after all, but I really believed he’d honor our pact.”
 
   “You want me to set the meeting?”
 
   “Yeah. I need something else from you as well, Uncle.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your contact at the Department of Defense working the supe division—I want you to give him the coordinates of Upyrion. Tell them to take their very best and all their toys for recon and capture.”
 
   Warner laughed long and hard. “Boy, when you break covenant, you burn it down.”
 
   “Fuck them. Evgeni threatened us, stole from us, and if I hadn’t Turned Randi, he’d have killed her. Dropped her in the pits for the berserkers to fight over. I’m sure your contact could use a few test subjects.”
 
   “What about the berserkers? You know we haven’t turned over any were-neutralizing tech.”
 
   “They’re dead.”
 
   “All of them?”
 
   “They were low, only three in residence. Or they’re running loose on the island, but I think that’s unlikely.”
 
   “Got it.” Warner chuckled again in his signature gravelly voice. “You must’ve had a mighty rage to kill three berserkers. Randi will be proud of you.”
 
   “No, she’ll be proud of herself. She’s the one who killed them.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Randi didn’t know how long she’d slept or if everything that had happened had been some horrible nightmare, but the tang of blood filled her mouth and every joint in her body ached. 
 
   She was torn between hoping it had all been a nightmare and the fever-raw need to see her father again. 
 
   When she realized she was at Aphelion, a pained sort of relief washed over her. Had what happened at Upyrion even been real?
 
   Despite the agony she felt with every movement, she forced herself to struggle into a sweatshirt and yoga pants, grabbed her ID, then headed toward Medical. 
 
   When she entered the wing, she saw it had been no dream. 
 
   The crowd of staff parted and seemed to disappear into the edges of her vision. All she could see was him. 
 
   Her father. 
 
   He sat upright, the IV still feeding blood into his arm, but when he looked at her, she could see recognition on his face. The sorrow, the guilt, and the joy. 
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   He opened his arms and Randi didn’t know how she made it to him, but she did. Her knees went weak, and she could barely stand because the moment she thought would never come again was here—her father embraced her. 
 
   She clung tightly to him, her face buried in his neck where the rope that had taken his life had scarred him, the ligature marks still as fresh as when she’d seen him hanging—she hugged tighter.
 
   “You smell a bit like wet dog, my Randi.”
 
   “And you smell like a horrible leech, but I don’t care.”
 
   “Can you forgive me?”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For not telling you who you are. What I was working on. For not trusting you.”
 
   She pulled back and studied him, his brown eyes ringed in the red that would never leave them. “That’s not what I expected you’d say.”
 
   “What should I say?”
 
   “I don’t know. Something about the way your white blood cells are responding to…” She shrugged, helpless. 
 
   He laughed and kissed the top of her head. “My beautiful girl, a Woolven bride. I never expected that. Blake tells me you marched into his office and told him you were going to end him. I’m very proud of you.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me? About all this, I mean?” She searched his eyes again but found only sorrow. 
 
   “Your mother. She didn’t want you to know. I am human, or I was. Your mother came out of the Remus bloodline via the O’Reilly’s at Kilkenny, Ireland, seven generations back. She thought ignorance could keep you safe.”
 
   “No one’s ever really safe, are they?”
 
   “No.” He shook his head. “But why would you want to be? Too many good things happen outside the safe zone.” 
 
   She scrubbed a hand over her face with a sigh. “What do we do now?”
 
   “You mean because that rat bastard Evgeni infected me? I study it. I cure it. I know I can.” His eyes narrowed in determination.
 
   “You’re Vampyr.”
 
   “Yes. And you’re a werewolf. That’s doesn’t mean you’re not my daughter. You’ll always be my daughter. Nothing can change that.”
 
   “I never thought I’d see you again.” She was overwhelmed with emotion. It choked her, and hot tears gathered in her eyes. “I wasn’t going to cry. Alpha bitches don’t cry.”
 
   “Alphas bitches do whatever they want to do.” His embrace relaxed slowly until he pushed her away gently. “I need more blood and rest. These emotions, they do strange things to the Vampyr. They’re not equipped to feel things like humans do. It makes them angry and… hungry.”
 
   His eyes became completely crimson, even the sclera. 
 
   “I’ll see you later, Daddy.” She pinched her lips together tightly. It didn’t matter, because he was right. The only important thing was he was here. He lived.
 
   The Vampyr version of life, anyway.
 
   She didn’t want to let him go, but she knew the moment was as much about him learning what it was like to be Vampyr as about their reunion. 
 
   When her feelings threatened to overwhelm her, her wolf rose. Instead of fighting it, she surrendered. It felt good to run, to stretch… the Change might be painful, but not as painful as the first time. It would get easier, she knew.
 
   Running with her bare paws connected to the sweet grass and earth below, the wind in her nose and the freedom, the peace she found was a salve. 
 
   Even better once she caught the scent of her One. Her mate. She ran harder and faster to catch up to him. As she closed in, he shifted to warrior form and she followed suit. 
 
   Instead of turning to face her, he ran. The cant of his head over his shoulder indicated she should chase. 
 
   Somewhere, deep in her memory, she remembered chasing him. Remembered being desperate to catch him and running him down like prey.
 
   Just as she’d promised.
 
   Desire tinged his scent and she pushed herself harder, stretched farther, reached out for what she wanted and she took it. 
 
   Everything she wanted was within her grasp. 
 
   They tumbled into the sheltered arms of the forest when she took him down hard. He allowed her to pin him beneath her, and she howled her victory. 
 
   Blake quickly reversed their positions and joined her song with one of his own. 
 
   Just maybe he was Big Bad after all. 
 
   It occurred to her, as her mate took her there in the soft grasses under the cathedral of trees, how Little Red Riding Hood got it all wrong. 
 
   Wandering off the path was the best part of the story. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MORE FROM SARANNA DEWYLDE
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed Big Bad Billionaire, join my mailing list to get exclusive content and stay up to date on all my new releases like the rest of the books in the Woolven Secret Series
 
    
 
   The Werewolf Tycoon’s Secret Baby
 
   While on holiday in Greece, Drew Woolven had a passionate encounter with a woman he never expected to see again. Especially not in a small Midwestern town with a dark-haired boy that has a crescent moon birthmark on his wrist that matches Drew’s own. Emmie Anderson had never been more thrilled than when she discovered she was pregnant. She’d wanted a baby and was tired of waiting for the right man to have one. A successful career woman, she thought she had it all planned out until she discovered her son’s unique affliction. Pack law demands Drew marry her and turn her to keep the Woolven secret, but after her divorce, Emmie swore she’d never let another man have that kind of power over her again. Especially not one she’s in danger of falling for.
 
 
   The Mate Mistake
 
   After waking up in a sleazy hotel room in Vegas married to waitress Belle Vaughn instead of wolf heiress Maribella DeVaughn, Parker knows he’s made a mistake of epic proportions. One that his family, money and position can’t fix for anyone involved. There will be no annulment or divorce. Not only because wolves mate for life, but because of Woolven Industries. They can’t afford another scandal. Belle doesn’t understand why it’s such a big deal until the full moon Parker tries to turn her and fails—because she’s a vampire. They aren’t even the same species, but somewhere along the way, the show they put on for human society became real and that mistake became something not only worth dying for, but worth living for, too. 
 
    
 
   Stealing the Heiress
 
   Warner “War” Woolven is the scarred, half-mad uncle who shuns human or wolf contact at all cost. After the last pack battle when the Woolven patriarch was killed, War raised the boys until they could fend for themselves and then retreated to his animal form to live off the land. Until Parker marries the wrong woman. The marriage covenant states only a Woolven heir, so to protect his brother’s sons War steals Maribella and marries her in the way of old—with his bite. Maribella planned her current circumstances too well to be saddled with an ugly, deformed beast like War. Yet as her time passes with him, she comes to the stark realization that maybe the ugly isn’t on him at all, but inside herself. His quiet and stoic sacrifice could easily be mistaken for apathy, if she hadn’t heard him in the grip of his nightmares reliving the torture he endured to protect those he loved. Maribella thinks at first love is a kind of madness until she experiences it herself and discovers she’d do anything to be worthy of a noble wolf like Warner Woolven. 
 
    
 
   Keep reading for exciting new work from other fabulous authors such as Deanna Chase and Rose Pressey. 
 
    
 
   These Haunts Are Made For Walking (Haunted Tour Guide Mystery, book 1)
 
 
   If ever a whole town could be haunted, Devil's Moon, Kentucky would be that town. Ripley Van Raden, or Rip as her friends call her, has come back to her hometown to start her own ghost tour business. That’s not her only career path though. Librarian by day, and ghost tour guide by night, Rip is ready to take on the ghosts following her around and the mysterious residents who show up for more than the tour in the Devil’s Moon Cemetery. 

Her first day on the job as librarian, Ripley finds a dead body and a ghost who can only communicate through electronics. Who knew ghosts could send text messages? To make things even more complicated, Ripley meets a hot cop who happens to also be a ghost hunter. She doesn’t know if Brannon Landon is interested in helping her or just around for the paranormal activity. 

When Rip discovers threatening notes between the pages of a novel, she must solve the library patron’s mysterious death before she unwillingly joins the other side of her haunted tour. 
 
    
 
   For Old Crimes Sake (Chase Charley Mystery, book 1)
 
    
 
   TV investigative reporter Chase Charley is tired of probing small assignments. A routine investigation leads to something major when she stumbles on what she believes is murder. 
Rival reporter Bill Dangerfield is interested in the case too. Chase doesn’t need him getting in the way of her solving this mystery. 

Marc Marquez the rookie police officer offers to help Chase, but she doesn't know how deep the New Orleans Police force are involved in the criminal activity. Chase is positive she witnessed a cop disposing of a corpse. 

Voodoo, suspense, dirty secrets, and the temptation of two gorgeous men won’t stop Chase from scooping this hot report.
 
    
 
   www.rosepressey.com 
 
    
 
   Interested in something sexy, paranormal, and a little…ODD?
 
    
 
   Check out the Odd Series by Virginia Nelson!
 
    
 
   Odd Stuff, Odd Series Book 1
 
    
 
   Janie Smith always pretended to be normal. When her witch bestie gets tangled in a murder investigation, she finds it hard to stick to the mundane and save the day. Janie snarks her way through the paranormal world, fumbling again and again, determined not to give into temptation... But when your closest pal is suspected to have murdered a vampire, how do you prove she didn’t kill someone who has no pulse?
 
    
 
   Odd Melody, Odd Series Book 2
 
    
 
   Janie Smith is ready to get her life in order. She just needs to control her powers, feed without killing someone, deal with a sick witch, a vampire boyfriend committed by fate to another, and an ancient serial killer’s ghost hidden inside an unsuspecting human. Oh, and she must also put up with Queen Mab’s unwanted elfin fiancé while dodging Chance, her supposed soul mate, while helping her daughter adjust to life after divorce. Seriously, not a big deal.
 
    
 
   Under a Wolf Moon -
 
   Odd Wolf, Odd Series Book 3
 
    
 
   Five brand new, hot paranormal romance stories from bestselling authors. Alpha heroes and heroines with dark pasts and the need to discover their own happy ever after will draw you in and make you turn to the next page. 
 
   
Odd Wolf - Dara is Alpha and used to taking control of the situation when it goes swirly. A rogue on her turf means a fight, and she’s ready to take him on. A woman with no plans to be tamed and a rogue wolf with no plans to stick around shouldn’t have more than a brief meeting to establish boundaries and be done. However, when Dara meets Lynwood, the call to mate might drown out logic altogether.
 
    
 
   Odd Mate, Odd Series Book 4
 
   Coming Soon!
 
    
 
   Odd Fate, Odd Series Book 5
 
   Coming Soon!
 
    
 
   Find more about Virginia Nelson on her website.
 
   http://virg-nelson.com
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Spirits, Stilettos, and a Silver Bustier 

http://deannachase.com/pyper-rayne-series/spirits-stilettos-and-a-silver-bustier/
 
    
 
   All Pyper Rayne—medium and coffee shop owner—wanted was the perfect vintage dress. What she got was a dead shop owner and a sexy ghost who’s suddenly everywhere—at her shop, in her car, and even lounging in her bedroom. But he’s not just any ghost. He’s a witch and able to appear in solid form…sometimes. If only he’d stop disappearing on her.
 
   And Pyper needs his help. When she becomes target numero uno and the prime suspect in the shop owner’s death, it appears her ghost holds the key to solving the murder. In between stolen kisses, Pyper will need to get to the bottom of all of his secrets if she wants to stay alive and out of jail…and maybe finally get that date he keeps promising her.
 
   Bayou Wolf
 
   By Heather Long
 
    
 
   The rise of so many lone wolves into a prospective sixth pack brings the Alphas of all the North American packs to Willow Bend for a summit. Having so many powerful dominants in one place invites challenges and hazards. No protocol can be ignored and none feels the strain more than Lincoln Buckley. He’s been charged by his Alpha to act as liaison for the Delta Crescent Alpha—the fierce and wildly beautiful Serafina Andre. 
 
   Serafina stands apart from her ‘fellow’ Alphas. As the only female to hold sway over a North American pack, she only has Delta Crescent’s interests in mind. She expects challenges from the other male Alphas, dominants all, due to their need to protect females. It doesn’t surprise her in the least to find out the wolf assigned as her liaison has also been tasked with her protection. What does startle her is the depth of her interest in him.
 
   An Alpha doesn’t submit, no matter how much the woman in her might crave him. Her pack must come first, especially since what Willow Bend proposes is insanity… 
 
   


  
 

Prologue
 
   Mason
 
   Ryan slid his hands in his pockets. If the wolf demonstrated no other tells, the act of tucking his hands into the pockets of his slacks told Mason a great deal. His father-in-law—a grounded parent, clever attorney, and dangerous wolf in his own right—remained uncertain about Mason’s proposal. While not entirely certain it would work, Mason believed the gamble to be worth it.
 
   “Who else have you discussed this with?” Ryan asked into the quiet. Melissa lay sound asleep on her tummy on the thick rug in front of the fireplace. At eighteen months, she’d long since mastered walking and ran everywhere. Her boundless energy, however, came at a price. When she collapsed to sleep, she crashed hard.
 
   Plucking her blanket off the back of the sofa, Mason crouched next to his daughter and covered her. Alexis currently trained with Claire Buckley, an odd match-up Mason wouldn’t have considered before his mate interceded on a fight between Ranae and Claire—well, a one-sided fight anyway. Turned wolves didn’t always know their own strength or how to use their speed to their advantage. 
 
   A natural born wolf, Claire not only survived her years in Sutter Butte, she’d also proved tenacious in her oath to attack no one since being allowed to return to Willow Bend. Will and skill combined to make her a formidable fighter. Talent and disposition made her an invaluable instructor. Mason wanted the best for his mate and Claire delivered.
 
   Some questioned his choice, but Mason trusted his instincts. He’d trusted Claire when she said, “I want to come home.” Her mating to Tyler back on track, Claire proved an invaluable member of the pack and the perfect instructor for Mason’s mate. Not that Alexis will ever need to fight to survive, not again. 
 
   “Mason?” Amusement colored the reminder, and Mason pushed to his feet. 
 
   “Only Alexis. She has unique perspective on wolf politics.” And he’d only discussed the bare bones of the idea with her. 
 
   “Does she know about you and Serafina?” Shocked, Mason swung around to stare at his father-in-law. How the hell did Ryan know about Serafina? It had been brief, hot, and over years before. The faint hint of amusement on Ryan’s face vanished. “I know a lot of things. It doesn’t matter how I do. What does matter is whether bringing Serafina Andre here along with the other Alphas bothers my daughter.”
 
   His daughter. “She’s my mate.” Mason met stony glare for stony glare. “One has nothing to do with the other.”
 
   “You keep telling yourself that, son.” Ryan shook his head and glanced at the sleeping baby on the floor. “That said, it isn’t done. Meetings between Alphas, on the very rare occasion that they happen, typically occur on neutral territory. It’s safer for everyone involved.”
 
   “We did all right with Salvatore.” He’d liked the Italian Alpha, a far more powerful wolf than he ever let show, yet he’d been a gracious guest. If he’d chosen to make Luciana’s cause his, he could have been a terrific threat. Scratching his jaw, Mason wrestled with the plan. “How often have Alphas met, anyway? I remember representatives at Serafina’s ascension. None came to mine. Brett was already Alpha when I left Willow Bend—newly-minted, but still Alpha.” 
 
   The same Alpha who’d granted Mason sanctuary for a time, but without Mason bowing to him, he couldn’t stay in Hudson River. They’d parted amicably enough. Hell, Mason half-considered the New Yorker a friend.
 
   “Honestly?” Ryan shrugged. “Toman met with none of them if he could help it. I think the last time may have been at the end of the war, but that was before my time. He never hosted them here. It’s a crazy kind of dangerous to bring all the alphas together in one location, especially if the location happens to be your territory.”
 
   “I’ve already considered the potential downside to having them here versus a more neutral location. Having them here gives us an excuse for the meeting…”
 
   “An excuse?” Ryan’s eyebrows rose. “Mason Clayborne is hosting a personal auction of his territory, first come first serve?”
 
   He chuckled and clapped Ryan on the shoulder as he circled the sofa and headed into the kitchen. The bar separating the two rooms let him keep an eye on the sleeping cub while he poured coffee. “Yes, something that lets the alphas save face with their own packs, yet agree to the meeting within territory. I’m young enough, they can see it as a foolish gesture without threat while appreciating the additional security it will provide them.”
 
   “What are you up to?” Intrigue filled the sharp wolf’s eyes, exactly the expression Mason hoped to see. 
 
   Spurred on by glee, he smiled. “That’s the point. They’re all going to wonder what I’m up to, or at least some of them will. Brett will come because, while I owed him a favor, he owes me one now.”
 
   “Gillian?” Not much escaped the attorney. 
 
   “Exactly. He bonded with her during her previous visit, and she’s still tacitly connected to him. She’s my wolf, but I think he still needs her on some level. So she’s all the leverage I need there.”
 
   “Okay, that’s one,” Ryan said then folded his arms. No longer uncertain, he seemed to understand Mason had a plan. “What about the other three?”
 
   “Serafina owes me a favor. I’ll call that in to get her here. Cassius…I have an in with Cassius.”
 
   Ryan frowned. “Tyler won’t like you asking Claire to do that.”
 
   “No, he won’t. But Claire will do it and, between us, we can get Cassius here. That only leaves Diesel.” The Yukon Alpha wouldn’t be easy to persuade. Chances were he wouldn’t show up at all, except Gillian would prove very useful in persuading their healer to come for a visit. The healers talked, they all did. Some thought their alphas didn’t know, or maybe they simply didn’t care if their alphas did, but the healers shared bonds. With everything that happened in Brett’s pack, coupled with the headache Mason continued guarding in Nebraska, a conference of the healers would give them all the cover they needed. If the Yukon healer came, then Diesel would have no choice.
 
   “Oh.” Ryan laughed softly. “You are an evil bastard.”
 
   “Yes.” Mason grinned, raising his coffee cup. “I am.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter One
 
   Serafina
 
   The mid-morning sun flooded the windows with a bright glow, warming the tiled floors. Seated in a tilted chair, balanced on its back legs with her feet propped on the edge of the table, Serafina soaked in the buzz of conversation surrounding her. Amy Lange, the Delta Crescent Traiteur, occupied the breakfast nook bench. A cup of coffee sat on the table to her right, some beignets to her left and her hands full of a crocheting project she’d become obsessed with while Trish LeClere swiped one beignet after the other. One of her pack’s finest Hounds, Trish pulled rotation for guarding the Alpha, but she would have been at coffee regardless. A morning among friends offered her the perfect start to the day.
 
   “What is that going to be?” Trish asked, nibbling on her second swiped beignet. 
 
   “Theoretically?” Amy grinned. “Or actually?”
 
   “Pretty sure she meant what it’s supposed to be.” Serafina eyed the wool concoction. A deep shade of evergreen, it filled Amy’s lap before spilling onto the table. Still, she continued hooking and tugging the yarn.
 
   “Well, I wanted to make a scarf, then it got too wide. So I thought maybe a shawl, but I couldn’t figure out the angles, so now it’s going to be a blanket.”
 
   “For a horse?” Regina paused in cursing the eggs she fried to glance over her shoulder. Her platinum blonde hair seemed to glow beneath the rainbow streaks of blue, green, purple and pink. 
 
   Instead of being offended, Amy simply stuck her tongue out. “Maybe.” 
 
   Serafina chuckled. She loved having them all so close. Sometimes life sent her wolves in different directions. Delta Crescent had nearly three thousand wolves all told. One of the largest packs in the States, but they were scattered over the Gulf Coast with some wolves living as far away as the Florida Keys and as far north as southern Virginia. By right of territory, she controlled one of the largest assets in the States and preferred Louisiana to all of them. 
 
   Born there, she’d likely die there. Another sip of coffee and she debated whether she should turn her phone over. With so many pack members, someone always needed her. If it were an emergency, they called. All other messages were sent via texts or emails. The information age made life both easier and far more complicated.
 
   As if summoned by the thought, her phone rang. Scowling, she flipped the phone and stared at the caller identification. 
 
   Mason Clayborne.
 
   The others quieted as she answered. “Good morning, cher.”
 
   A soft masculine chuckle greeted her. “Good morning, Serafina. First or second cup?”
 
   The problem with former lovers—they learned all the bad habits and how to use them to their advantage. “Third, actually.”
 
   “Excellent, then you’re available for a business call.”
 
   “Unfortunately.” She glanced at Amy, and the woman rolled her eyes, but she bundled her crochet before grabbing her coffee. Trish scooped up the plate of beignets and led the way out to the long porch on the far side of the house. It gave Serafina privacy, yet they remained close enough for her to join them after she and Mason finished. 
 
   Regina set a plate of bacon and eggs in front of her, then raised her eyebrows. She’d been fixing breakfast for all of them. Should she stay or should she go? 
 
   Serafina considered the question while asking Mason. “Is this in regard to our earlier conversation?” In other words, was he calling about the missing wolves? Mason and Julian, the Chief Enforcer, had been a pain in her ass over the last several days.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Mouthing ‘go’ to Regina, Serafina drained her third cup of coffee. Only once her ears told her she was alone did she ask. “What’s going on?”
 
   “I want to invite you to bring your healer to Willow Bend along with a nominal number of Hounds, if you feel it necessary.”
 
   An unexpected invitation. “I’ll repeat my earlier question, what’s going on?”
 
   “Truthfully? We’ve got a big problem. I want the healers here to confer on some information my healer uncovered over the last year, things I think they should really put their heads together about while you, me, Cassius, Diesel and Brett discuss another, graver matter.”
 
   All the Alphas? In one place? Mason was either insane or dangerously brilliant. Unfortunately, those ideas were not mutually exclusive. “What is the graver matter?”
 
   “We found the missing wolves,” Mason continued, his tone even and assured. She concentrated on catching any nuance of a lie, though in her experience Mason played it straight with her from the day she’d met him up to the day he’d walked away. 
 
   “And you’re calling me instead of Julian because…?” Rayne Barrows had been one of her people. He’d grown up only a few miles from her and functioned as a Hound for her father when he’d been Alpha. Like her and so many of the other Hounds, he’d defended her father’s right to rule. When Papa passed, Rayne surrendered to her rather than fight for dominance, then he’d left to go Lone Wolf. She held a lot of affection for Rayne and his family. If the Enforcers hunted him, she wanted no part of it.
 
   “Because the missing wolves formed a pack.” The words dropped like a localized detonation. She’d seen enough construction jobs where they imploded a building before they began to recognize the sensation. Her nostrils flared and she scented the air, assuring herself no one lingered close enough to hear his words. “Before you say anything, the Enforcers were handling it, but the new pack is nearly two hundred strong now. This isn’t some rebellion. It’s a full pack, led by an Alpha.”
 
   “Isn’t that the job of the Enforcers?” she asked slowly. “To keep the Lone Wolves in line so we don’t get a clusterfuck of this proportion?”
 
   “Yes and, to their credit, they tried.” Since Mason liked the Enforcers even less than she did and lived under their thumb for several years, she accepted the defense. “The Alpha isn’t one of our Lone Wolves, but…”
 
   “Rayne’s mate.” He’d gone and mated himself to some Italian wolf and brought her back to the States with him. She knew the story, heard the reports from the Enforcers while they investigated the missing wolves. “They were collecting wolves.” 
 
   “Pretty much. Sera,” Mason dropped any pretense of boldness and sounded a tad tired. “They’re tucked away in a town in Nebraska. I have it surrounded by Hunters, and I locked them down. The Enforcers can’t take on a whole pack. Even if they worked in concert, it would be too much for them. It’s up to us.”
 
   “Sounds like it’s up to you.” His request didn’t fool her. Mason already assigned enough wolves to handle the task. “Are you planning to bring the other Alphas together for a little assassination and takeover plot?”
 
   “Yes, because Willow Bend isn’t large enough for me. I need the whole country.” He laughed. “Seriously?”
 
   “It’s a thought, a clever one, really. Why do you really want us? Do you want to sanction them?” Shock rippled through her at the possibility.
 
   “I don’t know.” Honesty echoed in his words. “It’s a thought. I have a unique perspective most of you don’t possess. I’ve been a Lone Wolf. I know how it feels to be on the outside, to feel like there is no place I belong. This Alpha, she’s young in her power, but she has the right idea. She knows she faces threats from all sides, yet she isn’t backing down, not even to her own brother. And he’s one of the most powerful wolves I’ve ever encountered. Sera, I need your help and your wisdom. You have another unique perspective.”
 
   “Because I’m a woman.” She didn’t have to guess what he hinted at with that comment. The role of Alpha didn’t traditionally go to women. Not because they weren’t capable of leading, but because they weren’t usually tough enough to take on all challengers. Male wolves, especially male dominants, wanted to protect women. The women, while powerful, usually focused more on protecting the pack. In some ways, her gender made her a stronger leader, but she accepted the handicap present when dealing with other males outside of her pack. She’d spent years proving her capability in leadership to her pack.
 
   They’d follow her into fire.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Serafina smiled faintly. Trust Mason not to split hairs. “Mason, inviting all of us into your territory is a bold move. What makes you think one of us won’t take you out and absorb Willow Bend?”
 
   “I can take care of myself, Sera. I’m also offering an escort from my pack to liaise with each of you.”
 
   “Nice.” She chuckled. “You’re giving us a guard dog who can also assassinate.”
 
   “Hopefully not. You’re a woman of your word. I’d like to think mine means something. I do not want Delta Crescent, and this is not a plot to take it from you. I will guarantee your safety while you are on my land. If someone goes after you, I will be in your defense. I am extending this promise to each of you. What I want is a face-to-face for all of us. We have a lot of issues that should be hammered out, not to mention a major problem if the dissolution and isolation of the Lone Wolves led to this rise of a pack.”
 
   “And we need to decide what to do with the pack.” She rose and prowled around the kitchen, her hunger and breakfast forgotten. “Mason, are you prepared for Cassius to eradicate them?”
 
   “I’m prepared for anything. We won’t move without a consensus.” She heard the steel in his tone which she remembered so well. “Cassius may think killing them is the easy answer, and he isn’t wrong. It would send a very hard and resounding message to all Lone Wolves, but is it the right answer? Does it serve our packs?”
 
   She had to admit, “I don’t know.”
 
   “Me either. I am not making the decision for all of us, and I want a conversation. So, will you come? Will you bring your Traiteur with you so she can meet with Gillian and Emma?”
 
   Leaving Delta Crescent held no appeal, but neither did the decision being left in the hands of whichever Alphas agreed to attend. “I will come. When?”
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   A CHARMING CRIME 
 
   A MAGICAL CURES MYSTERY SERIES
 
    
 
   ***2013 eFestival of Words Fantasy Novel Winner from USA Today Bestseller Tonya Kappes***
 
    
 
   Bubble... Bubble...
 
    
 
   June Heal has nothing to lose when she relocates her homeopathic cure shop, A Dose of Darla, from the flea market booth in her home town, to a quaint shop in the cozy but unusual little town of Whispering Falls, Kentucky. Or so it seems.
 
    
 
   Cures and trouble...
 
    
 
   Whispering Falls has a lot of secrets. From talking snow globes to whispering animals not to mention a few sprinkles of fairy dust, June realizes Whispering Falls is more magical than she thought. . .literally.
 
    
 
   Magic stirs...
 
    
 
   June discovers she was born into a family of psychics, and her homeopathic cures truly are magical. Unfortunately, they are not magical enough to save her from being the number one murder suspect when a member of the community that she had just had a disagreement with shows up face down in the lake with June’s lucky charm in the victim’s grasp.
 
    
 
   And troubles double...
 
    
 
   Add to that an attraction to her high school best friend, Sheriff Oscar Park and Mr. Prince Charming, her cat, is stealing charms from Belle’s Baubles, June is forced to clear her name in more ways than murder. After all, they don’t have cauldrons in jail.
 
    
 
   A Charming Crime is book one of the bestselling Magical Cures Mystery series. Come walk around Whispering Falls for a fun, fantasy mystery with magic and romance. You won't want to leave.
 
   For years, USA Today bestselling author Tonya Kappes has been self-publishing her numerous mystery and romance titles with unprecedented success. She is famous not only for her hilarious plotlines and quirky characters, but her tremendous marketing efforts that have earned her thousands of followers and a devoted street team of fans. HarperCollins and Witness Impulse is thrilled to be publishing this insanely talented and wildly successful author for the first time with 
A GHOSTLY UNDERTAKING (Witness Impulse; February 24, 2015; $7.99 mass market), the first in her hilarious and spooky Ghostly Southern series. 
 
   Check out all of Tonya’s novels and sign up for her newsletter at Tonyakappes.com.
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