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Chapter One

Sickness has a scent. The heady musk of illness is heavy and hovers over its victims like an invisible cloak. Death, while impossible to predict, remained a hidden promise. Upon arrival, it was impossible to deny. I tried to push aside the putrid smell as I inhaled and came to awareness. I nearly gagged, overwhelmed by the stench of alcohol, sgoaline, blood, and bleach.
Death surrounded me, but I wasn’t dead.
Not yet.
The past rushed back, thoughts tumbling through my mind. Another scent—one I’d never forgotten—zinged through my nostrils and went straight to my head. For a moment, I wondered if I had died. Maybe this was the fate I’d be given following my demise. Then I realized I’d never be that lucky.
Unlike death—which signaled the end—life didn’t have guarantees.
I considered feigning sleep, concentrating not on the unexpected earthy scent I knew all too well, but rather on the strong and intrusive aroma of sterile fluids and bedpans overflowing with bodily waste. The world was less complex without the complication of pack. Unfortunately, I couldn’t hide behind weighted lids forever. I was ousted, thrust back into the open. Revealed as exactly who and what I was.
Loup-garou. Shifter. Lycanthrope.
Werewolf.
The hustle and bustle of nurses speaking privately with doctors and families was muffled, the clicks and staccato of multiple heels and plastic soles drowning them out. I tried to piece together the block of time I’d lost, unable to recall anything other than the bloody massacre that followed my shift during the robbery. The noises, sounds, and combined scents told me I had landed in the hospital, which made sense. I’d taken multiple rounds of buckshot and ammo to various parts of the body in the chaos. My right leg twitched involuntarily and I grimaced, biting back the yelp that threatened to break free. The dull ache was centered in my upper thigh, radiating from the bone. 
Then, I remembered. I’d also broken a leg.
"Raven, are you in pain?" His voice hadn’t changed in seven years, and neither had my reaction to the alluring and husky southern baritone. The honest answer to his query was yes, but allowing Noah Cameron to know I was in absolute agony wouldn’t do.
I answered simply, "I’ll live."
"Still stubborn," he muttered gruffly.
I refrained from denying or endorsing the sentiment.  My thigh was throbbing mercilessly, and with the necessary movement of my diaphragm to speak, my chest decided to protest as well.
"I’ll get the nurse," he said in a gentler tone.
I heard shuffling footsteps, the squeaky cackle of rubber soles on linoleum, and Noah calling out, "She’s awake, and she’s in pain." A loud squawk followed, footsteps approaching rather than departing. I winced at the sharp shrill of metal chair legs scraping across the floor. Taking a quick look, I saw Noah had taken a place beside me. His clothing rustled as he took a seat at my side.
"What you did was completely reckless—brave and ballsy, without question—and absolutely foolish."
Although speaking hurt, I managed to wheeze. "How is the little girl?"
He released a heavy and uncertain sigh. "She received the vaccine within the first hour of contamination."
The relief that came courtesy of his answer was short lived as my thoughts drifted back to the hours I’d spent in terror and fear. The bank wasn’t crowded when I'd darted inside. Only a handful of people waited in line to withdraw funds on a bright, cloudless, and otherwise mundane Wednesday afternoon. I'd gone there during my lunch break to cash my last check.
There'd been no need to see the ski masks obscuring the faces of the men that entered to know they were trouble. My nose caught the bitter tang of gunpowder the instant they came through the doors. Everyone was forced to the floor, and they instructed the cashiers to empty the registers. Somehow the police managed to get wind of the robbery. They'd converged on the building and trapped everyone inside.
When the agreed upon deadline for transportation wasn’t met, the men turned their weapons on a child. They'd ripped a girl that was seven or eight years old from the protective shelter of her shrieking mother’s arms. They said several things the moment they turned on one another, but one threat I heard loud and clear. I had come directly from the leader, who'd covered himself in camouflage. 
"I’ll cut out her heart and throw it through the door."
He reeked of stale cigarettes, body odor, fear, and desperation. I knew he meant exactly what he'd said. I could hear the sincerity in his words. I could also sense the finality of what he was going to do. The little girl would suffer before she died. The way he intended to kill her wouldn’t be pleasant.
The change had come quickly, my instinctual drive to protect overpowering the self-preservation that came from my more docile human-half. The terrified victims were focused on the child being manhandled by a crazed lunatic with a hunting knife. They'd been too aware of the danger he represented to worry about the one among them who wasn’t entirely as she seemed.
They hadn’t seen me transforming, which gave me an advantage.
I’d lunged for the man, teeth and claws bared. He placed the little girl into my path, shielding his body with her tiny frame. I’d lunged for his arm but inadvertently pierced her soft hand with my teeth, breaking tender skin in the process. The images were muddled and disjointed—flashes of blood, breaking bone, and gunfire—mixed with the recollection of excruciating pain.
"Shh," Noah soothed, reminding me of just how perceptive he was to my emotions. "It’s over and done. You did what you had to do. The PBI wasn’t thrilled to discover a rogue wolf was living packless and unaccounted for in New York, but Michael managed create a story they accepted and smoothed things over. With the circumstances involved and the lives you saved, they are willing to make certain allowances."
I groaned.
If the PBI was involved and Michael was here, my little transgression was national news. When vampires came out to the public fifty years ago, it was romanticized. Eternal life by way of drinking blood was considered sensual and highly erotic. Ten years later werewolves decided to come clean, and shortly thereafter an epidemic called AIDS struck the nation. Vampires lost their appeal, becoming scapegoats for a virus that killed indiscriminately, and werewolves became the next big threat Uncle Sam needed to contain. Preternatural creatures were the latest and greatest global menace, something that needed to be monitored. Fittingly, the Preternatural Bureau of Investigation was created. A branch of the government intended to keep supernatural kind under wraps and, more importantly, under control. 
I sensed someone enter the room. "I have your Demerol," a woman informed me in a brisk, unfriendly tone.
A throaty sound penetrated the air—Noah’s growl. 
I felt him pressing closer to the bed, the heat of his body and his familiar, woodsy scent filled my nose. The wolf rose from beneath Noah's skin and wrapped around me like a comforting blanket, surrounding me in waves of reassurance and security. I didn’t open my eyes to see if the threatening noise did the job after she’d administered the drug, uncaring if the woman who reeked of disdain and fear walked or ran from the room. It had been so long since I’d felt the reassurance of my own kind, and this was Noah.
As if he sensed my need for touch, he draped his palm across my forearm. My anxiety and unease settled with the contact of his skin upon mine, the raging beast within me contented and soothed. Wolves responded to the touch of their own kind. It was needed and oftentimes welcome.
"We’re taking you home."
"No." I swallowed and cleared my throat, grateful for whatever concoction was zinging through my veins to dull the pain. "This is where I belong."
He exhaled wearily and released my arm. "That’s non-negotiable, for numerous reasons. It was Michael’s pack you deserted, and because of that, he’s being held accountable. I don’t have to tell you what that means."
I stifled another groan.
Michael Preston was one of the oldest werewolves existing in modern day, an alpha of one of the two packs located in Rhea County, Tennessee, and one of the few werewolves who spoke openly about what we were. He was also the United States official pack representative, appearing at summits and briefings on behalf of all the packs in the Continental US.  I wasn’t surprised the PBI contacted him after my rampage. When wolves went rogue, he was the one who disposed of them.
But perhaps more importantly, Michael was a close personal friend of my father; the long standing beta of Michael's pack. It was probably the only reason—aside from Noah—I wasn’t being shipped to an unmarked grave.
I licked my parched lips, hoping they wouldn't crack as I spoke. "I’ll contact the alpha in Manchester and make arrangements. I’m sure he can work one more into his pack."
Noah’s bitter laugh was a sound I remembered well. "Still holding a grudge."
Seven years is a hell of a long time to loathe someone, especially when you once loved him. Still, he was right. I was holding on to a grudge, one that sent me hundreds of miles away from home.
The familiar scent of piston grease, oil, and orange scented GOJO hand cleaner encouraged me to make the effort to pry my eyes open. The light from the high wattage bulbs overhead burned my retinas, scalding the shaded surface, and I had to blink back tears. The corkboard ceiling slowly came into focus, dirty white squares with brown indentions hidden within. I rotated my head on the pillow, my nose piloting my face toward the calming fragrance wafting through the doorway.
Another growl came from Noah, this one deep and threatening. His voice echoed the sentiment, possessive as ever. "You won’t even look at me, but you welcome him."
Goading Noah was stupid.
From the moment I'd arrived to live with my father some twelve-years ago, Noah all but staked his claim, warning everyone in Michael’s pack I was off limits. Of course, I hadn't known that. I didn't discover the lengths Noah was willing to go to ensure I accepted him as a mate until much later. He and his wolf had been robbed of my closeness for seven years—a lifetime for a male who'd found his other half—and only three of those years had been agreed upon.
I chose the safe route: feigned submission. "Please, Noah."
The soft plea didn’t have the desired effect. The painful prickling of energy increased, the power of his beast wafting off him as the growl became louder. Noah was alpha and dominant to a fault. He wanted more than my submission; he wanted my total acquiescence and compliance.
"Damn it," I huffed weakly, giving him what he wanted by turning my head.
Time hadn’t changed much, but then, it didn’t in regard to werewolves. He was still unjustly breathtaking—built like a NFL running back in his prime—tall, lean, and muscular. His blond hair was stylish, with long layers on the top that bled into shorter, darker strands along the back. His dark blue eyes with glowing silver flecks had a way of reaching past his gaze to stare right into the soul. A darker shade of blond covered his squared jaw and surrounded his full lips, the shadow giving him a rugged and devastatingly handsome visage.
The growling subsided, and the silver embedded in his irises slowly dulled and faded. The burning tingle against my skin eased. I wasn’t sure if he could see just how much pain I’d held on to in the last seven years, if he could smell my fatigue and exhaustion, or if he was experiencing a rare moment of guilt for being the cause of it.
He maintained the eye contact, voice steady. "I’ll give you privacy, but I should warn you. Lucas and Brianna are posted at the exits on the floor, and Michael is driving over as soon as he’s finished with the agent in charge of your case."
He stood, and I severed eye contact, my focus drifting down his immaculately pressed dress shirt and black slacks. He’d always been beautiful yet deadly. A man I craved like no other.
"Lucas and Brianna?"
"Yes," he replied. "You know what that means."
Lucas and Brianna—the gruesome twosome—had tagged along as insurance. My case was definitely national news. When you needed to call in the big guns, it could only mean one thing.
Death threats.
◆◆◆
 
Steven breezed into the room just as Noah stormed out. Steven was slightly shorter and bulkier, but his body was equally impressive. It was the result of hard work and long hours spent sweating inside his car shop. He was dressed in garage clothes, but they were surprisingly clean. The succulent freshness of lilac static sheets indicated they’d come straight from the dryer. His dark brown hair was messy—the long strands along the front and crown slightly tangled and windblown—but his jaw and cheekbones were smooth from a recent shave.
A person would never know a genius mind lay hidden beneath the mechanic façade, and he liked it that way. He'd worked as stock broker for years before we met, investing wisely and amassing an exorbitant amount in savings. Now he made a living doing what he enjoyed most, restoring classic muscle cars from the ground up.
I'd met Steven McDaniel shortly after I arrived in New York while sitting in Chloe’s café—which coincidentally, I had also been employed by—four years ago. The friendship wasn’t intentional as werewolves and humans don’t mix well by design, but occurred because each of us saw in the other what we needed at the time. He was recently widowed, having lost his wife and infant daughter in an automobile accident. I was a young girl fresh off the train, without friends or family. 
The connection had been immediate.
He didn’t discover my carefully hidden secret until two years later. One night the fan belt on his ‘67 Camaro snapped, leaving him stranded a few blocks from my neighborhood. He'd decided to walk the short distance to my home instead of flagging someone down, guided along the way by the glorious light of the full moon.  
When I didn’t answer his knock, he'd used the key hidden inside a ceramic flower pot to gain entrance. I had been caged at the time, locked in the basement on the off chance I couldn’t suppress the urge to go for an extended run through the cityesque burbs of Greenpoint. When he had come into the basement searching for a phonebook in my office, and gazed into my green eyes, it hadn’t taken him long to put two and two together. 
He’d known who he’d been looking at.
But he hadn't run.
When I shifted back to my human form, he’d asked a lot of questions. He took the truth surprisingly well, meaning he continued to stick around.
"Dear God, Raven. I’ve been scared out of my mind." He approached the bed slowly, as if he was afraid I wasn’t real. "What were you thinking?"
"Close the door." I tried to sit up and groaned, pain returning swiftly.
His uncertainty and nervousness evaporated. "Hold on. I’ll help you."
He slid the door closed and walked to the bed. After readjusting the pillows, he pressed a button along the side to help me sit upright. I clenched my jaw, biting my bottom lip, nearly drawing blood. All things considered, the damage my body suffered wasn't too extreme. Werewolves healed quickly unless the rounds were silver, and the thug monkeys at the bank were only carrying standard ammo. I would have felt a white hot burn which accompanies silver otherwise.
Reminding me of just how clever he was, Steven walked to the television and turned it on. He flipped through the channels until he came to reruns of The Price is Right. He adjusted the volume to a level that ensured privacy before he walked to the seat vacated by Noah. He looked me over, taking me in from head to foot, and shook his head. 
"You look like shit, but it’s an improvement."
I smiled at that. "I feel like shit, and I’m glad to be of service."
"That was some stunt you pulled. It’s all over the news and radio stations."
"Michael’s here, so I can imagine. What happened? I can’t remember everything."
His frown meant only one thing—bad news.
"Channels are reporting a crazed animal went on a rampage inside a bank and killed three men. A few mentioned the lives saved, but most are terrified a werewolf was inside the bank in the first place."
"Ouch." Leave it to terrified humans to assume the worst. "The minute a person sprouts fur and a tail, all bets are off."
"Yeah, well, not all of us lemmings are so easily duped. I managed to eavesdrop on a conversation between two of the officers who were on scene the night they brought you in. They stormed the building after the first shot was fired. They expected to find suspects waiting just inside, but what they didn’t count on was the crazed wolf devouring them. They're still in shock." He cocked his head to the side. "You said that Michael was here, as in Michael Preston?"
Being involved with a shifter meant doing your homework, and Steven had two years to ingest supernatural knowledge. What he didn’t learn from first-hand news accounts available in the library, he made up for with late night Google searches and various books he purchased online. 
I nodded carefully. "The very same."
He whistled and closed his eyes, his head drifting from side to side. 
"I know, I know," I muttered. "He’s come to take me back to the pack like a good little pup."
He tried to sound nonchalant when he asked, "With Noah?"
Steven knew all the sordid details of my previous relationship, including the reasons I chose to leave pack lifestyle in the first place. It wasn’t a big deal, just another personal story shared between two close friends. But Steven didn’t want to be just a friend anymore, having transcended that hazy grey line that oftentimes accompanied male and female friendships. I was certain all of the details I shared weren’t so easy to swallow with the competition present and in the flesh.
"If I go back to Tennessee, it will not be because of Noah."
"I introduced myself the night he arrived and came into your room. He didn’t take it well."
I chuckled despite my best intentions. "I bet."
His slightly rough and callused hand wrapped around mine. "I got the call while I was rebuilding Mitch’s transmission. When the officer’s voice came over the line…" He exhaled shakily. "I’d forgotten how terrifying those kinds of calls can be."
A surge of guilt overcame me in that moment. 
Steven had lost his wife, Deborah, and eighteen month old daughter, Elizabeth, when a drunken driver had plowed through a four-way stop. He didn’t talk about them often, only from time to time, but I knew how deep his wounds went.
He missed them terribly.
"I’m so sorry." I twined my fingers around his, squeezing. "I didn’t have any other choice. Those men were at their breaking point. Crazed people are a lot like the mad wolves that don’t retain the human element when they shift. There is no semblance of right or wrong, decency or depravity. When they took that little girl…" I recalled her terrified little face, clearly picturing the tears streaming down her cheeks. "I just reacted."
"You don’t need to explain. I would have done the same." His thumb brushed over the top of my hand—the motion familiar and comforting. "I’m just damn thankful. The gunshot wounds were bad, but your leg was what kept you under sedation. The damage was nearly irreparable. The bone nicked the femoral artery when it split, and they had to call in a surgeon to reset the femur when it started mending wrong. If it weren’t for your accelerated healing, you would have died."
"So that’s why it hurts like the dickens," I joked lamely. 
His warm, caramel colored gaze lifted. "I don’t want you to go."
His emotions were right there, out in the open for me to see. That was the refreshing thing about human males. There was no need to dominate or control. Steven was smart, confident, and witty. He was also good looking, successful, and charming. He wasn’t an alpha who demanded complete adoration or devotion and, oddly enough, he didn’t have to be.
I sighed and pressed my head against the pillow. "I don’t want to go, but I don’t know how much of the decision is based on what I want."
"What if I speak with Michael and we make our relationship official?"
"It's not that simple."
"Why not?"
"You're human." We'd talked briefly about the issue but hadn't worried about it overly much. I never thought I'd see the pack again. There had been no reason to. Things were now very different. "They won't approve."
"Werewolves mate with humans. Your mother was human."
"You know how her relationship with my father ended."
"We're not them."
"It’s complicated," I responded evasively, not wanting to lie but unable to tell him the private eccentricities that pack life entailed. Our friendship started on the foundation of a lie, but fortunately he had seen past it. I didn’t want to stretch the man as far as I could in order to see when he'd snap.
What he said was partially true.
Humans and werewolves did mate in the literal sense—when male werewolves didn’t find what they were looking for inside the pack and needed to scratch a sexual itch—but wolves didn't bond with humans. Or at the very least, the male population didn’t. When males finally homed in on their prospective mate, all romantic entanglements between the human females they’d used to ease the lusts of their inner animal were severed.  
Werewolves made excellent lovers. That was a well known fact. But there was a catch. They may or may not be there the next month, the next week, or the next morning. It was a hard lesson learned each and every day by scorned women the world over—including my own mother.
Were females capable of forming such attachments with humans while their male counterparts were not? I didn’t know, and neither did anyone else to my knowledge. Females were kept away from human society like prized eggs, tethered to their packs until the right male came along. That was another reason Michael was sure to be angry. I'd broken a huge pack rule by leaving without permission or maintaining close contact with my alpha. Even worse, I'd insulted his entire community by doing so as a female.  
Noah believed me when I told him I’d return to the pack after my mother's passing, taking me at my word when I said I needed time and space to think about our relationship. He had been unaware my decision to flee had already been set in motion. I knew the proud and dominant male I’d left behind had only been allowed to reside in Michael’s territory to keep the peace during Michael's frequent trips—as a backup alpha to ensure the packs stayed in line when a lone beta wasn’t enough—meaning I’d left all of them vulnerable. Now that I had been found, they knew I'd become involved with another male—a human.
Steven’s jaw ticked, and I could sense his rising anger. "Is that a no?"  
"That’s an 'I don’t know',
because I don’t. If anyone were willing to lend a sympathetic ear, it would be Michael. His first wife was a human, and two of his four children were born from her. But he’s going to be furious with me, and I don’t know what he’ll say or do. I haven’t spoken to him, or had any contact with his pack, in the four years since Mom died."
Steven’s fingers were gentle around mine, but he squeezed harder than I was sure he intended. "Since you ran, you mean?"
I closed my eyes, nodding. "Yes."
"Do you mind if I go to Michael to plead my case? "
My lips curved into a smile, and I looked at him again. "What will you say?"
"I don’t know." He returned my grin and released my hand. Moving from the chair, he eased his weight carefully onto the bed. He stroked a lock of blonde hair from my face, tucked it behind my ear, and cupped my chin. He brushed his thumb along my jaw. "Maybe I’ll tell him that I love you."
My chest caved and my heart melted, but I didn’t let on. Frowning in play, I sighed. "Love doesn’t dictate pack life. It’s nice if it’s there, but it’s not a requirement."
He lowered his eyes, staring at my mouth, speaking absently. "It doesn’t matter.  I have something that will make it impossible for him to keep you from me."
I brought my hand up and wound my fingers around his wrist. The brush of my warm skin got his attention, and our eyes met. "And what exactly do you have?" I questioned. "Hidden connections to the PBI?"
"No, I have something better." When he didn’t continue, I wanted to throttle him. He chuckled at my expression, and I knew that was his intent. He wanted to tease me. "A secret weapon."
"What secret weapon?"
"Money," he answered, leaning forward, kissing me lightly. He pulled away, brown eyes determined. "Lots and lots of money."
"You can’t buy my way out of the pack, Steven." My voice was soft, the words etched with pain. 
If only it was that easy.
"I know that." He shrugged. "But what I can do is tell your master and commander if he won’t let you leave Tennessee, I’ll purchase a large stake of land and move down south. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to live a Dukes of Hazzard lifestyle. With you beside me in cut-off shorts, I’ll be living the dream."
I stared affectionately at the man before me. 
Several months ago, Steven had invited me to his place under the pretense of sharing a casual dinner and a partaking in a cheesy horror movie. Nothing had occurred at dinner, but during the show he'd moved closer to my body nestled on the very far arm of the couch. Then closer still. When the end credits rolled, he had ended the night with a bang by kissing me for the first time. Time had mended his heart, just as it does with many things. He was ready to move forward with his life, and he wanted the person he shared it with to be me. We were still in the precarious dating stage, taking things slowly. So far we'd engaged in nothing more than heavy petting.
I regretted that decision now.
I smiled, picturing the future together as he described. I would be amenable to it. "Who knows? Maybe we can find an old Dodge Charger in need of a restoration. We can drive to Velma’s on Sundays for the best homemade biscuits and grits below the Mason-Dixon."
"That sounds perfect," he agreed, yet he also seemed puzzled. "But I have a question."
I frowned at him, curious. "Okay?"
He arched a dark eyebrow and asked, "What’s a grit?"
◆◆◆
 
I didn’t need the assistance of enhanced smell to the identity the visitor in my room the next time I woke. The glorious hum of power radiating from him was evident all along the nerve endings in my body, prickling both above and below the surface of my skin. I opened my eyes and turned my head, focusing easily in the dimly lit space, the blaring florescent bulb over the nearby sink the only viable light source.
Michael sat in the black faux leather recliner in the far corner, the newspaper in his hands flared wide. His thick mahogany hair fell to his shoulders, the front strands tucked behind his ears. His black tie was loose inside the collar, the noose drooping below the open buttons at the throat. A matching jacket was slung over the arm of the chair, placed directly above the suitcase near his feet.
He kept his eyes straight ahead as he scanned the newspaper. "You have some explaining to do."
I swallowed nervously and struggled to find my voice. "I didn’t know what else to do. Those men—"
"I’m not talking about the robbery. We’ll get to that soon enough, I wager." He turned the page, the sharp crack of the paper ringing in my ears. "For now, let’s just start at the beginning."
My tongue felt heavy, and my throat went dry. 
The moment had been four years in the making. 
During the time I'd been gone, I'd visualized explaining myself to Michael if he came a calling. Those first few months when fear of discovery overwhelmed me, I would practice in front of the mirror, attempting to nail the dialogue like those inspirational Oscar acceptance speeches. Unfortunately, I wasn't a high caliber artist, and I sucked at lying. 
Desperate, I tried to do as he requested. "I couldn’t come back."
"No, you could have come back. You didn’t
want
to come back." He extended the words could and want for added effect. "There’s a distinction." 
 I made sure to keep my voice level and calm, each word softly spoken and deliberate. There was no need to piss off the big bad wolf. "I don’t expect you to understand my reasons for leaving. You’re an alpha whose been around since Christ was born, Michael. All you see is pack. Personal wants and needs don’t figure into the equation until after the rules that govern the wolf are in play."
"That’s true." He closed the newspaper and folded it with his large hands. 
He returned the paper into a rectangular shape and sat it atop the briefcase. His amber colored eyes finally met mine. I immediately lowered my gaze, staring at the dark brown stubble across his chin. He moved to the edge of the recliner, resting his elbows on top of his knees. He brought his hands together and steepled his fingers.
"At least you’re smart enough to appear remorseful." He sounded mildly amused but the humor was fleeting, replaced immediately by clear reprimand. "If you’re going to harp on the idiosyncrasies of pack, you should also remember that you shoulder a portion of the blame for what went wrong. You never gave the pack any real chance. You were too busy holding a grudge against your father and the portion of yourself you considered a curse. Leaving something you couldn’t acclimate to, I can understand, but you didn’t give the pack the common courtesy of putting forth the effort."
There were several things I could have said, but I chose not to. What Michael stated was true. I did consider my genetics a curse, and I did push them all away. Those indelible teenage years were bad enough without the complication of learning I had a wolf lingering beneath my skin. My mother—and anyone with access to a television—knew children conceived between a werewolf and human had less than a fifteen percent chance of inheriting the gene. Even less for successful conception and a pregnancy to term between the species. She’d banked on percentages and the power of prayer instead of modern science. 
She had felt really guilty about that later. 
The change had started a few weeks after my fifteenth birthday. The warning signs were easy to dismiss as growing pains. Then my skin had started to burn and my bones had started to ache. My shoddy eyesight had improved, and I started to smell everything within a close proximity. 
When the full moon came, I'd been doomed. 
The first shift a half-breed experiences is normally done with an alpha in attendance for a good reason. They have the power to bring the wolf forward, calling it to the surface to shorten the change and alleviate the agony.
I hadn't been given that.
Shifting from one form to the other went beyond all the concepts of painful. The bones break and splice, the organs and tissues reform, and the skin has to stretch to cover a larger area. I suffered my first change for over an hour, stuck between the body I knew and one that was strange. My voice had become so hoarse I couldn't scream after the first fifteen minutes, and when the ambulance and police contacted by a concerned neighbor arrived, and realized exactly what was going on inside Mom's hand-me-down trailer, they hadn't stuck around. 
Afterward, my mother accepted what she’d long denied. 
I was not the normal, perfect daughter she’d prayed I’d become.
Despite her best efforts, I carried the genetics of the man she'd become pregnant by. She'd been forced to hand me over to him after my shift, placing me directly into the keeping of the one person she vowed never to speak to again. I'd been taken to a place werewolves affectionately referred to as the compound—or, as humans referred to it, the dog pound—a private neighborhood built on several hundred acres of forest land with fences and warning signs littered around the property line.  
Even though there were two established packs in the county, I was the only one of my kind in Rhea: an outsider and halfling raised by humans who was just learning to shift. My father had tried to make the transition as painless and stress free as possible but, at that time, he seemed like another strange thing.
Speaking of dear old Dad. "Why didn’t Max come with you?"
"He wanted to, but Noah refused to stay behind. I told Max he needed to stay home and watch over things in our absence. A lot has changed in the time since you left. I would hope you’ve kept abreast of pack matters via the news at the very least. It’s not safe to be werewolf, or any other supernatural creature, these days."
Was that the understatement of the decade?
The Coalition of the Sun had just been coming into prominence when I left the pack seven years ago. It was only a matter of time before The Watchers of the Moon followed. Both organizations were ignorant, bigoted, and completely delusional on the lifestyles of vampires and werewolves. They worked hard to establish laws for human protection, creating a new version of informed consent for the work place, ensuring the average human was shielded from the wolves and bloodsuckers that could transmit what they believed was poison. The proud brotherhood claimed to be religious, doing God’s work. Funny, as I'd always functioned under the notion that the Lord loved all of His creatures.
Including those prone to sunburn and howling at the moon.
Michael lifted the newspaper so that I could see it. A picture from the bank surveillance camera was plastered across the front. Even with the grainy black and white texture, the person on the page was easily identifiable. 
"Your face has been plastered on television stations and newspapers for the last three days."
My voice deepened, my vocal cords tightening in agitation. "I saved that little girl." 
"True, but in the process you possibly transmitted the infection to a child. A female child. If the worst happens and she inherits the trait, she won't survive the first shift. You essentially stepped in and prolonged her life. The question is, for how long? If at all? The Watchers are having a field day, spinning this story for all it’s worth. You're not supposed to be here. You're not even licensed or registered with any of the nearby packs. They held a press conference in front of the hospital the first day you were sedated, demanding the hospital administration cease rendering care. They are using what happened as an example of what will occur if werewolves are allowed to live in anonymity, claiming we are a menace." I attempted to speak and he held up his hand, silencing me, and plopped the newspaper back onto his suitcase.  "You don’t have to explain your actions. The bank had several security cameras. I’ve seen the tapes."
Stomach queasy, I murmured, "They released tapes?"
He shook his head. "Even werewolves have civil rights."
"Thank God." I breathed a sigh of relief, relaxing into my pillow. Shifting was something I preferred to do in private. Just knowing strangers had seen my body during the vulnerable stages of transition made me want to vomit.
"The kind gents at the police department all but signed your euthanasia certificate until they saw what was captured on film. They know you did them an enormous favor, even if a child was bitten in the process. It’s the only reason they’ve agreed to release you into my custody."
Noah’s distinctive, woodsy scent arrived seconds before his body appeared in the doorway. He had changed clothing but still dressed in a suit, this one a dark navy instead of black. The shade complimented his eyes. His broad shoulders accentuated the long lines of the sleeves and cut of the jacket. I knew he was pleased my gaze was already on the door when he came into the frame, and a smile formed on his unfairly sublime face when our eyes met.
"How do you feel?"
Damn his voice with its husky cadence and tenor. There was more than one reason I didn’t partake in phone conversations with him after I departed Rhea. 
I quickly looked away from his expectant face. "Alive."
If he was offended by my reaction, it didn’t reach his voice. "The doctor says she’ll be able to fly within the next twelve hours. Her wounds are healing, and her femur has successfully fused."
"She," I informed Noah angrily, "is right here."
"I’m sorry." He moved to the bed, bumping the side of the hospital mattress, goading me to look up at him. "I didn’t think you wanted to talk to me. Now that I know otherwise, I won’t make the same mistake again."
His dark blue irises were peaceful, his demeanor totally playful.
I broke eye contact before he could gauge my response, rubbed my hand across my face, and then pinched the bridge of my nose. No one had the ability to get under my skin like Noah. I’d almost forgotten how fine the line between love and hate could be.
"Have you made arrangements with Barney?" Michael asked.
"He’s waiting with Norma-Jean at the airport."
Barney Owen was a long standing member of Michael’s pack—a very longstanding member. A fighter pilot during World War II, he dubbed his vessel Norma-Jean. He'd come through the experience virtually unscathed, but Norma Jean hadn't. To commemorate her, he named each plane he commanded in her honor.
"I’m not going," I said quietly, knowing they would hear.
Stillness also has a sound, but it’s not created by normal actions like most noises. Instead you perceive loss of movement by the various sounds that come into focus in their absence. The room went very still. The soft purr of the air conditioner and the steady ticking of the wall clock were almost thundering in the quiet.
"Hey, Ark Man, I saw a café downstairs that advertises breakfast around the clock. Why don’t you go get us something?" Michael spoke as if Noah had a choice in the matter, but we all knew it was an order and not a request. Noah moved from the bed, and I could tell he was frustrated. Undeterred, Michael instructed, "I want pancakes and sausage. Make sure to shut the door the door behind you."
The sound of the door closing prompted me to come out of hiding. 
Michael was watching, studying my body posture.
He only observed me for seconds, but it felt like minutes. 
Powerful things, Michael’s eyes.
When he spoke, there was no blame in his voice, just honesty. "Since you came to me as a young woman, nothing has been ordinary. You've always pushed buttons and have, for the most part, gotten away with it. That ends now. This hasn’t been easy for any of us. Not for me. Not for your father. Not for the pack. But it’s been most difficult for Noah. He knows what he did was wrong. His remorse is genuine. The three years you spent in Phoenix were a damned good indication of what life would be like without you, and he suffered as a consequence. You would have discovered that if you’d stuck around after your mother’s passing. It was cowardly to leave as you did, by the way. Even if the timing worked in your favor."
If an illness can arrive at a good-time, I suppose Mom's had. 
I'd needed to get away, and she needed someone to care for her. 
Nothing else would have swayed Noah to let me leave. 
He'd known how angry I'd been, how betrayed I felt. 
I remembered how frustrated he'd acted. He detested the idea of my departure with things so unsettled between us, but there was nothing he could say or do to stop me. I'd never contacted him in the entire three years I'd spent with Mom, going so far as to erase his messages on the machine without giving them a listen.
His voice might have been my undoing. 
When Mom was on her deathbed, she'd told me not to attend her funeral. She wanted me to use take the money we'd saved and go somewhere, anywhere, I wanted. She'd sympathized with my situation in a way no one else possibly could have. If not for her planning and advice, I wouldn't have had a chance to flee from the pack. They'd have stuck to me like glue as soon as they arrived at her service.
"I’m glad he’s seen the error of his ways, but it doesn’t matter. I’m not getting involved with Noah Cameron again. He’s like quicksand. Harmless on the surface but dangerous once you dive in for a better look. The closer you get to the man, the further you sink. Especially if you're stupid enough to trust him."
"You’re going to have to face what exists between you and Noah. He sees something in you that he will never see in anyone else, and though you don’t want to admit it, you see something in him, too. That’s why you can't walk away from each other. He’ll keep pushing until you evaluate the situation and give him the opportunity to make things right between you."
"Why do you think I left?" I whispered in a voice full of pain. "After I found out that he’d basically manipulated my entire life and confronted him…" I shook my head, angry and hurt as I recalled the way I'd felt, the emotions still raw and open. "Noah was sorry because I was so upset over what he’d done, not because he felt guilty for it."
Michael shrugged my response aside. "He shouldn't feel remorse for providing for his mate. When you came to the compound, you were lonely. He sought to ease that."
"By having people establish friendships with me under false pretense." I was livid at the memory. I didn’t hold back, allowing my temper to claw free and shine through. "He had his friends, family, and pack spying on me. From the very first day. There is no excuse for something like that."
"Maybe they did spy. At first. But the affection and friendship everyone extended to you was very real. It's true they wanted Noah to be happy, but they also wanted you to be happy, Eleonora. Not as Noah's mate. Not as their lupa. As their friend. The love they expressed was genuine." He adjusted his tie slightly and added, "Trisha hasn't forgiven herself, if that makes you feel any better. She feels responsible for all that’s happened."
"At least she came clean about what she’d done."
"What did she do to you exactly? Become your friend? Help you adjust to the changes taking place in your body? Teach you what to expect with your wolf nature? Make your life easier?"
"Do you have any idea what it’s like? Learning everything you’ve ever said in confidence was immediately repeated to someone else? I thought she was my friend. I told her all of my secrets. She knew every single one of my fears, hopes, and dreams. The things we discussed in private were never meant for Noah's ears. I trusted her. I trusted them." I recalled how devastated I'd been. It had been a lie. When I'd learned the truth, I'd experienced the deepest kind of bitterness, anger, and heartbreak a person could suffer. "I will not feel guilty for something that isn’t my fault. They knew what they were doing, they just never thought I'd find out."
"Eleonora Raven Carthy." Michael used my full name, and I knew the conversation had gotten serious. "I’m going to ask a question, and I want an honest answer." He didn’t continue until I met his stare. "Can I trust you not to run again?"
I didn’t look away, answering truthfully, "I don’t know."
Returning to a pack was something I could learn to live with if absolutely necessary, but there were certain allotments that had to be offered, several promises that had to be made.  
As if knowing which direction my thoughts drifted, Michael said, "I had a lengthy discussion with Mr. McDaniel. Would you like to know what he told me?" I shrugged and he continued, "He’s prepared to hire an attorney and challenge the pack for you. He’s already contacted realtors in Rhea to acquire property that borders the compound. "
I glanced down at my hands, staring at miniscule nothings under my nails. "That sounds like Steven."  
"Although I could have told him no and let everything play out as he wished, I decided to hear the man out. He's hot-headed but reasonable enough, especially for a human. He was willing to listen to me, which I personally appreciated. But," Michael stated, sighing, "he's not one of us. You might think it'll work out between the two of you, but I know better."
Michael always thought he knew better. "What did you tell him?"
"Several things."
Was he going to make me beg for the answer? "Such as?"
"It doesn't matter. We came to an agreement, but there’s a stipulation, and I’m not willing to compromise. I'm going to put the offer on the table. What happens next is entirely up to you."
I wasn’t surprised. There were always stipulations within the pack. 
"What’s the agreement?" I waited, finding myself tense and edgy. I was bound to whatever he chose, agreement or no. Whether I liked it or not, Michael was the boss.
What Michael Preston said went, period.
"You will spend the next month at the compound until the full moon. I expect you to be active with the packs, no isolating yourself. For once, you will be a part of us. All the way. No half measures. There are several cases we’re working on with the PBI, and I want your participation in at least one of them. You always had a strong nose. You might as well put it to use during your stay. If you still want to leave after the time has passed, you can return to New York, but you have to agree to return to Rhea every month for the full moon. There will be no more hiding from your family or from what you are."
All things considered, his agreement was extremely generous. The full moon arrived last week, meaning I only had to sacrifice three weeks of my life for virtual freedom.  
I took a deep breath and asked the big question. "What’s the stipulation?"
"Noah absolutely refused to accept any agreement in which you leave the compound. I don't blame him, either. By rights, you should be part of his pack. All decisions regarding you should be his to make. The only reason you’re still one of mine is a technicality, and I wouldn’t push the issue if your father hadn’t asked me to intercede on your behalf." He allowed several seconds for the words to sink  in before he informed me, "There was only one way Noah would agree to this, and I think the condition is more than fair. While you’re at the compound, you will reside at his home. You will live with and be part of his pack."
A part of me wanted to die, then and there.
My worst nightmare was coming to fruition.
Spending time with Noah was bad enough, but doing it surrounded by those who would die for him made it so much worse. They would be as angry at me for leaving, just as I was at them for betraying my trust. It wouldn’t be a happy homecoming. In fact, it was likely things would turn out badly for all involved.
"What’s the verdict?" Michael asked, calm and collected.
I asked to be certain, "After the full moon, I can come back?"
"If that’s what you want."
"You won't let Noah stop me?"
"I didn't say that. What happens between you and Noah is between you and Noah. You'll have to figure that out on your own."
That would be impossible. Noah would never let me go.
"What if I don’t agree to any of this and stay in New York?"
His eyes sparked at that, and I scented his outrage. His irises morphed, changing from amber to vivid gold. I sensed his fury, strength, and dominance. I knew better than to provoke him. The instinct to cower had me pulling the sheets and cover tighter against me.
When Michael became angry, everyone ducked for cover. 
His voice was heavy, words rippling as he growled the answer. "Then you’ll be forced to take your chances with the police department and the Watchers monitoring all the exits to the hospital. And lest you forget, Noah knows where you are now. He won’t be dissuaded by a mortal man with a hotshot attorney and money to blow. He will stay right where he is and confront whatever comes his way to remain by your side. You can give him what he wants for now, settle things between you, and return to your domestic life after the deed is done, or you can make this harder than it needs to be and wish you’d told me yes."
Just then, the door to the room opened, and the man of the hour appeared.  He was holding several boxes that smelled gloriously of buttery toast, pancakes, scrambled eggs, sausage, and fried ham. My stomach rumbled at the delicious aromas, and Noah grinned. Closing the door behind him, he strode confidently to the bed.
I looked away from him and peered at Michael. 
He was waiting for my decision, watching me, poised at the edge of his seat. 
I nodded quickly and somehow found the strength to meet his gaze.
His eyes returned to their normal shade as he relaxed, recovered the newspaper, and lounged in the recliner. 
Noah rolled a creaky hospital table to the bed and maneuvered the tray over my legs. He placed a square Styrofoam box in the center. I reached for a container, and he pushed my hand aside, opening it as if I were a child who couldn’t manage despite my protests. I stopped arguing and allowed him to baby me, perfectly still and docile as he laid out the food. He hesitated before leaning across the bed. I waited, afraid, and felt him pressing a tender kiss against my forehead. His chest hovered above my face, shirt opened at the collar and his tie gone. The smell coming from his skin was intoxicating—wood, pine, and forest intermingled with his own unique scent.
He whispered, "I’ll go get your juice." 
It wasn’t until I caught myself staring into an empty doorway that I realized my eyes had trailed Noah as he left the room. I sighed and turned away, inadvertently glancing at Michael. His focus wasn’t on the paper, his attention remained on me, and his expression wasn’t comforting. 
He seemed to be silently screaming, 'I told you so'.
I snatched the plastic fork, stabbed a portion of scrambled egg, and shoved it into my mouth before I could say something I might regret. The old adage is true. The more things change, the more they stay the same. 
Three weeks with Noah and the pack. 
Life was going to be hell. 




Chapter Two

We were forced to fly out of New York during the early morning hours. We exited the hospital through an ambulance bay located in the basement to avoid the Watchers and news stations outside the building. I was exhausted by the time we moved from the plane to a convoy outside the Nashville International Airport, weak from my injuries and quickly losing the minimal energy I’d regained during my hospital stay.
As anticipated, Lucas and Brianna weren’t thrilled to set their eyes upon my battered form. Their dark hair contrasted sharply with their matching amber colored eyes. The intense discoloration of their irises clued me in to the fact that the wolfen portion of them wasn’t happy with the reunion, either. They were twins—a rarity in any pack—and exhibited the rare ability to communicate with one another while traveling on two or four legs. They went ahead of Michael before he made any trips, scouting locations and preparing escape routes in the event he needed to make a hasty retreat from a venue or speaking engagement. Being the most renowned werewolf in the world had its drawbacks, especially when a radical group of crazy people were determined to put an end to your species as a whole.
Michael was well aware of the fact.
Fortunately, Barney seemed far more amenable to my return, patting me on the head like a devoted grandfather as I boarded Norma-Jean, saying only, "Good to see you again, Ellie."
The phone jammed inside my blue jeans vibrated in an unexpected pulsating rhythm, and I stumbled over a line in the concrete. I ventured away from the airplane that had recently landed. My hands tightened on the spongy grips situated over the middle brackets of the torturous crutches I intended to destroy in another day or two. I didn’t complain, however, suffering the miserable devices and reminding myself to be thankful.
The shower I’d taken prior to our departure allowed me to inspect the severity of my injuries. Steven had been right. I was lucky to be alive. The small white circles with ragged edges along my torso and abdomen would eventually disappear, but the thick jagged line that ran from above the kneecap to mid-thigh would be slower to fade and would probably scar.
I waited until I ditched the crutches and climbed inside the back of one of the waiting SUVs to pull the phone free. I struggled when it wouldn’t slide from my pocket and placed all my weight into my left leg to compensate for the lame right. The seat and floorboard shifted with my movements, swaying the suburban from side to side.
Steven had given me two things when he brought my clothes and toiletries, and we had been forced to say goodbye. The first was a credit card for any expenses I might have, as in the funds for a plane ticket in the event things didn’t work out as planned. The furious look on Noah’s face when Steven handed me the card stopped me from declining the offer all together. 
I wouldn’t use Steven’s money, but Noah didn’t need to know that. 
The second was a phone, complete with internet and satellite service. I knew how to slide plastic through a machine at the grocery store, but I was otherwise clueless about technology. The tiny button on the bottom of the sleek screen was so dark it blended into the phone seamlessly. I swiped at the glass and it came to life. I had to use my thumbprint to unlock the gadget and gain access.
The door across from me opened, and Noah slid into the vehicle. He frowned when he saw the cause of the lurching and shaking. "Can’t you do that when we get home?"
I stared at the phone and mumbled absently, "Why would I want to?"
Noah started to respond when Michael and Barney stepped into the vehicle and settled in the front seats. Neither turned around, nor did they have to. It was easy to sense Noah's displeasure by the surge of power that hummed inside the cabin. I looked away from the phone to glance at him. His eyes were completely silver, framed along the edge with a beautiful rim of contrasting black. He didn’t have to say a word—an extended absence hadn’t diminished my memory—I knew the look. I lowered myself into the seat and discreetly shoved the phone beneath my leg and the cushioned leather. Noah’s eyes only turned sliver when he was walking a thin line and the wolf was in control.
He removed the distance between us, pressing his much larger body into my side and shoulder. His hand came down, grasping my left thigh firmly just as his mouth brushed the outer shell of my ear. The heat of his breath caressed my skin when he warned in a throaty growl, "Don’t push me, angel."
Taking his hand from my thigh, he pulled me against him, swathing me in his power, presence, and scent. A long time ago, I might have chastised him for the clear display of dominance and possession, calling him a modern day Neanderthal before shoving him away in play. He would have smiled and nipped at some random part of my body—be it my ear, neck, shoulder, or mouth—and the bright glow from his irises would have dimmed. 
But now…
I wasn’t sure how he would react. 
The suburban roared to life, and I accepted my lot in life, relaxing into him as I’d done often enough in the past. My body was still sore, fatigue overriding everything else. It was hard to rely on anger when all you wanted to do was sleep. Barney flipped on the radio, tuning in to light rock favorites from the seventies as the vehicle moved. The sounds were relaxing, the soft beats and voices lulling me to sleep. At some point the exhaustion became too much, and I dozed.
I was dreaming about a talking Venus flytrap plotting ingenious ways to snare a pesky cricket when a gentle nudge and Noah’s raspy voice interrupted my slumber. "Time to wake up."
I came to awareness slowly, dragging myself through the foggy grips of sleep, and comprehended that at some point I'd draped myself across Noah’s lap. My hands were placed under my head, shoulders bunched together, and my legs were stretched out across the seat with my feet dangling near the floorboard.
"We’ve stopped at Velma’s for breakfast," Noah said, combing fingers through my hair, causing the skin along my nape to tingle. "Michael needs to speak to Vern before we go home, and I thought you might be hungry."
"Crowded house?" I guessed, aware of the answer when he lifted his head, scanned the parking lot, and grinned.
There was laughter in his voice. "Of course."
The foundation for Velma’s Diner was laid by Vern and Velma Martin in 1907. Long before a greasy box of fries and an artery clogging Big Mac became more convenient than sitting down at a table and enjoying a hot plate slammed with down-home country food. The wooden slats forming the outside of the structure were darkened with age, as was the original aluminum roofing covered with a scattering of rust spots that didn’t diminish the bright glare brought on by the sun.
Velma’s was a monument in the southern werewolf community, opened by one of their own before they revealed themselves to the public. By the time she and her husband had come clean about their nature, everyone loved her concoctions too much to give a damn what species she was. Fresh apple pie, fried green tomatoes, country fried steak, and battered corn meal squash, were just a few favorites people drove from miles around to sample. 
"We’ll save you seats," Michael said, exiting the suburban with Barney. 
I removed myself from the comforting softness of Noah’s lap, stifling a yawn. Though I was stiff and achy, I felt a lot better.
"You still talk in your sleep," Noah informed me softly.
My eyes flared in panic. 
What the hell had I said?
My odd and creepy talent for blurting secrets and inner longings while dreaming was legendary. I once ruined a surprise birthday party for my father by blabbing the master plan during a cat nap on the battered leather sofa in the living room.
Noah chuckled at my abject expression and offered reassuringly, "Don’t worry, it was mostly mumbling." He gave me a quirky look and added, "Something about a cricket?"
I closed my eyes, shook my head, and muttered, "Don’t ask."
As I climbed from the suburban, he retrieved the crutches from the back. He came around to my door, offering me the offensive pieces of metal and plastic. I slid from the back seat and stepped onto the graveled lot.
"I hope I won’t need these much longer," I grumbled, taking each from his outstretched hands. 
"You can probably toss them if you shift when we get home and take a long nap. The doctor at the hospital didn’t seem to understand the complexities of our healing. I tried to explain that we mend faster in wolf form, but he insisted animals weren’t allowed in the hospital."
"Animals." I snorted at that. "Why would he understand? He’s a human doctor. Not a preternatural one."
Preternatural doctors were referred to as Dr. Dolittles. So as you could imagine, acquiring a job practicing that brand of medicine was near to damn impossible. Especially as those holding the doctorates were usually werewolves and vampires themselves. Hospital administration, and the legal counsel representing them, were concerned about the possibility of transmission. Also, the staff wasn’t keen on the notion of sharing a work place with creepy crawlies that might very well do more harm than good. Vampires near blood and werewolves near babies and small children—do the math.
I pressed my weight into the cushioned padding atop the crutches and situated my hair behind my shoulders to avoid trapping the strands. The parking lot was crammed with cars, trucks, and vans. The air was thick with the succulent smells of sausage, coffee, and pork grease.
Business was well and good at Velma’s. 
I was happy to see it.
We came to the wooden door with the squared glass center, and I had to fight the impulse to dive behind Noah for cover. Every fur sprouting individual occupying a table would know who I was, and worse, that I’d run from my pack. There was actually an expression for my kind, one I was sure to hear whispered at least a time or two during breakfast. 
Noah held the door open so I could hobble inside, and as luck would have it, I heard the word in the very instant my head popped inside. The voice was loud, chiming crystal clear over the combined voices from the back of the room. 
"Stray."
Now sticks and stones might not break my bones, but words spoken by vengeful pack member could definitely hurt me. It was a direct insult—a challenge—in a room full of werewolves. Technically, I wasn’t an alpha’s lupa. Noah and I had to take our vows before the packs to make that official, and I’d left before he was able to seal the deal as it were. Still, he’d made it clear who he intended to take as his mate a long time ago, meaning I couldn’t let a little thing like mudslinging slide. Doing so would mean I was weak and, by association, so was he. 
The volume of the room decreased as the werewolves stopped conversing, mutedly enjoying their grits and bacon while they waited to see my reaction. The few humans in the room continued prattling on, oblivious to the insult. When they realized everyone around them had gone quiet, they quickly did the same. 
"Ray," Noah warned, asking me to let it go without saying so directly. 
"You’re the one that brought me home, Noah." I turned, met his gaze, and reminded him, "This was bound to happen at some point. Best to get it over with."
I slid my arms free of the crutches, leaned them against the counter, and propped the ends on Velma's antique register. Then I turned to the room full of patrons, skimming over attentive and recognizable faces. I hesitated when I located Michael and Barney seated at a large round table on the left side of the restaurant with Lucas and Brianna. Out of respect for my alpha, I waited for his approval. Michael’s lips curved into a knowing grin when our eyes met. He reached for the brown mug of coffee in front of him and brought the steaming brew to his mouth. Then he nodded his head obligingly.
To my relief, my cursed lame right leg bore my weight with nary a limp. I started down the aisle to the right, walking past tables and booths occupied by curious wolves and wide-eyed human spectators. The bearer of the insult was nestled in the far corner against the bar, perched on one of many rotating swivel seats, facing in my direction.
I stopped inches away and folded my arms across my chest. 
Caroline Cummings—I couldn’t help but feel sorry for the girl, considering the last name she'd inherited—was a subordinate in Michael’s pack with aspirations of making it to the top. I could have let her little display go, turned the other cheek, and blew her off. But if I did, she would sink her teeth into me at some point, compelled to act upon any sign of weakness.
"Caroline." I growled as a warning, hackles rising, staring directly into her toffee-brown eyes. I surprised myself in the process. I’d kept the wolf hidden for so long, I’d forgotten what it sounded like to exude authority, demand and command respect, and bring that portion of me willingly to the surface. To Caroline's credit, she maintained the eye contact for several seconds. She only dipped her head when my anger intensified, and the wolf within me warned her to fall back in line. I knew my eyes had shifted color, which informed her to shut the hell up.  
She lowered her head until her chin was pressed against her chest, shoulders caving as her back hunched. The submission was evident not only in her posture, but in her tone of voice. "Welcome home, Raven."
Conversations restarted as if they’d never stopped. The crisp and loud clatter of forks and spoons ringing off of thick porcelain plates soon followed. Reveling in another’s humiliation wasn’t our way, even if the person responsible for the confrontation had it coming. I stared at Caroline’s bowed head, mesmerized by the tight ringlets that cascaded down her back in spools of shimmery red. I was torn between two very different emotions—dominance and pity. My wolf nature insisted I drill the message home, ensuring she would never make the same mistake again. However, the human portion of me wished to exhibit some form of kindness.
Sometimes saying nothing was better than saying anything at all.
That was the path I chose to take. 
I spun on my heel and started back in the direction I’d come from, moving a bit slower this time. I continued to mask my injury. Limping, but only slightly. My busted right leg was throbbing. A dull pain pulsated inside the bone.
Noah didn’t wait to be asked. He wound his arm around my waist as if we were a devoted couple, assisting me in the process. He snagged the crutches with his free hand, and we started the trek to our table. After helping me into a chair, he propped the crutches against the wall. Then he slid into the empty seat to my left. I realized Michael could had planned the seating in advance. Alphas always sat to the left of their lupas, as their mates were considered their right hands.
Michael might have been sending a clear message.
Or maybe it was random happenstance.
"Confronting Caroline was a smart choice," Michael said quietly, nursing his coffee. "You’ve reestablished your place, and since it happened in public, word will travel quickly."
"Great." I rubbed my fingers across my eyes. "My first day back, and I’m already big news on the playground."
"Raven, is it really you?"
It was a good thing my hand was obscuring my face. Otherwise, everyone at the table would have witnessed my involuntary reaction upon hearing the inquisitive voice—a face contorting wince. My little confrontation with Caroline had just gotten its very own broadcast station, and she went by the name Allyandra Susanne Owen. A tiny blonde with doe brown eyes and a blabbering mouth of gargantuan proportions.
Not wanting to be rude, I dropped my hand and forced a smile. "Hi, Ally."
"It is you! I thought so." She spoke dramatically, pressing the left hand holding a green order pad across her chest. "I saw the story on the news. What you did, well, it’s something else. You were so brave. Saving that little girl? Everyone's talking about it." She swiftly changed the subject. "I can’t believe you’re back after all this time. Must be good to be home, huh?"
I gave an uncomfortable nod and chose my breakfast without aid of a menu, eager to see her off to the kitchen and away from the table. "I’ll have the buttermilk pancakes with hickory smoked sausage and a tall glass of orange juice."
She jotted the order down, and Noah came to the rescue, chiming in with his breakfast of choice, followed by Brianna and Lucas, and then Barney and Michael. She swiped the pen across the paper when she finished the large order but didn’t leave. I eventually peered up, and she smiled.
"So." She nibbled at her full, lower lip and glanced at Noah. Then her attention darted back to me. She tapped her pen on top of the order pad. "How long will you be staying?"
Clever little bitch.

No matter how I answered, I would give her fuel. 
If I said I was staying at the compound indefinitely, it would lead to the question of Noah and the status of our relationship. If I said I was only home for a limited time, it would cause unrest with wolves and undesirable females would start sniffing around, making my life absolute hell for the next three weeks.
I cleared my throat and peered around the table. 
Brianna and Lucas looked smug, Michael seemed curious, and Barney was obviously uncomfortable. When I stopped on Noah’s smiling face, he chose to answer the question for me. He moved closer and draped an arm along the back of my wooden chair. He skimmed his fingers along my shoulder and throat in an intimate display. I glared at him from beneath my lashes, making a personal vow to seek future retribution. The sneaky bastard knew I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. 
"What did I tell you about gossip mongering, Ally Sue?" Barney chastised after an extended silence, shaking his head and glowering at his niece from across the table. She tried to interrupt, but he surged ahead. "It’s going to get you in trouble, that’s what I said. Stop pestering Ellie and put in our order. We’ve had a long flight, and I want to eat and relax before making the trip home." When she didn’t move fast enough to suit him, he snapped, "Go on now, skit!"
I didn’t release the breath I was holding until Ally darted into the back and vanished behind a set of swinging doors straight out of a John Wayne western. I swatted at Noah’s fingers and said, "You can move out of my personal space now, stud."
He did as requested, but not before his fingers drifted against my neck one final time. "Your wish is my command."
"Now wouldn’t that be something," I muttered.
In true Noah fashion, he did the one thing that would irritate me most. He met my furious gaze with an unnaturally happy one and winked.
"Eleonora." Michael’s voice ripped my mind from revenge, and I turned away from Noah before I clobbered him. "Noah’s working a case with the PBI, and I’d appreciate your input."
Appreciate your input.

Michael was superb with words, always giving the impression he was allowing the freedom of choice. We both knew better.
I played along. "What kind of case?"
"A few months ago, we were contacted about a stray wandering in a hunting area in skyline. He didn’t have any clothing or identification, and he couldn’t remember who he was. The hunters said that when they found him, he was incoherent and unable to speak. From what Noah’s gathered, he was bitten at some point near the full moon, meaning the change took place almost immediately following transmission. Oh, he’s a wolf-man, too."
"He survived?" The hitch in my voice conveyed my horror, shock, and disbelief. 
There was a good reason wolfen kind didn’t bring those they loved into the fold. The chance of surviving the change with your brain fully intact was slim. There were a few known wolf-men in the United States, the majority of which were created when a rabid wolf tore through a small mining town in California in 1881. Of the sixty townspeople infected in the massacre, only fifteen survived the shift.
The term wolf-man was just as it implied. While a few could manage the shift from man to wolf, many remained trapped in a mutated form straight out of scary movies. Like a Sasquatch but with pointed teeth, sharp claws, and a propensity for violence.
Noah took over the conversation as Michael sat back. "He not only survived, but he appears to have retained all of his brain function. The problem is, he can’t remember anything about the night he was infected. What he has recalled, he’s not willing to share. We need to know if the wolf responsible is still on the loose before he kills or changes someone else."
"Why do you think I can help?"
"You’re more like he is than we are," Noah stated as if it were obvious.
He didn’t have to clarify; I knew exactly what he insinuated. I might grow fur and shift like he did, but I was born and lived much of my life as a human. "I don’t know how that is going to help you. Both of my halves respect one another. I can shift between the two. There is no competition for dominance between the human and the animal. "
Noah arched an eyebrow. "Isn’t there?"
"This isn’t about me," I snapped, narrowing my eyes. "This is about a person who just discovered he turns into a monster once a month. Sharing a history of being human is the only connection we share, and if you want me to be honest with you, it’s a weak one. I remember what it’s like to be stuck between forms, and I can’t imagine how terrible it would be to experience it over and over again every full moon. He probably just needs time and space to compensate for the changes and all he’s lost. Forcing your presence in his life will only make the situation worse. If you want to get him real help, call in those like him."
"Bowen flew in from Alabama two weeks ago," Noah informed me curtly. "He wasn’t able to break through."
"Bowen couldn’t get him to talk?"
Sebastian Bowen was the only one who could break me out of my shell in the first few weeks I'd spent at the compound. He was the alpha of a pack in Alabama, all which were made instead of born. The male was someone I truly respected. He always made me feel comfortable in my skin. He also took pains to listen to my every complaint and worry, and he never made me feel stupid or childish.
If anyone understood me, it was Bowen.
"Speak with him," Michael ordered. His voice deepened in what I easily identified as annoyance.  "It’s not as though you have anything to lose by doing so."
Now it was my turn to be peeved. "I don’t want to push this poor man to extremes, and believe me, I know all about those." The response got me nasty looks from Lucas and Brianna. "He needs space and distance. Not another person invading his life and pretending to have common ground. The more you push, the harder he’s going to push back. Give the man time to get his shit together."
"Ray, listen to me for sec." Noah wasn’t condescending anymore, and the cocky smile was gone. "That’s the problem, we don’t have time." He took a deep breath, looked me in the eye, and continued, "Last week, I paid a visit to Peter’s cabin. He’d lost a massive amount of weight. His hair was falling out. I could smell wolfsbane oozing from his skin. When I confronted him about the use, he didn’t deny it. He’d rather die than become what we are. If we can’t convince him to trust Michael as his alpha, and give himself over to the other side of his nature, he’ll die from bane."
The entire room seemed to slow to a crawl and stop, sound immediately muted, faces going distant and out of focus.
"He’s using bane?" I whispered hoarsely, completely mortified by the prospect.
Werewolves were vulnerable to two things—silver and wolfsbane. There were theories regarding the reactions experienced when in contact with the stuff—the inability to heal properly, the regression of the wolf beneath the skin, certain death if allowed to remain in the system for an extended period—usually of the mystical variety involving magic and old wives' tales. Regardless of the reasons, both were extremely lethal. The poor bastard was poisoning his body to kill the wolf inside him, but in the end, it would only finish what was started when he was bitten weeks ago. 
He'd be dead.
Noah nodded and glanced over his shoulder. Ally appeared from the back with a tray weighed down with our breakfasts and beverages. He took his coffee from her and said, "I planned on driving out to his cabin this afternoon. If you're up to it and want to tag along, I’d welcome the company."
My attention shifted to Michael. 
One of the terms of our agreement was I participate in pack business, and helping out my fellow wolf-man might provide a welcome distraction. 
"Okay," I slowly agreed, taking the orange juice directly from Ally’s outstretched hand. "I’ll go."
"Are you talking about Freaky Petey?" Ally crinkled her nose and glanced at me, lips pressed tightly together in revulsion. "He’s weird, Raven. Vern has to take his order when he makes the rare trip into town because none of the girls want to go anywhere near him. He reeks of bane and gives us the creeps."
"Maybe that’s because he senses your distaste," Michael growled, and when I peered over my glass of orange juice, I noted the white flash of his knuckles as his fingers gripped the coffee mug tighter than necessary. "It’s not difficult."
Ally paled and finished handing out the dishes and glasses, head lowered and eyes focused on the table. When finished, she scurried away and bumped into a man seated at the counter, sending his coffee all along the bar. He cursed and jumped from the seat, but she didn’t stop to apologize and vanished into the kitchen.
"She doesn’t mean any harm." Barney apologized for his niece and sighed, shaking his head. "She’s just young and impulsive."
Michael took a deep breath and the white skin along his knuckles gradually returned to a more natural shade. "The person that changed Peter isn’t the only one responsible for him. As a community, we are equally as accountable. It’s difficult to convey how painful it is to be an outsider to those that have lived under the shelter of pack since birth."
"Ain’t that the truth," I quipped, hoping to lighten the mood. 
I was rewarded for my effort.
Michael actually smiled.
"I think time together will benefit you both," he mused aloud, and then nodded, as if he’d uncovered the hidden secret to Atlantis. "All wolves yearn to be nurtured, even if they are not yet aware of it. He’s been ostracized by the select few he’s reached out to, who are mainly females that pose no threat." He met my eyes and said, "Offer him friendship and understanding, and the man and beast will respond."
Words weren’t necessary once Michael nailed you with his shining peepers and issued an order. "You got it, boss," I replied and reached for my fork. The smell of pork grease was extraordinary, making my mouth pool, and all I wanted to do was devour the entire mass of food before me.  
I snagged my fork, pressed the tipped edge into one of the smoked sausages, and cut a portion free. I lifted the slice of succulent smelling meat toward my mouth, anticipating that first taste of Velma’s hickory smoked sausage as it made contact with my tongue, when another familiar voice asked, "Raven, is that you?"
My forked returned to the plate along with the mouth watering piece of sausage, and I greeted Tom Winfrey, as well as his mother and father, followed by several other pack members with well-wishes and greetings. 
When the crowd died down, and I finally got around to my cold breakfast, I realized smoked sausage is best enjoyed when the juices are fresh and piping hot, and the fat is still in liquid form. When cool, the thin outer wrapper turned leathery in consistency, the meat tasted like flavored rubber turf, and when swallowed it’s as thick and unappealing as Elmer’s Glue.
I excused myself in pretense of using the lavatory, forgoing the crutches all together, and exited the diner from the door used for cigarette breaks. The sun was rising along with the thick humidity that comes with a southern summer. I groaned and hurried to the suburban to retrieve my cell phone, determined to return Steven’s call before I started to melt. After several failed attempts at returning the call via the number displayed as incoming, I decided to go the old fashioned route of dialing out directly. 
Steven answered on the first ring. "McDaniel’s Performance Shop." I could hear the sound of weighted metal being plopped down on concrete flooring.
I lowered my voice, murmuring huskily, "I’m in the market for a Chevy big block from ‘69 or ’70, but the machine casing the motor has to have a good frame. The body should always showcase what's beneath the hood. You can’t have one without the other."
"Jesus, I miss you," he whispered, going from professional to sensual.
"Me too." I laughed, slammed the door of the SUV closed, and hobbled to the side of the building. "I’m sorry I missed your call."
"I won’t lie and say it’s fine. Just thinking of you so far away, forced to stay with…" His heavy exhale into the phone told me all I needed to know.
I finished quietly, "Noah?"
"Yes." His tone was angrier than I expected. 
"Telling you not to worry won’t help, so I’ll just tell you the same thing I did before we said goodbye at the hospital. I’m coming home, Steven. I know who I want to be with, and I know where I want to be."
There was a hesitation. "You left off the best part."
"I did?" I knew teasing him was wrong, but I couldn’t help myself. "Let’s see, I’m coming home. I know who I want to be with and where I want to be." I paused and said, "Damn, I can’t remember anything else."
I could hear the fear in his voice, the need for reassurance. "Tell me."
So I did. 
"I love you. I’ll be home soon."




Chapter Three

I kept telling myself, There's no place like home. There's no place like home.
The thoughts didn't work. I was still terrified. I tried to clear my head and start again.
There's no place like... Damn it.
This isn't Kansas, and I'm not Dorothy.
Time to face reality.
With the exception of a massive structure rising along the left side of the residence, Noah’s home hadn’t changed. There was still glass, glass, and more glass displayed inside of rows of dark colored wood. Windows of various shapes and sizes littered the upper and lower floors, allowing those approaching the domicile to see into the house nearly as well as those within could see out. 
Butterflies returned to my stomach, building nausea and creating a bitter tasting bile that coated the back of my throat. Meeting with members of Michael's pack in Velma’s had been easy. Most of them lived on the property, kept to themselves, and tried to carry on normal lives. A select few in the compound, however, were strictly about pack business and dealing with the PBI. 
Those wolves belonged to Noah. 
They were the pack I should have inherited but chose to leave. 
"Trish and Jonathan should be home," Noah said as we neared, breaking the silence for the first time in miles. He remained quiet after Michael and Barney dropped us off at his shiny silver Dodge truck, though he had taken to studying me from the corner of his eye. I was sure he knew I’d contacted Steven, but he didn’t mention it.
Swallowing thickly, I tried to reinforce my suddenly pliable backbone. "What about everyone else?"
The small indentions in his forehead smoothed, and I knew he found my discomfort both amusing and deserved. "Brady and Mark are on the trail of a mutt in Memphis. Stanley and Mari went back to skyline to go over the area Peter was found one last time. And Jasper traveled down to Gossamer with Bowen."
Relief at his answer made my shoulders sag.
Patricia and Jonathan would be the easiest pack members to face. 
Noah’s sister, and her mate, had taken my side when the shit hit the fan, insisting everyone back off and give me the time to evaluate the situation. I'd taken advantage of their support, leaving as soon as the coast was clear. They would undoubtedly be angry at me for running, but out of all the pack, they might be the only two who'd understand why I'd decided to go.
"How is Bowen?" The question was intended to satisfy my curiosity and to ease the lingering tension building inside the cabin of the truck. Plus, I'd hoped I'd get to see him soon. I might not have missed a lot about the compound, but I'd missed Bowen. He had been the only real friend I had.
"It's always Bowen with you, isn't it?" I heard the teasing in his voice. "He’s doing well. His pack is up to eight." He cleared his throat and added, "I’m sure he would have stuck around if he knew you were returning. He worried about you. We all did."
His wolf rose to the surface, invisible to the human eye but palpable.
I felt his emotions then, as deeply as my own.
It was difficult to stay in control and keep my wolf contained.
If we allowed our wolves to acknowledge each other in the open, of our own free will, we wouldn't need words. That was another interesting, but potentially problematic, bond Noah and I shared. If we didn’t work to mask our emotions and keep them tamped down, they were unbelievably easy to transmit. He drove the truck toward the porch and stopped, mindful of the thick gravel that shifted us forward when he pumped the brake. Then he turned the ignition off, killing the motor. Taking a shaky breath, I lifted my chin, staring directly ahead. The front door was closed, but I had seen shadows moving behind the glass. 
Someone was definitely home.
"Raven." Noah kept allowing his emotions to waft into me, forcing me to focus harder to keep my wolf contained than I would have liked. I felt his loss, his pain, his regret, his heartache. Even worse, his love. "You have to give me the chance to make things right between us. I understand why you left. I do. But I can’t change the past. "
I struggled to force the emotions that threatened to consume me aside, and tried to replace them with the ones I’d kept buried for the last seven years. When the anger, bitterness, and hurt arrived, I heard Noah wince and experienced the emptiness within my soul as his wolf retreated.
"You played me, Noah. You took advantage of me." I spun my head around and nailed him with a scathing look that expressed my absolute devastation and outrage. "You wouldn’t change the past. Even if you could. You'd do it all over again."
Anger and determination replaced the tenderness and regret in his expression. His thick brows came together, his forehead knotting and voice distorting as he and the wolf addressed me in unison. "You're right, I wouldn’t. Everything that has happened—every single decision I have made—has been for you. For us. I knew the minute you stepped off the bus at Velma’s that you were mine, and so did you. You might not have known what your feelings meant at the time, but I did."
"Yeah, well." I reached for the door handle and turned from him, ready to leave. "That was then. This is now."
He lurched across the seat, and snatched my arm at the elbow, eliciting a gasp. "Don’t try to run. There is nowhere you can go that I won’t find you. You’re not in the city anymore, and you’re not being protected by Michael or your father. We will sort this out. There will be an understanding between us."
Exasperated, I yanked free and faced him. "What did you expect, Noah?  Did you honestly believe I would run into your arms after all this time just because that’s what you want?" I laughed at my own words, finding them incredibly spot-on and ironic. "Why does everything have to be about you? What about how I feel?"
He moved to lift the squared partition between us and tossed it back. I sensed his intention and pitched my weight toward the door, but he grabbed my waist before I could grasp the handle to escape. He tugged my struggling body onto his lap. The wolf inside him came to his skin, caressing and surrounding me with his scent and strength. As much as I wanted to deny him or feign disinterest, I couldn’t dissuade my own feral half from responding.
"Don’t," I groaned and rotated between going flush against his heated body and finding the strength to pull away. "Please."
I knew he could hear the submission in my voice, the fear, but on the other side of the blinding terror of losing control was an animal who longed and ached for her mate—her long missing absent half. And he felt that equally as much as I did. My body erupted in violent tremors, a battle of wills between wolf and woman taking place. 
God, I’d forgotten how hard this was.
How excruciating.
He growled and nuzzled my neck, nipping lightly with his teeth. Hot breath tickled my sensitized skin, and I moaned even as I tried not to. "I know how you feel, and I know
exactly what you want. Even when you try to deny it.  You want me as much as I want you. You need me as much as I need you. We are one, angel. You’ll never have this with that pitiful human you fancy yourself in love with—never."
Noah couldn’t have chosen better words to clear my muddled head, and the moment they escaped his lips, he knew it. My wolf, while mated to Noah, had a fondness for Steven. She rankled at the insult and gave me the strength to rip free, allowing the woman to retreat from the animal’s blinding lusty heat. There was a small problem, however. My wolf was dangerously close to losing her grip. I’d kept her caged for so very long, and Noah smelled positively scrumptious.
I whimpered and tried to combat the adrenaline coursing through my veins.
The change was on me. I was going to shift.
Shit.
"Easy," Noah instructed, his voice a soothing balm, calming and relaxing my tense muscles. The alpha in him took charge, ready and willing to put me in a balanced state. "Easy, angel."
A throaty growl came from my throat, but Noah wasn’t dissuaded. 
He crossed the distance between us, grasping me firmly by my nape.
His power overcame me, his own beast extending outward and commanding submission. Immediately, my wolf settled, going quiet. I couldn't breathe normally, swallowing air in eager gasps. I bent at the waist and almost banged my head on the dash. 
"That's right. I've got you. I'm here." His hand remained at my neck, but his fingers massaged the tight muscles, easing the terrible pulsating in my joints that refused to abate with the animal. "I didn’t know. Why didn’t you tell me?"
"Tell you what?" I panted, voice raspy. "Not to be an asshole?"
He refused to take the bait. "When was the last time you shifted?"
"At the bank," I answered evasively, but I knew where the conversation was headed. I knew precisely what he meant. The fingers at my nape stilled and then tightened. Damn, damn, damn! I cursed myself silently, not wanting to answer but knowing he wouldn’t let it alone. Shifting on the full moon was a given. But unlike the movies and stories that depict otherwise, werewolves need to shift more than once per month. And when they do, they have natural animalistic needs. Like a good run or a hunt. It was essential to ensure the wolf remained sated and content.
Noah would be livid when I told him the truth. 
"Raven," he growled, the deep sound echoing off the windows, dash, and roof of the cabin. 
"Before Mom died," I blurted and closed my eyes, keeping my head buried between my knees.
The fingers clamped around my neck went rigid.
Noah’s breathing changed, becoming heavy.  
He was furious. I knew he would be. 
I had only shifted once per month for the last four years, during which time I confined myself in a sturdy kennel reinforced with silver. It was a dangerous game I played, keeping my wolf in constant check, knowing I was taking a risk in doing so. Now Noah knew I’d all but abandoned that part of myself—his wolf's mate—for years.
I exhaled unevenly, still struggling to breathe. "I couldn’t exactly go for runs in the city. What did you think? That Steven took me for walks in the park on a leash?"
"Save it." His voice was distorted and throaty. A very possessive hand gripped my neck, gentle but heavy. He moved against me, and I was aware that he needed the nearness. "Don’t say anything else. I’m already walking a precariously thin line. If you set me off, I’ll have a hell of a time keeping my wolf in check. Then we’d both lose control."
We sat together as the air in the truck cabin became oppressing and heavy.  Beads of perspiration formed on my forehead and trickled down my back. As much as I loved the south, I despised the humidity that came along with it. When Noah finally spoke, his voice was normal, his control rock solid. 
"When we get inside, I want you to go to our room and shift. You need to rest and heal. I’ll handle Trish and Jon. You can speak to them before we leave to visit Peter."
I nodded in response. I felt relieved, grateful, and with the sweat dripping along my face and spine, dreadfully icky.
He pressed his body against me, his chest sliding over my shoulders as he reached for the door handle and tugged. The fresh air was a relief against the stale furnace we were trapped inside, allowing us both to breathe easier. As he moved away I righted myself, pushing sweat drenched strands of hair away from my face. I slid from the sticky leather seat, landed on my good leg, and closed the door behind me.
Noah retrieved the keys from the ignition and exited the vehicle. The door slammed, and I listened to the crunch of gravel beneath his shoes as he walked from the truck to the house. He combed his fingers through his sticky hair, clearly agitated as he took the stairs two at a time. Three long strides across the porch brought him directly to the front door.
He stopped and turned. Dark blue eyes accentuated by wisps of silver along the pupils homed on mine. "I mean it. Go to our room, shift, and get some rest. No phone calls, no distractions. "
Nodding again, I cleared my throat. "Okay."
Noah grasped the handle and stepped inside, leaving the door open. 
I made my way across the gravel favoring my right leg. When I came to the door and stepped inside, I was assailed by the familiar smells of the pack, along with fresh wood and paint. Traces of each individual that resided there we present, on the furniture and in the walls. A few things changed since my departure. The furniture was updated, the carpet was new, and the flat screen had been exchanged for an enormous 4K television that was bolted into the wall. 
Trisha’s soft voice was muffled as she spoke with Noah in the kitchen. After a moment, Jon’s deep baritone joined them. I could have eavesdropped, discovering exactly what Trisha and Jon thought, but I started for the stairs against the far left wall instead, navigating each one cautiously. The hallway at the top went further to the left than before—the extension to the new part of the house. Two doors were on either side of the hall, and both were closed. 
I went the opposite direction, hobbling to the door at the end of the hall on the right. Considering the events of the last seventy-two hours, opening a door should have been easy. But it took every ounce of courage I had to grasp that cool, metal door knob and open it.
Noah’s scent was everywhere, cramming the space and encasing me. 
I stepped past the frame and closed the door before I lost my nerve. Everything was exactly as I remembered. The king sized, four poster bed was in the same spot against the wall, adorned with dark red linens and a matching duvet. The large drapes that had been pulled open revealed the massive stained glass window Noah had installed just for me. My brush was in the same place on the long oak dresser—a smattering of dust littered the bristles and random strands of blonde hair—the diamond stud earrings that were a birthday gift from Noah rested just beside it. I walked to the closet and peered inside. My clothing also remained untouched, hanging neatly on the right side rack directly across from Noah’s.
Memories of happier times arose, and I tried to keep them tucked away. A few managed to slip past and, understandably, they were the worst. I’d lost more than my virginity in the very bedroom I stood in. I’d also learned the truth about Noah, the pack, and what they'd done when I'd arrived at the compound long ago.
It was devastating and so very wrong.
My heart had been broken in the same place it had awakened.
My right thigh throbbed—breaking me free of the past—and reminded me of the reason I’d come to the bedroom in the first place. I needed to shift and rest. A good, solid sleep would do me right and allow a short reprieve from what I was sure to face later in the day.
Peeling off the sweaty clothes allowed the chilled air to cool my sweltering skin, and I didn’t rush to shift, enjoying the excellence of quality air conditioning until I worried Noah might decide to check in.
Lowering myself into a crouch and bowing my spine, I willed the wolf to emerge. The painful ache in my bones increased and the burning stretch in my muscles and skin took over. Shifting was never enjoyable. The agony of going from one form to the other was something I wasn't sure I’d never get used to. I kept my miserable whimpers muffled, even as the bone in my right leg constricted, found shape, and reformed. Once that was taken care of, the rest occurred quickly. When blessedly finished, I laid limply across the carpet, chest heaving and muscles protesting. 
It served me right. 
Changing infrequently meant shifting didn’t come easily or naturally. 
Somehow, I scrounged up the necessary energy to leap from the floor onto the bed. The soft billowy comforter padded my landing, floating outward from the sides of the bed before settling beneath my paws. I rotated in a semicircle on the cushiony material and situated myself in the center, leaving my throbbing right leg stretched out.  
Noah’s unique earthy scent was stronger in the place he slept. I drew the woodsy fragrance into my nostrils as I had done so often in the past and closed my eyes.
Memories surfaced again, and for the first time in years, I allowed them to. It was impossible to ignore them here, in the house I had once called home, in the bed Noah and I had once shared. I basked in the recollection of the events that brought me comfort versus pain, pretending they were dreams instead of actual memories. 
I was so defeated and exhausted, weariness took over.
Within minutes, I slept.
◆◆◆
 
The jangle of the door knob jarred me from the land of dreams into a hazy wakefulness. I forced my weighted lids open and lifted my head from the mattress just as Noah walked in. He met my sleepy eyes as he stepped into the bedroom and closed the door with a flick of his wrist.  
"Sleep well?"
A shallow grunt was all I could manage. 
He smiled and moved over to the bed, taking a seat beside me. He nodded at my straightened limb and asked, "And the leg?"
The moment of truth.
I would have grumbled and complained if I had the proper set of functioning vocal cords to produce comprehensive syllables. I held my breath as I brought the leg toward my belly, waiting for a sharp burn or dull pain. To my relief, the motion was smooth with only a mild ache.
"Good." Noah’s relief was obvious.
He smiled and reached over with his large hand to rub behind my right ear. The contact was incredible. He found the most sensitive spot right behind the flap and rubbed gently. My eyes slid closed as a soft whoosh escaped my nostrils, crafting a contented sigh.
I leaned into his touch, glorying in it.
"Still stubborn. Still holding a grudge." He bent closer and whispered, "Still predictable."
Snorting, I twisted my head free of his grasp. I stood and leapt from the bed, bracing for impact as the floor swiftly approached. My legs handled the weight easily—including the once lame right. 
Noah sighed and rose. Folding his arms and peering down, he stared at me from across the bed. "I wanted to let you rest for another hour or so, but Max called. He said we could show up for dinner at his place before or after we meet with Peter. I chose after."
My shoulders slumped, and my tail sagged.
Damn it to hell. My father.
Leaving my mother was reason enough to resent the man, but ditching her for another woman—who happened to be his mate—was an even bigger one. He dropped out of the picture in deference to Mom's wish to raise what she had hoped was a completely human child. He sent checks in the mail each month, supporting me even if he didn’t technically raise me. It wasn’t fair of me to hate a man for something he and his mate couldn’t control. However, over the last twelve years, I’d managed to do a pretty fine job of it. Max soaked in the good life with Barbara while my Mom had lived in a trailer park, raising a rambunctious daughter on her own. 
Aware of exactly where my mind was, Noah reminded me softly, "Best to suck it up now, angel. If you don’t, Max will be waiting on the doorstep by the time we make it home."
Knowing he was right, I snorted my agreement, turned, and padded into the bathroom. After spinning around and peering up at Noah for a moment, I slid the door closed with my muzzle. 
The docket was booked. I had enough of my plate for the moment.
First on the itinerary was a hot shower. Second was the reunion with my former best friend, Trisha, and her husband, Jonathan. Afterward came what could be a good or bad meeting with the wolf-man, Peter.
Until then, Max would have to wait. 
He would get my attention soon enough.
◆◆◆
 
Three things I noted upon setting eyes for Trisha for the first time in years. She was still as beautiful, tall, and blonde as her sibling. She retained a good portion of guilt over her involvement in my absence, which I could ascertain from the scent of her nervousness and fear. And she was pregnant
Very, very, pregnant.
There was a reason for the recent renovations to the house, leaving the scent of fresh wood, sawdust, and paint lingering heavy in the air. A new addition to the pack was on the way. As I gawked at her belly, Trisha fidgeted, her long legs covered by a billowy purple skirt shifting from left to right. Jonathan remained glued to her side but didn't say a word, letting her be the first to speak. His dark eyes did dart in my direction several times, and I saw the silent warning aimed in my direction. Being angry at an old friend, he would allow. Being spiteful with his pregnant mate, on the other hand, would not be tolerated.
After an extended silence, she said, "You look great."
"So do you," I replied automatically. I couldn’t stop staring at her enormous tummy, or the protruding belly button that pressed outward from her very snug camisole.
My attention caused her to wrap both hands around the rounded swell, her fingers gently caressing the surface in a circular motion. She peered past my shoulder at her brother. "Noah didn’t tell you?"
"No, he didn't." I shook my head, still gawking, and cleared my throat, coming out of the shock zone. "Congratulations."
"Thank you." She gave me a breathtaking grin that could move mountains. 
Feeling awkward and desperate, I struggled to find something—anything—to say. I glanced at Jonathan. "When’s the baby due?"
"It’s a girl, and she’s due in three weeks," he answered.
Jonathan placed a large tanned hand over Trisha’s. He wasn’t as friendly, but I didn’t mind. He was protecting his mate, watching out for her. That was his job, and if memory served, he was damn good at it. Trisha smiled again, relaxing her slim shoulders as she laughed.
"If I make it that long," she confessed. "I was warned a pregnancy in the summer was the worst, but I had no idea. The hot flashes are bad enough without his heat."
I contemplated her basketball shaped belly. "I bet."
"So how are you?" Trisha’s laughter vanished, her blue eyes serious. I recognized the shimmer in them. She was trying not to cry. I wasn’t sure if it was because of the hormones, or if it was a part of the guilt Michael said she experienced after I’d left.
"I’m good," I answered in the happiest tone I could manage.  
"When we got the news..." Her voice cracked. "We’ve been so worried, Ray. We didn’t know where you went or—" She stopped, and I felt her fear and worry intensify, the febrile, peppered scent of her anxiousness potent and heady. "If you were dead."
"I'm fine. See? I'm standing right in front of you. I’m okay, really." I managed to produce a smile, although it was weak. "I needed a change of scenery after..." Damn it, I didn’t want to discuss Mom or her illness. I spoke without thinking. "New York is perfect. You’d love it there."
Jonathan’s narrowed eyes, Noah’s low growl, and the surge of energy that surrounded me, clued me into the fact that wasn’t the right thing to say.
Great Raven. I peered over at the livid alpha behind me and then back at Trisha’s imposing husband. Remind them why you left and what it meant for them as a unit. 
"Back off, you two," Trisha snapped, her blue irises shifting silver in the centers. "She just got back. Cut her some slack."
Tense seconds lapsed, the steady ticking of the nearby wall clock pounding in my ears. Jonathan quieted before Noah did, making sure I got a nice, look long at his seething glare, before he glided past Trisha to the fridge and pulled the stainless steel door open. He might have taken my side before, but I was willing to bet my mistakes with the pack were far worse than he perceived Noah’s to be. 
"I’m going to get Peter’s file." Noah’s throaty and angry voice echoed from behind me. "Then we have to go. Max is expecting us for dinner by seven."
Pounding footsteps signaled his departure, and Trisha offered an encouraging smile. "I'm glad you're home. I've missed you." When I didn't respond, she asked, "You’re going to see your dad?"
For a split second, I considered walking to the center island, taking a stool, and telling her everything. It was like old times being around Trisha. She was always easy to talk to, super supportive and easy to get along with. Completely unlike her brother. Which was why I had been so overcome when I learned she'd repeated all of our conversations to Noah, telling him anything and everything he wanted to know about me.
Damn it.
I couldn't lose my temper right now. Things were already heated.
Reclining against the nearest counter, I shrugged. "I don't have much of a choice in the matter. He’ll come here if I don’t go there."
She gave me an odd look. "A lot has changed since you left."
It was an incredibly weak but true statement. "That’s the rumor."
"I’m glad you find this so amusing," Jonathan remarked in a flat tone, walking to the center island. "While everyone here has wondered if you were dead or alive, you’ve been living the good life with a human."
"Jon," Trisha’s said, distressed, "please."
"I can't help it, Trish." He peered into her anguished face, and his eyes softened. "She needs to hear this. She can’t just waltz back into the pack like nothing has happened. She's acting like what she didn't affect any of us. She caused all of us so many problems. We lived in absolute chaos for years. Her lack of remorse is intolerable."
He was right, but I didn't want to hear it.
I had my reasons for leaving.
They were well aware of them.
"Actually," I stated, giving them a thin smile. "You don't have to tolerate me for that long. I’m only here until the full moon. After that, I'm going back to the city."
Jon’s black eyes flashed amber. The plastic bottle in his hand was crushed between his fingers. Water exploded along the island, his hand, and the floor. Trisha’s reaction was a quiet gasp, and a fresh wash of tears. She clutched at her stomach, as if the child nestled inside her womb might experience her pain as well. I stared at Trisha’s swollen belly, fighting the instinctual urge to comfort, protect, and shelter her in my arms. If things were different, I'd have been given the chance to love the little girl as though she were my own. Now, as things were, she was a child I may or may not know from afar.
Regret hit. Crashing over me.  
These two, no matter what they had done and how much I resented them for it, had feelings, too. I had once considered Trisha and Jonathan dear friends. I had watched over them and looked forward to becoming their lupa. They had been left weak and unprepared when I'd left them. The loss would have been devastating. And there was zero doubt trouble had arisen when I'd gone missing. I realized they must have thought I'd returned to make amends. Up until then, they'd only contemplated forgiving me and moving forward.
Noah hadn't told them.
They had no idea I intended to leave them again.
Words formed in my mind, but I couldn't speak. 
I couldn't have if I tried.
For the first time in years, I felt truly ashamed of myself.
The loud stomping of Noah’s shoes on the stairs spurred me into action. I looked into at Trisha’s pensive face, then gazed at Jonathan’s outraged one, and said the only thing I could.
"I’m sorry."
My hip caught the edge of the counter when I spun around to flee the kitchen, but I absorbed the impact without a sound and embraced the pain. There was a reason pack mates were willing to bleed for one another. If they hurting, it was only fair that I be hurting too.




Chapter Four

Noah bestowed a nice slathering of the silent treatment while en route to Peter Doe’s house, which suited me just fine. I needed the time for more important things—like coming to terms with what had happened at the house, maintaining control of myself, and going over Peter's file.
He was a thirty-something, blond haired, brown eyed male, standing at an approximate six feet. He had tons of distinguishing marks—as in scars galore—along with an intricate tattoo just over his groin. The circular shape formed into a strange pattern, resembling tear shapes with black dots along the inside. He was discovered on the Tennessee side of the skyline by two hunters. He'd been bare ass naked and completely out of his melon. There were no witnesses aside from his rescuers, and missing person reports and fliers didn’t do squat to identify him. He seemed to have little to no memory of what had happened, and he didn’t know where he was from, what his full name was, or why he was wandering around the woods in the first place.
After a third time skimming the file, I flapped the picture of the tattoo in the air. "Have any idea what this is?"
"It’s the unofficial emblem of BDSM."
Peeling myself from the reports, I frowned at Noah. "It's what?"
Noah’s lips curved slightly. "Bondage and discipline, dominance and submission, sadism and masochism. BDSM."
"Alrighty, then." I couldn’t believe I was blushing, but here I was, cheeks on fire. "Does he remember anything about that?"
He shook his head. "Only what it means."
A distinct possibility came to mind. I peered down at a blurry Polaroid of Peter’s face. "Is he aggressive with the girls in town?"
If so, it would explain a lot.
He could very well be a dominant human.
He'd reach for what he recognized after the change.
"Not that I’ve seen. He’s an extremely nervous person, in a state of constant movement. He’s always biting his fingernails, rocking back and forth, or squirming in his seat. I’ve never pegged anyone as an omega without introducing them to a pack, but…" Noah didn’t finish, but then, he didn’t have to. Peter sounded like an omega, taking in all emotion around him, always ready to crumble to the floor or get the hell out of Dodge when it became too much.
They absorbed everything.
They were blessed and cursed with empathy.
The cabin was one many Noah kept on the north end of his property, near a heavy stream that trickled along the back of the mountain. The metal roofing shone in the light, flashing as the tires hit pot holes and sent the truck lurching.
"Ray." Noah glanced away from the dusty graveled path, and I looked up from the picture. He was staring at me with an expression I couldn’t read, blue eyes cloudy. He returned his focus to the road and shook his head.
"What?"
His hands clenched the steering wheel, knuckles turning white. "Was it necessary to tell Trish and Jon you plan to leave?"
Oh, the irony. "And what would you prefer? That I lie to them?" 
He wanted to say more, I could tell, but he didn’t.
We traveled the remaining distance to the cabin with Noah punishing the steering wheel with his hands. I kept my head buried deeply inside the file. If the first day was any indication of what I had to look forward to, the next three weeks couldn’t pass by quickly enough. We arrived in good time, parking in front of the place.
The god-awful tang of bane hit me the instant I jumped from the truck and climbed the stairs to the cabin. It wound its way from my nostrils to my mouth, dripping down the back of my throat like a heavy dose of aspirin. Since my human side was as prominent as the wolf, I had a higher tolerance to the vile stuff.
Noah wasn’t so fortunate. 
"Son of a bitch," he snarled, eyes watering. I watched him rush to the door and pound on it. "Damn it, Peter! Open up!"
The curtains rustled, and the door opened wide.  
I got a decent look at Peter, as well as the interior of his home.
Not good.
Large swaths of bane littered the floor, scattered along the carpet like garbage. Not only was Peter using the stuff, which was dangerous in and of itself, he had spread the toxic material all over his home.
Peter’s eyes were so bloodshot they appeared red.
"Can we take this to the back porch?" Noah's question was meant for me, not Peter. He made a quick motion with his hand, using the other to cover his nose and mouth. I knew he was in pain, his wolf unable to bear the stench. "I can’t go inside with that."
"Yes." I felt like was on auto-pilot, unable to bear his misery.
I understood why the women in town were creeped out. Peter only had eyes for one person, and it wasn’t Noah. He stared at me like I was a life vessel of some kind, as if he were fully prepared to latch on to me lest he drown in a tumultuous ocean. But unlike the women in town, I was predisposed to be a lupa, and thereby was created to be latched onto.
It came with the territory.
"Hello, Peter. I’m Raven," I spoke firmly, wanting to convey safety and security through certainty and self-assurance. "Can we take this to the back deck?"
That jolted him from his trance. 
He blinked rapidly and exited the cabin. 
I followed Noah but studied Peter, paying attention to the male's body language and posture. Oddly enough, he wasn’t fidgeting or gnawing on his nails. Instead he kept his head bowed, his hands dangling at his sides. He reeked of bane. His thread bare shirt was coated in the potent fragrance. His hair was long and uneven, and the beard on his face was thick, bushy, and unkempt. 
He's so thin. 
Noah strode up the stairs and chose his seat first.
I followed protocol and settled into the chair at his right. 
Peter seemed torn, gazing between the two of us. 
He started to take the chair at my side. 
"Sit there." I pointed to a seat across the way, hoping the distance would alleviate the smell of bane coming from his yellowing skin. "Noah and I would prefer to see you while we talk."
Peter didn’t argue or hesitate.
He sat with a bizarre enthusiasm.
Then his chocolate brown eyes rested entirely on me.
"What did I tell you about bane?" Noah grasped the conversation by the throat, going for the jugular. His anger should have made a submissive cower, but Peter wasn’t paying attention to him. "Do you or do you not recall?"
Mr. Skyline only had eyes for the female in his presence.  
My wolf rose up naturally, offended by Peter's interest.
She also sought Noah’s beast, needing reassurance.
I didn't have the opportunity to prevent what happened next.
Our wolves touched and merged.
In an instant, they were one.
It was natural, something that occurred when either an alpha or his lupa  needed to be grounded. Normally, a pack member—especially an omega—would do exactly as they were told when faced with a mated pair, falling back in line. The power generated by the two of us would be felt easily within a ten to fifteen foot radius. But the minute my wolf made the connection, rising to an equal level with me, Peter’s brown eyes glossed over and his chapped lips parted. 
Unexpectedly, bane wasn't the only odor wafting from the male.
"Peter, take your eyes off my mate. Now." Noah's voice was almost unrecognizable. The Alpha in him lashed out at the disrespectful display, scenting Peter’s arousal and lust.
The reality didn’t take long to sink in.
When it did, the truth hit me hard.
I didn’t know much about BDSM culture and lifestyles, but I was aware most relationships involved one major fundamental—a dominant and a submissive. Peter was most definitely the latter. A complete submissive.
I was his exact drug of choice.
He didn't care about Noah. Peter only saw me.
Noah started to rise, and I placed my hand over his forearm. "No," I whispered, soothing the alpha as well as his beast. "It's fine."
"The hell it is," Noah snarled but remained by my side.
"Peter," I said evenly, staring the wolf-man in the eye, hoping my instincts were correct. If not, the male would be dead and buried sooner than later. Michael would be paying a visit to collect Peter's remains from the pack coroner. "If you can’t and won't behave, I’m going to wait in the truck, and Noah can deal with you."
"No, no." Peter almost fell across the table in his attempt to jump from his seat to stop me when I stood. "Don’t go."
I knew Peter didn't fear the threat of Noah tearing him apart. 
Peter, without question, wanted to die.
Yet, for some reason, he recognized something in me.
Something that triggered the man inside his beast.
The knowledge made my stomach knot. 
When I sat back down, Noah shifted his chair and was immediately in my space. He draped a possessive hand over my knee. The touch put me at ease, reminding me I wasn’t alone.
Freaky Petey. Ally hadn't been joking.
"You reek of bane." Noah snorted air from his nostrils.
Peter tore his bloodshot eyes away from me, and looked at Noah. "I need more to stop the changes."
"You’ve already shifted once," I said, making sure I remained calm. "You can't keep the changes away by using bane. You're only killing yourself."
There was no anger in Peter’s voice, just curiosity. "How do you know?"
"If you hadn’t ruined your sense of smell with the stuff, you’d know the answer to that question." At his confused expression, I told him, "You'd notice my scent, which is unique. I'm a lot like you, believe it or not. I wasn’t born a werewolf."
His odd stare made my skin crawl. "You were made?"
"In a manner of speaking." I shifted closer to Noah. "My mother was human. My father is a werewolf. I inherited the trait and it manifested when I was a teenager."
"Manifested?"
"The condition is hereditary. Those of us that carry the dominant trait trigger the shift during puberty. I changed for the first time when I was fifteen."
In a soft voice, he questioned, "Why didn’t you kill yourself?"
"I didn’t want to die, and I still don't want to die," I answered honestly. "It wasn’t easy, and I wasn’t happy about it, but sometimes you have to make hard choices. Mine was to live."
"I can’t be like this." He sounded disgusted. "I won’t."
"What about your family," I questioned. "Don’t you want to see them again?"
"I don’t remember my family," he replied, voice shaky as he rubbed his arms. I felt the boards under my shoes vibrating as he tapped his feet against the surface.
Keeping my voice level and unthreatening, I asked, "What do you remember?"
"I told him." Peter glanced at Noah. "I’m tired of repeating myself."
"I just got back in town today." I plastered a fake smile on my face, but the emotion behind the gesture was faker than silicone. "Can you tell me what you remember? I’d rather hear it from you."
Maybe the smile did it, or maybe he knew it wasn’t worth the argument.
"I don’t remember anything. I woke up alone. In the forest. Time is like a blur. It all blends and bleeds. Nothing makes sense."
"You don’t remember your family?"
 "No."
"What about names? Places?" Desperate, I asked, "Objects?"
"Only Peter."
"Your name?"
"That’s all I remember."
I removed the Polaroid of his tattoo from my back pocket. "What about this? Do you remember anything about it?"
He reached for the picture until he got a good look.
His hand dropped to his side, and he shook his head.
"Do you recognize that symbol?"
"He does," Noah informed me, his voice so throaty and thick I almost didn't recognize it. "I asked him about it."
"I told you I don't remember anything," Peter snapped at Noah, eyes shifting to a lighter color even through the influence of bane. Then his eyes went dark and he caved on himself. "Why can’t you just leave me alone? Why can't you just leave me be?"
"Because you’re lying," I snarled, my wolf feeding on Noah's frustration. I could immediately identify the sharp, pungent odor of deceit. My head lifted, my gaze meeting Peter's.
I stared him down, even when he bowed his head.
I had been curious as to why Michael and Noah wanted to save a wolf-man who had no desire to live. It didn’t make sense. Werewolves built their ranks, they didn't weaken them. Initially I'd assumed it was because Peter was a victim. Anyone desperate enough to use bane had my sympathy. 
Now, I knew differently. 
"I’m nervous," he said, voice breaking."Not lying."
"Oh, you’re lying," I corrected, fury stoked by Peter's deception.
My teeth elongated, fangs coming down.
When I realized I was close to riding the line, almost losing myself, I accepted the calming wash of Noah’s wolf as it surrounded me. My lupa predisposition was taking over. I knew I couldn't help it. The bastard was threatening werewolves with his lie—my pack. 
"When someone is nervous," I said, not recognizing my voice, "the scent hovers in the air until another emotion masks it. When someone is lying, the scent spikes and permeates the air completely. You can’t mask a lie. Not to Noah, and certainly not to me. And you’re a fool if you think you're smarter than we are."
"I don’t remember—"
The wolf took over then. Giving me no choice.
I cut him off, leaning over the table, grasping him by the throat. "Who changed you?"
He hissed each word as he could, my fingers were bearing down. "I don’t know."
"What do you remember?"
"I don’t know!"
My ass came out of the chair as the wolf came to life. I leaned closer, moving across the glass and into Peter's personal space. He wasn’t lying now. His scent was muddled with doubt and uncertainty. 
"Angel." Placing a hand on the fleshy portion between my back and hip, Noah talked me down. "Don't kill him."
"One question," I said, panting in rage. "Just one."
I'd forgotten how strong the wolf could be.
How savage.
Noah patted my ass. "Ask it."
I glowered at Peter, ready to tear him apart. "What do you mean you don’t know?"
His face changed, brows slamming together. "I mean that I don’t know! I don’t know what anything in my head means. I can’t remember anything, and what I do remember doesn’t make any sense. How can you explain what you can’t describe? I feel like I’m losing my fucking mind!"
He severed eye contact. Seconds passed, maybe minutes, and he sobbed. His muscles relaxed and he sagged beneath my grasp. His shoulders shifted with each new intake of air, and when I glanced at his clenched fists, his fingers were trembling.
It was then that I knew if I didn't let go, I'd hurt him.
"Jesus," I whispered as my human brain clicked on.
What had I done?
The man was about to suffer a mental breakdown. 
I released him, ashamed by my behavior. "Peter?"
If he remembered something, why would he be afraid to tell Noah? 
"Yeah," he sniffed, lifting his head, wiping his nose along his arm.
This time, the smile I offered was real. "Why are you afraid?"
Peter's gaze darted immediately from mine. His level stare settled on the man at my side. Then I realized what was wrong. He wasn't merely afraid of Noah. The male was terrified of him.
"Noah," I said softly, cocking my head. "Give us a minute."
Noah reacted as I anticipated, snapping, "No fucking way."
I spun around and placed my hands on my hips. "You wanted my help? Then back off. I need to talk to him—alone. I’m a big girl, and I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time."
Noah’s irises flickered, turning silver. "Angel, I warned you."
He grasped me at the shoulders and drew me close. Something snapped in my head and body, a connection like no other taking place. I wrapped my arms around Noah, tugging him toward me. I couldn't deny the true call of my mate. No female could. When the wolf took over, nothing was off-limits.
Oh shit.
Sweet, blessed God.
I hadn't realized how bad the situation had become.
Noah hadn't been goading me, or issuing empty threats. He was close to losing control. In fact, he'd already slipped. Since I'd denied my bestial half for so long, so had I. We came together, bodies touching, hearts eventually synchronizing and beating in the same rhythm. The connection between Noah's wolf and mine ignited, sparked, and flared.
Only this time, I couldn't argue.
I couldn't deny him. I didn't want to.
I welcomed him and his beast.
It was like heaven.
Pure, unfiltered bliss.
Noah growled again, but this time he wasn't angry. His beast wanted to bask in the radiance of mine. Mine wanted the same. They'd been apart for so long. I struggled, multiple thoughts and memories slamming together. I'd been brought here to help Peter.
Then I remembered Steven.
I found myself in a battle of wills.
The human in me tried to stay in control. The wolf was fed up, wanting to put me in my proper place. This felt right to her, instinctual. She was where she was supposed to be. Nothing else mattered, and I was denying her needs.
Struggling to speak, I pleaded with Noah, "Please."
"You feel that." Noah’s eyes glazed, but he didn't let go. "You know what it means."
I did. How could I not? "Do you want my help or not?"
It took several long, agonizing seconds, for him to release me.
"Damn you, angel," he growled and his wolf backed off. I felt the disconnect instantly, and instinctually reached for it. My wolf resented the withdrawal, even though her mate had merely given in to my request. He motioned at his watch and said, "Five minutes, not a second more. The clock started ticking a minute ago."
My eyes followed Noah as he leapt from the porch and walked to the stream along the back of the property. I took my seat across from Peter. The clock wasn’t on my side, and I didn’t have time to coax any answers. This would require a gesture of goodwill, which didn’t guarantee me any favors.
"I’m going to level with you. Here and now," I told Peter as quietly as possible, hoping Noah was far enough away he might not hear. Although I knew he could if he wanted. "Noah, Michael, and anyone else involved with this know you’re hiding something. I don’t know why they didn’t mention it to me before I came here, or what they hoped I’d accomplish by talking to you. Our situations are completely different, Peter. I wasn’t made by being bitten. I never lost the capacity to think or function rationally because of it. And you've just seen my wolf. She knew you were lying and it made her angry." Embarrassed, I confessed, "I know how hard it is to experience something like that all on your own." I inhaled deeply before I continued. "But, the thing is, you don’t have to be. There is a pack that is willing and able to support and guide you. Be it Michael’s pack or someone else's. You can be with whoever makes you feel comfortable and safe. You don’t have to do this alone."
His eyes brimmed with unshed tears. 
He swiped his nose with the back of his hand. 
"Can I be honest?" I questioned and he nodded. "I need to know exactly what you’re afraid of, and I’ve only got three minutes or so to find out. Will you tell me what it is? Or will you force Michael and Noah to do something none of you want?"
His uncertainty worried me. He couldn’t seem to make up his mind. His eyes drifted from the table, to me, to the house—each rotation faster and more frenzied than the one before. He was trying to decide something.
Abruptly, he said, "Follow me."
I did as he asked, staying right on his ass.
He led the way to a clump of trees to the left, the roots of each buried within deep red soil. He collected a thin fallen branch and stopped, crouching down. He started drawing something in the dirt. In seconds, he was finished.
He moved away, allowing me to see.
"The first night they brought me here, they took me to an office. There were papers tacked all over the walls, several articles and random clippings. I looked them over to pass the time and see if I remembered anything at all. Then I noticed a picture with this symbol. I recognized it, but don't know why." He patted the outer rim with the tip of the stick. "When I asked what it was, Michael explained it was the banner of the enemies of supernatural creatures. He asked me if I knew what it was, and I didn't know what to say. I wondered if I said the symbol was familiar, I'd be in trouble. I got nervous and wouldn't answer him. He wasn’t very happy."
There was little reason to speculate on how unhappy Michael was.
I stared down at the rounded circle that represented the sun and the interlocking crescent shape of a moon. The Coalition of the Sun and the Watchers of the Moon, two groups that came together to obliterate those they felt threatened by. 
"It’s bad." He sounded terrified. "Isn’t it?"
I didn't answer. "What do you remember about these emblems specifically?"
"Only that I know them somehow, and I can't remember why. I swear. I don’t know anything else." He was desperate now, body trembling, causing his words to rattle. "I’m not lying."
His scent proved he was being truthful.
He really didn't understand.
And he was scared.
"I know." I patted the top of his head. "It might not mean anything, just a random memory. You could have seen them before you were changed. That could be all. Your mind is broken at the moment, it's understandable."
"Time’s up," Noah yelled angrily, storming at us from the back of the cabin. 
Peter lurched to his feet and kicked away the evidence, tossing the stick on the ground. 
I rounded on Peter before Noah made it to us. "Do me a favor, okay? Please." He stopped moving and his brown eyes latched desperately onto mine. "No more bane. It will kill you."
"Will you come back?" 
"If you promise not to use bane, then yeah." I hope he listened and believed me. "I’ll come back with Noah next week."
Noah walked in a direct path to me. His large palm clasped my shoulder and forced me to take a step back, until our bodies touched. His scent was stronger, rolling off of his skin. The entire display screamed possession, and I resented the hell out of it. 
Bending low, he nuzzled my ear and said, "No one said anything about taking a trip off that porch, angel. Next time, I’m not going anywhere. I’m sticking to your ass like Velcro."
"Save the macho crap for a pack member who cares." I shoved him away and stepped out of his hold. "I’ve had just about enough of this alpha male attitude from you. You’re behaving worse than a randy pup on prom night."
Whatever response he had in mind was cut short by the loud buzzing of his cell phone. He scowled, yanked the device from the attachment on his belt, and placed it against his ear.
"This is Noah."
Peter has moved away slightly, standing under the laughable amount of shade created by the trees. Now he was displaying the nervous traits Noah indicated, gnawing at the pad of this thumb. His gaze darted from me to Noah as his feet shifted from side to side.
The poor man couldn't stay still.
"I’ll be there in under an hour. No matter what happens, don’t let anyone inside." Noah ended the call and looked at me, his expression unreadable.  "We’ve got to go. There’s been an attack in Ogden."
Thoughts of Peter were pushed to the side. "What happened?"
"I’ll explain as we drive." Noah wrapped an arm around my waist and told Peter, "We’ll be back. Don’t do anything stupid between now and then."
When we made it to the truck, Noah opened my door, waited until I was safely inside, and closed it behind me. Then he ran around the side. As he opened his door and climbed in, his cell started buzzing again.
"Damn it." He clumsily started the vehicle while he answered the call. "This is Noah." He grasped the handle to the steering column, pressed the break, and pulled the gearshift into drive. "We’re already on it. No one has been inside. I’m not sure. ETA is thirty minutes. I’ll call you when I know more."
Noah ended the call, tossed me the phone, and grasped the wheel as he maneuvered the truck out of the driveway. I waited until he was in control and back on the stretch of gravel leading from Peter's cabin before I collected his phone and handed it back to him. 
"What’s going on?"
"Do you remember Tom Anderson?"
"Of course."
Tom had been a formal PBI investigator assigned to the pack right before I left. I hadn’t had a lot of time to get to know the man, but from what I recalled, he was young, quiet, and serious when it came to his job.
"He was dispatched to a call. A wolf inside a family residence. The neighbors reported screaming."
I felt like an adrenaline junkie, the thrill of returning to the frontlines made my heart accelerate and my pulse quicken. "No one has been inside?"
"The first officer on the scene tried to enter. He was attacked and pulled into the house. His partner called for backup." Noah pointed at the glove box. "Get the guns and badges and make sure the magazines are stocked. I haven’t had to use them in a while."
I tried not to think about how exciting I once found this, how exhilarating. As Noah’s mate, I was privy to all of the action, placed right on the frontlines. He was made stronger because of me, and fed off the energy gained by my presence, as well as the calm and level-headedness I provided. 
Consequently, the power went both ways.
When I opened the glove box and peered inside, my breath caught. 
I recognized the matching pair of holsters with the stainless steel etching, as well as the sidearms inside. They were the very same ones that Noah had given me weeks before I’d learned the truth, right before he took me on a call for the first time. 
"Go ahead," Noah encouraged softly. "They don’t bite."
The weight of each was substantial but not overly much, the design of the weapon ensuring you got the most bang for your buck without going full-on Dirty Harry. I brought the holster marked with my initials to my chest and skimmed my fingers along the carefully placed stitches that Noah had placed inside the leather to commemorate the event.
That day had been one of the happiest of my life. 
He’d given me the guns, we'd gone on a call to control a group of rowdy teenagers, and when we'd returned home the entire pack had been waiting for us inside the living room. Noah had told them it was time to make it official, to ask the question they all anticipated was destined to come sooner rather than later. They'd decorated the room, ready to surprise me. As he kneeled in front of me, assuming a subservient position for everyone to witness, and asked me to be his lupa and true mate, I’d never felt more loved.
His eyes met mine as I handed him his weapons.
My steel reserve had slipped, a painful flip-flop inside my chest reinforcing exactly why Noah Cameron was my kryptonite.
He felt it too.
"Raven… " He drew a breath. "Angel…"
He placed the guns on the seat beside him, reached out to me, and wrapped his fingers around my wrist. His touch was electric, the first one since our reunion in which I didn’t want to pull away, flinch, or demand he back off and give me space. My breath caught as our wolves brushed together without anger, bitterness, or hurt to distract them. The bliss and serenity it created inside me was something I believed I’d never experience again, no matter how often I awoke from my nightmares practically screaming for it.
Noah glanced at the road, then back to me.
His features mirrored his hope, his pain, and his torment, causing the shield erected around my heart to crumble. I knew I had to remember what he had done, to remind myself of the misery his betrayal had caused, but it was impossible when the bestial portions of us, which had yearned for each other for so long, were given time to reconnect.
The rush was potent and debilitating.
"Noah," I whispered, trying to think. "I know I—"
The buzzing of his cell phone shattered the moment.
This time there was no bravado on my part when he sighed with obvious regret and released me to answer the call, nor was there a sarcastic retort or blissful feeling of relief that I’d gotten hold of myself just in time. If anything, the shared moment brought tears to my eyes. What I felt told me more about Noah and our connection than I’d allowed myself to admit.
And he knew it.




Chapter Five

Police cars surrounded the house in the back of the Baileyton subdivision that was nestled in a cul-de-sac. News vans were parked outside a sawhorse parameter, with guards standing in front of each one. The heat wasn’t enough to dissuade the nosey glory hounds who lived nearby. Multiple residents were being interviewed at length, their red, sweaty faces animated as they discussed whatever it was they claimed to have seen. 
"Holy hell," Noah grumbled and rolled down his window to flash his badge to the officer blocking traffic. The heavy-set man who was perspiring all over his uniform yelled to the people at the make-shift gate. They parted the barrier and waved us in. Curious stares greeted us as we idled by the onlookers. Each were wondering what part we played in the investigation.
He pulled behind two black, unmarked, Dodge Chargers and parked the truck. He shifted forward and slid into his shoulder holster, making sure it was firmly in place before he checked his magazines and looked at me to make sure I had mine in place as well. Mirroring his motions, I patted the bundle under my right arm, followed by my left.
"Just like old times," I said without thinking. My heart skipped a beat as his smile vanished, and he glanced down at my holster. I waited to see if he’d get angry at the reminder of our time apart, holding my breath. He shocked me by reaching for the keys, shutting off the engine, and opening his door.             
Shaking my head and forcing my trembling hands to settle, I climbed from the vehicle and followed suit. As I closed my door and strode past the truck, I set eyes on Tom Anderson. Long gone was the young, twenty-something human agent recently elevated to PBI status. He was well into his thirties now, with what I was certain was a scattering of premature grey along his temples. His dark brown hair was longer than I remembered, brushing the collar of his crisp, white button down dress shirt. He'd tucked it into black slacks with a matching leather belt.
"Noah, it’s about time you got here," Tom said. He moved away from a man I didn’t recognize who was dressed in similar attire. He hesitated when he got a full view of me, and I saw a flicker of recognition in his eyes. 
"Hi, Tom." I extended my hand when he was within reach.
He reciprocated the gesture, pressed his palm into mine and shook, but didn’t give any indication that he was privy to what had transpired in order to cause my absence. "Raven, it’s good to see you."
"Tell us what you’ve learned," Noah said, interrupting our reunion.
Tom released my hand and motioned for us to follow as he forged a path to the house with the still unidentified suit remaining close beside him. "From what we can gather, the disturbance occurred at approximately 4:45pm. A neighbor heard a scream and assumed it was the teenagers next door fooling around. It wasn’t until she heard glass breaking and walked outside to take a look in a window that she saw something she couldn’t identify. She realized something was inside the home. She's the one who phoned the authorities. The officers arrived on the scene ten minutes later. One entered while the other stood guard." Tom glanced over his shoulder at us. "The officer who entered the residence never made it back out."
Officers moved aside as Tom flashed his badge and garnered clearance. 
"Who’s inside?" Noah kept his voice low as Tom stopped on a patch of lawn near the low rise porch. "How many people?"
"That’s where things go from bad to worse. See that van?" Tom hiked his thumb over his shoulder, in the direction of the driveway. "That’s the only mode of transportation registered to the resident of the home. Marcy Stamp. Her children have a regular schedule that three neighbors have backed up within a thirty-minute timeframe. At the time the phone call to the station, they would have been inside the home preparing dinner."
"Have you heard from the family?"
He shook his head. "All calls made to the residence have gone unanswered. We were given a cell number by the neighbor who contracted law enforcement, but it goes directly to voice mail."
Noah lifted his head and rotated in a one-hundred and eighty degree circle. Although normal people wouldn’t recognize the importance of his actions, I did. He was scenting the air, checking to see if one of ours was inside. While wolves were the predominant lycanthropes in the southern states, they were not the only ones. There were all sorts of shifters, ranging from non-lethal birds to beasts of prey. It didn’t take him long to figure out what I’d gleaned the moment we strolled onto the lawn and neared the residence.
The cause of the destruction and uproar was, indeed, a werewolf.
"You’re going to need to push your lines back another hundred feet or more, and tell all the news crews to leave," Noah instructed and nodded at the shoddy barrier and officers keeping the observers in check. "The residents will need to take shelter inside their homes. This isn’t a freak show or the aftermath of a tornado."
"Gareth," Tom said and lifted his chin, staring at the man to his right.
"I’m on it." Gareth turned and started yelling orders to the officers on the lawn.
"Once we go inside, set up a parameter around the house. We'll enter from the front door and work our way through. Order your men to shoot anything that tries to escape."
"Including you?" Tom questioned with a grin and glanced over his shoulder, observing Gareth who rushed to move people back.
Noah returned the smile, and I realized that in the time I'd been gone, the two had become friends. "They do that, and you’re fucked."
"When did that become a bad thing?"
Noah’s grin faded and he shook his head.
He turned to study the house with his back to me.
"What’s your plan?" Tom gazed at me when he asked the question, and I realized it wasn’t because he wanted my input. The glare he bestowed was one of warning, his eyes narrowed and observant. He and Noah had become close. I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Noah had told Tom exactly why I'd been gone for seven years.
Noah pivoted around and Tom's gaze moved from me.
"We’ll perform a sweep, starting at the front door. I don’t suppose you have a blueprint of the house? Knowing the layout will help."
Tom didn't have a chance to answer.
A furious and bloodcurdling roar came from inside the house, and Noah and I reacted. He took point, removing his gun from the holster as he strode to the door and opened it. Dimly, I perceived the panicked shrieks of the news crew and residents lingering outside, but I quickly brushed them aside. 
"Tell me you’ve been practicing with a sidearm, Ray," Noah said as he entered the demolished living room with me hovering inside the doorway.
"Don’t need to, remember?" I replied and pulled my gun free.
The first time I’d practiced at the range, I’d been told I shot as if I’d been born with a weapon in my hand. To my absolute relief, I discovered that sense of balance and ease with the weapon hadn’t faded. The furniture looked like a wild animal had gotten hold of it. All of the cushions, minus the one in the center which was remarkably unscathed, were shredded. Balls of cotton covered the entire room. The screen of the plasma television was shattered, and the bookshelf on the far wall had been broken in two. The books that had survived the fall were ripped into shreds, although a few of the covers were intact enough to make out the name of the authors if you focused.
"Which way?" I whispered.
"To the right," Noah said and started moving, movements intentional, arms up and gun leveled.
We walked past the kitchen counter directly at our right and worked our way around. The refrigerator doors were open, numerous liquids, fruits, and foods were scattered just beneath it. Noah continued forward, walking to a door on the left. It was a bedroom with a large, king-size bed in the center. The linens, comforter, and mattress were destroyed, as were the curtains, carpet, and pictures along the walls. The scent of wolf was headier here, as if the beast had rested on top of the bed before going into a fit of rage and savaging the room.
Noah stepped past me and returned to the kitchen.
This time, we hooked a right around the corner. 
The living room was large and rectangular.
To the left was another hallway.
"Watch my back," Noah ordered and stepped across the room, moving quietly toward the entranceway. He took a deep breath before he glanced into the hallway. I knew the moment he located the werewolf, able to sense and feel it through our connection.
"Ray, move back."
A loud growl rent the air and didn’t stop, echoing from inside the confines of the dimly lit corridor. The throaty hum got louder even though I moved away. Noah mirrored my motions, keeping his body in front of me, providing me protection from the danger that was about to reveal itself.
"Brace yourself, grá," Noah said, reverting to the endearment that I had always adored. I didn’t have time to dwell on it, however. Forced to concentrate on more important matters as he fully opened the connection between us. This time he used our bond and strength to reach out to the beast that appeared between the columns of the hallway. 
Trapped in the form of a man and a wolf—the penis dangling between its legs clearly indicated the sex of what we were dealing with—the wolf-man was spattered from head to toe with fresh and dried blood. The source of some of the bleeding came from numerous cuts and scrapes along his body and hands. Several of his fingers were bent at odd angles, indicating the bones were broken in more than one place. The wolf-man was so far gone, he was beyond reacting to pain. 
Noah’s wolf was a powerful thing, so strong I had to bend my knees to maintain proper balance when it demanded control and sent his presence through the house. I clenched my teeth and  instructed my feral half to support him in whatever manner he chose. His influence surrounded us, encasing us, until there was no denying where control and authority existed and from whom it came.
"Heed me." Noah’s voice was no longer his own.
I’d only heard the verbalization of his wolf twice—when my arm was accidentally broken by Mark in a game of football that became too rough, and when I informed Noah I was leaving to care for my ailing mother—and just as before, the sound sent a tendril of fear and awareness up my spine.
The wolf-man snarled through his long, lethal teeth, trying to formulate words. Saliva dripped from his jaws as he raised his clawed hands, his eyes glowing a bright, eerie yellow. Up close, I was able to scent something odd oozing from his skin, something citrusy that I couldn’t place.
"Get control of yourself," Noah commanded. "Shift back."
The absolute power and strength in the order sent me staggering back a couple of feet. A loud, gut-wrenching howl came from the beast as he fell forward, keeping his balance on hands and knees. He started changing to his human form, his hair drawing back into his flesh to slowly reveal flashes of skin. The distinct sound of an object falling in the distance obliterated the silence and, for a moment, caught Noah’s attention. The wolf-man leapt to his feet when the focus on him was broken, turned back into the hallway, and tore a path in the direction of the interruption.
"Damn it," Noah snarled and followed.
A shrill scream and a loud slam indicated a door had been shut, and not a moment too soon. As Noah swept into the hallway and I followed, we watched as the wolf-man launched himself at the door and slashed at it with his claws. The wood was almost entirely obliterated, and I could see a large dresser had been pushed in front of it on the opposite side.
"God, no!" A woman cried out, and I glimpsed her through a splice in the door. She was leaning against the dresser, using all her strength, attempting to keep it in place. Her face was red from the effort, and she had a bruise forming on the side of her face. "Get back kids! Stay back!" she screamed at her children who were also partially visible, their huddled forms pressed together against a far wall.
Noah reacted without hesitation, holstering his gun in the same motion he made a sweep for the wolf-man. He wrapped his arm around the man’s neck, placing his free hand around his head, and placed him in a choke hold. When the man spun around, I saw Noah’s face. His eyes were no longer their normal dark blue shade. The irises had become a vivid and bright golden-silver. The hands holding the wolf-man were now clawed, and Noah's canines were visible through his parted lips. The man continued fighting even as Noah deprived him of oxygen. The wolf-man's orange gaze flickered upward, until his focus was entirely on me. 
"Oh shit," I whispered and took a step back.
He came at me like a freight train, teeth bared and arms extended, despite the two-hundred pound man against his back. There wasn’t time to hesitate. It was me or him. I balanced the gun with both hands, aimed, and squeezed the trigger. There was no recoil, the barrel remaining nice and steady due to the design of the weapon. I remained as I was as the silver bullet traveled the short distance, vanished in the left side of the wolf-man’s chest, and stopped him just feet from me.
It was a kill shot, straight to the heart.
His eyes told me of the agony he suffered in the moment the bullet obliterated the organ inside his chest cavity. He stared at me, as if memorizing my face before he went to whatever place existed when you kissed the world goodbye. Noah released him and the man’s body slid to the ground. I watched, numb and oddly detached, as a large pool of blood spread out beneath him, coating the cream colored carpet in a pool of red.
It felt like I was in a trance. Maybe in another reality.
Or was this a bad dream? Perhaps I'd wake up.
It wasn’t until I felt Noah’s fingers around my wrist that I tore my eyes from the sight and came back to reality with a jolt. I wanted to fold in on myself. I didn't know what to think of myself and what I'd done.
I just shot and killed another person.
Noah pulled me into his arms and rested his chin on the top of my head. I sagged in his embrace, leaning against him. He whispered soothing reassurances in Gaeilge—his grandmother’s language—and stroked my back.
Muffled whimpers were the only thing powerful enough to force me from the warmth of his arms. As I stepped back, I saw the woman peering through the ravaged door, her attention riveted on what was now a naked man on the floor. Her mouth opened and closed several times, her face conveying her shock. She cautiously exited the room, studying the body. Then she inhaled raggedly. The peppery smell of fear mixed with the scent of bewilderment.
"Stay back, ma'am." Noah retrieved his cell, pressed a button, and placed it to his ear. After a couple of seconds later he said, "It’s clear." He lowered the device, pressed another button, and slid the phone into his pocket.
Kneeling, Noah studied the deceased male. "Are you Marcy Stamp? Is this your residence?" When she nodded he asked, "Do you know him, ma’am?"
The door to the bedroom creaked open, and Noah and I studied the two adolescent children—a boy and a girl—who stepped into the hallway. Marcy lowered her hand and turned toward them.
"Go back inside the room and stay there until I come for you."
The young boy saw the lifeless form on the floor. "Mom?"
"You heard me." After all she'd been through, the woman was handling herself well. I admired her courage and strength. "Don’t make me tell you again."
Both children did as she asked. 
I heard the creak of mattress springs and glanced inside the room to see they’d taken a seat on the corner of the bed, whispering frantically to each other.
Both appeared unharmed.
"Do you know him, ma’am?" Noah repeated, crouched just across from her.
"Can you turn him over?"
Noah glanced at me before he moved to do as she asked. The body was still warm and easy to maneuver as Noah flipped him to his back, shifting the male until his face was visible. The man was well into his forties, with visible laugh lines around his eyes and mouth.
"Oh my god." She seemed to choke on the words and brought her hand to her mouth again. "How can it be? It's not possible." As if something occurred to her, she swiftly moved to place herself between the door and the man, blocking the body from the view of her children.
That's when she started crying.
"Ma’am?" Noah queried softly.
"Yes." She was going into shock. "I know him."
I squatted beside Noah and asked, "Who is he?"
She looked me in the eye and said, "My husband."
◆◆◆
 
Tom watched as the coroner inspected the remains of Floyd Stamp. The officer who'd been pulled inside and killed had already been bagged and removed from the scene. Noah focused on questioning. The environment was tense for obvious reasons.
Floyd had been missing for three months, only to return like he had.
The wife had been confused, and so were we.
I went over the entire house, trying to locate the source of the scent I couldn't place. It was familiar, but I wasn't able to put a name to it. Like lemon and mint. Each time I found a trace of the odor, it immediately faded away. It seemed the direct source of the scent was coming from Floyd himself, which was strange. Citrus did change the body odor of people, as did other foods, but not like this. I was certain he hadn't used any sort of body spray or deodorant, and the smell wasn't acidic enough to be a household cleaner or sweet enough to be perfume or cologne.
Where do I know it from?
"You haven't heard from his co-workers?" Noah asked, jotting down what Marcy said. "What about his friends?"
"Not in the last month. Some of his friends used to come around and help with the kids, but they have families, too."
"What about the police?"
"I called them two weeks ago to see if there was any progress in the case, but they said they were still following leads."
"He went to the bar in your van, correct? Where it's believed he went missing?" She nodded and Noah continued, "They found the van in the parking lot but there was no sign of him. How long did the police keep it in storage?"
"They didn't." Noah frowned at the knowledge, and she asked, "Is that bad? Should they have kept it?"
"I'm not sure." He studied her. "Did you notice anything strange in the car when you got it back? Was there anything different?"
She took a moment. "No."
"Ray?" Noah said, and I knew what he wanted.
"Mrs. Stamp," I said, "is the van unlocked?"
She combed trembling fingers through her hair. "Yes, I think so."
I walked out the hallway, entered the living room, and exited the house.
The police had managed to move people back, but many of them refused to leave and go back to their homes. I went to the van but didn't bother inspecting the outside. Marcy had been driving it for three months. Between the heat and rain, any evidence I needed would be long gone. I opened the sliding side door and put my head inside. Despite inhaling several times, I didn't scent anything out of the ordinary. Just the usual musk of sweat, and a hint of what I placed as grease from fast food that had been placed in the vehicle. There was no evidence of a so much as dog having ever been inside the van, much less a werewolf.
Damn.
Just to be sure, I climbed inside and tried again. I put my nose up to seats, the ceiling, the floor. I spent a solid twenty minutes trying to locate anything that could shed light on Floyd's disappearance and reappearance, but there was nothing to be found.
I returned to the house.
Floyd's body had been bagged.
Tom and Noah were talking.
Marcy sat in a dining room chair that had survived the carnage. She'd put her children in a bedroom that hadn't been scathed, told them to stay there, and had come into the kitchen to retrieve wine from a cabinet. She hadn't bothered with a glass, drinking directly from the bottle. Every now and again, she'd gaze down at her hand and ran her thumb across her wedding bands.
I felt horrible and shitty.
I'd saved her life by taking her husband's.
A man she clearly still loved.
Ashamed, I went to her. "Can I get you anything?"
"What?" Her head shot up, like she hadn't seen me approach her. Her eyes were glossy. The bruise on her face had swollen, turning purple. She was lucky she hadn't been bitten. "No, no," she said. "Our parents are on the way. They'll be here soon."
I wanted to apologize a second time, but I didn't think it would help. I went to the refrigerator and looked in the freezer. I found a bag of frozen peas and took them to her.
"Here, ma'am." When she looked at me, dazed and broken, I said, "For your cheek."
"Oh." Accepting the plastic bag, she lowered her head and carefully pressed it against the puffy area with a wince. Before I turned away, she attempted to get answers. "How could this happen? We live in a safe zone. We don't know any werewolves. We've never been near them." She glanced at me and added, "Well, we haven't until now."
"I don't know what happened to your husband, but we're going to do everything in our power to find out." Not much of a comfort, but it was all I could offer.
Noah strode into the room and waved me over.
"How are you doing?" His gaze took in my face, looking at my expression. "Are you holding up?"
"I'm doing my best."
Satisfied with my response, he looked at his notes and asked, "Did you find anything in the van?"
"No."
"What about the scent you mentioned."
Not being able to provide assistance annoyed me. "No," I grumbled. "I know the smell, but I can't place it, and it's so faint."
"You're sure it's not a beverage? Or maybe a spray?" He usually took me at my word, but it had been a long time since we'd been in the field. He probably thought I'd lost my touch. Since he hadn't caught a whiff of it, he had to rely on me to get things done. "What about a candle?"
"It's none of those things."
He caught the anger in my tone and looked at me. "You sure?"
"I'm sure."
"Maybe the toxicology reports will tell us something."
As he looked at the small notepad, I watched.
There was one thing I'd always appreciated about Noah, even when I wanted to hate him. The man had always been dedicated to his work. He took his role in the pack and duties with the PBI seriously. He didn't goof around, and he didn't play games. He'd once told me he had a responsibility to his people. He knew every single incident, if handled incorrectly, could impact werewolves in dangerous ways.
"Did you locate the bite wound?"
He sighed in frustration. "He has too many injuries. I can't tell how they were inflicted. When they get him to the morgue, Tom's going to make sure they comb him over from head to toe."
That made sense.
There was no way to know how severely Floyd had been injured when he'd been attacked. All it took was a simple nip, which might or might not leave a scar. It was rare that a wound wasn't severe as attacks were normally violent, but it had been known to happen.
I thought about the little girl I'd bitten in the robbery.
She'd gotten the vaccination right away. She had a chance.
If she hadn't, the infection would kill her.
"Noah," Tom said, coming over to us. "We're going to log the evidence. The coroner is going to do the autopsy tonight. When everything is processed, I'll send you the files."
"What about the police reports?"
"You'll have them tomorrow."
"Did you notice anything suspicious?"
"Not really. It was like any other missing persons case."
Voices carried from outside the house. When I looked through the door, I saw a pair of vehicles pulling up to the driveway. I could see the outline of people through the windshields.
I made sure I spoke quietly. "I think the parents are here."
Tom and Noah followed my gaze.
"Do you have everything you need?" Tom asked and straightened his shirt and coat. "Or will you need to come back tomorrow?"
"I'm not sure." Noah closed his notepad and slid it into his pocket. "I'll go over everything and call you."
"Sounds good." Tom patted Noah's shoulder, giving me a sideways glance. "Talk to you soon."
Tom exited the house to talk to Marcy and Floyd's families.
I peered over my shoulder to look at Marcy. When I did, there was only more guilt and regret at what I'd been forced to do.
"We should go." Noah's tone indicated he knew that, despite what I'd said, I was barely holding up under the strain. His eyes rested on me, taking a moment. He took my hand and placed it in the crook of his arm. "Come on, angel."
I didn't protest, and I certainly didn't argue.
We went to this truck. He opened my door for me, waited until I was settled, and closed it. I let my head drift back, resting it on the seat. But I didn't close my eyes. I knew if I did, I'd only see one thing.
Marcy, sitting in that lone chair, nursing a bottle of wine.
She'd lost the love of her life forever. I never wanted to be in her position, I didn't think I could handle it.
Noah got in the truck and my gaze rested on him.
As angry as he made me, as much as I'd resented him, I couldn't bear it if something happened to him. Despite everything that had happened. I'd destroy anyone or anything that tried to harm him.
And then it hit me.
I'd never stopped loving him. I never would.
We was part of me, always.
No matter what.




Chapter Six

It was dark and we were over an hour late when we made it to the home in which I’d spent my final teenage years. The glowing living room windows flickered as someone walked past them, no doubt making their way to the door to greet us properly. I tried not to notice the new vinyl siding or the neatly trimmed lawn as I climbed the stairs to the large, wrap-around porch with Noah by my side. There was a purpose to this visit, and I had to see it through. It was expected I show respect to the man who gave me life, even if I resented the hell out of him. At least, that was what I told myself as we approached the front door and it swung open.
My father appeared in the doorframe, haloed by the yellow glow of the lights inside the house. He looked exactly the same, clothed in his usual blue jeans, T-shirt, and well worn work boots. My green eyes, blonde hair, and facial features had come courtesy of his genetics, but my frame and build were similar to my mother.
"Welcome home, Ellie." His concern, worry, and anger were identifiable.
His hands opened and closed, and he shifted his feet, as if he couldn’t decide if I would allow him to embrace me or if it was best he remain where he was. It was an awkward dance we were both accustomed too, which proved that despite everything that had changed, a few things remained the same.
I knew what he wanted, aware of the way to end the rift and give the man peace. It was such a simple thing. I only had to say one word consisting of three letters. When spoken with genuine feeling, the title could express reverence, adoration, or in this case forgiveness. Loyalty to my mother had prevented me from giving him the courtesy, and watching her slowly wither away from cancer hadn’t diminished my need to honor her for the sacrifices she made to keep me fed, clothed, and cared for in his absence.
I responded as I always did. "Thanks, Max."
His pained  expression was quickly masked.
He lowered his gaze and stopped shifting around, reading me loud and clear. He stepped back, giving us more than enough room to step inside. The scent I remembered was no longer present, replaced with something different. Sweetness coated the air, one of sunshine and lavender, coming from something I couldn't place.
"Barb put supper in the oven for you." Max closed the door and shoved his hands into his pockets. "I’ll go tell her to get things ready."
"That’s not necessary," I said quickly, eager to leave as soon as possible. "We can eat something when we get back."
"Speak for yourself." Noah hurried toward the dining room.
I started to argue but zipped it when he vanished around the corner.
Max and I stood in the foyer, staring at anything but each other. 
The tension was as bad, if not worse, than it had ever had been. 
I’d all but cut him clean from my life when I learned Mom was going to die. She'd lost so much time being with him, when she was young and healthy. After he'd left with a virtual stranger to live the werewolf dream, she'd been crushed. I had known how much he'd meant to her. He hadn't merely broken her heart, he'd ripped it from her chest and stomped on it.
"I’m going to wash up," I said after the silence became too much.
I didn’t look to see if he nodded, moved, or remained as he was as I crossed the living room and entered the hallway. The bathroom light was already on when I stepped inside, and the décor had changed, but I didn’t really pay attention. I walked to the sink and turned the knobs to full blast. As I bent at the waist, I collected the water in my cupped palms and splashed my face. Much of the water missed the mark, dribbling down my elbows and soaking the counter. 
A soft, curious voice startled me. "You’re making a mess."
Sputtering, I grasped the knobs, shut off the water, and peered through watery lashes at the child next to me. A pair of green irises stared right back. As I lifted my head, I got a full-on view of the little girl with long, blonde hair who was dressed in a white dress embroidered with strawberries. The scent that had hit me when I entered the home was much stronger now, and suddenly I understood why the smell was so powerful and unsettling. Although I’d never seen the child before, my nose placed her immediately.
She thrust the small towel in her hand at me and said, "Mommy says that you have to clean up your messes. And boy, did you make a big one."
"Thanks." I tried to recover from the shock, coming to yet another realization about the things that had changed in my absence. I rushed to wipe down the counter and made sure I kept my wolf confined.
There was no need to make things worse.
"So you’re my big sister, huh?" She eyed me skeptically. "Daddy said I’d recognize you because of your scent. Plus the hair, green eyes, and all. He was right. You smell just like your room. I thought you’d look different, but you're like the pictures in the family album. I guess you stopped getting old from shifting. I’ve been told to expect that with someone like you, but I’ve never met anyone like you before. Daddy said that’s because you’re different and really special, but I'm not sure about that." She shook her head, folding her little arms over her chest, and studied me. "You don’t look all that different or special to me."
"Annabel." Barbara’s voice sent my gaze to the bathroom door. "That’s not very nice."
Annabel sighed dramatically. "You told me that lying is bad, Mommy. But every time I tell someone the truth, you say that it isn’t nice." The blonde cherub breezed by me, until she stood in front of her mother. She peered up, shook her head, and said, "Grown-ups don’t make any sense at all." Then she squeezed by her mother and left.
Barb looked apologetic. "I’m sorry, I thought she was upstairs."
My shock waned, replaced with emotions that were all too prominent in the house I'd been forced to live in—anger and resentment. "How old is she?"
To Barbara’s credit, she didn't back down. "She’ll be six in December."
Six. Meaning that within a year of my departure, the household was already preparing for a new arrival. "And you didn’t think to mention this little development when I checked in the last time?"
"You need to talk to your father." Barbara was uncomfortable, and it showed. She pulled her brown hair back with trembling hands. Her hazel eyes were torn. "He’s been waiting a long time to talk to you."
"I’m sure." I tossed the towel into the sink. 
As I tried to slide past, Barbara moved in front of me, barring my path. "You need to be fair, Eleonora. Max wanted to make the trip directly to see you when your mother took a bad turn, but he knew you wouldn’t appreciate his presence. He called you several times a day, over weeks too long to count, before you’d even pick up the phone and let him know how you were. How was he supposed to tell you that you were going to have a sibling? You wouldn't let him do anything for you each time he tried. You wanted space and that's exactly what he gave you. Don't blame him for respecting your wishes. It's unfair, and you know it."
"Barb, please." I bit back my temper. "Get out of my way."
"He’s a good man. A decent man. I won’t let you keep hurting him." Her irises shifted color ever so slightly, becoming the yellow-gold I'd become accustomed to when I did something stupid as a teen.
"Don’t worry." I met her stare, refusing to look away. "You can’t hurt people if you stay away from them, and I don’t plan to stick around."
She was shocked by the revelation, which meant either Michael hadn’t warned my father that I didn’t intend to stay, or that Max knew but didn’t share the information with her. Either way, Barb wasn’t expecting it. The distraction provided the perfect opportunity to press by her and step into the hallway.
Striding past, I walked through the living room, past the foyer, and into the kitchen. My mind was sorting through too many things, my emotions a complete wreck. Directly ahead, I could see the dining room. Noah was seated in the place he always took, on the far side of the table directly beside my seat. He saw me coming, and his expression told me he’d been prepared for my reaction. He rose from his chair before I’d crossed the threshold of the room, lifting a hand into the air.
"It wasn't my place to tell you. Let Max explain."
"I’m leaving." I spun around, calling over my shoulder. "With or without you."
No one was in the kitchen as I stormed out of it, and I made it to the front door without interference. It wasn’t until I stepped onto the porch and came down the stairs that I was intercepted by Max, who was waiting in front of the truck. He pulled his hands from his pockets, walked forward, and met me halfway.
"You should have told me."
"I wanted to, Ellie Ray."
"Then what stopped you?" I placed my hands on my hips, using the sharp bite of my nails as they pressed into bare the skin above my jeans to keep my cool.
"You’re not exactly easy to talk to. Every time I’ve tried to make peace, you throw what happened between your mother and I back at me. When she got sick, you made sure the wall between us was as impenetrable as ever."
"My coming here was never under the condition that we develop a lasting relationship," I reminded him. "I needed to understand and come to terms with what I was. The rest was secondary."
"You’re right." He sighed and raked a hand through his hair. When he dropped his arm to his side, he looked at me. There was an enormity of regret in his eyes. "Ellie, I’ve always been courteous of your feelings in this, but enough is enough. Whether you want to accept it or not, you are my daughter. It was never my choice to stay out of your life. My wolf found its mate, just as your mom knew it might. I had to leave, and she knew why. I respected your mother's wishes because I felt I owed her that much, if nothing else. She honestly thought you wouldn't change, and she believed you would never have a place here. For all I knew, she could've been right. You could have had a normal life without ever stepping foot near a pack. But that didn't happen. It's not the way the ball rolled." When I didn’t interrupt him, as I often did, he added, "If I could take it all back and do things differently, I would."
"Is this about me?" I met his level stare and questioned, "Or the little girl inside the house?"
"Your sister has waited a long time to meet you—too long, if you want me to be honest. She started asking about you as soon as she could talk. She saw your pictures, identified your scent in your bedroom, and made the connection. We put her off for a while by telling her about you and your mom. We told her how it made you different. But she’s been desperate to learn everything she can about you. Especially as she's gotten older."
The sibling bond—something I’d been told about, heard of second hand, but had never conceived of experiencing myself. In less than fifteen minutes, all of my plans had been irrevocably changed.
Turning my back on the pack, I could face.
Leaving behind a sibling? I wasn't so sure.
"She didn’t seem desperate when she introduced herself in the bathroom."
"Jesus, Ellie. Get off your high horse and take an honest look at the world. How did you expect her to react? She thought you wouldn’t come home because you didn’t want to meet her." For the first time, anger and frustration were present in his tone and face. "Then, you vanished without a trace. We didn’t know how to answer her questions when we didn’t know the answers ourselves. And believe me, she has a lot of them." He exhaled roughly, voice trembling with emotion. "That little girl has convinced herself that she's the reason you wouldn't come home. She thinks you don't like her, and she doesn't know why."
If his goal was to make me feel bad, it worked.
"Damn it, Max." I eased my hands off my hips and brought them to my face to massage my pounding temples. I didn't hate the sister I wasn't aware of until now. I didn't even know her. I wasn't sure what to say or do. "How would I know that? I didn't know she existed." Groaning, exasperated, and fed up, I told him the truth. "I'm so tired right now. You have no idea. If I could sink into the ground and vanish forever, I would. The last forty-eight hours have been hell, and the call we went on put my head in a weird place."
"It was a bad scene."
I peered at him through my fingers. "Noah told you?"
He appeared solemn and grim. "Michael called. He told me what happened. I also saw some of it when I turned on the news."
"I've never killed someone." I never imagined I would have to.
"Do you want to talk about it?" Seven words, each arranged in the same, carefully constructed row. How many times had he asked me that? More than I could recollect. He'd wanted to reach out to me, and I'd denied him every opportunity. Even after what Noah had done, he kept asking.
I'd assumed he'd give up, but he hadn't.
He still cared about me, even if I tried not to care for him.
I wanted to roar in outrage and grief.
Was everything doomed to bring back bad memories?
As if my mind attempted to inform me that things could be worse, I conjured the image of the woman gazing down into the face of her deceased husband—dead because of the silver bullet I’d lodged straight into his heart—and shook my head and dropped my hands.
I'd killed a man.
He was dead and would never come back.
My actions had cemented his fate.
A creak from the stairs brought my attention to Noah, who had finally decided to join us. His eyes darted to the side, indicating that he had company. Just behind him, standing in front of the door, was Annabel. Barbara stood behind her daughter, resting her hands on her child's small shoulders.
"You’re not leaving, are you?"Annabel asked, fidgeting. "You just got here."
Max spoke up when I hesitated. "Your sister had a long day."
"But she just got here," Annabel repeated and stepped forward, her small hands wringing the center of her dress, and looked directly at me. "Why are you leaving? Did I do something wrong?"
Her expression was one I’d seen staring back at me in the mirror once or twice, when I knew someone wasn’t around to witness it. Feeling that I didn't fit in and never would, no matter how hard I tried. Her vulnerability and desire to communicate with me—the sibling she’d long waited for—shamed me in ways I didn’t think possible.
I felt like a complete sack of shit.
"Never think that," I answered and gazed at her tiny form. I released the hold I'd kept over my wolf, allowing her to rise. The beast did so immediately, alert and intensely aware. It scented the air and stilled in shock. Annabel was a living, breathing part of me. We were connected by blood. "You haven't done anything wrong."
"Are you sure?" She inhaled quickly and looked at me. "You don't smell sure."
I moved away from Max, beckoning her. "Come here."
She did, a tad hesitant.
We met at the bottom step.
I kneeled in front of her, physically and mentally drained. Even still, I scented her, becoming more aware of her. With us this close, I felt a new kind of energy surface. My wolf definitely approved of the sensation. I dimly acknowledged this was a part of me that I hadn't known I needed.
"I'm very happy to meet you. How could I not be?" I knew I was making an educated guess when I said, "Your full name is Annabel Lee Carthy."
Her eyes widened in awe. "You know?"
"Of course I do."
Suspicious, she questioned, "How? Daddy didn't tell you. He hasn't talked to you in ages. He complains about it all the time when he thinks I'm asleep."
"Annabel!" Barb's cry conveyed her mortification.
"I know." Annabel exaggerated the words with a sigh. "Stop being rude." Giving me her undivided attention again, she asked, "How did you know?"
There was so much hope in her little eyes.
"Max—" I quickly shut my mouth, realizing she might find it strange if I kept referring to our father by his given name. Starting over, I said, "Father adores Edgar Allan Poe. What else would he name you?" I watched her react, studying her little face, finding delight in her growing curiosity. Before she could ask more questions, I said, "Of course I know your name. Do you know mine?"
"Oh, that's easy," she stated, completely confident. "Eleonora Raven Carthy."
"See?" I tilted my head. "A Poe fan to the bitter end."
I felt the part of her that was wolf, timid but curious, inspecting me. I couldn't turn her away, allowing and welcoming the interest. My wolf was extremely careful, aware of who and what it was meeting. This was a child we had to take caution with, be protective of. Our wolves touched, greeted, and recognized each other. The harmony they created was unlike anything I'd ever known.
Then I felt a fist-like grip in my chest.
The sensation was staggering.
They converged, synchronized, and put each other to memory. I would have barreled over if my wolf tried to take over. Thankfully, that part of me allowed my human side to partake in the moment.
This was what I'd heard about. The sibling-bond.
Unbreakable, even in death.
It happened so quickly. In a flash, really.
This child now meant more to me than life itself.
The connection between us would never diminish.
Sister.
I nearly sagged when her joy slammed into me, but she quickly intervened, breaking me out of the stupor. She grasped my wrist, tugged at it, and squeezed. She was more than enthusiastic, her burgeoning wolf ready to pounce on me, exuding far more energy than I had. Since she was a pure werewolf, this was likely an exciting moment but nothing new for her. Yes, I was her sister. She yearned for the bond she knew she needed. But as an innocent child, she simply experienced something new, faced it, accepted it, and moved on.
"But people call you Eleonora, Raven, Ray, Ellie, or Ellie Ray." She wriggled her nose and giggled. "You sure have lots of names."
"Yeah," I responded and dipped my head. "I suppose I do."
"Will I have lots of names?"
"Oh, yes." I lifted my chin, gazed at her, and stroked her silky hair with my free hand. One day, if she wanted, the tiny creature would rule the world. When I glanced above Annabel’s head to look at Barbara, I met the older woman’s eyes. Her relief was obvious. She was immensely thankful I'd done right by her child, her face full of emotion. Returning my attention to Annabel, I said, "You'll have more names than you can count."
"What kinds of names?"
"I'm not sure." I waited until her tiny fingers let me go and struggled to stand. "I suppose that's up to you."
Her teeny face peered up, eyes expectant. "When will you come back?"
"Soon."
"Do you promise?"
"Of course I do." I smiled, drawing on a rapidly depleting reserve of energy. I realized I not only wanted to see my sister again, I needed to. "Now that we’ve met, you won’t be able to keep me away."
She took another breath, judged the scent of my sincerity, and smiled.
Her broad and enthusiastic grin stretched from ear to ear.
The barrier I’d placed between myself, the pack, and my family obliterated. The feeling was staggering, like a sucker punch to the stomach. What I felt was just as strong as the raw emotion I'd felt the first time I'd physically accepted Noah, giving myself over to his wolf and presence, and solidified my place in his pack.
Even though I was upright, I swayed.
If I didn't sit down, I was going to fall on my ass.
"Noah." His name came out as a plea.
I had to decompress and put my thoughts together.
Even facing this event, making such an extreme connection, the shooting had left me emotionally hollow. I'd taken a man's life and needed to accept the consequences of my actions. I had to come to terms with them. As much as I delighted in Annabel's radiance, I didn't need to be around the impressionable little girl in this kind of headspace, even if she wanted me to stay. 
"We’ll be back, beag amháin." Noah came to us and mussed the hair on the top of Annabel’s head. He  peered down at her, using the most charming weapon in his arsenal, giving her one of his broad smiles. "You have my word."
I’m not sure if God was looking down at that precise moment, but when Annabel moved out of his reach, slapped away his hand and scowled, I knew she’d inherited far more than my face and emerald green peepers.
"Hey! Hands off the hair."
Warm fingers wound gently around my arm, helping me to my feet, and Max gained my attention. "I’ve never forced you to do anything you didn’t want, but if you make a promise to her, you will keep it. Michael told me you don’t have plans to stay, but I won’t have you hurting her. She’s too young to understand the complexities of our history."
"I know how it feels to be abandoned." The statement wasn't meant to be hurtful, just honest. I wasn't angry anymore, just defeated. "I'd never be that cruel. Not to her."
Never to her.
"Why don’t we have dinner tomorrow?" Barbara chimed in from the porch.
I pulled away from Max before he could respond. When I turned, I saw that Noah had moved from Annabel and now stood by my side. It was a protective stance and gesture. Despite his respect for Max’s place as my father, he wouldn’t hesitate to become involved if I needed him.
Exhausted and without recourse, I accepted defeat. "Tomorrow it is." 
Taking that as his cue, Noah wrapped an arm around my waist, escorted me around Max, and guided me to the truck. I wanted to shrug him off, but for the sake of making it discreetly to the vehicle, I allowed him to maintain the contact until we made it to my door. When I was safely inside, I glared at him but didn’t say a word. It wasn’t necessarily. He knew how tired I was, and how betrayed I felt. Once again, he hadn’t been totally honest with me. Even if this was something Max had the right to tell me personally, I would have appreciated a heads up before I entered the situation blind and found myself caught off guard.
Especially after the investigation earlier.
Noah watched Max and Annabel climb up the stairs to Barbara. Then he leaned forward, his voice was incredibly soft. "She’s a good kid."
Our gazes met. "I know."
"Do you?"
"Yes, I do."
"You won't hurt her?"
"No, never." Knowing what he meant, I said, "The bond happened. It's done, Noah." I wasn't sure if he'd tricked me and I'd made a fool of myself a second time. In bringing me here to meet her, he'd trapped me in this place in a way I'd never anticipated. "Please, leave me be."
When he didn’t move, looking directly into my eyes, I sighed and turned from him. I settled back in the seat, staring straight ahead. He stood exactly as he was, as if he was tempted to say something more. The relief I experienced when he finally stepped back and closed the door was indescribable. I needed time to sort through all the thoughts racing through my head. I attempted to come to terms with what I’d learned and how the unforeseen revelation would now impact my life.
I had a sister. 
The little girl not only resembled me, but she also had a temperament that revealed far more about our connection. We were destined to be alike in numerous ways. Annabel would be strong willed and unrelenting when it came to herself, her family, and the sibling who shared so many of the same traits. Her being born a pure werewolf didn’t matter, it only made things a little more difficult on my part. I’d been told about the ingrained bond, something so pure, absolute, and powerful it could force me to remain with the pack even if I didn’t want to.
Now that we'd met, I couldn't leave her.
Noah had known that.
He climbed into the truck, but he didn’t say another word. 
For that, I was more than grateful.




Chapter Seven

When I woke the next morning, snug and warm in Noah’s bed, I was in the same place I’d crashed. Rolling to my side, I discovered Noah had never come upstairs to join me. Two parts of me warred at the knowledge. On one hand, I couldn’t deny the wolfen portion of me who hoped he would sleep beside me, surrounding me with his scent, the heat of his body, and what I once relished as a calming presence. However, as these thoughts came, so did my relationship with Steven, causing me to bask in numbing waves of shame at conceiving of such a thing.
I rolled onto my back, gazed at the ceiling, and found my mind drifting to happier times, before I learned that Noah had manipulated my life in order to stake an irrevocable claim. Once upon a time, we’d have woken up naked and wrapped around each other, stirring only when the other started to wake. Sometimes we’d lie in silence, breathing each other in, content to share the closeness. Other times, we’d simply talk—about work, about the pack, or about our plans for day. More often than not, however, we would greet the dawn in a manner we both appreciated, making love well into the morning.
The pack loved ribbing us about that. Back then, it was just another part of life. The invisible coil around my heart tightened, making it difficult to breathe.
When Noah had come to me the first time, when I'd turned eighteen, he'd been so much older and wiser than me. I couldn’t believe it. He was gorgeous, he was respected, and he made me feel safe. Human males had never looked at me or treated me like he did. When I had been confused about the changes taking place as my wolf responded to his, he'd always found a way to pacify me, ease my fears, and gain my trust. We'd spent hours talking and laughing. We'd also watched movies, went out to dinner, and went for long walks. Dating an alpha was big news in the compound, so it wasn’t long until everyone saw us together and had known what it meant.
Even if I hadn't.
Within a year, he couldn’t wait any longer.
He'd brought me home and taken me to his room.
Then he'd told me he wanted me.
I'd been nervous, timid, and intimidated.
Then he'd touched me, and I was unable to resist temptation.
As he gently peeled off my clothes, he had been slow and gentle, going layer by layer. I'd been nervous but excited. I'd wanted to know what it was like to be with him physically. So had my wolf. We'd both yearned for the intimacy. He'd taken his time, learning the curves of my body, letting me explore the contours on his. Then he'd taught me how to touch him, and found out the various ways I liked to be caressed. 
Before long, there had been no fear. Only eagerness.
After that night, I'd gone home, packed my bags, and moved in with Noah and his pack. It should have seemed sudden or abrupt, but for me, it had felt as if some higher power was making amends for the bad things I’d suffered. I hated not being with him, wanting him constantly by my side. He'd been the same, keeping me as close as possible. That had been the reason he'd requested me as his partner, gaining my entrance into the PBI.
Too bad I hadn't been worldly enough to see the truth.
It wasn't romance that had made it happen.
Noah had found his mate, and that was that.
During the time we dated, when we were getting to know each other, he'd made sure his sister, his pack, Michael, his friends, and everyone else told him everything he wanted to know about me. He'd always known where I wanted to go, what I wanted to learn, what I wanted to see. He'd taken me camping in the mountains. Encouraged me to shift and run with him in the meadows.
There had never a dull moment.
Life had been an adventure with Noah leading the way.
I'd thought it was due to the bond we'd created.
Learning it was a façade had torn me apart.
It wasn't fair.
A soft, shrill ring broke the quiet. 
I sat up, turned my head, and scrambled for the jeans I’d tossed on the floor just before I climbed into bed. The denim slid from my hands as I wrestled with it, giving me more problems as I tried to sort through the pockets. It took two solid yanks to get the cell phone free, but once I had it, I immediately hit the screen to connect the call. Before I could, a warning flashed, telling me the battery was low.              
"Steven?" I went to the closet to retrieve the cord to charge the device. "Can you hear me?"
"Of course." He hesitated and I heard him clear his throat. "Why are you out of breath?"
 Deciding honesty was the best policy, I went for broke. "I was busy wrestling with my blue jeans. They gave it their best shot, but I still got the phone."
"You fought your clothing for your phone?" His chuckle made everything seem better. I had always loved Steven’s laugh. While his voice was somewhat husky and deep, his laugh was much softer and lighter. "It’s a shame I wasn’t there to see it."
"True that." I plugged in the charger and placed it on the nightstand. Then I perched on the edge of the mattress. "I’m sure an extra set of hands could have made the entire ordeal much easier."
"Speaking of that." I heard him clear his throat again. "How would you feel about me traveling out there until your restriction is over?"
Panic struck, and I realized something horrible.
It was an awful idea.
With everything that had transpired with Peter, the shooting, and meeting my sister, I had too much to compartmentalize. There were so many decisions to make. It wasn't just about me anymore. I had to mend things with the pack and my family. His presence would complicate things. Everyone would be on guard. I'd have to watch over him and look out for myself.
Why does everything have to be so hard?
As much as I wanted to see him, I felt torn.
"Raven?"
"If you came, you wouldn’t see much of me," I told him softly.
Another pause. "Oh?"
"I'm working on a case for the pack, and there was an attack yesterday. I'm sure I'll be handling that incident as well." I hesitated, wondering if I should be completely honest, and decided telling him the truth was best. I couldn't keep sugarcoating things. "It's pretty bad. A man was changed, but we don't know how. He's been missing for months, so we're not sure of the timeframe. All we do know is he came home and attacked his family. He could have killed them."
If I hadn't killed him first.
Then he was the silent one. "Steven?"
"You shouldn't be anywhere near that." He sounded horrified, and I didn't blame him. "You could have been hurt. That's not part of the agreement I struck with Michael."
"Yes, you did." Steven might not have realized it at the time, but this had been part of the bargain. It was what Michael expected me to do. "I told you I worked cases in the past. You knew Michael wanted my help. I've had to track down rogues and do this very thing before. Sometimes that's simple. Sometimes it isn't. It's the way it is. It's my job."
He didn't say anything. I wondered if my phone had lost reception.
"Steven?"
"I'm here," he whispered hoarsely. "We talked about your life, I thought I understood." He sounded conflicted. "You're so strong, Raven. I've always been fascinated by your strength and resilience. But I never really thought about how you became that way. I knew what you'd been through, but..." He took a deep breath and confessed, "I didn't realize precisely what I'd be sending you back to."
Nor could he.
Steven had interacted with vampires and werewolves when he'd been a stockbroker. He wasn't like many humans. He eagerly took preternatural beings as clients. It was how he'd made his fortune. That was one of the reasons he knew what I was the night he'd come into the basement and found me. He'd been around my kind often enough to know fur matched a shifter's hair color, and the irises didn't change unless a werewolf was provoked.
He was human and lived a human life.
He'd never truly understand werewolves.
No matter how many books he read on the topic.
He'd never know everything about pack life.
I'd shared what I could, but I'd been bound to my word in certain matters. There were many things I couldn't tell him. Only someone with absolute authority, like Michael, could. Werewolves didn't discuss pack eccentricities with humans. Not even with the police or government. There were numerous things the PBI didn't know and never would.
Discussing pack protocol was against the rules.
"It's really not that dangerous." A small lie, but I hoped he wouldn’t call me on it. "I have backup. At all times. You shouldn't worry."
"But I do."
"I know." He wasn't a werewolf, but he was as observant and protective as one. "I don't want to lie to you." The admission was hard but necessary. Things kept tripping me up at a confounding rate. "I never want to."
"Then don't." His tone changed, no longer uncertain. "What's wrong? What happened? I know you're upset. I can hear it in your voice."
I didn't want to deceive him. It felt wrong.
He deserved better.
I had to come clean, but where did I begin?
I started with the most important thing.
"I have a sister, Steven." I was elated but agitated admitting it. "A sweet, adorable sister, that's already walking, talking, and bossing adults around." Guilt assailed me, because her absence in my life was my own fault. "She's going to be six years old. I've missed all that time because I wouldn't do something simple like picking up the phone." I dreaded telling him what that meant. "It's going to change things for me."
It's going to change things for us.
He surprised me when he asked, "What's her name?"
"Annabel."
"When do I meet her?" He didn't waver, ready to take on the challenge.
Relief poured over me, draining tension.
Why hadn't I thought I could tell him this? Or anything else for that matter? It certainly wasn't because he couldn't handle it. The man always found ways to smooth rough patches. In his life and in the lives of others. He'd done so numerous times. Including that very moment. It would be complicated if he came to see me during my time with the pack, but I figured to hell with it. I'd face hurdles like everyone else, one at a time.
I needed something that felt grounded and balanced in my life.
Now more than ever.
Steven was more than my boyfriend and partner.
He was my anchor. 
"When can you get here?" 
"I hoped you'd ask." The pleasure and happiness in his tone made my insides melt. This I understood. This felt right. "I have to wrap up a few projects, but I'll be done tomorrow. I can book a flight and be there this weekend." He hesitated, and I worried he might be rethinking things. I was going to tell him not to when he informed me, "My bags are packed. I rented a house a few miles away from the compound. In case you said yes."
"You did?"
"Right behind Velma's."
I knew the place he referred to, but I didn't bother asking him how he'd gotten Velma and Vern to rent it to him. I didn't care. The cottage nestled above a winding road once belonged to them. The area provided privacy and access to the town. Steven never ceased to amaze me.
"Best grits in town."
He laughed, and I welcomed the sound. "I'll judge for myself."
"I'll tell Michael."
"He knows. He's known since you left New York."
"What?" That caught me off guard. "How?"
"I told him before you left. I warned him to brace himself. I told him I wouldn't go away." He sounded offended, sighing. "Do you think so little of me, sweetheart? What do you think we talked about?"
Well, damn. "Wow."
Several revelations had stunned me the last few days, but this one wasn't horrid or debilitating. The knowledge was sweet, a welcome relief. I wouldn't have to deal with Michael directly. As long as I kept up with my responsibilities and dealt directly with Noah, I'd be sticking to the terms of our agreement.
Someone knocked on the door, and I didn't have a chance to tell Steven to wait or hang up. Noah entered, took me in, and saw me on the phone. His brows furrowed as his blue eyes narrowed. I thought he'd leave, but he left the door open and stayed put.
"Raven?" Steven questioned. "You there?"
"One second," I replied and lowered the phone into my lap.
"We have to hit the morgue," Noah informed me in a low growl, eying the phone. When I didn't attempt to hang up or rise from the bed, his irises brightened to silver. "You have five minutes."
He didn't slam the door as he left, but it came close.
"Sorry," I apologized as soon as the coast was clear.
"Was that Noah?"
"Yes." I was in Noah's room. He had every right to barge in. Which had me thinking ahead. "Before you get here, think of a safeword."
"A
what?"
Steven's amusement and bafflement made me grin. "You know. A safeword or secret code."
"What are you talking about?"
"When you're in danger or need help, you use it."
"I have no idea what you're talking about."
"Women use them all the time at restaurants and bars." He didn't respond and I explained, "When someone goes on a blind date and gets a bad feeling, or thinks the person they're with is dangerous and they feel threatened, they use words to let the staff know. People use them when they're getting hit on and want to be left alone."
"You're serious?"
Bless him. He thought it was a joke.
"It's a polite way to let staff members know you're in trouble without letting the person that's bothering you know what you're up to."
He chuckled and admitted, "I've never heard of that."
"Well, you're a gentleman, so I'm not surprised. A person would never need to use one with you." I rose to collect clothing from my bag and get dressed. Noah had said five minutes, which meant he'd be back in four. "Most places have them, but I don't know them all. The words usually sound like a special drink or a weirdly-worded special. The pub on Fleet Street and Maxwell used to have a drink called Minotaur, but the only people who ordered it wanted to discreetly get out of a bad situation."
"Minotaur?"
"Yep." I tugged on my jeans, then swept a shirt from the bag I'd placed in the closet. "I never had to use it, but I could have if I needed to."
"You're serious?"
"Deadly."
"That's something new." He took a moment and questioned, "How do women know what to say?"
"The bathroom." I yanked my shirt over my head, keeping my ear and mouth as close to the phone as I could. "There's a sign on the back of the door."
"Smart."
Returning to the bed to retrieve and put on my boots, I replied, "Very."
The cell chirped. I looked at the screen and saw the battery only had a one percent charge remaining. "Steven, the phone is going to die."
"You forgot to charge it, didn't you?"
He knew me so well. "Yes, but I have the stand right here. I'll put it on there as soon as we hang up." Dreading the day ahead, I grumbled, "I'll call you as soon as I get back."
"It's fine. The sooner I finish the work here, the sooner I can get there." He must have moved his phone, because I heard something brush against the receiver. "So, before you go," his voice deepened and lowered an octave, "I love you. Tell me you love me."
The phone dinged.
Time's up.
"I love you. I'll call as soon as I can."
"Talk to you soon."
I started to respond when the phone vibrated, shut down, and the screen went black. As I placed the it on the charging deck, Noah returned. Since I didn't want to hear him complain, I avoided conversation. I went to the door, squeezed past him, and hurried downstairs. We had to have a serious discussion about Steven, but I wasn't stupid enough to have it prior to our trip.
A cranky Noah while on the job would be insufferable.




Chapter Eight

The wounds on Floyd Stamp's body didn't provide clarity on when or how he'd been changed. Most of the contusions, cuts, and abrasions could have happened at anytime as Floyd healed at an accelerated speed. What did concern us were the injuries that appeared to be surgical, meaning they'd been done with silver implements. The toxicology confirmed the presence of silver in the system, which didn't make sense. Numerous scars were present on his back, in areas he couldn't reach.
He hadn't inflicted the damage to himself.
Someone, somewhere, had done this to Floyd.
We needed to find out who.
Tom delivered on his promise, providing us with a police file. Sadly, there wasn't much to go on. Floyd spent a majority of his time with his wife and children. However, the police had discovered that the man did, on multiple occasions, visit strip clubs in and around Nashville. Although they'd thoroughly questioned Marcy, gaining a deeper insight into her husband's recreational activities, they hadn't focused on that piece of evidence. They'd noted the information with an obvious lack of interest. Instead they'd focused on the primary location they felt contained the most importance: the bar where his van had been located. People had seen him at the bar the night he went missing. There had been half a dozen positive identifications.
"People place him there," Tom said, motioning to a corkboard connected to various items he'd created in an effort to unravel the mystery. "That does check out. But no one saw him leave. The last person that saw him was the bartender when he cashed out at approximately ten o'clock."
"So we're focusing on that time directly?" Noah asked.
"No," Tom answered and motioned to a picture of Floyd's friends. "Mr. Stamp's police records were clear, but I came across something in his file. The evidence had been sealed, but with a little pressure the court gave them to me. He was charged with DUI when he was seventeen. I suppose he learned his lesson. He'd drink a certain amount when he went out. Then he'd pay his tab and stay where he was for an hour or so to lower his blood alcohol level."
"You think this or know it?" I questioned, wanting to be sure.
"I know it. When I discovered the information, I visited his wife. She verified his history and told me about his habits."
"Responsible of him." Noah cocked his head, studying the board. "Maybe he decided to take his chances that night."
"Maybe," Tom acknowledged. "Maybe not. Either way, we can't pinpoint an exact moment of departure. There's no way to investigate one window of time. The detectives in charge of the case did a decent job, but they didn't question the staff that came to work at midnight. They believed he left long before then."
"Why?"
"Again, his wife. He always came home before twelve."
"So he's extremely responsible." Noah didn't buy it, I could scent the tart smell of doubt coming from him. "Mr. Perfect."
Thinking quickly, I asked, "What about the security cameras?"
"Nothing of note, but I'm having Gareth look them over just in case."
Gareth Smith. I'd been introduced.
Tom's partner seemed nice enough.
Whether or not he would be competent remained to be seen.
"What did his friends say?" Noah continued staring at their photos. "They were with him, correct?"
"They drove to meet Mr. Stamp in a separate vehicle. They traveled together and left together. Both stated they departed shortly after Floyd paid their tab."
"So he was buying." I wondered about that. It wasn't unusual for friends to treat friends when out, but the friends usually stuck around. "They left when he stopped."
"That's one way to put it." Tom pointed to one man's photo. "This one had lost his job. Floyd often paid for his drinks."
"What about the other one?"
Tom indicated another photo. "He was the designated driver."
Well shit. "They don't have any
helpful information?"
"I'm not sure." Tom sounded amused. "Maybe you should pay them a visit and ask." He pulled a index card from the board and handed it to Noah. "Their personal information is here." I was going to ask Tom why he couldn't question them himself when he said, "If they know something, it's going to take more than a human to get it of them. The police tried several times and always came up short."
"Is this information correct?" Noah lifted his gaze from the card.
"Yes, it is."
Wondering what Noah was talking about, I looked at the card. "What's wrong?"
"Nothing, it's just unexpected."
I moved closer. "What's weird?"
"The friend that lost the job was recently employed by Xtra D Pleasure."
"The porn store?"
I couldn't believe it was still around. The human population had thrown a fit when it had opened in the mall. While the front of the shop was legit and pretty clean, mainly offering various costumes, lubricants, and flavored body gels, the back required valid identification and proof of age. Eighteen, to be exact.
Once there, someone would have access to all sorts of things.
I took the card from Noah and gave it a look.
Then I understood his confusion.
Prior to taking the job, Robert Cranston had been a bookkeeper at a well-known car lot, making hundreds of thousands of dollars per year. Now, he'd been reduced to minimum wage pay at a sex store. A small scribble on the paper stated that's how he'd met Floyd; he'd sold him the van when he worked at the lot.
"Damn," I said quietly. "That sucks."
"When you have to pay the bills," Tom stated matter-of-factly, "ego goes out the door."
True that.
I looked at the information listed for Samuel Brown. He'd been employed at Treeline Engineering for over a decade. That's where he'd met Floyd Stamp. They were more than friends, they were co-workers and had been for years. We couldn't visit him on the job, as his office was on a military arsenal and would require clearance.
We'd have to see him when he was off the clock.
"What are Robert's hours?" Noah asked Tom.
"He's full-time. Day shift."
Noah nodded, and I knew he was thinking.
When finished, he gave me a familiar look.
We were about to make another trip.
"We'll talk to him first," Noah said, gazing at Tom. "How long do we have the body? When does it have to be released."
"Don't worry, I've taken care of it."
That was good news. Sometimes human detectives and law enforcement mucked up PBI investigations by requesting an immediate turn-over of remains. I never knew why, as cases were closed in their department once supernatural occurrences were proved to be involved. I figured it was their way of flexing their muscles. Humans liked to let us know we were stronger in many ways, but we were very fallible in others.
Noah went back to the autopsy table.
He didn't bother with gloves as he didn't touch the body.
Instead he looked at Floyd's face, then worked his gaze over the man's form. He stopped at the man's hand, and I knew what he was thinking. Someone as dependant and reliable as Floyd wouldn't have removed his wedding ring. During a shift he could have kept it in place. The muscles and joints would have reformed around the jewelry. It would be painful, but such a thing was definitely doable.
After another look at the corpse, Noah said, "I'll be in touch."
"So will I," Tom replied and went to the laptop placed on a nearby desk. "If we find anything on surveillance, I'll let you know."
Noah didn't say a word to me as he exited the room.
I knew why.
I'd shut him down on the drive to the morgue.
I'd barely spoken to him.
"He's waiting for you," Tom told me, never taking his gaze from the laptop screen. "He's been waiting a long time." The way he said it set me back, making me uncertain. There was no anger in his tone. No malice. Tom lifted his head, finally looked at me, and asked, "Don't you think it's been long enough?"
I didn't answer. Turning from Tom, I left the room. 
After all, there was nothing I could say.
The PBI agent had a point.
◆◆◆
 
The mall was almost as I remembered.
There were new stores, but I'd expected as much
"Roma's is still here," Noah said softly. He drew a breath and kept going. "We can eat lunch there, if you want."
Roma's. Lord help me.
Whenever we'd come to the mall, we always ate there.
The restaurant had the best Italian cuisine around.
"Maybe," I replied, trying not to recall how amazing the food was.
"They still have your favorite lasagna."
That was tempting. "I'll think about it."
"Do that."
Through his response, I felt his displeasure.
We had to have a talk. Having humans around while we did so would keep Noah's temper in check.
"Roma's it is," I said but didn't look at him, going about my business.
I knew he was pleased by his scent and felt horrible knowing I was going to demolish his hope. When he learned about Steven, he'd be far less amiable. I didn't want to imagine how he'd react. Regardless, it had to be done. Steven would be arriving soon, and I had to make sure Noah was informed in order for him to tell the pack.
It was going to be a nightmare.
We made it to Xtra D Pleasure, and I hesitated before I walked in.
I'd gone to the place with Trisha what seemed a lifetime ago, in order to buy lingerie. Noah, at that time, had always treated me like fine china. He always used absolute care and caution when we made love, maintaining total discipline of himself. My wolf had become agitated by him holding back. The beast inside me felt his restraint, just as I had. Trisha had suggested a few things to break his control, which would allow him to see me as a true sexual partner. Her plan had worked, too. Noah had come at me hard and fast the night I'd come to him as I had. He'd eaten me up when he'd seen me in the Little Red Riding Hood corset, garter, and panty set.
He'd let himself go, releasing his beast fully.
I'd never forget the things he said and did.
I'd also learned why he'd held back.
I didn't want to enter, remembering that night, but worked up the courage to follow him when I saw the man at the register.
Robert Cranston.
Noah had already taken charge, walking in a direct path to the man. I scurried to catch up, not wanting to miss any of the questioning. There were only a couple of people in the store, none of which paid us any notice. By the time Noah made it to the counter, I was right beside him.
"Robert Cranston?" Noah questioned, gaining the man's attention. "My name is Noah Cameron." He flashed his badge and nodded at me. "This is my partner, Eleonora Carthy. We're here to talk to you about the disappearance of Floyd Stamp."
Robert had appeared fine when Noah had introduced us, but once he realized why we'd come to the place of work, he panicked. "Can we do this another time?" he asked, voice higher pitched than I imagined it normally was. "I'm on the clock."
"We won't take up much of your time," I said before Noah could. "It's extremely important we speak with you immediately."
"I can't right now." Robert's eyes darted over the room. "I'm working."
"You're the manager," Noah reminded him. "We want to talk with you. Now. Call an employee and have them take over the front of the store."
"I can't," Robert said. "We're short staffed."
As soon as he said it, I scented the lie.
Noah smelled the deceit as well. "Have someone take over, or I'm going to drag you into the back personally." I didn't have to be directly looking at Noah to know he'd let his wolf shine through his eyes. I could smell and identify the power of his beast. "This is a preternatural investigation. I'll call in the PBI and shut this place down before you can blink."
Robert's eyes widened, and I then smelled fear. "Don't do that, please," he said, sounding desperate. He reached for a phone, dialed a couple of numbers, and contacted someone in the back. "I need you out here." The person on the other end complained, I could hear her bitching about stocking videos, and Robert cut the female short. "Now, Melissa. It isn't a request." He hung up and said, "Give me a moment."
As he went to the register and touched the screen, I turned from the counter and studied the room. The establishment had become far more tasteful in my absence. The costumes and lingerie were placed around the center of the room as though the business had become a high-end lingerie store. They'd removed hangers entirely, opting for mannequins that displayed the goods as they'd appear on the body. Beneath them were dressers with drawers that indicated sizes for every portion of each outfit. 
I turned when I heard a rustle of cloth.
A young woman stormed through the curtain separating the areas. In an instant, I was aware of the reason she was annoyed. Alcohol had made its way out of her system, but it had done damage. She was severely hung over. Probably from a hard night of partying. She shouldered Robert aside and punched at the screen with her finger.
Robert motioned to us. "This way, please."
We followed him into the rear of the store, which only had a handful of people. I tried not to look at the walls, not needing to see various dildos, butt plugs, and other such things littered around the area. He guided us through shelves and obstacles when a familiar scent hit me. Only this time, I not only placed it, I knew what I was smelling. It was much stronger now, easy to identify.
Lemon balm.
It had been so long since I'd been around the herb, I'd nearly forgotten.
"The office is in the back," Robert informed us, still moving.
But I didn't care about Robert.
I cared about the source of the scent.
The very one that had been present at the Stamp residence.
I didn't warn Noah, going on instinct. I called on my wolf, needing her guidance. She didn't disappoint. The source of the aroma came from the far corner. I changed course, heading in the direction of the scent.
"Ray?" Noah asked, and I realized he'd stopped to watch me. "What are you—"
I didn't hear the rest, locating and finding my target.
The male stood in front of DVD materials. As I approached, he paused and glanced over his shoulder. I didn't get a full view of his face. Not that I needed to.
His scent told me all I needed to know.
The male was a werewolf.
He bolted, running through an empty row. In seconds, he blew through the curtain partition. I followed but wasn't blessed with a clear path, jumping over things in my way. I tipped over a shelf and sent vibrators and cock rings all over the floor.
"It's the same scent," I yelled, still in motion. "From the crime scene."
I hoped Noah listened to me. I followed my target.
The male was extremely fast, agile, and determined, exiting the store before I managed to get out. I rushed after him, pushing people out of my path. I could see his dark mop of hair only yards in front of me. He was rushing for the concourse. I kept my gaze on him as I continued, yelling for people to move as I ran after him. He reached the railing on the top floor and grasped the bottom wheel of a stroller with a toddler inside. A woman—the child's mother—screamed. My muscles burned as I pushed myself to go even faster. In that moment, I realized I'd shamed my wolf and myself. If we'd been in total sync and harmony, I'd have caught the man before he left the store. Due to my lack of interest in my bestial half, I'd crippled myself.
Please. I begged to my wolf, pleading. We have to hurry.
A surge of speed told me the beast had heard.
I was only a couple of feet away when he rose.
"No!" I roared in horror. "Stop!"
He didn't listen, jumping over the barrier, taking the stroller with him.
I was right on him by that point.
I reached out with my right hand as I slammed into the side of the railing and toppled over. The stroller had lifted from the bottom when the male jumped, the rear veered back, and the cushioned portion that supported the back of the object tilted down. The child wailed as I swept my hand at the stroller and managed to snatch one of the handles. At the same time, I tried to find something—anything—to stay afloat.
I'd gone over the railing head first, my chest slamming against the glass and metal. I'd kept one leg on the other side of the barrier, but my current position wasn't good. I started sliding forward. I managed to wedge my fingers around a metal bar as the position and weight of my body sent me over. Everything moved in slow motion, my hair falling into my face, covering my eyes. I focused on the handle of the stroller and metal rail in my hands, knowing I couldn't let go. The stroller jerked when my body stopped following gravity, staying in place as I fisted the plastic handle. 
I felt grateful and relieved. I wasn't going to fall, nor would the child. 
I increased my grip and held on for dear life.
"Help me!" I yelled, hoping someone would. "Get the baby!"
As I shook the hair from my eyes, I saw the stroller hanging several feet from the ground. The baby was strapped in tight, but screamed and cried in terror. I flexed my arms, trying to lift the stroller. Unfortunately, the angle was bad. I could hold on but there was no way I could pull the child to safety. My arms were splayed as far as they could go, nearly hyperextended.
"Help her!" I recognized the voice, the child's mother. "That's my son! That's my son! Oh God, that's my son!" Her hysteria increased as she cried, sobbing. "Help him! Help him!"
"We have it!" Someone screamed. "We've got it!"
"Wait, Raven. Don't let go." Noah's voice was the most welcome sound I'd ever heard, but I didn't dare try to look up at him. "I'll catch it and bring it down. Let go when I say."
A dark blur swept by my arm. Noah had jumped to the lower floor.
"When I say," he said, the sound of the order revealing his fury.
Feeling the ache in my muscles, I lowered my head.
My body felt too frail. Too human.
"Raven. Look at me."
I opened my eyes and gazed down.
Noah was there, arms up. "When I say."
He crouched, gathered strength, and surged into the air. "Let go."
I waited until I felt the stroller shift, aware he had a grip, before I let go.
He landed with the stroller and child.
As soon as I saw the baby was safe, I released the bar keeping me in place. The ground rose up like it was going to swallow me, but I managed turn midair and land on my feet. I rose in a haze of anger and frustration. I knew I had to find my target, ready to give chase. My wolf was eager to guide me, telling me where to go.
I homed on the scent and followed.
I made it to the area near the entrance and snarled. 
The sleazy asshole had a huge lead.
"Stop him!" I instructed anyone and everyone that could hear, moving as fast as I could. "Stop that man!"
Most backed up, getting out of his way.
Others tried to stop him, but were too slow.
The ones that did manage to come into contact with him were knocked aside with ease. As he made it through the doors, I wanted to howl. I was only a few seconds behind him, but that was enough. When I made it outside, people were parted, creating an open path. They were all confused. I moved through them, until I was clear of everyone, gazing around the parking lot.
I tried to use my nose and met another obstacle.
Cigarette smoked lined my nostrils. Each inhale burned.
"Where did he go?" I roared, looking around. "Where did he run?"
No one answered, and I wanted to bare my teeth at them.
I turned in time to see Noah slam through the doors. "Raven?"
"The son of a bitch was here," I snapped, turning my back to him, trying to locate the male's scent. "He was right here."
Noah made it to me and put a hand on my shoulder. "Who was here?"
"The scent from the Stamp's home. The one I couldn't place. It's lemon balm. He has it, Noah. It's coming from him. He was right here." I didn't want to turn to Noah as he tugged my body toward his, but he was far stronger than me. When I peered up and into his face, I repeated, "The asshole was right here."
I thought he'd ask if I was sure, as he'd questioned me before.
Instead his brows furrowed and he let me go, scanning the parking lot.
Tires screeched against concrete, and we shot off in the direction of the sound. The moment we turned around the corner, we saw the vehicle, a older model, tan colored Toyota Camry. It had backed up and was prepared to move forward.
"Son of a bitch," Noah snarled, putting on speed.
I followed, trying to keep up.
We knew we were doomed as the car accelerated.
Little by little, it gained speed and moved away.
I stopped before Noah did, watching the car barrel onto the highway.
Noah stopped, turned, and walked back to me, equally pissed. He retrieved his phone and made a call. Even across the distance, I could hear what he said.
"I need you to run plates for me. We've got a lead."
That was one stroke of good fortune.
I had the strong nose. Noah had the vivid eyesight.
Whoever we'd been chasing had gotten away, but perhaps not for long.
As anger bubbled inside me, I knew one thing for certain.
Robert Cranston had a lot of explaining to do.




Chapter Nine

It turned out that Robert Cranston had nothing to hide. When we'd shown up, the man had been in fear of losing his job, not talking to us. When we questioned him, it was easy to scent his sincerity and horror at what had transpired. As for the client in the store we'd been chasing? Bryan hadn't known him or paid attention to him. Nor would he have. Apparently there were now werewolves who partook in pornography. Shifting on video was a no-no, but werewolves could have intercourse, keep their form, and change their eye color. The smutty movies sold like hotcakes, and humans weren't the only ones interested in them.
So were vampires, werewolves, and other supernatural beings.
Go figure.
Just when we thought we were screwed, Melissa chimed in.
She didn't know the man, but she had seen him before.
At Burlesque. A fetish club.
When she was in the mood, she liked to visit the place.
She provided far too many details, explaining that while she wasn't into preternatural beings, she did enjoy a good spanking now and then. Not that Noah or myself needed the input or the visuals. We'd have to visit the club, but talking to the police and PBI had taken time. There had been no trip to Roma's, no lunch in which Noah and I could speak. We'd been too busy repeating what had happened in order for law enforcement and the PBI to do their jobs. We'd left with just enough time to go to Noah's, spruce ourselves up, and make the trip to see Annabel.
"I'm proud of you," Noah said as we neared home. "The fall would have killed that little boy."
The EMTs had been called, as well as the police, after the incident. I'd stuck close to the mother and child to make sure he'd be okay. He'd been taken to the hospital to be certain but appeared unharmed.
"I didn't think I'd make it in time."
"Because of your leg?"
No, it wasn't the leg.
It was something far worse.
A harsh truth I didn't want to confess had shamed me. Admitting so would inform Noah he'd been right all along. I'd neglected my wolf in so many ways. Where we'd once been connected, we'd existed almost separately the last few years. I knew that had to change. I'd treated her badly when I'd lived in New York. Locking her away had been a horrible thing to do.
"He was so far ahead of me." That, at least, was true. "I almost didn't make it."
I felt Noah's surge of pride. "But you did."
Moments passed in silence. I didn't like it.
"When do we go to Burlesque?" I asked, wanting to eradicate the quiet.
"Tomorrow." Noah shifted in his seat, and I felt his unease. "Angel, we have to have a serious discussion. I know you don't want to, but it has to happen. We need to have common ground."
My shoulders felt heavy, laden with burden. "I know we do."
He didn't say anything; I knew he wanted to follow my lead.
What did I say? Where did I begin?
"Noah." I kept my voice soft but confident. "We're the same in numerous ways, but in others we're nowhere close. I wasn't raised like you. Not remotely. The rules are different on the compound, and I get that. Especially since coming back. It is the way it is there."
"Do you understand why I made the choices I did?"
"Not completely, but I am starting to. You honestly believed you were doing what you had to in order to make me happy. I do believe that. But manipulation isn't romantic or honorable to humans. It's slimy, vile, and disguising." He didn't respond, gripping the steering wheel tighter, so I kept going. "The human in me doesn't think your decisions were honorable or necessary. They feel forced and fake. I did try to view things from your eyes after I'd left, but it never worked. I wanted a life that came from my choices and feelings. I wanted something real."
Noah exhaled harshly. "You don't think what we have is real?"
"In a fairytale, maybe. If a girl wants that sort of thing."
"And you don't?"
"No." I remembered how it had been early in my childhood. Fairytales didn't exist. Certainly, preternatural creatures did, but none of them were remotely close to the way they were portrayed in stories. "I want something I can believe in. Something that I feel genuine emotion for because it's honest and natural."
"That something being Steven?" He didn't look at me, hands wringing the wheel. "You know what you feel when you are with me. Our wolves need each other. Like it or not, they're bound for life. You'll never have that with anyone else. It'll never happen."
"You're wrong. It will."
It has.
"You honestly think a human can make you happy." Not a question, a statement. I felt his anger and resentment. "Say what you will about me and the pack, but at least be honest. If not with me, then with yourself."             
"He can make me happy," I informed him. 
"You don't know that."
"I do." Knowing he might blow a fuse, I added, "Because he does."
I expected him to rip the wheel of its hinge, or him to veer off the road to face me. To my shock, he did neither. Instead he kept driving, listening to the words, really taking them in. "You're drawn to the human because that's what you want to be. You think he's better than me."
Being honest was one thing. Hurting Noah was another.
Even though he deserved it.
"He's not better or worse than you. He's just..." Not knowing how to describe the man I'd fallen in love with in a way he fully deserved, I tried to make my thoughts coherent. Steven was so many things. I couldn't summarize him quickly or easily. I finally said, "He's just Steven."
"So tell me." Noah managed to keep his fury in check. "Does he know when you're happy or sad? Can he sense when you need space or comfort? Are you aware of him the moment he enters or leaves a room?" He growled, the sound low and ominous. "Does he come to you when you need it? Does he know how to give you exactly what you want without being told? Does he hold you when you need to be comforted or confront you when you need to keep yourself under control?"
I wasn't sure I wanted to respond.
At the mall, I'd realized something essential.
I'd been with Steven as a werewolf, he'd actually seen me several times after a shift to make sure I had been properly caged and keep me company, but I hadn't truly revealed her to him. He viewed my wolf as a part of me that happened once a month. He didn't know what damage I'd done to myself as a consequence. I hadn't either, thinking it would be fine, doing everything I could to feel more human.
Scenting my doubt, Noah said, "That's what I thought."
"You don't know as much as you think," I snapped. "That's the point. I've had a good life the last few years. A happy one. I've found someone who lets me be who I am. Someone who thinks I'm perfect even if I have imperfections. I have been loved and adored by a man who doesn't expect me to become who and what he wants. He takes me as I am, warts and all."
"Do you love him?"
I hadn't thought Noah would ask.
I'd thought he'd be too proud. Too possessive.
Admitting another male held my attention was an insult.
I knew the answer but felt nervous telling him the truth.
Finally, knowing I had to, I answered, "Yes, I do."
Noah, again, surprised me. "Why?"
Where do I start?
Is it safe to say? Will Noah kill him?
"He makes me feel normal." I let Noah absorb the words and said, "He listens to everything I have to say. He's there for me on good days and horrible ones. He never complains, and he never asks too many questions. When I want to vent, he listens. When I don't want to talk, he gives me time. He never makes me feel bad about myself." There was more to it than that, and I knew it. "He doesn't judge me or make decisions based on my genetics, childhood, and past. He comforts me. He reminds me being unique doesn't mean I have to be alone." I paused for emphasis. "He gives me hope."
"I want you to take a moment and think about something beyond yourself or Steven. I want you to really think about what this means. I'll never find another mate, Ray. Not in the way I need. Not even close to way I want. Neither will you." Noah's words weren't evil. I knew they were solid fact. His wolf recognized me for a reason, as mine recognized his. There would never be another for either of us. "You're condemning us to a life alone."
I didn't want that for him. I never had.
I felt like shit knowing he'd never find a concrete balance.
So I played my ace in the hole, one I hoped worked. I'd thought about it shortly after I'd spoken to Steven earlier that morning. I would never change Steven. There were too many risks. Which meant our time was short. There was a way for me and Noah to get what we wanted.
"Hear me out, then," I said, loathing the words I had to speak. "Steven is human. I'd never try to change him. It wouldn't take the risk. He won't live forever," I stated, hoping Noah would listen. "If you truly care about me, then prove it. Grant me what little time I have with him. I want to be with him for however many years he has left. If you do, I'll come back to the pack. I'll be the mate you expect me to be. I give you my word."
I gazed over and noted the way Noah's face changed.
He felt hurt, not that I expected him not to.
I hated begging, but it wasn't beneath me. "Please."
"You mean it. You'd turn your back on what we have."
"Yes." I felt torn and unbalanced. "I know it goes against everything you are, but I'm asking you for this." I recalled that Michael had met his mate a few years after he'd married his first wife, a human. He'd asked his mate to make the same sacrifice, and she had. But Michael's mate was a female who'd been born in a pack and understood such matters. Noah was an alpha male. He didn't share and he didn't compromise. I wasn't sure what he'd say. "I can't let him go. I won't."
"And if you conceive?" I heard the outrage in his voice, the betrayal. "What then? Would you try to change him? I've seen it happen. More than once. And in case you've forgotten." His voice lowered even more, and I thought he might be close to shifting. "I'm an alpha, Ray. What you're asking would shame me, you, as well as our pack. We'd be questioned and subject to fights to prove our status. You're asking for more than I can give you."
"Michael can prevent that." No one questioned Michael, not even Noah. "And I won't conceive. It'll never happen."
"Michael would side with me on this, Ray. Believe it or not, we've already had a similar discussion. That human of yours is causing problems we don't need right now. And even if you got your way with the male, living your normal human life, those who engage in sexual intimacy with prophylactics get pregnant."
"There won't be any accidents. Not with him." I felt like shit sharing Steven's history. "Steven can't have children."
Then, finally, Noah glanced at me.
His irises glowed silver, but the man was in charge of the beast.
"He had a vasectomy."
Noah frowned at the knowledge, and I told him the truth. "Steven was married before he met me. His wife and daughter were killed in an automobile accident. It tore him apart. In ways you can't possibly understand." I felt like I was betraying Steven but the truth might soften Noah. "He didn't want to suffer that kind of loss again. He refused to."
Noah's jaw clenched, and the cabin of the truck radiated absolute rage.
He ripped his eyes from me, staring at the road.
"I will give you what you want," I informed him. "You just have to wait." To remind him of what he'd done, I said, "If you'd been patient from the start, we'd never be here. Not like this, not in this way. You'd have had me because you earned my love and deserved me." Praying he'd listen, thinking he wouldn't, I said, "Give me a reason to believe in you, Noah. Show me you can earn me on your own. Prove you're a reasonable and decent human being."
"You forget, angel." He turned into the driveway. "I'm not human."
I was about to say something in response when I noticed the car parked in front of Noah's house. The black Cadillac Escalade had been ordered special. The outside was bulletproof, as were the windows. Michael had ventured over for a visit. My nerves rattled, and I remembered Steven had told Michael he'd be making a trip to see me. Would Michael try to prevent that? Michael had obviously already spoken to Noah, given what Noah said.
Is the shit going to hit the fan?
"Why is Michael here?" I questioned, suddenly edgy and concerned.
"No clue." Noah pulled into an empty spot. "Guess we'll find out."
I wanted to finish our conversation, but Noah wasn't having any of it. As soon as the car was parked and he pulled the keys from the ignition, he left the truck. I shouldn't have been surprised. Noah would never let me be with Steven. It went against his grain. I'd been stupid thinking he'd entertain the idea.
Noah didn't close the door, leaving it open as he entered.
I slowly climbed the stars, walked onto the porch, and looked inside.
The entire pack was present, seated in the living room.
Shit. Shit. Shit.
I cautiously entered the house and closed the door.
The first thing that struck me as odd were the various scents in the room. I expected malice, anger, or distaste. Instead I got a blast of uncertainty, doubt, worry, and even apprehension. And it was quiet, which was certainly not normal. A majority of the time the house was full of sound. I let my nose guide me toward Michael's scent and found him seated in the kitchen.
His gaze left Noah and rested on me. "Sit down, Eleonora."
I wanted to know what was going on. "Why are you here?"
"Sit," he repeated.
I did, hesitant as I made it to a chair and sat.
"I have bad news."
Noah inched closer to the table, stopping at the center counter. "About?"
"There was an explosion." Michael studied me, and I could see regret and compassion in his eyes. "It happened several hours ago. I was notified by the authorities and given all the details." A flash of indecision crossed his face. As quickly as the emotion appeared, it was gone. "Due to the circumstances, I felt it best to come here directly. You need to hear this from me, and you need to hear it in person."
"I don't understand." Why would he need to tell me about an explosion? In person? Pack business included the pack. If the matter involved the PBI, Tom would have been present.
"The blast happened at Steven's garage."
The breath left my lungs, terror taking over. "But he's okay, right?"
"The police had to get the fire under control before they could investigate." Again, Michael's eyes darted to Noah. Then back to me. "They found human remains."
No.
No, no, no.
Michael had to be wrong. "Steven wouldn't be there. He's coming here, Michael. He's coming to see me." I looked at Noah, pleading with him to listen. "That's what I was trying to tell you. He told me this morning. He'd already packed his bags." Determined to prove I was right, I said, "It must have been someone else. He has an assistant. Mitch. He's at the garage all the time."
I felt Noah's hand on my shoulder and shrugged him off. "Don't."
"Mitch was at home, Eleonora." Michael remained composed, but I knew he didn't like giving me the news. "The police have already taken his statement."
It was someone else. It had to be someone else.
If something had happened to Steven, I'd have known.
I would feel it. 
Then I realized that wasn't true. I'd feel the agony of loss with Noah or any of my pack mates, as our wolves were unified and we were connected in a magical an unexplainable way.
Steven wasn't a werewolf. He was human.
We didn't have that kind of bond.
"You have to be wrong." I felt the warmth of tears as they streamed down my face. Noah tried to comfort me again, and I slapped his hand aside. I stood so quickly, I knocked the chair over. "Call the police. Tell them they identified the wrong person. They have to find him. He could be hurt."
"He wore his wife's wedding band on a necklace, didn't he? He never took it off. They found the ring."
The world swam. The walls looked like they were breathing.
I wanted Michael to shut up. I didn't want to listen anymore.
The wolf, sensing my raw, unhinged emotion, came to life. As soon as she understood the cause of my grief, she roared in my head. She belonged to Noah, but she adored Steven. He fed her, talked to her, read books to her. I felt prickles beneath my skin, my muscles on fire as the wolf and myself merged. I grasped the table with clawed fingers and threw it aside. The wood hit the window, and the glass shattered. Michael didn't move, staying right where he was. 
"You're wrong." My voice altered, garbled and hoarse.
"You know I'm not."
I wanted to rip his face open with my claws.
This wasn't happening. Not again.
I refused to lose another thing I loved.
Before I caused massive damage, I decided to leave.
Noah tried to block me as I ran toward the back door, but Michael ordered him to step aside. Noah did, even though I could sense his need to be with me, to ease my torture. I made it to the door and slammed my shoulder into the frame, bursting it free from the hinges. As soon as I had clearance, I rushed down the stairs, ripping at my clothes.
The pain was too much.
I couldn't take it.
It hurt to breathe.
I decided to shed my skin, taking shelter in a form that could bear the misery. I faltered several times, falling to the ground over and over again, uneven on my feet as my bones cracked and my musculature changed. I threw my clothing aside, but I didn't stop. By the time I made it to the edge of the clearing, the shift was complete.
I mentally stepped back, shuttering my mind.
I let the wolf have absolute control, giving myself over to her.
Although I was present in her head, she was in charge.
She knew what to do, bolting into the trees.
With each step, as she grew stronger and pushed back the human portion of her, the despair and torment crushing my heart eased. The wolf focused on the sights and sounds I'd long kept from her, ready to venture into the wilderness and revel in her newfound freedom.
Her thoughts and plan intensified.
We'd go deep into the forest.
We'd find game and hunt.
The mortal world would be left behind.
Then scents and sensation drowned out everything.
Steven wasn't the only person who'd died.
In that moment, the human part of me had as well.




Chapter Ten

The wolf woke with a snarl, baring teeth her teeth and struggling to break free of the fingers grasping her nape. I witnessed everything through her eyes, aware of who'd taken hold of her due to our combined sense of smell. The wolf identified Noah and prepared to back down. Not wanting that, I rose unwillingly from the slumber I'd enjoyed, instructing her to fight.
"That's enough." Noah's grip increased as he applied pressure. "Stop, Ray."
Despite a decent attempt, the wolf's head slammed into the earth.
"You can stay in this form, angel. I'll allow that. But if you don't come back and take control right now, I'll force you to shift." When I didn't relent, snapping at his fingers, I felt power radiating from him. "Last chance."
Knowing he meant it, not wanting to change form, I muddled through the cobwebs in my head, coming to true awareness. I wasn't sure how long I'd been under or how long I'd been gone. I'd simply let go of everything, trusting the wolf to survive on her own. As I broke through the surface, grasping hold of the wolf and taking charge, I remembered everything and wanted to put the wall back up.
It still hurt too much. I couldn't bear it.
"Stop it, now." Noah didn't sound angry, only determined. "I've given you as much time as I could. You have to come back. There are things you need to do." Since I'd stopped struggling, he pulled my upper body onto his lap. He ran his fingers along my head, trying to comfort me. "Steven's funeral is today. You don't want to miss that, do you? It's your last chance to say goodbye."
Steven's funeral. I slumped against him.
He's gone. He's really gone.
I let the pain wash over me, no longer aided by numbness.
As much as I wanted to deny it, I'd never see Steven again.
Michael was many things, but not a liar. An alpha of his stature wouldn't need to lie about something like that. Now I had to figure out why Steven had died. He always used caution at the shop. If there had been an explosion, it hadn't been due to him. Something else had happened.
I knew it, could sense it.
I owed it to Steven to find out why. 
"That's it, come back to me," Noah said softly. "I know you're hurting, and I'm sorry as hell. I'd take away your pain if I could. I'd kill myself to make everything better." He sounded solemn and heartbroken himself. "You told me you loved him. I didn't believe you. For that, I'm sorry. Call it arrogance or wishful thinking on my part, but I do believe you now. Even though it's not easy to admit. I sensed it in the kitchen, Ray." His voiced cracked and he lowered his head, resting it atop mine. "I felt your pain. That kind of hurt doesn't come from anything less than love."
He paused, kissing my muzzle.
"Knowing that, I realize you need time to come to terms with the loss. You need to mourn. You have to let yourself grieve. But you can't do it like this. Not in this form. It's too dangerous. To you and everyone around you. The wolf needs your guidance just as much as you need hers. Both of you have to accept what's happened if you want to get through this. I won't let you lose yourself in the beast, even if you want to."
I sighed and closed my eyes.
This time, Noah wasn't being selfish.
The longer I stayed like this, the more I'd adapt to my form. I'd become a wolf entirely. Eventually, I'd be unable to shift at all. Unless someone made me. By then I'd be feral and uncontrollable.
I'd have to be put down.
"I've booked a flight for you. If you leave in time, you'll make it to the funeral. You'll be able to say whatever you need to. You'll have the chance to grieve." He stopped stroking my fur and pulled away. "I know you don't want me there, so I've made arrangements. Someone else will go with you. Someone that makes you feel safe. You don't have to do this alone."
I didn't know who he meant.
He didn't clue me in or reveal the person.
It wouldn't be Michael. A human funeral wouldn't be secure. It was far too dangerous for him to accompany me. Maybe he thought Trisha would be comforting. I hoped not. I didn't want to be around anyone from the pack.
"You're thinking about it. Good." He shifted his legs, moved me aside, and stood. "We have to hurry if you want to go to the funeral. I meant it when I said I'd given you as much time as I could. You only have a few hours before you have to leave."
He started walking from me, weaving through trees.
He didn't look back.
I watched him for several seconds.
Uncertainty coursed through me, and I realized I'd already been in wolf form too long. I wanted to be the animal, guided purely by instinct. Perceiving the danger I'd put myself in, I followed Noah's departing form, remaining several paces behind him. The trek through the area was quiet, the only noise coming from crushed leaves and branches beneath our feet. It took us nearly twenty minutes to clear the trees, and when we did, a scent drifted to me.
I froze, inhaling deep.
Then I knew who'd be taking the trip with me.
I took off, sprinting past Noah. In seconds, I saw a road and Noah's truck.
A large form stepped around the side.
He looked exactly the same, dressed in a T-shirt, blue jeans, and cowboy boots. His dark, glossy shoulder length hair was thick and straight. I'd always envied him, wishing my locks were as glorious.
Bowen.
I didn't slow down, covering the distance between us.
A smile tugged at his lips as he kneeled.
I slammed into him, burying my head in his chest.
"I've missed you too, Ellie." His arms surrounded my neck and he pulled me close. "I'm sorry I wasn't here when you needed me."
I whined, wishing I had arms to hug him back.
"Get a room," Noah yelled at us, obviously happy at my reaction.
"Why don't we go home and get you ready, hmm?" Bowen said. "I know we have a lot to talk about. There's so much I have to tell you. We've missed a lot of years, haven't we?" I pulled away, meeting his hazel gaze, and he winked at me. "Nothing's changed, Ellie. It never will. What we talk about stays between us, remember?"
That eased my tension.
Bowen respected Michael and Noah, but he wasn't like them.
He'd been made, not born.
He knew what it was like to be human.
Noah climbed into the truck and asked, "Are you coming?"
"There's a lot he wants to say to you. Some of it you should hear when you're ready," Bowen whispered. "But I told him not to smother you. Not right now. He'll leave you alone when we get home. No one will bother you. You have my word. You're good, darlin'. No matter what happens. You are safe. I've got your back."
◆◆◆
 
Bowen hadn't been joking.
We'd made it to Noah's home, and no one bothered me.
Not even the man himself.
Noah hadn't said goodbye as we'd left his house, he'd driven to the airport, and watched as I boarded the plane. But I could tell he wanted to. He wasn't pleased watching me go. I scented his worry and fear. He was afraid to let me out of his sight. The only reason he hadn't come along was because of Bowen, who'd given his word he'd bring me back in one piece.
Bowen also didn't say anything to me.
Then again, what could he say?
As soon as I'd shifted to human form, I'd started crying.
I'd wept non-stop.
By the time we'd landed in New York, my face was a puffy mess. Bowen had given me a handkerchief and guided me to a car. From there, we'd traveled to The Chapel of St. Mark. There were several cars, which forced our driver to drop us off and find another area to park. I'd entered the church but stayed near the back, unable to get close to the coffin. I'd realized on the trip to the church they couldn't display Steven's remains due to the severity of his injuries.
I'd never see his face again, which had me crying yet again.
As the ceremony drew to a close, I saw Steven's parents. When they noticed me, their faces turned angry and hostile. They'd never liked me and didn't approve of my relationship with their son. They'd made it clear I was a bad choice. Steven had cut them off when we'd started dating, telling them they accepted both of us or nothing at all. Due to his decision, they hadn't had any real contact with their child in several months.
They had every right to despise me.
I saw them parting the crowd, coming my way, and said, "We need to go."
Bowen seemed puzzled but followed me as I made a hasty retreat from the church. I heard Steven's mother scream out my name, but I didn't stop, walking faster.
"What's the matter?"
"Steven's parents."
The response was more than enough.
Bowen grasped my arm and shouldered through those who had stopped and turned in our path, getting me swiftly to the front doors. We exited the building and he pulled his cell from his pocket. He didn't stop walking as he called the driver and found out where the limousine was parked.
"This way." He guided me to an alley, onto another street.
As soon as I saw the limo, I hurried toward it.
"Stop!" Steven's mother had followed and my stomach sank. "Stop, right there! It's your fault. This happened because of you!"
"Go," Bowen instructed, giving me a gentle shove. "I'll take care of it."
I felt like a coward, but I did as he said.
I tried to shut off my ears when they made it to Bowen, but it didn't help. I heard Mrs. McDaniel loud and clear. She blamed me for Steven's death. She said if he'd never met me, he'd still be alive. As much as the words stung, I accepted her outrage. Even if wasn't responsible for his death, I'd taken valuable time away from them. I made it to the vehicle and climbed inside. When I looked back, I saw Bowen on the phone.
"Close the door, miss," the driver said. "We'll loop around and come back for him. Those were his instructions."
As soon as the door shut, the driver took off.
The guilt built, making me feel even worse.
I should have fought my own battles. Not Bowen.
We didn't have to complete a full loop. Bowen had cut through another alley and appeared in front of us. I wanted to ask how he'd accomplished it, but he'd prevented questions as he climbed in and told the driver, "Back to the airport."
"No, not there," I interjected.
"Where do you want to go?" He didn't sound argumentative, just curious.
"The garage. I want to see it."
"Darlin'," Bowen sighed. "That's not a good idea."
"I have to see it." I truly did. I hadn't seen Steven's body, so a part of me would always wonder if he'd really died, and I wanted to see if my nose detected anything out of the ordinary at the scene. "I couldn't say goodbye to him at the funeral. At least let me do it there."
Bowen reclined in his seat. "Listen to the lady."
I gave directions and the driver turned around.
"If you want to say goodbye there, then you should. But if you're hoping to find something unusual, or maybe a crime scene, you're not going to find anything, Ellie." When my eyes darted up and met his, he ran his fingers through his hair. "I'm not Noah. I'm not going to put my foot down, or tell you 'no' because I can. But if you want to do something, tell me what it is. We don't lie to each other, remember?"
"Have you seen it?" I doubted he had but wondered.
"No, I haven't seen it." He pulled his tie loose, worked it off his neck, and unbuttoned his collar. "But I've read the report." His eyes softened when he looked at me. "It happened because of propane tanks. They're working out scenarios, but they're certain that's what caused the explosion."
"Steven was always careful. He wouldn't leave tanks near heat."
"Accidents are called accidents for a reason."
"You don't understand. You didn't know him."
Bowen cocked his head. "So fill me in. Tell me about him."
I knew I was going to cry again and fought back tears. 
"Ellie, you know as well as I do that he doesn't have to be gone. Not entirely. He can live on through you. Like your mother does. So keep the memory going. Tell me about him."
That's so Bowen.
"I really did miss you," I laughed, swiping at my face. "You have no idea."
"I didn't just miss you, darlin'. I was scared out of my damn mind." Although he kept the tone light, I knew he'd suffered when I'd vanished. "I couldn't handle it. Which is why I decided to track you down."
"You did what?"
"I found you a little over a year ago. I have connections who have connections. Wolf-men get so little credit for the jobs they do. It's a shame, really. I passed a shirt of yours around to people I trust. It took time, but they located something. I followed their leads." He grinned at my stunned expression and said, "Since, technically, you were safe and sound and not a threat, I left you alone. I mean, you were breaking rules being unlicensed and all, but you in no way caused direct harm to the general public or the packs."
"But Michael..."
"What happens between us stays between us."
Grappling for words, I sputtered, "But you didn't say anything."
"Didn't have to. I saw how happy you were. After everything you'd been through, I wasn't going to change that. You'd been through a lot. You have the right to be happy, Ellie."
"You could be in serious trouble."
"Why?" he questioned, feigning terror. "You telling on me?"
"No." I'd never do that. Not to him. "Why didn't you talk to me?" His presence would have been more than welcome. "Why didn't you say hello?"
"I wanted to, but I couldn't. If we'd interacted, it would have put me in direct contact with you. Meaning there would be witnesses and the like, and my validity as an alpha would be called into question. I kept my distance for a reason. It's called plausible deniability."
Realization struck.
"I don't have to tell you about Steven. You already know."
"I may or may not have gone to visit a man named Steven McDaniel at a performance car shop once or twice. He seemed nice enough. He sure as hell knew his way around an engine."
I wanted to lurch across the seat and hug him. "You haven't changed."
"Not if I can help it."
"You liked Steven?" I more than wanted to know, I needed to know.
"Actually, yes. I did. He was an honest and sincere person. And he talked about you, even in passing. I wouldn't have left you anywhere near him if I thought he posed a danger to you. Even if you didn't want to come back."
"Why are we so different from the pack, Bowen? Is it just the human in us that sets us apart?" I asked, questioning my entire existence. "Is that what makes us so different from the rest."
Bowen sighed and considered the query. "Of course it does. In a lot of ways. Human experiences are based in choice and chance. We have absolute free will to make whatever decisions we want. Although there are repercussions for our actions, we always have a choice. Wolves are born different and have a hive mentality, as well as a stringent code. I had a hard time adjusting to it myself."
"I feel like my entire life has been an adjustment."
"At least you were born. Imagine being made."
Bowen had told me about his change.
It hadn't been easy.
He'd been bitten before the Civil War, in a time when werewolves weren't out in the open. He'd had a hard time adapting, but since he'd retained his mind and showed immense control, he had been taken in by a pack. It didn't hurt that he was also an alpha. He couldn't change to full wolf form, but he came very close. He resembled a werewolf after a shift, but he was so large he could easily walk on his rear legs, standing upright without the assistance of a wall or object to keep his balance. Not long after he'd been brought into a pack, he'd been properly trained to lead his own. He'd been put in charge of wolves that were bitten and not born.
"Michael said your pack is up to eight."
"Yes, it is." Pride echoed in the words. "I want you to meet them."
"You'd have to ask Noah." I resented the statement.
"Ellie," he dipped his head, bringing his arms to the cushions on either side of him, "I understand why you're angry with Noah. More than anyone else would. But you need to stop viewing him with human eyes. He is a werewolf, through and through. That's why he behaves as he does. He never meant to hurt you. It's in his nature." When I started to speak he groaned and said, "Listen, I get it. I do. What he did is horrible and wrong. But he doesn't, and he will never, see it your way. He's not like us."
"Are you taking his side?"
"If I wanted to take his side," he reminded me, "I'd have told him where you were a long time ago."
I wasn't sure how to respond, so I didn't.
"I'm on your side, darlin'. I always have been. I'm just being honest."
"If we're being honest, I need to tell you something." I didn't trust anyone but Bowen with the information. I took a deep breath and confessed, "I've kept my wolf locked away for a long time."
"I know." He brought his arms down and rested his elbows on his knees.
I hadn't expected the response. "How?"
"You went to wolf form to grieve."
Shocked by the admission, I asked, "You can tell by that?"
He titled his head and nodded. "For those like us, it's just another thing."
"She's not part of me." I despised saying it. "I mean, she is, but she isn't. I'm not as fast as I used to be, I'm nowhere near as strong." Recalling how my sense of smell had faltered, I told him, "My nose isn't as good."
"The more you push her away, the worse it'll get. I know you want to be human. I understand. But you're not. You will never be. Because you're different. That's not a good or a bad thing, it simply is."
"So what do I do?"
He leaned over, reached across the distance, and took my hand. "You do what I do." When I frowned he finished, "You take things one day at a time."




Chapter Eleven

Bowen guided me into Noah's home. I felt physically and emotionally drained. I hadn't found anything at the garage, just a charred building. Even though I wanted to say goodbye, I hadn't been able to. We hadn't stayed long, going directly to the airport.
Bowen, perceptive as always, gave me space to think and sort through my emotions. I wished I had an off switch, so I could stop the constant pressure around my heart.
Although no one was in the living area when we arrived, I felt the presence of the pack. Unsure of how many were home, I decided it was best to go to the bedroom and sleep.
"I'm want to a lay down."
Bowen released my arm and took my hand. Without asking any questions, he led the way to Noah's room, opened the door, and closed it when we were inside. Then he released my hand, knelt, and helped me remove my shoes. I hadn't worn hose, thankfully.
"Do you want to change?"
The soft cotton dress was more than adequate to rest in. "I'm fine in this."
He went to the bed to pull the blankets back, when I noticed the phone on the charger. I'd completely forgotten about it, functioning on auto-pilot. It was blinking, meaning Steven had left a message.
My chest tightened and my breathing stilted.
Bowen gazed at me. "Ellie?"
I pointed at the phone, unable to move closer to it.
Bowen took the cell from the charger and powered it down. "It's not going anywhere. You can check it when you're ready." He deposited it in the drawer and motioned to the bed. "Hop in."
As soon as I laid down in the middle of the bed, he tucked me in.
Steven had done that, too.
I'd fallen asleep on his sofa.
He roused me when he'd covered me with a blanket.
The tears returned, and I tried not to make any noise. It wasn't easy. I wanted to scream, howl, lash out, and gasp for breath. But I didn't, knowing the pack would hear an outburst. They already knew how miserable I felt. Any werewolf in a nearby proximity would scent my heartache and devastation. Likely that had been the reason none of them had been in the living room. There were angry, but feeling my pain meant they'd instinctually want to ease my suffering.
They probably didn't think I deserved that.
Bowen didn't leave, taking the empty space on my right. He remained above the covers, placing an arm around me. I turned toward him and rested my forehead against his chest. Still, I cried, unable to stop. He didn't say anything, quietly holding me.
I heard the door open, but didn't look up.
I identified the visitors by scent.
Trisha and Jonathan.
They didn't say a word.
I felt the bed shift behind me and felt another arm wrap around me, followed by another. Trisha had laid down directly behind me, her swollen stomach nestled carefully against my back, with Jonathan resting behind her. They let their wolves rise, searching for mine. I caved, letting my beast come to the surface. They came together, finding solace and comfort in each other.
In a few minutes, I could breathe again.
I still hurt. I still grieved.
But they took a large portion of the burden.
I sniffed, hating how weak I'd become. "I'm sorry."
"Shh," Trisha said softly. "We've got you."
It had been so long since I'd felt the comfort of the pack. I'd almost forgotten how powerful my link with them could be. They didn't speak, simply surrounding and holding me. Letting me know I didn't have to face my grief and sorrow alone.
As my eyes closed, tears came again.
Only this time, I wasn't mourning Steven.
I was shedding tears for those I'd hurt with my actions.
I didn't deserve their comfort.
They had every right to turn me away.
I'd wounded them so deeply.
"Rest now." Bowen's words weren't a suggestion. I felt the alpha rise, giving a direct order to my wolf. My thoughts became muddled. He inched closer, placing his chin on top of my head. "Now, Ellie. Go to sleep."
Unable to resist, I did.
◆◆◆
 
The smell of freshly cooked food woke me.
I opened my eyes.
Noah stood by the bed, holding a tray.
My stomach growled, and I realized I hadn't eaten anything the day before. I moved to sit up and noticed Bowen, Trisha, and Jonathan had left some time before. The blankets weren't warm from their body heat. I reclined against the headboard and lowered my gaze.
Noah placed the tray over my legs.
I didn't know what to say to him. I no longer felt angry or resentful.
He wasn't responsible for what happened to Steven.
"Tom called," Noah told me and sat on the side of the bed. "The license plate was a dead-end. It was registered to a truck that had been totaled in a wreck last year. The man kept it in his backyard for parts. He hadn't even noticed the tag had been removed. The man we're looking for must have stolen it."
This I could do. Focus on work.
I cautiously looked at him. "Did you go to Burlesque?"
"Not yet." He didn't meet my gaze, looking at the wall. "You know the scent we're looking for. I hoped you'd go with me." He shifted his weight and this time he was the one who lowered his head. "If you need time off, I'll make it happen. You can visit your family or do whatever you like. Jasper can accompany me."
"No," I said it so quickly, Noah gazed at me. "I'll go."
I tore into the food, making quick work of the pancakes and sausage.
"Max called. Annabel's worried about you."
I almost choked on my orange juice. "You told her what happened?"
"Max told her a friend of yours passed away. You promised you'd come see her. When you didn't, he had to tell her something."
Shit.
"Can we go there today?"
Noah's face changed, softening. "We can go anywhere you want. The next few days, you make the calls. I meant it when I said you can take a break. I can handle the case. You don't have to think or worry about it. Jasper won't mind taking your place."
"I need the distraction." Harsh to say, as it indicated Noah was only a device to get past Steven's loss, but nonetheless true. "I need to stay busy."
If he was insulted, I couldn't sense or scent it.
He waited until I'd finished and took the tray.
"We can leave as soon as you're ready."
I felt grimy and had serious bed head. "I need a shower."
"Take your time." He opened the door and peered over at me. "I'll be downstairs if you need anything."
He closed the door with his heel and left.


◆◆◆
 
"You're here!"
Annabel didn't wait for me to climb the stairs, bounding down them as she barreled toward me. I'd barely braced myself when she threw her arms up and leapt into the air. I caught her, winding my arms around her waist. I hadn't understood just how fragile she was, how delicate. Although she was a pureblood werewolf, she hadn't shifted. She wouldn't until she hit puberty. She would be vulnerable. If she sustained injuries, they wouldn't heal right away. Fully recognizing the fact, I wanted to cover her in bubble wrap. I pressed my nose into the hollow of her neck, breathing her in. She smelled like wildflowers and sunshine.
She smelled like home.
"I'm sorry it took so long."
"It's okay." Her arms tightened around my neck as she gave me a hug. Then she titled back to look at me, pressing her tiny hands against my chest for leverage. Her shiny green eyes were understanding. "I'm sorry about your friend."
One part of me wanted to cry. The other wanted me to hug her again.
"Thank you."
"You want to see my tree house?" Already she'd moved on to something else, very much a little girl who went from one thing to another. "Daddy put up a tire swing, but it doesn't really swing. It mostly spins." Disappointment oozed from her. "The rope isn't that long."
"Sure."
I lowered her and glanced over my shoulder.
Noah had stopped several feet away, watching us.
He'd been like that all day, studying me from afar.
I'd scented compassion coming from him, which I understood. The guilt, however, was confusing. Maybe there was something he hadn't told me. Or perhaps he thought I'd shift and take shelter in the woods again.
Little fingers hooked around mine.
I pivoted, looking at Annabel.
"This way."
She tugged me in the direction she wanted me to go.
I dutifully followed her around the house to the backyard.
The tree house was impressive. Max had not only crafted a miniature house around a tree, he'd made stairs and railing leading up to the structure. The base had been carefully constructed, ensuring the floor would remain level and balanced. I wanted to laugh at the swing, seeing what Annabel meant. He'd chosen a low hanging branch, using as little rope as possible. In essence, he'd made her a glorified place to sit.
"Wow."
"You like it?" She climbed the stairs and shot me a quick look.
"Very impressive."
"I want to sleep out here, but Momma says she has to stay out here with me. I don't want her out here with me. I might as well be in my room."
"What about your friends?"
The bitter fragrance of anxiety filled the air.
"Nah, I don't want them to see it."
I immediately detected the lie. "Why not?"
"Look, I have a bed. It's not that soft, but it's comfortable."
The structure was roomy, the ceilings tall enough that I didn't have to crouch, although Noah or Max would. The interior had been completely decorated. The walls had been painted pink and white. There were shelves with coloring books and crayons. A small table with little chairs sat in the center of the area. There was even a little sink against one wall.
"Annabel." She looked at me, and I made sure our gazes met. "Why don't you want your friends to see your tree house? Our father worked hard. You should be proud of it."
 "I am proud of it. Daddy did everything I asked him to. Except for the swing, I want him to fix it. He said it's too dangerous, but if I ask him some more he'll change his mind. He always does." That much was true, I could see it in her eyes. But then they darkened, her irises becoming a forest green. "I don't have many friends."
"Why?"
"We live pretty far from everyone."
That was true.
Max's house was at least a twenty minute drive from anything. That hadn't bothered me when I'd come to live with him. I'd liked the space. Since Annabel had likely been born at the compound, she should have been introduced to others her age.
"Doesn't your mother take you to the running grounds?" The place was like a playground, only bigger. There were slides, swing sets, monkey bars, and obstacle courses.
She shrugged, and I felt angry.
If she'd never visited the park, I planned on taking her.
"You've never been?"
"I have. A couple of times."
"Didn't you like it?"
"I like it okay, I guess. But I don't like the kids there. They're mean and rude, and they lie."
I pulled a chair from the table and sat. "What do they lie about?"
"Nothing."
Something was bothering her.
No, it was more than that.
Whatever it was upset her.
"I'm your big sister. You can trust me." She didn't respond, and I pushed the issue. "What do they say?"
"They're liars! Okay?" Her eyes brightened and she put her hands on her hips. As a child, it was amusing. Still, I realized when she grew up, she'd be formidable. "They said you were never coming home. But that isn't true. You're here now."
Oh shit.
The children were probably the progeny of the females who'd never accepted me when I'd come to the compound. They'd probably told their own children all kinds of garbage over the years. Especially since they knew I'd ditched Noah and left. They didn't fear coming face-to-face with me, if I called them out, because they'd thought it would never happen.
"What else did they say?"
Maybe I shouldn't have asked, but a part of me wanted to know. Once I had the names of the children, I'd find out the names of the parents. Then I'd be paying them a visit. If anyone wanted to bad mouth me, they were welcome to. But they were not going to put an innocent little girl—my baby sister—in the middle of their backstabbing gossip.
They would not alienate her from her pack. I'd never allow it.
"I told you," she sounded annoyed. "Lies."
"Like?"
She sighed and went to retrieve a coloring book and crayons. "They said you were weak and ugly and stupid. They said Noah didn't love you anymore and you don't belong here." She turned and plopped the items down on the table. "If I see them again, I'm telling them they're the ones who are weak and ugly and stupid."
"They'd better be careful." I studied her, brimming with pride. "I bet they haven't gotten a taste of your temper yet."
"They almost did. I was going to slap them." Her little growl revealed she wasn't happy she'd missed her chance. "Momma stopped me."
"I'm glad you didn't." I snagged a crayon and gazed at her work. She was incredibly adapt, shading the outside of the drawings, coloring carefully within the lines. "Bullies are awful. I've met more than my fair share. When you get older, you'll realize they're usually jealous of something. That's why they say the things they do. If you hit them, you're lowering yourself to their level."
Annabel's nose crinkled. "You sound just like Momma."
"She knows what she's talking about."
She stopped coloring, shoving a lock of hair behind her ear. "You wouldn't have slapped them?"
"No," I answered and smiled. "I would have done something better."
I could sense her intrigue. "Like what?"
"Well..." I paused and looked her in the eye. "I wouldn't let them anywhere near my awesome tree house, for starters. They can go play in the woods and get fleas and ticks."
Her giggle made me feel more light-hearted than I had in days. Calmed by her presence, I settled in. We had a lot of catching up to do.




Chapter Twelve

Since it wasn't late enough to visit Burlesque, I asked Noah if we could visit Peter after we'd left my father's house. He remained mostly silent and obliging, doing as I asked. As much as I appreciated his sympathy and courtesy, it was starting to get on my nerves. He wasn't acting like the Noah I knew, who exuded dominance and confidence.
That had to change before we went to Burlesque.
His uncertainty made me feel uneasy.  
"Noah," I addressed him calmly, trying to make sure I maintained control of my emotions. "I've been through hell, but I'm not going to break."
He hadn't been expecting that.
His eyes darted to me and back to the road. "What do you mean?"
"You know." We weren't going to be mending fences right away, but we weren't going to be fighting either. I'd realized I had to make my presence known on the compound. If not for my sake, then for Annabel's. "I appreciate what you're trying to do, but when we work you have to bring your A-game. I don't want to be around Peter while you fester and sulk in the truck."
"I'm not festering or sulking," he corrected with a growl.
"Poor choice of words." They weren't. I'd used them intentionally.
"Are you teasing me, Ray?" For the first time in days, he sounded like the weight of the world wasn't resting on his shoulders.
"Nope."
I wasn't sure if that was the truth or a lie.
When I thought about Steven, I felt like the world was closing in on me. Then there were moments when I didn't think about him and everything felt different. Spending time with my sister helped me remember pain was going to be like that. Coming and going. It had been the same after Mom died. On some days I missed her so much I didn't want to get out of bed. On others I rose without hesitation and greeted the morning, going on with my life. 
The reminder made me want to cry, so I redirected my thoughts.
"How do you think he's doing?"
Noah shrugged and sighed. "It's hard to say."
"Bowen talked to him, though." I'd found out that Bowen had driven to see Peter, telling him I'd lost someone close to me and had to attend a funeral. "If something had been wrong, he would have told you."
Noah didn't respond, and I wondered why.
Then, it hit me.
Noah hadn't cared about Peter.
Not when I'd been vulnerable and needed him.
He'd put everything but my care and well-being on the backburner. I also realized something else. If Noah was behaving like this when I was right there, well within his reach, he'd have been even worse with me gone. Not only quiet, solemn, and withdrawn, but out of focus. He'd be totally out of touch. I knew the pack suffered when I'd left, I'd thought about it more than once as I'd gone about my life, but I hadn't fully considered how much my absence complicated an already volatile issue.
No wonder children had teased Annabel.
If Noah had been in his fighting form, no one would have dared say anything about me. He wouldn't have allowed it. They'd have known their place. Other wolves would have been cautious, compliant. No matter what they thought. They'd never have spoken about it aloud, especially not in front of their children.
Noah parked in front of Peter's cabin.
As I climbed out of the truck, I was relieved I didn't scent the atrocious scent of bane in the air. The curtains fluttered as we approached and the door opened before we'd made it to the porch. Not only was I shocked, so was Noah.
Peter looked markedly different.
He'd put on weight, and his eyes weren't red or swollen.
He'd also cut his hair and shaved.
If not for his scent, I might not have recognized him.
"Peter," I said, reaching out to shake his hand. "You look amazing."
This time, he respected Noah. He shook my hand but immediately let go and bowed his head. It was as though we were facing an entirely different man.
"Bowen told me you lost someone close to you. I'm sorry." He lifted his eyes quickly to look at me. "I hope you're alright."
"Seeing you like this definitely helps."
An understatement if ever there was.
"Would you like to come in?" He backed up, beckoning toward his home with his hand. "It's clean, but I couldn't remove all the bane." When Noah's gaze flipped to him, Peter said, "The smell, I mean. Even when I cleaned the carpet and walls."
"You're no longer using?" Noah asked cautiously.
Peter looked at me when he answered, "I told you I wouldn't."
I accepted the invitation first, inching closer to the door, taking a deep breath. The aroma of the herb did linger, but it wasn't overwhelming. One look inside told me Peter had cleaned the place, removing any and all furniture that had been destroyed when he'd been binging on bane. Only a table and chairs remained in the living area, but they were free of dust or debris. I peered over my shoulder and met Noah's gaze. He remained back, trusting me to make sure it was safe to enter. When I faced forward and entered the threshold, I knew he'd followed.
 The cabin had been created like many others Noah had constructed on his property and consisted of four rooms. A living area, a kitchen, and a full bathroom. Stairs led to the bedroom, which had been intentionally designed as the largest area of the house. Nothing fancy, but the home was extremely comfortable and functional, especially for a single person or pair.
"Can I get you anything to drink?" Peter rushed by Noah and went to the refrigerator. "I went to town."
"No, please." I went to the dining table and took a seat. "Sit with us."
Noah took the place to my left, and I sensed his hesitation.
I didn't like it, especially as I'd told him he needed to balls up. He couldn't keep acting like this. It would put both of us in danger. I called on my wolf and she woke, stirring and stretching. I made sure she reached out to Noah and rested my hand on his leg. I felt the jolt of pleasure and surprise that spiked through him.
After a moment, he placed his hand over mine.
"The first two days were awful." Peter made the admission as he chose a chair. "But the third was easier. My mind is clearing."
"You've been eating." I was proud of him for that alone. Werewolves burned calories quickly. He could have starved himself to death. "Who cut your hair?"
He raked his fingers over the shorn strands. "Bowen."
"He's a man of many talents," I said, amused.
"Did you actually talk to him this time?" During our last visit, I had wanted to reprimand Noah for his abrasiveness. Now, I experienced relief. Noah had to be strong and fearless. Anything less would be taken as weakness.
"Yes." Although he didn't fully retreat into his shell, Peter did display hints of nervousness. He glanced at Noah and stared at the table.
"Your head has been clear?" Noah questioned, and when Peter nodded he asked, "Have you remembered anything?"
"Just flashes. They're not in order. I can't sort them out."
"Flashes of what?" I asked.
"I don't...I can't...It's hard to explain." He took a deep breath and frowned. "It's like I'm cold but my skin is on fire. There's pain, but it's not from shifting, at least, I don't think it is. This felt...different. It's like a bad dream. I remember bits and pieces. Nothing makes sense."
"What about before?"
"There are faces, but I don't remember names."
"Male or female?"
Another frown. "Male and female. Both."
"Can you describe them?"
"The man has blond hair, but his eyes aren't right. I can't remember the actual color. Is that strange?" When I shook my head and urged him to keep going, he said, "The woman has brown hair and brown eyes."
"Ethnicity?"
"White. They both are. I only remember faces."
I scented Peter's bitterness. He loathed not being able to answer things.
"Don't worry," I said. "The memories will come."
"How do you know?"
"It's not unusual to experience memory loss after you've been bitten," Noah told him and ran his thumb along the sides of my fingers. An old habit of his. I wondered if he even realized he was doing it. "Especially before and after the first shift. I wasn't lying when I said you're not alone. No one should be changed against their will. It's against our laws. Which is why we need to find out who's responsible. So he or she won't do this again."
"When will that happen?"
"It depends," I answered, knowing he might not like what I was going to say. "We ran your prints. They isn't any record of them, so you don't have a previous history of arrest. We've sent your picture to bordering states, hoping we'll find something in the missing person database. But there are thousands of people to go through, and we might have to check with other states. Until your memories surface, or we have a positive identification, we have to wait."
"What do I do until then?" He stood up and went to the kitchen. "Stay here? Keep waiting? I already know there's no stopping the change. Since I stopped the bane, I already feel different. This is something I don't want. When the full moon comes, what am I supposed to do?"
"You won't be alone." I hoped that provided some kind of comfort to the panicked man, even if it wasn't much. "We're here to help, Peter. With everything, including that."
 As Peter filled a glass with water, Noah slid his hand from mine and rose. He gazed over at me, our eyes met, and I knew he thought it was time to go. It was probably for the best. Peter was terrified about what he was becoming.
I could smell his anxiety. We were making it worse.
We didn't need to push him too fast.
"We have to go," Noah said and waited for me to stand before he guided me toward the door. Peter turned, looking at us, and Noah paused. He pulled away from me and went to Peter. When he was in front of him, he placed a hand on his shoulder.
"You've been dealt a royally shitty hand. Now you have to decide what you want to do with the cards you've been dealt. Your life doesn't have to be over. It'll be different, and it won't be easy, but others have come through the same and found happiness on the other side."
Peter inhaled deeply and sighed.
Noah backed off, returning to me.
I expected Peter to respond, or ask when we'd be back.
He didn't.
As Noah approached, and I walked through the door, I wondered if we'd done everything wrong. In an effort to take steps forward with Peter, it felt like we'd taken several more back.
◆◆◆
 
We arrived at Burlesque several hours later.
Noah had been on the phone during the trip, talking to Jonathan or Trisha about items for the baby's room. I'd listened in quietly, finding things were much the same when they talked and I wasn't directly involved.
When we pulled into the parking lot, I felt taken unawares.
The place was not what I expected.
For starters, there was valet parking.
For another, the clientele and staff were impeccably dressed.
I'd climbed from the truck with a serious case of nerves.
The inside was unlike anything I'd ever seen.
We entered the club and music wasn't blasting from speakers. The tones weren't abrasive or offensive. Instead, someone sat at a piano, playing Chopin of all things. There were numerous dancers on various stages, strutting their stuff without grinding against poles. They looked like ballerinas and trained dancers, wearing thongs and bras adorned in what appeared to be Swarovski crystals. Men and women were seated at tables, drinking champagne, talking softly.
Melissa indicated the business operated as normal in the front.
For the good stuff, we'd have to ask for an escort to the back.
We went to the bar, waiting for the bartender to come over.
"Can I help you?" he asked, his gaze drifting over us.
Damn.
Noah looked acceptable, wearing his normal slacks, dress shirt, and jacket. His normal work clothes. He'd even shaved earlier that morning. I, on the other hand, looked like I'd thrown on clothes for a trip to the grocery store. I hadn't thought to change for the occasion, dressed in blue jeans, a camisole, and a thin knee length vest. Even my hair looked atrocious, pulled into a haphazard pony tail.  
"Have you seen this man?" Noah produced a picture of Floyd and flipped it over, so the bartender could see the image.
"One moment, sir."
The bartender walked from the bar and into an area in the back. In less than a minute, another man in an equally pristine suit appeared and strode over to us.
"Please. Follow me."
The situation felt odd on so many levels, but we fell in behind the man as he led the way, weaving through tables in our path. He took us to an elevator, used a key to access it, and indicated we should step inside. The instant we did, Noah and I looked at each other. The scent was one we immediately recognized, the metallic odor combined with a sweetness like honey. The smell was an undeniable dead giveaway.
Vampire.
The doors opened when we reached the top floor.
A male stepped around his desk, running long fingers over a notably expensive suit, and approached us. His body was lean, shoulders broad. He stood about an inch taller than Noah, which was impressive. I'd been around vampires in the past, but none were like this.
"Welcome to Burlesque. My name is Julian Phoenix." He had an accent, but I couldn't place it. Not only did we know what he was, he recognized what we were as well. He studied me for a moment, then went to Noah, keeping a reasonable distance between us. Vampires knew not to interact with werewolf females unless they had to. They were keenly aware of how possessive werewolf males could be. "May I ask who you are?"
"Noah and Eleonora Cameron."
That startled me. Noah had introduced us as a married pair.
I shot Noah a look, but he wasn't watching me, his gaze homed on Julian. He didn't like me near the vampire. The way he moved slightly in front of me, using his body as a shield, made it clear I wasn't to be messed with.
"What brings you to my establishment, Mr. and Mrs. Cameron?"
"I'm a werewolf liaison with the PBI. We're trying to gather information about this man." Noah pulled the photo from his coat and handed it to Julian. As soon as Julian took the Polaroid, Noah brought his arm back, cradling his palm at my lower back, creating another barrier between me and the vampire. "Do you recognize him?"
"He has visited my business."
"In what capacity?"
Julian's chin slowly lifted. He looked Noah in the eye. "As a patron, of course."
"How many times?"
"Only once. Unfortunately, he was curious about something we don't provide. He'd been misinformed."
"Misinformed about what?" I shouldered by Noah.
Up close, Julian was even more stunning. Velvety blond hair draped down his back, striking against the coat made of dark purple velvet, his blue eyes as clear as the ocean. Even his skin was perfect, not a scar or imperfection in sight.
"He was a voyeur, Mrs. Cameron. He liked to watch. While we do allow patrons to view couples during scenes, we have strict rules. Penetration, for example, is not allowed." He returned the picture to Noah and brought his hands together. "Why are your kind looking for this gentleman?"
Noah inched closer to me. "He attacked his wife and children."
"His wife and children aren't human?"
"He wasn't human." Noah's voice deepened. He didn't like going in circles. And he apparently didn't like Julian very much. "He'd been reported missing and hadn't been seen in months. When he arrived at his home, he'd been changed. We were told he was seen here. We're following all leads in the case."
"Interesting." Julian seemed amused. "Werewolves don't visit Burlesque. Well, I suppose that's no longer true, as you're here. In general, however, we cater to vampire and human clientele. Your kind isn't exactly to our," his lips pursed and his head inched to the side, "taste."
"When was he here?" I asked but didn't move, staying in place.
I didn't want to stoke Noah's temper.
I could feel this wolf. It wanted to take over.
"A little over six months ago."
I didn't buy it. "You remember that after meeting him once?"
"Normally, I wouldn't, but as I stated, he was interested in something Burlesque does not provide. When he questioned the staff, I was immediately informed. I gave him the information he required, and he left shortly after." He pivoted and went to his desk. He wrote something on a slip of paper and handed it to Noah. "You might find what you're looking for, but I can't guarantee it. You can provide my name as a reference." Julian's eyes flickered to me. "All guests are screened prior to admittance. You'll need to book an appointment."
"Seems like a lot of hassle for a tittie show."
Noah's eyes shot to me. He looked horrified.
My face heated, and I wanted to melt into the floor and vanish.
I had not meant to say that out loud.
"Perhaps. For you." Julian didn't sound offended. He actually didn't seem like he cared, one way or the other, what I thought or said. "We have cameras, of course. Throughout the building, in fact." Julian's irises shifted, turning almost white as he addressed Noah. "But I'm afraid anything older than three months is deleted."
"Did anything seem out of place when you met him?" Noah had gotten a handle on his beast, in full control. "Is there anything we should know?"
"His personal delights were, and are, of no concern of mine." Julian took two steps back, moving swiftly and with grace. He eased around the desk and sank into an enormous leather seat directly behind it. "Is there anything else I can do for you, Mr. and Mrs. Cameron?"
"No, that's all we need for now." Noah grasped me firmly by the arm as he spoke, pulling me toward the elevator. "Thank you for your time."
Noah kept his face toward Julian as he backed up.
He didn't trust the male.
I felt confused and edgy.
When the elevator opened, Noah let me go and pushed me inside.
Even then, he backed into the small space, keeping me behind him.
I waited for the door to close and asked, "What is the matter with you?"
"I didn't contact a vampire agent for an escort. I need to call Tom and give him a heads up. If Julian complains, this could put me in serious trouble."
"How were you supposed to know a vampire owned the place?"
"By checking."
"Wait." I placed my hand on his arm as the elevator descended. "You didn't look at the business records? You're not sure if he is using an alias?" Vampires did that sort of thing all the time. When his jaw clenched, I knew he hadn't. As the silence lapsed, I also understood why.
He'd been so focused on me, he'd let it slip.
"We didn't interfere with his business," I reminded Noah. "We only asked a couple of questions."
"Doesn't matter. Vampires have gotten extremely picky about their privacy."
Dread lined my gut. "How private?"
"He could have refused to speak to us. PBI protocol requires vampire agents be present to protect their own interests now."
We exited the elevator and I said, "I didn't know."
"That's my fault. A lot of things have changed. Several rules have been created or altered. I should gone over that with you before I took you into the field. Vampires and werewolves don't work together like we used to. There's a strict divide. Every element of our involvement with them depends on the case."
I didn't bother asking about other shifters, fae, or magic-based creatures and occurrences. If changes had happened with vampires and werewolves, who were the only ones humans knew anything about, it definitely would have trickled down. No wonder Noah had been so protective. I'd only had two cases involving vampires in my youth. Both had resolved rather quickly and easily, as the matters didn't involve them directly. They'd merely been witnesses to separate werewolf altercations. 
Neither of them were anything like Julian.
That alone felt frightening.
We left Burlesque in a hurry, with Noah placing a call to Tom the moment we stepped outside. I listened as he explained the situation, apologized, and provided details. He didn't open the door for me, using the electronic key fob to unlock the truck. As I rushed to the vehicle and climbed in, I knew I had to visit Noah's office immediately. Not only could he get in trouble for a transgression, he could have gotten hurt.
We'd entered Julian's domain without approval. The vampire could have started a fight if he felt threatened. Such a thing, to my knowledge, had never happened. But there was a first time for everything.
The rules had changed.
We're lucky we didn't walk into a nest.
I studied Noah's profile, aware I had to step up a well.
If I wanted him to watch my back, I had to watch his.
I had serious homework to do. 




Chapter Thirteen

We made it home, and I trudged up the stairs to the porch. I really didn't want to go inside. Before, I'd had a reason to steer clear of the pack. Now, I'd have to interact with them. The only silver lining came in the form of visiting Noah's office. If and when I told them I needed to go over the new rules and protocols, they'd have no choice but to leave me alone.
I entered the living room and saw Tricia, Jonathan, Brady, and Mark seated on the enormous sofa facing the television. They had large bowls full of popcorn and were viewing what appeared to be an action movie. Brady and Mark didn't bother looking at me. Jonathan did but didn't say anything.
"I left dinner on the counter," Trisha said, giving me a smile.
That provided relief. No need to dive into pack politics.
Yet.
I followed Noah into the kitchen and went to retrieve utensils and plates as he uncovered the food. Then, I froze. This felt too normal, but then again, why wouldn't it? Noah and I had done this numerous times in the past. We'd come home after a case, heat up dinner, and sit at the table to talk and eat. He didn't seemed all that bothered, taking plates as I gave them to him. He piled the food high and handed them back so I could nuke them in the microwave.
As I waited for the food to heat, standing at the counter, he went to the table and sat down. Then he pulled the notepad from his jacket and starting going over his notes. He felt embarrassed of his lapse, I didn't need a good sense of smell or my wolf to tell me that. When the food had been properly heated, I took the utensils and plates to the table and put them down.
"We're missing something." Noah continued staring at his notes as he retrieved his fork and started eating. "What am I not seeing?"
"About who?" We were working on two cases: Floyd and Peter.
"Floyd," Noah answered. "His wife has been forthcoming about everything. She knew he visited clubs, she told everyone as much, but she never mentioned him visiting vampire establishments, or clubs that cater to kinky types. Tom said he'd pay her a visit tomorrow to ask about it."
 "You think he was lying to her?" I took a bite of Trisha's rigatoni with basil casserole. The dish tasted better than I remembered.
"If he were someone else, I'd say yes. Maybe. Possibly. But his history and her openness indicate they were very real with each other. I don't understand why she wouldn't mention vampire clubs. Especially since the case is preternatural."
"Well," I said, gazing at him. "She probably didn't think it was important. He wasn't changed into a vampire. What attacked her was a werewolf. She's probably focused on that aspect of the situation. I know I would be. It probably didn't occur to her to mention anything about Burlesque."
"Maybe."
I didn't bother him as he looked over things, making quick work of his food. I felt ravenous, and Trisha was more than an adequate cook. She created dishes that made everyone drool. I finished way ahead of Noah, cleaning my plate in minutes. I put my fork and knife on the plate and stood.
"Do you mind if I use your office?"
That got his attention. His chin lifted and his gaze met mine. "Why?"
"I'd like to go over the new protocols you mentioned. You'd have them filed in the same place, right?"
His brows lifted. He cocked his head. "You remember the file?"
"How could I forget?" I grinned. "Stupid Shit for Werewolves."
"That's the one." He seemed pleased by the response. The emotion was evident in his expression. He pulled his keys from his pocket and handed them to me. When I frowned in confusion, he said, "We baby-proofed the house. My office has a lock. You're welcome to look everything over, just make sure to return each file exactly as you found them."
As I took the keys, I said, "I'm sorry about earlier."
He pulled away, and I felt his tension. "Tom said he'd take care of it."
I lowered my head and picked up my plate. I made sure to take it to the sink and clean off any remaining residue before I placed it and my utensils in the dishwasher. I started walking from the kitchen but glanced back. Noah had put down his fork and was flipping through the notepad. Something had stirred in his brain. He wouldn't stop until he figured out what.
I exited the room and walked into the living room.
No one looked at me, focused on explosions on the television.
I kept quiet as I walked around the back of the room. When I hit the narrow hallway, I increased my pace and made it to Noah's office. I didn't know which key to use, but found the right one on the first try. When I entered, I flipped the switch beside the door, flooding the area in light.
First, I took in Noah's scent. It was heavy in the enclosed space.
Then I looked at the room itself.
Nothing had changed.
Noah liked dark wood, which was prevalent in the room. He'd made the desk and bookshelves himself. The pictures of us, placed carefully on numerous shelves, remained. Several files were neatly stacked on top of his desk. I went to the filing cabinet and pulled the top drawer open. Shock tore through me when I saw the documents I'd need to read. The amount of files in the Stupid Werewolf Shit category had increased exponentially, and they weren't merely case files. These were neatly compiled rules and regulations that were sent to him each time a change had been made.
I pulled newest one from the cabinet and went to Noah's desk.
As I sat, I noticed a file in a red folder, which was unusual.
I knew why when I opened it.
The case inside was mine. Literally.
And it was thick as hell.
I was tempted to take a look but didn't. Not wanting to read or see anything negative about myself. Noah wouldn't have written anything severe, but other statements could have anything in them. He'd have written ones from each member of the pack, as well as Michael, Max, and everyone else who maintained contact with me after I'd fled. 
As I pushed my folder aside, I noticed two others.
Floyd and Peter's cases were placed on top of each other.
I decided to take another look at them.
Nothing stood out.
As time lapsed, I understood Noah's frustration.
I decided to take two photos of the men from each file, in case I needed them for reference later. Noah usually did that sort of thing, but he'd already proven he wasn't as balanced as he should be. As I was putting them to the side, I noticed something in Floyd's file. The phone number to Burlesque. Noah had placed a sticky note beside the number, reminding himself to contact the business and do a background check before we went there.
I felt horrible that he hadn't, taking the blame on myself.
He could be in serious trouble for his transgression.
A light bulb went off in my head. Maybe I could do something about it. Doubt trickled through me, however. If I made a call, it might not go smoothly. Then I'd have to tell Noah. I hesitated, staring at the number. There was a chance I could clean up the mess. I could directly blame myself for what had happened.
It wasn't like I couldn't take the heat. My ass was already on the line.
Mind made up, I used the landline phone on the desk, punched in the phone number, and wriggled in my seat as the call connected and the line rang.
 "Burlesque," a deep and professional voice stated. "How may I assist you?"
"I'd like to speak to Julian Phoenix, please." I heard the nervousness in my voice. The man on the other end of the line must have as well.
"May I ask who's calling?"
I almost hung up, afraid I'd made a mistake. "Eleonora Carthy."
I knew I'd messed up the minute I'd said it.
Noah had introduced me as Eleonora Cameron.
Shit.
"Please hold."
I considered hanging up then and there.
The line clicked, and Julian's voiced came through the phone. "What can I do for you, Eleonora Carthy? Or do you prefer Eleonora Cameron? Or perhaps Mrs. Cameron? You must forgive me. I'm not certain how to formally address you."
Double shit.
"Eleonora is fine."
"As you wish, Eleonora. How may I help you?"
The vampire rattled me. He was too calm and composed. "I wanted to apologize for earlier." I had to bend the truth, and I hoped it didn't bite me in the ass. "I've been busy and didn't properly vet your business. I shouldn't have come without a proper liaison. I wanted tell you I'm sorry for the intrusion. It was unprofessional on my part. Nothing like that will ever happen again." 
He didn't respond right away, and I thought I was screwed.
"Mr. Phoenix?"
"Julian, please. If you wish to be informal, then so shall we both," he stated, calm as still water. "No apology is necessary. The lack of insight on your part is understandable, given the circumstances. I was pleasantly surprised to see you at Burlesque. You are more than welcome here."
I didn't understand. "I am?"
"Of course."
I felt shaky and uncertain, having no idea what he meant by my circumstances, or why he felt I was welcome at Burlesque. I didn't want to insult him and tried to formulate an adequate question or response. Why would he want a werewolf at his business? He indicated my kind never came there. We weren't to his 'taste' as he'd so politely informed me and Noah.
"What you did in New York is commendable. I applaud you for taking action. Others would not have done so."
Oh dear.
He'd seen the news. He knew who I was.
He'd seen what I'd done at the bank.
Michael warned me my face had been splashed on newspapers and the like, but so much had transpired in the last week, I'd nearly forgotten about it. I'd actually wanted to delete the incident from my mind altogether.
I felt nauseous and embarrassed.
"Eleonora, while I'm more than happy to speak with you, I do have a business to run. Is there something more I can help you with?"
"I..." What did I say? What did I do. "I wanted to apologize."
"No apology is necessary."
"So you're not lodging a complaint?"
"Why would I?"
The conversation felt jolting and unexpected. 
There were only two words I could say. "Thank you."
"You are most welcome. Is there anything else?"
I didn't want to push my luck, so I said, "No, that's it."
"Then I bid you good evening, Eleonora. If I can be of further assistance, don't hesitate to call."
As I hung up, I sat in confusion.
He wasn't going to report what had happened.
He hadn't seem bothered.
I wondered if I'd made things better or worse.
◆◆◆
 
Several hours later, my eyes and head hurt.
I'd taken in a ton of information, none of it pleasant.
The rules had changed.
Before, vampires and werewolf agents worked in harmony.
Now, they only converged if necessary.
I'd wondered why until I'd referenced a case involving a young werewolf male who'd become romantically involved with a vampire female. Both were in their teens, just coming into their abilities, and met on neutral ground in a human populated Nashville. Their romance had created tension on both sides. Such a thing was more than taboo, it was forbidden.
With good reason.
The male couldn't state with absolute certainty the female was his mate and, since vampires could be devoted to one partner but openly accepted and welcomed sexual relations with others, such a union would be a catastrophe of gargantuan proportions. A werewolf wouldn't let another male touch his female and, based on vampire history, that would eventually happen.
Michael had met with the head vampire in Tennessee. A decision had been made. The girl remained with her people. The male stayed with his. But the youths defied the rules and ran away together. They were found in Colorado. Due to the situation, they'd been put down together. The event had been horrific and tragic.
Not something I wanted to think about.
I climbed up the stairs and entered the bedroom, but I stilled when I closed the door behind me. Noah sat at the edge of the bed and looked at me.
"I'm exhausted, angel. I don't want to fight."
I took a step forward. "About what?"
"Anything."
His weariness slammed into me. "Are you alright?"
"No, I'm not." He inhaled deeply and said, "I need to be close to you. I need to hold you." His voice radiated heavy emotion. "I'll leave if you tell me to, but I'm asking you to give me this."
His wolf called out to mine, and she answered.
They came together as they once had, reveling in the connection.
I stumbled, unsteady and off balance. 
Not only did his wolf need this, so did mine.
He immediately took control, pulling his back.
I became fully aware of what he needed.
He'd kept himself in check for far too long. He didn't want sex. He didn't want to bend me over the bed and screw me silly. He required the calm and clarity my presence provided.
I recalled how the evening had gone, reminded of Julian. Noah could have been hurt. Although he was strong and capable, he wasn't infallible. What if something happened to him? I thought of Steven and felt terrified of something similar happening to Noah. Time in the world was never promised. Moments people took for granted might not ever happen again.
"I'll change," I told him, moving to the closet.
I didn't look back as I rushed to remove my clothing and put on one of Noah's T-shirts, which fell to my knees. He'd take comfort in knowing I shared his scent. I'd already accepted he needed the wolfen part of me. He'd become too unbalanced without it. Closeness and touch would do wonders for him, especially if we rested on the bed and found sleep together.
Werewolves were like that.
It was the reason Trisha and Jonathan had come to me after Steven's funeral. Werewolves needed the contact of their kind, especially their mates, to soothe the savage beast. I returned to the bedroom and discovered he'd removed his clothes and climbed beneath the sheets.
His exhaustion batted at me.
He felt tired, overwhelmed.
I didn't say a word, going to my side of the bed.
I climbed in, and he swept his arm around my waist.
I felt his desperation.
He was starved for my attention and nearness.
I guided him closer, bringing his body against mine. I'd situated myself higher than him, so he could rest his head at the hollow of my throat. I placed the top of my chin on his head and kept my arms around him. He exhaled, and I felt the heat of his breath against my skin.
"Do you love me anymore, angel?"
I stroked his hair, collecting my thoughts. "You know."
The scent of uncertainty told me I was incorrect. "I don't."
"I never stopped loving you. No matter how mad I was." He gripped me closer, like he thought I might vanish. "Do you love me anymore?"
"What I feel for you goes beyond love."
That much was extremely true. He was a full-blooded werewolf.
His feelings for me were absolute.
"Try to get some sleep."
"Are you leaving after the full moon?"
I didn't pull away or get angry. It was a valid question. "Things have changed, in a lot of ways. I'm going to sort out everything and take things one day at a time."
"I won't force you to stay, but I hope you think about it. We need you, Ray. All of us. Trisha would feel safer with you here. Jonathan won't admit it, but he would too. She doesn't need to be left alone."
"Okay. I'll think about it. Promise."
"Alright." I knew he'd closed his eyes, already drifting to sleep.
I continued stroking his hair, the blond strands thick and soft. This was something I'd done in the past as well, after he'd had a shitty day and wanted nothing more than to snuggle up with me and rest.
"I'm sorry," he stated quietly.
After a moment, I said, "So am I."
I stayed awake long after he'd passed out.
I didn't move, keeping him close.
I pondered his question, coming to several conclusions.
Love was a very strange emotion.
Especially for me.
I loved Mom and Steven, without question. They meant the world to me, and I'd die for them. The love I had for Annabel and Noah—hell, the entire pack that despised me—felt different. No doubt due to our connections and bond. Noah sighed in his sleep, and I felt a rush of warmth against my chest. His wolf had fallen asleep too, but even in dreams reached out to me. My beast responded, basking him in waves of reassurance. 
I didn't think I'd be able to leave.
There was nothing for me in New York.
Not anymore.
I thought of Steven, and an invisible fist gripped my heart. I wanted to feel that being with Noah like this betrayed him, but I didn't. I didn't feel like I'd done anything wrong, in fact. Being this close to Noah felt perfectly right.
Noah shifted against me, about to wake, sensing my turbulent emotions. I tore dark thoughts from my mind and rested fully on the bed. His arms pulled me even closer, and I allowed it. As I closed my eyes, I brought our bodies even closer.
He needed this.
And so did I. 




Chapter Fourteen

I rose early and cautiously eased from the bed. Noah needed the rest, I wasn't about to disturb him. I quietly dressed and went downstairs. No one was up and moving around, so I decided to make breakfast. Such a thing usually wasn't a big deal, but since I'd be feeding a ravenous pack, it would take serious effort. I started with the bacon, opening two large packs. I placed them on the rack designed to bake the pork slices in the oven. Once they were cooking, I went to eggs. This required two pans, even scrambling them.
I'd gotten everything done, and had just finished toast, when Trisha entered the kitchen. She studied the smorgasbord on the table and smiled. "This looks wonderful." She waddled to the refrigerator to get milk and orange juice. "Thank you for the assist. I dread cooking in the morning. My back hurts and my feet are swollen."
I rushed to her and took the milk and orange juice. "I've got it."
"Thanks." She carefully moved to the table and sat down. "You're a life saver."
"When will everyone be up?" I knew it all depended on how long many of them had been out the evening before.
"It's only Jonathan, Brady, Mark, and Jasper. Brady and Mark built their own houses a few months ago, since they're wanting to prepare in the event they find their own mates. Stanley and Mari built their home a couple of years ago, when they started trying for a baby. None of them are far and still have rooms here, but they mostly come to official meetings or to visit." 
I almost dropped the milk.
No wonder Noah said what he had.
If four of the pack weren't living at Noah's, Trisha only had a few members at the house who'd be present if she needed them. Jonathan would likely have been given a reprieve of duties, so he could watch over her. But in his absence, she'd only have access to a pack who'd come and go as duty called, all of which were male. Trisha was heavily pregnant. She needed someone with her at all times.
"Are you having the baby here?" I tried not reveal my panic.
"That's the plan," she said, stroking her stomach. "We bought a wading pool for a water birth. The doula says it's the best way, but I'm not sure." She looked up and winced. "Water or not, it's going to take awhile. It's not going to be fun."
Understatement of the century.
"Will they give you nitrous?"
"That's part of my birth plan."
"I've heard it helps."
"I hope so."
I made her a plate and placed it in front of her. "You must be scared."
"Actually, I'm nervous but excited." She rested her hand on her tummy. "I can't wait to meet her."
I took the seat beside her. "Have you decided on a name?"
"Not yet." I heard the annoyance in her tone. "Jonathan thinks we should call her Johnnie. After him. But I want to name her Josephine. Josie for short."
"After your mother." She nodded, then she jolted, jumping in her seat. "Are you okay?" I started to rise but she stopped me.
"Give me your hand."
I did, and she pulled me forward, placing my hand on her swollen stomach. Upon contact, I felt a strong thump against my palm. My breath caught, and I leaned forward, amazed.
"That's her?" The baby kicked as hard as a soccer player.
Another hard whack followed, this one stronger. "That's her."
"Doesn't it hurt?" It felt like it would.
"Only when she pushes against my lungs. I have to push her down."
"She can do that?" Considering it, I asked, "You can do that?"
I'd never been around pregnant women, human or werewolf.
"I have to move all the time when I'm sleeping. I have a body pillow, but it doesn't help anymore. She's too big. She takes up a ton of space."
"I can tell." Trisha was all belly.
"I know. I'm a sight," she laughed and removed the hand she'd placed on top of mine, but I didn't move away. I felt fascinated by the movements. The baby was strong and healthy and would be beautiful. Jonathan was handsome, with his dark hair and eyes, but Trisha was a stunner, looking much like Noah. Her hair was lighter in color, almost white blonde, and her eyes were a deeper shade of blue, the color like bluebells.
The baby kicked several more times, and I smiled in wonder.
"I'm sorry, Ray."
I didn't remove my hand from her stomach but gazed at her. "What?"
"I should have told you the truth. You deserved to know."
Her words sank in, and I reluctantly moved away. "It's not important."
Given everything, that was true.
What she'd done was shitty, but she as a werewolf.
Her brother was her alpha.
She'd have done anything he told her. That's how it worked.
"It is important, I hurt you." She rested into her chair. "I never wanted that. I honestly didn't think it would make you so angry. For a long time, I didn't understand it, even though I tried to. It wasn't until I found out I was pregnant that I thought about it. I mean really and honestly thought about it. I wouldn't want someone doing that to my daughter, pack or not."
"I'm not mad at you."
Not anymore.
She didn't need to worry about me, not right now.
"I'm also sorry about Steven."
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. "So am I."
"You really loved him." Not a  question, a statement.
"More than you can imagine."
"I just want you to know..." She paused, unable to meet my eyes. "I'll support whatever decision you make. You've been through enough. With your mom, with Noah, with us." Then her eyes turned to mine and our gazes met. "The rest of the pack doesn't understand. I've told them I'm going to back you, but they say hormones are guiding my decisions. They're wrong, but I'm not going to argue with them. I've given up at this point."
The way she said it made me cautious. "Is there something I should know?"
"They want a decision. On if you're going or staying."
Of course they do.
"I'm assuming a pack meeting will be involved."
"Yes." I sensed she wasn't happy about it. "Noah knows, and he's argued with them several times. He's tried to make them understand, and they did, at least in the first year. But as time went by, the resentment grew. Then you were found, and they were told about Steven. That kind of thing isn't something they will ever accept. I'm sure you understand where they're coming from. And Noah, well, he's responsible for the entire pack. He has to put their interests before his own. It's really messed with his head. He's agonized over it."
"I understand." Of course I did. How could I not? "I'll make up my mind."
She leaned over and took my hand. "I wanted you to know. I didn't want it to happen out of nowhere. Noah's still hoping they'll back off. That's why he hasn't said anything."
"Thank you." I gave her fingers a squeeze.
Movement came from the living room, and I pulled away.
Noah entered the kitchen.
He'd showered and dressed for the day, prepared for work.
"Something smells good."
I looked him over.
He didn't look as tired or stressed.
I stood. "I'm going to get a shower. I think we should check on Peter."
Noah faced me. I was thankful the dark circles under his eyes were gone. "If you think we should, we'll go."
As he went to get a plate, I stepped over to Trisha. I placed my hand on her tummy again, and was rewarded with a sound kick. I bowed my head, placing my mouth by her ear. "I do love you, Trisha. I always have."
Before she could say anything, I moved away.
I didn't hesitate, and I didn't look back.
In seconds, I left the kitchen.
◆◆◆
 
Resting with Noah had been a very wise choice.
He was back on his game, ready to do his job.
"He's probably fine," Noah stated. "He's confused and needs guidance, but he did stop using bane. His mind is clear. He can accept things with a level head."
"Maybe," I agreed. "But he resents what he is. He could start using again."
As we pulled into the drive, Noah's phone rang.
He immediately answered the call. "This is Noah."
I heard the voice on the other end of the line.
Michael.
He asked questions about Peter and Floyd's cases. Noah filled him in, admitting his mistake with Julian. I felt like crap, and hoped Michael didn't know I'd contacted the vampire. If so, I'd have a lot of explaining to do. Noah parked in front of Peter's cabin, and I sensed something amiss. I wasn't sure what it was. The door was ajar, but that could have been from the heat. The humidity was high.
Then I noticed the windows were closed.
Peter wasn't airing out the cabin. He wasn't trying to combat the heat.
"Noah," I said, reaching for the handle on the door. "We need to get inside."
He heard me, but didn't end the call.
I exited the truck and walked toward the cabin. Noah would follow, I knew that with certainty. I strode up the stairs, crossed the porch, and went inside. As soon as I did, I knew I'd had a serious lapse in judgment. I scented the change in the air, the subtle shift in the scent and energy. The door slammed behind me, and I cringed at my bad fortune when I heard the wooden latch that kept the door closed fall into place. I turned instinctually toward the sound. Peter stood behind me, completely shifted. Or as much as he could be.
He was half-man, half-wolf.
"Peter?" For a moment, it seemed like he'd heard. "It's me. It's Raven."
Suddenly his pupils dilated.
Oh no.
Oh shit.
The man was no longer in charge. Only the wolf remained.
In a split second, he rushed me.
I got a decent balance and prepared for his attack.
He wasn't a good fighter, but he didn't need to be.
Not in his current form.
"Ray?" Noah pounded on the door. "Open the door!"
I brought my arms up to protect my head as Peter's arms came down.
I cried out when his claws slid through the skin of my forearms.
My wolf rose without hesitation, sensing the danger, changing my perception. My eyes sharpened, my muscles radiating power. Noah was no longer pounding on the door, he was kicking the damn thing. He'd built the house to withstand damage, which cursed him now. He'd have to completely obliterate the wood to get through, which would take time. I dodged Peter's right arm as it came down, swiftly moving aside. He clawed at me with the left, and I repeated the motion. I angled back when he moved again, putting my weight into my right shoulder, and brought my hand around.
I meant to hit him the face but caught his right shoulder.
I relied on my wolf again, needing her with me.
If anything could break through to him, it would be her.
"Peter." I let her speak through me, the words a deep growl. "Stop."
Again, he seemed to hear. He paused and shook his head.
Then the moment was gone.
He barreled at me again.
"Peter! Touch her, and I'll fucking kill you!" Noah roared. "Ray!"
I couldn't respond, busy dodging the claws Peter aimed at me. 
I rushed to the kitchen table, using it as a barrier. A plate, fork, and glass of water wobbled and slid over the side. Peter slammed a hand down, breaking it in two. He didn't pause, determined as he carved a path in my direction. I decided to get as much protection as I could, barreling from the kitchen into the bathroom. I made it inside but didn't close the door in time. Peter's arm prevented closure, his hands swiping at the wall.
"Peter, stop!" I repeated, my voice garbled. "Stop now!"
My wolf wanted out. She wanted control.
But I couldn't let that happen.
The change wouldn't be fast enough.
In the time it took to change form, he'd tear me apart.
"Noah!" I pushed against the door, keeping Peter outside.
I heard a loud crash and the sound of breaking glass.
Relief swept over me.
Noah had come through a window. He was on his way.
"Son of a bitch!" Noah snarled.
I could feel his rage burst through the house.
The sheer strength of his wolf punched into me.
The claws ripping at the bathroom wall vanished, as did the pressure on the door. I hesitated, and something in my mind clicked, telling me Noah was outside with Peter. In human form. I grasped the edge of the door and flung it open. Noah had grasped Peter around the midsection, trying to keep him in place. Peter didn't care, clawing at Noah's arms. Blood poured from deep gashes, spilling onto the floor.
I rushed forward, ready to assist, when Noah saw me.
He took in my injuries, seeing I'd been harmed.
His eyes flashed sliver, and he snarled.
Then I heard a loud snap.
Peter's legs stopped moving, and his arms dangled and dropped.
I knew what it meant, even if I didn't want to.
Noah had broken Peter's back.
"Angel," Noah said, dropping Peter to the ground. He burned the carpet between us as he rushed forward to look me over. "Are you alright? Show me where you're hurt. Is it just your arms?"
"I'm fine," I said, realizing I was in shock.
"No, you're not." Noah studied my arms and kneeled, doing a thorough check. "Is anything broken?"
"No," I said, looking at Peter, knowing something was very wrong. I grasped Noah's face, forcing him to look at me. "How did he change, Noah?"
"What?" Noah was distracted by the deep lacerations of my arms.
"He shifted." It wasn't possible. Only an alpha could make that happen. Aware Noah wasn't paying attention, I grasped the hair on the top of his head and squeezed. "Stop and listen to me. He shifted, Noah," I repeated. "He changed. It's not time."
Noah froze and really
looked at me. "Get in the bathroom."
He tried to shove me back into the space, but I didn't allow it. "Check the house. Do it now." He tried to shove me into the bathroom again, but I fought him off. "Stop it! Check the house. We're running out of time."
There were only two alpha wolves in Rhea.
Michael an Noah.
And only an alpha could force a shift upon a wolf-man.
Noah pulled away from me, looked me in the eye, and turned. I immediately followed, knowing we had to locate a scent or evidence to assist us. When he pulled the gun from his holster, I cried out, screaming, "Don't!"
The order came too late.
Noah put a bullet in Peter's head.
"Why did you do that?"
Peter hadn't done anything wrong. He'd been influenced by someone.
"His back is broken, Ray," Noah stated, remorseful. "Even if I made him shift back to his human form, he'd be crippled for life. Would you want to live like that? I sure as hell wouldn't. There's no coming back from that."
"What if he could have told us something?"
"He was forced to shift. His memory is gone."
Dimly, I accepted the assessment was correct.
Wolf-men, when forced to shift against their will, didn't retain memory.
Even if Peter changed back, he wouldn't recall anything.
He'd only know his back had been broken, and he'd never walk again.
Werewolves who could completely shift form to a wolf could mend from such injuries, but that kind of healing for Peter would be considered a medical miracle, and would require a lot of time. Even by werewolf standards.
"Go to the truck," Noah commanded. "Get your gun."
I didn't argue, moving past him.
I made it outside and ran to the vehicle.
I opened the door, dug around in the glove compartment, and removed one of my guns from a holster. I immediately went around the side of the house, sidearm in hand, scenting the air. Honeysuckle pervaded nearly everything, but then I caught something else.
Lemon balm.
"Noah!" I hollered, rushing toward the back porch.
I jumped over the railing and landed on top of the deck.
Noah appeared, a hand resting on the gun in its holster. "I'm here."
"It's the same scent," I said, gasping for breath.
He scanned the area. "What is?"
"The same one from the mall," I told him, rotating in a circle. "Lemon balm."
I knelt, ready to track the scent.
"No, wait." Noah went for his phone.
"Who are you calling?"
"Michael."
I kept guard as he started talking, checking the area. As much as I wanted to give chase, I backed down. Noah and Michael needed to work together on this. Their pride and reputation were on the line. An alpha had trespassed onto their property and territory.
On the compound.
I never thought anyone would be that foolish.
Testing Noah was stupid.
Messing with Michael was downright suicidal.
Things were about to get messy. 




Chapter Fifteen

Michael instructed everyone to meet at his home. The house was situated near the center of the compound, on the outskirts of what werewolves referred to as The Strip. The area was mostly a tiny town in the community and consisted of a grocery store, several shops with various goods, and an ice cream parlor. There was also a deli, but out of respect to Velma's, there were no other restaurants.
The enormous structure that was Michael's domicile was situated on five acres, and had tall iron fencing all the way around the property line. Each iron bar bore the pattern of a cross along the top. The barrier had been a tactical decision, as fae wouldn't dare cross over or under iron to trespass on the property, and crosses warned vampires to say the hell out.
The interior of the home reminded me of a museum.
Michael lived a long time and had much to show for it.
He'd decided against formality, holding a meeting in the den. The area was large enough to seat Noah's pack and much of Michael's. But Michael had only wished to see Noah, Max, and Bowen. I'd waited near the door, situated on a long bench I'd been placed on before. Many youthful werewolves had taken a seat on the thing. Michael let the ramifications for certain actions sink in oftentimes, making pack members wait on the bench until he felt good and ready to speak to them.
I hated the damn thing.
Footsteps approached and Noah appeared, rounding the corner. Max wasn't with him. Neither was Michael or Bowen. I rose cautiously, wondering what had been decided. Whatever it was had made him angry. His hair blond hair was messy and mussed, indicating he'd run his fingers through it several times.
"We have go home." He didn't wait, storming by me to the door. "We don't have long and need to hurry. We have an appointment."
"We do?"
"Not now, Ray."
Well hell.
He wasn't in a bad mood. He was furious.
I kept my mouth shut as we returned to his truck and went home. There was a reason I hadn't been invited into the meeting with Michael. Trisha warned me this was coming. Michael wouldn't want the added uncertainty of my situation taking place while a rogue werewolf was on the loose. Everyone was about to have their say, and I dreaded what was to come. When we made it to the house and Noah shut off the truck, he stopped me before I could get out, grasping my arm.
"Raven," he exhaled my name, voice trembling. "There's something I have to tell you."
I looked him in the eye. "I already know."
Comprehension dawned in his face."Trisha warned you."
"She did. Is that a problem?"
He lowered his gaze. "I should have told you myself."
"I have to decide tonight?"
"Michael's terms with you take precedence." After a moment, he gazed at me again. He was bitter and frustrated. "The timeframe remains the same. That's not the issue."
"It's in the staying or the going, right?" Trisha stated as much.
"No, it's more than that. He made an agreement with you and Steven. Now there's only you. The promises he made to Steven are no longer valid. The pack went to Michael shortly after you arrived. They want a decision that's rock solid. He swore he'd provide one. If you leave my pack, you will not be allowed to come back to it. Under any circumstances. You will have to join another pack of your own choosing, or Michael will pick one for you. That's non-negotiable. Once you do, you have to stay there. There won't be any coming or going, unless it's pre-planned visits with your family. You've been on the news, angel. People know your face. Michael won't risk the same thing happening again."
I felt the violent trembling coming from him. What he'd told me wasn't too dire or unexpected. Something else had him wired. Then I knew.
Heaven help me.
"He told you to put me down." I shouldn't have been surprised. "If it happens, you'll be the one he sends to finish the job. He wanted you to tell me. He wanted you to warn me. He's making sure I know it's personal."
Michael put pack matters above all else.
With recent events, he'd had enough of the bullshit.
And of me.
"If it makes any difference, I just found out myself. It wasn't easy to keep my wolf contained, Ray. I considered walking out of his office. I almost told him to fuck off because I'd be taking my pack and leaving the compound. But that was my pride and selfishness talking. It wouldn't resolve anything with you and Michael. It also isn't what my pack wants and needs. He's the leader of all the werewolf alphas in the continental US. We appointed him to the position for a reason. He puts werewolves first, above all. If I don't do what he says, he'll take me out, replace me, and send someone else."
He didn't have to tell me there was nowhere to run.
Packs across the world destroyed strays. Usually on sight.
"There's nothing for me in New York." Admitting it wasn't exactly a huge confession. "I have a sister here. I want to be close to her."
I didn't continue, and he questioned, "But?"
"This about more than me and you. I haven't seen everyone from the pack. Not in years. We're talking about the rest of our lives, Noah. Even if it all goes to shit. We'll be stuck together. Our lives could be a living hell. I have to feel the way I did before I left to be with Mom. I have to willingly put my life on the line for any single one of them, without question. That's what your mate is supposed to do. Nothing half-assed, nothing less. It would be an insult to you, them, and even Michael if I tried to fake it. Not only would I know, so would each and every one of you. You might accept it because of all that's happened, but not me. It's not only dangerous, it's reckless. I won't live another lie." I took a deep breath and said, "I'm assuming Michael won't allow me to stay in his pack, since yours is so close. It's not logical."
"No." Noah didn't like Michael's decision.
"You asked, didn't you? So did Max."
"Yes."
"Why now?" The pack had spoken to Michael. The timeframe confused me. Steven had only been gone a matter of days, but Michael could have delivered the news right away. "Why tonight?"
"Peter." Noah gave my arm a squeeze and let me go. "He is my final lapse in judgment. And no, Michael didn't have to tell me. I knew it the minute I put a bullet in his head. For the sake of everyone living here, I've got to get a grip. I've always patrolled the area diligently, even after you left. That never changed."
He stopped, shaking his head.
"Well, that is, I did. Until you came back. This tension between us makes me lose focus. Not just at work, but here. At home. Peter lived on my property. He was my responsibility. Now, he's dead. We don't know how, and we don't know why, because I have been so attuned to you, I've stopped doing what I'm supposed to. That can't happen anymore. It's time to move forward. Michael told me the pack had the right to address you. As mad as it made me, as pissed off as I was and am, he's right. This can't go on. You said it yourself. This isn't about me and you. Not anymore. What you decide will seal our fates in one way or another. But it has to be done. Once and for all."
"I understand."
"Do you understand? I'm serious." He put me in my place, nailing me with a searing glare. "You don't want to live a lie? Right? Guess what? I don't want to either. I'm am tired of fighting with you. That's the problem. You're an emotional roller coaster, and I have to exit the ride. I am sorry for everything you've gone through, for all you despise me for. But I'm also tired of apologizing. You can listen or you can tune me out. The choice is yours. I can't change the past. What's done is done."
"Before I go inside, I want to know something."
He gazed ahead, staring at the house. "Go ahead."
"What do you want?"
He pondered the question. I thought he might not answer.
Then he laughed. It wasn't a happy sound.
"What I wanted from the start, to make you happy." He met my gaze again and stared me down. "Look how that turned out."
I thought my heart broke entirely when Steven died.
I'd been wrong.
The heart was no simple organ. It was a vital part of the soul.
And mine remained as fragile as glass, cracking and splintering under pressure.
Noah was telling the truth. The one thing he wanted was totally selfless.
I'd completely destroyed it.
For that alone, I experienced a profound and devastating regret.
The emotion wasn't like anything I'd ever experienced.
The feeling didn't feed on love and loss, good or bad.
The sensation bore into my gut and twisted my insides.
Our eyes never broke contact. "I'll make a decision in the time Michael gave me, and whatever I decide, I'll stand behind. I didn't understand what it meant to be your mate and wife. Not really. Even when I thought I did. I saw the inner workings of the pack, I even took part in some of them, but I didn't fully comprehend things. Maybe it's because I didn't want to see it. I was so blinded by you. Dazzled, even. I'd never been so drawn to anyone or anything. I'm not sure how it is for a werewolf, but for a human teenager? Love is like..." I struggled to find words that came close to explaining. "Magic."
His brows furrowed, his shifting irises told me of his turmoil.
"No, that isn't your fault," I said. "That's what I'm trying to tell you. That was all me, which is why I wanted to hate you so much. It's why I needed to hate you so much. When I found out about the pack and knew for fact you'd been keeping dibs on me? Deep down, I knew I was also to blame. I let that happen." I recalled the events that molded the latter part of my life and bowed my head. "Trisha's constant questions. The visits from the pack at odd times. I never second-guessed a thing. I cleared out my calendar without a care in the world. Because all I could see—all I wanted to see—was you. That made it easier to blame you for all the shit that came later. I viewed myself as a victim, not an active participant. It took years for me to study my memories with clear eyes."
I turned to look at him again.
He didn't appear happy or sad.
He seemed resigned.
I suppose I did as well.
Each of us knew our hands were tied.
"Everyone's inside." He looked at his watch and scrubbed a hand over his face. "I wasn't kidding about the appointment, we have to leave in the next thirty minutes. Not ideal, I know. That's why I didn't talk to you after the meeting with Michael."
"Where are we going?"
"The number Julian Phoenix gave to me?" When I gave a curt nod, he continued, "I received a response. We're scheduled to meet the owner at seven o'clock. And yes, I did my research. The establishment is completely exclusive and the premises are under a private listing. As you probably figured out, we're dealing with another vampire. An agent will meet us there."
"Then we'll go." I reached for the door handle, and Noah went to do the same. I stopped him. "No. Not this time. Stay here." He opened his mouth to argue, and I shook my head. "No, Noah. What happened between me and the pack is between me and the pack. Just like what's happening between me and you is between me and you."
"That's not how it works, Ray."
"Do you want me to stand on my own two feet?"
We couldn't have it both ways.
If I stayed with the pack, I had to be strong.
Reliable.
Certain.
"I'm going in there, and I'm doing it alone." I reached out and placed my hand around his arm. "No more half-assed shit. From either of us. They'll see right through it, and they've had enough. Honestly, I don't blame them."
"What will you say?"
I'd made up my mind.
No more bullshit. No more damn questions.
I opened my door and informed him, "Crack your window. You'll hear me."
I centered myself while reaching out to the wolf inside me. I made sure every wall shattered and fell. We were fully open to each other. The power wafting from me would be palpable. Everyone inside would feel it.
I didn't knock on the door, I opened it wide and left it that way.
They were all waiting, just as Noah indicated.
Jon, Trisha, Mark, and Brady were on the sofa. Jasper, Mari, and Stanley stood behind them. I made sure I made eye contact with each of them as I took one step inside, marking the place as my territory. From left to right, my gaze swept. Then I went from front to back.
Jonathan, Trisha, Mark, and Brady's gazes weren't hostile.
The same couldn't be said for Jasper, Mari, and Stanley.
I honestly didn't care at that point.
They'd screwed me over, and I'd done the same to them.
Payback was a bitch, but she delivered in full.
"You'll have my decision by the full moon." I expected my voice to be different, but I was stunned to discover it had become completely unrecognizable. I'd never sounded like this before. Not in my entire life. I actually wondered what my irises looked like as they all lowered their eyes briefly before gazing at me again. "Until that time comes, you will back off and leave me and Noah out of your shit. What goes on between us is none of your business."
Mari growled. I anticipated as much.
She'd always been a snappy bitch.
"You want a piece of me, Marianne?" I took another step forward, breaching their space. "If so, you'd better hurry the hell up. Come get a slice. I've got places to be and shit to do. I might have to put you in line, without so much as a fuck given about your feelings."
I stood before them, waiting.
I was ready to face any or all of them.
If anyone wanted to challenge me, now was the time.
They knew it, and so did I.
Seconds passed. No one spoke up.
Good enough.
I didn't say goodbye as I turned and left.
My temper didn't idle as I glided down the stairs.
As I approached the car, I looked through the windshield.
Noah studied me. I couldn't tell what he was thinking.
But he heard every word I'd said.
Just as I'd intended.
◆◆◆
 
Confronting the pack on my own had been a smart decision.
If Noah had come inside, we wouldn't have made our appointment. The mansion in Hideaway Hills didn't look like a club—a resort, maybe—although there were cars arranged around the rounded driveway.
Noah pulled just inside the gate, as he'd been told, and I saw our vampire liaison. He appeared similar to the vampires I'd met in the past, his dark hair cut short, the suit on him expensive and tailored but nothing too lavish. When we got out of the car and he walked to us, I realized I'd misjudged him. He didn't look the same, but he moved the same.
All stealth and grace.
The male was dangerous.
"Noah," the vampire said, maintaining distance.
"Cillian," Noah replied, checking the holster's under his jacket, and motioned to me. Judging by his casual behavior, he'd worked with Cillian more than once and trusted the vampire. Based on what he'd told me earlier, I hadn't expected that. "This is Eleonora."
"Madam," he said cordially, tilting his head in my direction.
"You know this location?" Noah asked and inched closer to me.
"Not the location, the vampire." Cillian turned as Noah started forward, staying in step beside him. "I crossed paths with Muriel Syndey lifetimes ago. She's not to be trifled with, but she can be trusted. You're fortunate Julian spoke to her on behalf of your lady. Muriel wouldn't have granted the booking otherwise."
"Julian called on behalf of Eleonora?"
"He did."
Noah glanced at me. "Why?"
The look on Cillian's face wasn't comforting. "He wouldn't tell me."
I wasn't sure I believed the vampire.
We made it to the enormous door and had to wait. The screen was a mesh of silver, iron, what appeared to be copper. A male approached, and my jaw nearly dropped. I caught myself before I showed a visible reaction. The human male was naked as the day he'd been born.
He stopped on the other side and stared at our feet. "State your names."
"Cillian Renner, Noah, and Eleonora Cameron," Cillian said, his voice almost lyrical. "May we come in?"
A buzzing sound burned my ears, and I heard a click.
The door opened, but I studied the area directly above it.
The camera was tiny, but I saw it.
"We're being watched," I said, staying behind Noah as we went inside.
"When you're with a vampire," Cillian stated, "you are always being watched. We live, breathe, and exist in the dark. Therefore we see everything." He didn't look back at me as he advised, "Never forget that."
The man who came to the door seemed to serve no purpose. He moved out of the way, went to a cushion near the wall, and kneeled down.
"What is he doing?" I didn't bother whispering. If vampires could see everything, they could probably hear everything, too.
"Waiting for instruction." Cillian left it at that. "Follow me."
"You know where she is?"
"Ray," Noah said softly. "Do as he says."
I didn't argue as Cillian led the way up a  staircase to the upper floor.
"A word of advice," Cillian said in a way that inferred he was addressing me and not Noah. "Let her address and judge your importance before you ask petty and irrelevant questions. Vampires extend invitations to guests who are polite and respect their authority. Prod her before she's extended courtesy, and she'll revoke the invitation she granted, and you'll never be welcome back."
Strange.
Julian hadn't appeared offended by my questions.
Or our presence at Burlesque for that matter.
A hallway at the top of the stairs led to an open area.
We made our way up, and I paid close attention.
I felt like I approached royalty of some kind.
A slim female, with skin like diamonds, was seated in a chaise lounge before a huge fireplace. Her red hair was like liquid flame, vibrant and complimentary to her pale complexion. I nearly faltered when our gazes met. I got a good look at her irises. I'd never seen the color before, an eerie bluish-white. 
"Cillian." If a voice could exude pure sex, her's did. "It's been too long."
She extended a hand to him, and he went to her.
He guided her hand to his mouth and brushed his lips across her knuckles.
"Not nearly long enough," he replied in a dry tone.
He pulled away, and I tried to focus on scents in the room.
The heaviest aroma in the area came from her skin, which had been slathered with a sugary coconut oil of some kind. There was no way to tell if they were being playful or serious with one another.
"Allow me to introduce you to Noah and Eleonora Cameron."
She took Noah in first, and I didn't like the way her focus lingered on his crotch. I believed werewolves weren't on par with vampire's sexual preferences—Julian had stated as much—but I discovered their tastes varied. I was about to step around him to block her view, when her attention darted to me.
"Look at that." Terror hit when I realized the vampire female saw right through me, perceiving my possessiveness. "You don't like to share."
Why lie? She knew the truth.
"No, I don't."
Noah's head turned. I felt him staring at me. I didn't intentionally jeopardize the case. I banked on her preferring honesty to petty lies. She'd seen my expression. She knew I wasn't going to stand by while she ogled the man I could very well be spending the rest of my life with.
"I wondered why Julian spoke for you. Now, I do."
Since I'd already taken a seat on a toilet, I decided I might as well flush. "Mind clueing me in?"
"You just answered your own question." Her attention flittered from my head to my toes. "You're not like the majority of your kind. You think, act, and react like a human." She seemed amused, pondering me. "You don't know that though, do you? You think you blend right in." Her attitude changed and she said, "Ask your questions before I grow bored. I'm not fond of females in general, especially dominant ones."
I pulled the photos from my back pocket. "We were told a man was directed to you courtesy of Burlesque." I handed them to her and realized my mistake.
I'd put Peter's photo with Floyd's.
Fortunately, she came to Floyd's picture first. "He visited a location we reserve in Nashville, but we did not interact. He remained relegated to a viewing area." She shuffled her hands, the motion smooth as butter, and looked at the other one. I opened my mouth, prepared to apologize. Her chin lifted and she addressed me. "When was this taken?"
"I'm sorry." I went to take the pictures from her, but she moved her hands, keeping them out of range. I wondered if I could talk to her about Peter at all and decided since he'd died, it wouldn't matter. "That photo was taken for another case. They shouldn't have been put together."
"Is that right?" Her head slanted slightly, and a cascade of red hair draped over one of her shoulders. "What happened to him."
"That's classified."
"Is the case ongoing?"
Well shit. How to answer? "Maybe."
"Don't lie to me. It's insulting."
Noah spoke up. "She can't answer."
"Why?"
"I can't answer," he replied smoothly.
I wanted to smile.
"Then I will no longer address you, Mr. Cameron. All conversation will remain between myself and your wife." She shifted her body, clearly moving back from Noah, like he'd become very distasteful. "If I know him, will you answer?"
For the first time in days, excitement coursed through me. She'd seen something. She'd been too standoffish to take interest in a human or werewolf male she'd never met before.
I motioned at the photos. "Do you recognize him?"
"Maybe," she responded, throwing my words back in my face.
"Unless you can provide information on him," Noah said, not backing down, and I felt his hand brush against my back. "We're not at liberty to discuss anything with you."
Her irises turned white.
"I will tell you. If you know him." I wanted answers.
If I got in trouble with the PBI for running my mouth, so be it.
"He no longer resembles the man I knew, but they are one and the same. It's in the eyes. Like windows to the soul. They never change."
"So you do know him?"
"Did I not say as much?"
"How?'
Her lips pursed and her brows arched. "I'm afraid that is information I cannot provide."
"If you know anything about him," I grated through my teeth, trying to be polite, "tell me. He was part of an important case. Any details you could provide would be greatly appreciated."
"Was is past tense, Mrs. Cameron." Muriel's entire presence changed. It almost felt like an invisible wall had suddenly appeared around her. "You used that word in particular. Is there a reason?"
My temper stoked. I'd had enough of her questions.
"He was found near the skyline a few months ago. He'd been bitten and changed, but he couldn't remember anything. Only his name. We were trying to help him."
"You're still using past tense."
"He passed away."
Her focus shot to Cillian.
Although both of their faces remained passive, time lapsed. They were communicating. I didn't know how. After a minute, she looked at me. She sat upright, extending one arm. Her nails matched the color of her hair.
"Place your hand in mine."
Noah hesitated. "Cillian?"
"Cillian does not dictate matters here. If you want answers, I will provide them. If," she said, pausing to look me and Noah in the eye, "you offer something of equal value and importance."
"You can see into memories." Noah didn't sound offended.
He wanted to warn me.
I'd noticed her exchange with Cillian earlier.
The vampire could read minds.
I wasn't sure I wanted her in my head.
"I only wish to view memories with Peter," she informed me. "Think of him, and I will find them immediately."
Peter.
She'd used his name.
Noah picked up on the same thing. His gaze rested on me.
"You do know him," I stated. 
Her composure slipped with a mere turn of her shoulders. I wouldn't have noticed had I not been watching her so closely. I grasped the difference in things. Julian and Muriel weren't different from werewolves. Not exactly. They shifted form, too. They could be living or dead. 
Muriel had slowed her heartbeat to the point I hadn't heard it before. Blood hadn't been rapidly flowing through her veins. As soon as her motor kicked into gear, her body created scents I could identify.
The information about Peter angered her for some reason.
I didn't wait for Noah's permission.
I put my hand in hers.
Her skin felt different, cool and smooth like stone.
A weird vibration pulsed into my palm.  
"Peter Shelby visited here on numerous occasions." She pulled away and made sure our eyes met. "He was extremely popular with the staff and regulars. As a assistant, submissive, or friendly companion. He had an open invitation and could come and go as he pleased."
"He worked here?"
"He played here," she corrected, placing her hands in her lap.
"Played is past tense."
Her glare told me to stop being a smartass. "Correct."
"When was the last time you saw him?"
"In person? Several months ago. I will have someone look over the calendar and bookings if you like. They can provide precise dates."
She'd given us Peter's full name, which would help.
But how had he come across a werewolf?
"Do you allow werewolves here?"
"You're here," her lips curved into a smile, "are you not?"
Touché. "Then this is important to you, too. It's a safety concern." I didn't dare blame her, mulling over my word choice. "Someone turned him without his permission. He was left to die in the woods." I exhaled, hoping I could connect to the woman. We were extremely different, and I didn't know or understand her species. "Peter didn't deserve that. No one does. I didn't know him long, but he wasn't a bad man. If you know anything that could help, please tell me."
"You feel responsible for what happened. You feel guilty about his circumstances."
I recalled what she'd said at the start of the conversation.
I did gravitate toward my human nature.
"My mom was human. I know how fragile they are."
"Is that why you saved the child in the bank?"
The query caught me off guard. I tried to formulate words to answer.
Thankfully, I didn't have to.
"Others wouldn't have done." She didn't sound annoyed anymore, becoming contemplative. "Some recall their humanity, if they ever had it, but not deeply. I am one of them."
"Then find it again." I went to her and kneeled down. I didn't touch her, keeping space between us, but I made sure the request was sincere. "We have to find out who did this. For all our sakes."
Her eyes changed from bright white to blue. "I will personally look over our records, Mrs. Cameron. I will also survey security footage. If I discover anything, I will contact you."
She leaned close but didn't touch me, tapping a finger against her temple.
"I will be in touch, Eleonora Cameron."
At first I thought she'd said it aloud.
Then I realized her voice seemed to echo.
Telepathy.
"Thank you," I said and meant it.
She waved me away. I made it to my feet and stepped back.
"Niall."
The instant she uttered the name, my ears burned.
An enormous man appeared from nowhere. He stood right behind her. 
Magic pulsed from him.
Noah reacted, snagging me by the waist.
He placed me behind him and turned to protect me.
"Noah." Cillian sounded totally calm. "The meeting is over."
A door appeared between Muriel and the fireplace.
The large man picked her up, took a step back, and they vanished.
Holy shit.
The male was no fae or fairy. He wasn't a gnome or one of the horned gods brownies worshipped. I'd heard about his kind. I'd read snippets about them in lore books when I'd been taken to Michael's home for one of his talks. If anything I knew held true, the powerful being created bonds that could never be broken. He could never be killed or die. The supernatural world opened wide. Myth based in reality. Muriel had more than a guardian. She held access to power beyond comprehension.
A Haltija.
Confused swamped me."What the hell is going on?"
The entire evening felt surreal.
I looked at Noah, who looked at Cillian.
"One of you better answer me."
I'd had enough surprises.
Seconds passed like hours.
Cillian pivoted and turned, leaving the room.
Noah grasped my waist and pulled me close.
Then his hands latched onto the flesh between my back and ass.
Before I could say anything, he rested his forehead on mine.
"Angel," he whispered, his voice gruff. "We have to talk."




Chapter Sixteen

Noah left the city and returned to the compound. From there, he drove to a place I knew very well. In a world before reality, when I'd experienced youth, vibrancy, and recklessness as a young werewolf coming into her own, I'd referred to quarry as my own private haven. The spot truly did look like heaven. Especially after a heavy rain. The scents thrilled me, the air far more natural than the smog and gas fumes I inhaled in the city. The place created what felt like a natural center of gravity.
In any world gone crazy, the quarry seemed like utopia.
A group had set up camp on one side, so Noah drove around, putting plenty of distance between us. He chose a spot we'd camped at before, underneath an old black oak. He got out of the truck and retrieved a blanket stashed behind his seat. Since he'd been quiet the entire ride, I didn't break the silence. I followed him to the base of the tree, watched as he put the blanket on the ground, and took a seat on it when he did.
"I didn't know about the Haltija." Noah gazed out at the water. Wind shifted his blond hair, tossing strands around his face. "Cillian might have been aware, but if he did know, he wouldn't have told me. That's private information. He'll expect us to keep what happened to ourselves. No one needs to know what we saw."
"Are you worried fae might come around?"
"No, it's not that. I think it's a test. The vampires want to know if they can trust you. I don't know why, as Cillian is the only one who's ever trusted me."
"You're friends?"
"As much as we can be, given the situation. He's a solid partner. When I work with him, I never question his loyalty. I wasn't underplaying the tension between vampires and werewolves. They don't hate our kind necessarily, but they do hold us responsible for a lot of things. Such as our mistakes. There's a reason they stay out of the news. If they can't cover something up, they influence human thoughts and memories. So you can appreciate why they don't like us asking questions, or becoming involved in werewolf trouble, because it means they're being drawn into matters they can't fully control. There are too many variables."
"Like Hunter Barnes and Sophia Wilkes?" The werewolf and vampire pair that had fallen in love, ran away together, and died as a consequence. They had been on the news. Vampires hadn't been able to cover it up.
"That was a large part of it, for more than one reason. They couldn't control the situation, which exposed several of them. The ones that couldn't remain anonymous left the United States. They won't come back for at least a century, after their faces and identities have faded from human memory."
Vampires didn't have an official spokesperson.
They didn't interact with humans as werewolves did.
Humans didn't like that, but what could they do about it?
"The Coalition of the Sun and Watchers of the Moon are another reason our alliances are strained. You read my files. You know about Hunter Barnes and Sophia Wilkes. But there's something that's not listed. The pair naively talked to the Coalition and Watchers. They hoped they'd be protected by them. They said more than they should have. That's the reason they were killed in Colorado. They'd risked both of our races. The decision was unanimous on both sides."
"Why wasn't that in the file?"
"Vampires acquired the information. They found the right people and dug around in the right heads. Before they'd tell the PBI the truth, we had to agree not to note it on official record."
"What did they tell you?"
"Hunter and Sophia provided names and locations of alphas and packs, as well as the names of vampires in prominence. They also provided locations of several of their nests. They were young, so they didn't know everything, but it was enough. The vampires they mentioned are the ones that left for clearer skies. They were also the ones willing to work with werewolves without PBI involvement."
"They didn't want their names on record."
"No, they did not."
"There's more, isn't there?"
"Lone werewolves and vampires are working with the Watchers and Coalition now. We don't know who they are, and we don't know why they're doing it. I think that's why Julian had you meet with Muriel. Her information is important, and we'll follow up. But she wouldn't have given any answers without judging you. You touched her, Ray. She might not have taken your memories, but I guarantee she checked one thing. She made sure you weren't an insider."
"Shit." I recalled something extremely important. It had nearly slipped my mind. "Peter recognized the symbols of the Coalition and the Watchers."
Noah turned, leaning on his arm to look me. "He what?"
"He didn't remember why. He just knew it from somewhere."
"And you're just telling me this now?"
"I didn't know about the spies, Noah."
"He could have been working both sides."
"Would Muriel have seen that?"
"Not by touching you. It doesn't work that way."
"I should tell her."
"Yes, you should. When you speak to her again."
"How do you know I will?"
"You two spoke telepathically. I've seen it before. I know what it looks like."
"We should focus on things at home. At least right now."
"I know. That's why I brought you here. We need a plan."
"Has the compound had problems I should know about?" The only way the news would have picked the information up would be through the Coalition and Watchers. So I couldn't be certain. "Have there been uninvited guests?"
"Obviously."
"How bad?"
"At first? It was a nightmare. But the police listened to Michael. They set up hourly patrols. They documented every arrest and eventually warned trespassers what they were doing constituted as harassment. If it persisted, the police were going to release a public statement. That kind of information would make the Coalition and Watchers look bad, so they backed off. They still sniff around, though."
"Now there's a rogue alpha running around." Something the world didn't need to know, but the Coalition and Watchers would announce with glee. "They can't see that. They can't know anything about it."
"If the news gets out, imagine the fallout."
"So you, Michael, and everyone else are going to be busy."
"Until the asshole is caught? Yes, we will be. Michael already has trackers following the scent and trail. It led off the compound, to a street. From there it vanished. We're dealing with someone who broke in, made Peter shift, scaled a fence, and left without any witnesses or evidence."
"You think someone brought him in?"
"Maybe. Maybe not. Michael's bringing in help."
"Who?"
"Violet Silvermist."
Whoa. "The human-fae?"
I'd never met the female, but I'd heard about her. Half-human, half-fae. Extremely powerful. She ran an apartment complex in Alabama. The place was protected by her very own magic. Bowen and his pack resided there.
"The very same."
"How'd he manage that?"
"He didn't." Noah lips curved in amusement. "Bowen did."
"No one can say no to Bowen."
"Apparently not."
"What's she going to do?"
"Track the bastard down."
"Without a scent?"
"She doesn't need one."
I didn't ask him what would happen next. 
They'd track the stray alpha and kill him.
"Life without me probably would have been better for all of you." I'd been causing problems and hadn't known the impact they'd have. "The pack has enough to deal with."
"Life without you will never be better for me."
I didn't know how to react to the statement. 
"I should stay close to the house. Trisha shouldn't be alone."
"I hoped you would. I have to take Jonathan out. The entire pack, actually. I'd feel a lot better knowing you're watching over her. There are other things you need to do, too. I didn't mention it before, because I didn't think you were ready to deal with it. A lawyer called. He needs to talk to you about Steven's will."
I hadn't considered that. "What does he want?"
"I don't know. There's probably paperwork to sign."
"Sometimes I feel like I'm dreaming," I told him, thinking about the last few days. "A couple of weeks ago, my biggest concern was what I was going to eat for dinner. Now I'm dealing with things worse than my nightmares."
He didn't respond, so I let the conversation die.
With a tug on the elastic band at my nape, I pulled my hair down.
I rose and removed the holsters around my shoulders. I placed them on the ground and strode toward the shimmery water. My shirt, drenched with sweat, stuck to my skin. I tugged it over my head, dropped it, and kept moving. When I reached the edge, I stripped off the rest. I hadn't gone for a swim in years. The water would wash away the grime from the day. I closed my eyes and dove in headfirst. The water felt amazing, I stayed under as long as I could.
I surfaced and heard a splash.
Noah had joined me.
I inhaled and appreciated how clean the air smelled in Tennessee. A mixture of earth, trees, and various plants and flowers. I floated on the surface, looking at the sky, staring at constellations. I'd missed them in New York, where light drowned them out.
In the perfect dark, the radiance of the stars took my breath away.
Something tugged my hair.
I brought my legs down and turned.
Noah wore a playful grin. His hair fell around his face, beads of water cascaded from several of the strands. "Race you," he said and took off to the back of the quarry.
He'd beat me—he always did—but I gave chase.
He touched the wall and dived under the water's surface.
I knew what it meant and tried to change course.
His hand surrounded my leg and tugged me under. I quickly surfaced, saw him, and put my hands on his head. With a solid push, I shoved him down and moved away. I swam to a shallow area, lowered my feet to the rocky floor, and bent my knees. I hovered in the water, revealing my face and shoulders. He followed me and did the same. 
"Do you remember when Jonathan tried to race me?" Noah asked.
"He got a leg cramp midway." I grinned, picturing that day. Jonathan had wanted to impress Trisha. Instead, he'd embarrassed the hell out of himself. "He swore he was going to drown."
"He's never come back. At least, not with me."
"Do you blame him?"
"I guess not, but now he'll never know."
"Know what?"
"If things would turn out differently."
I got the comparison he was making. "Maybe he doesn't care."
"Or maybe he does."
"Are we really talking about Jonathan?"
"If that's what you want."
"I'm not sure what I want."
"I know." He came within reach of me, his blue eyes bright in the dark. "You'll have time and space to think. Starting tomorrow, you don't have to worry. You're not going to see much of me."
Because he'd be on the move with Michael and the pack.
It could be dangerous.
He gazed at me for several long seconds, then turned his head.
I knew what he was thinking, because I was thinking the same.
Despite everything, we wanted each other.
We needed each other. 
I placed my hand on his shoulder, gaining his attention.
I closed the distance between us, leaned in, and pressed my mouth to his. His lips were soft against mine as they parted, and he deepened the kiss. Our tongues touched, swirled, and drifted from each other. It had been a long time, but our chemistry was undeniable. He wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me against him. Our skin came together, flesh meeting flesh, the contact making me want more. My stomach fluttered and my heart pounded. If I wanted to, I could pretend the past had never happened. We could be as we'd previously been. Crazy in love, without a care in the world.
Pulling away, I rested my palm on his chest. "Do something for me."
He licked his lips, voice hoarse. "Name it."
"Be careful. Don't do anything risky."
His fingers closed over mine.
He lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed the back of my fingers.
"Noah." If I lost him, there'd be nothing left. "Don't leave me on my own."
Please.
He lowered my hand, brushing his thumb over my fingers.
"I won't," he said, meeting my gaze.
That wasn't enough. "Promise me."
He sensed my desperation and reacted to it.
He rose slightly, coming over me, and pressed a kiss to my forehead. "I will never leave you on your own." Pulling back, he placed my face between his large hands, gazed into my eyes, and told me, "Never, angel. I promise."




Chapter Seventeen

Don't even! Put that down!" I called out to Trisha, horrified to see she'd picked up one of the large containers I'd carried from the garage for the baby's room. "I'll take it up."
Her blue eyes narrowed as she glared at me.
Then she waddled from sight.
Watching over her made my head hurt.
She wouldn't stay still, and she kept lifting heavy objects.
"Ms. Carthy?" The secretary on the other end of the line returned and said, "Mr. Montgomery can't take your call at this time, but he'll be in touch this evening."
"Can you please tell me what this is about?"
"I'm afraid I can't, Ms. Carthy."
Damn it. "Thank you."
I hung up and left the office.
I'd contacted Steven's attorney early in the morning and had to leave a message. Then a couple of hours later, I missed his return call when I'd gone to the garage to retrieve boxes for Trisha. Apparently we were playing phone tag.
I picked up the plastic container and went upstairs.
The baby's room had been painted pink with white trim. A bassinet placed near the bed had been purchased by Noah's parents, who'd brought it to Trisha when they'd visited a few months earlier. I felt relieved they hadn't been here when I'd arrived. Noah's dad was nice enough, but his mother loathed me. I could feel her disapproval all the way from Louisiana.
"Here," I said and carefully edged through the door.
"You're worse than Noah and Jonathan. I can do things on my own."
"You're welcome," I responded and turned to leave. "I'll get the others."
"Not yet." I stopped and looked at her. "What did the attorney say?"
"He didn't," I snapped, swiping a strand of hair from my face. "I talked to the secretary again."
"Oh."
The smile on her face faded, and I felt like shit. "It's not your fault. I'm in a crappy mood." I hadn't heard from Noah or Michael. I wanted to know what was going on. "I don't like waiting around."
"No?" She pointed at her stomach. "Imagine how I feel."
"Point taken."
I looked at an open box on the floor. "Need some help?"
"That one," she motioned at the box I was looking at, "has things I don't need yet. Mom bought clothes that the baby can't even wear. Not for years. She didn't mark the sizes or make any sense when she organized things. I don't know what I can use until I look through them."
"Do you want me to put this one back?"
"Yes, please."
I placed the lid on top and sealed it closed. "Want me to bring you another?"
"Sure."
I left and hurried downstairs. I weaved around the living room, walked down the hall, and went to the garage. I had to balance the plastic edge on my hip as I opened the door and went inside. I wondered why everyone had parked out front, and now I knew. There was so much baby stuff, they'd been forced to put everything inside of the space.
It wasn't easy to move around the various objects in my way, but I did my best, trying not to trip. I tried to decide which container to bring in and noticed a rocking chair. Trisha didn't like sitting down, but maybe if I took it inside she'd use it. I put the container down on the far wall, so I'd remember she didn't need it, and snagged the wooden rocker.
I carried it inside and turned to close the door to the garage. Then a scent wafted through the hallway. At first, I thought I'd imagined it, but I hadn't. I ditched the chair, rushing for the living room, and skidded to a halt. The werewolf from the mall stood in the center of the living room with Trisha. He had a gun, the barrel placed to her temple. Her face and scent revealed her absolute terror.
"There's a cup on the table," he said calmly. "Pick it up."
"You're a dead man," I snarled.
"You want to play that way?" He cocked the gun and put his finger on the trigger, causing Trisha to whimper. "I'll play that way."
Shit.
I cautiously moved forward and picked up the cup.
The scent coming from it made my nostrils burn.
"Drink it."
I scented the air and knew his resolve.
The threat he'd issued wasn't a bluff.
He'd pull the trigger.
I only had two options. Do what he said, or rush him and hope for the best. But regardless of the ammunition in the gun, Trisha probably wouldn't survive. Not at that range. Even if she did manage to live by some miracle, the baby could die. No one would be coming home soon. They hadn't even called to check in.
"I'll count to three," he stated.
He didn't have to count. I drank the vile concoction. 
He pointed the gun at the loveseat. "Sit."
I stepped to the furniture and did as he said.
"If you hurt her, the pack will never stop looking for you."
"I'm aware, but I'm like a hydra. Cut off my head, and two will take its place." Trisha swayed, and I started to stand when he pointed the gun at me. "Do you want her to fall?" It was then I noticed the arm he'd looped around her swollen stomach.
I started to say something when the room changed.
Everything seemed to be spinning.
"Sleepy yet?" he asked.
I tried to answer but words didn't come.
I flung my arms out, unable to keep my balance.
He lifted Trisha and carried her from the room. I wanted to chase him. I wanted to shift and tear him apart. But such a thing would never happen. Whatever I'd slung down my throat worked fast. I thought he'd just stepped outside with Trisha, but he appeared in front of me.
He picked me up with ease and tossed me over his shoulder.
I tried to take in his scent but couldn't.
My eyes watered, my brain on fire.
I didn't see where he carried me, all but blind in delirium.
I heard a loud noise but couldn't identify it.
Then the ground beneath me rocked and swayed.
The world didn't go dark, and I didn't pass out.
I remained in a state I didn't understand.
I wondered what I'd been given, but couldn't hold the thought.
I had no concept of anything.
Not where I was, who I was, or where I was going.
◆◆◆
 
I woke up slowly, thinking I'd had a bad dream.
I felt a mattress beneath me. A sheet had been draped over my nude body.
I had a severe hangover. As I moved, I thought I'd vomit.
My wrists felt completely raw, like the skin had been scorched.
I looked down at them but couldn't see.
What had I done the night before? I didn't remember anything.
I rotated onto my back, blinking several times.
My eyes were all messed up, vision unaligned.
Then a distant scream resonated in my ears.
The sound wasn't nearby, coming from far away.
I remembered Trisha and what had happened.
This was no dream.
I tried to sit up, finding my limbs were sluggish and heavy. It took several attempts to rub my eyes. I winced when something burned my cheek. I pulled my hand from my face and tried to see what had been placed around my wrists. The metal felt heavy and thick. I flung my legs to the side and they flopped onto hard concrete. I wasn't in a bed, I rested on a thin mattress on the floor. Aware of that, I crawled toward the only light in the room, keeping my head away from my wrists.
I stopped when my head banged against something hard. 
"Don't!" a female voice ordered. "Be quiet."
Not Trisha. Someone else. "Where am I?"
"In hell," the female replied softly.
I lowered my head, resting it against what felt like bars.
Whatever I'd been given remained in my system.
I wondered if I could change and decided it couldn't hurt to try.
But my wolf didn't respond.
I couldn't feel her.
"Trisha?" I kept my voice low. "Trisha?"
"Shut the hell up!" the woman snapped.
"Why?" What did it matter? Trisha hadn't answered.
If something had happened to her, I didn't care about myself.
"He'll punish me for you, that's why."
"Who is he?"
"A piece of shit."
"I'm sure." Still, that didn't help. "I'm asking for a name."
"Dante," she finally answered. "Dante Orr."
Dante Orr? I had never heard of him.
"Who is he?"
"Shit. Don't say anything else. If you do, I'll piss him off and you'll wish you were dead." She spoke quickly, with urgency. "Don't bring attention to yourself. He's coming."
I inched back toward the mattress.
I didn't know the female nearby, but I heeded the warning.
A door clicked open, I was sure I heard the whoosh of an airlock, and then the door slammed shut. The light increased. I heard several bulbs click on, and my eyes cleared somewhat. Revulsion swept over me when I realized I'd been placed in a cell like an animal. Each wall on either side of me was made of concrete, just like the floor. The bars weren't silver, but they were thick and would be hard to bend or break.
I gazed at my wrists.
Skin touching the silver cuffs had blistered and seeped.
I heard movement from whoever had entered the area but said nothing. I waited, finding clarity came as time passed. The area wasn't well ventilated. The primary scents I recognized were earth and concrete. I also noted the sour aroma of mold and mildew, along with other fragrances like alcohol, bleach, bodily waste, blood, vomit.
Lemon balm.
Werewolf.
Alpha.
This was the male I'd scented at Peter's home.
I waited until my eyes adjusted and inched closer to the bars. The male dressed in scrubs and studied things along a table at the opposite side of the room. Blond hair reached his collar. He wasn't built like a pure-blooded male werewolf. His frame far too short, his muscles impressive but not substantial.
I scented the area again.
Wolf-man.
"Good morning, Angela. Drink this. Good. Very good. Give me your arm."
I titled my head against the wall and watched as an arm came through bars, and he collected a blood sample. I couldn't see the female from my vantage point, so I decided to test my luck. I remained quiet, fighting back pain as I moved and the silver cuffs pressed against my skin. Her hair was matted, and her body looked thin. She handed him a cup and he took it. He stood and moved to the counter, putting the cup near a sink and a vial of blood in a rack. He bent down to a compact refrigerator, selected something, and went back to her. 
"Breakfast," he said offered her raw piece of steak. "I'll gather your chamber pots when you're finished. Bring them to the door."
I could hear her chomping on the meat and felt sick.
I'd hunted with the pack before, but only a few times.
While my wolf enjoyed the flavor of raw flesh, I didn't.
"Welcome to your new home, Eleonora," he said, and my stomach sank.
He knew my name.
I didn't back down as he strode around a surgical table in the center of the room and came to the bars. I kept my head high, aware of his every move.
He crouched and looked at me. "The rules are simple. Follow them, and things will be much easier for you. Do as I say, when I say. Eat when you're fed. Drink when it's offered. No cursing. No bad manners. Don't speak unless you're spoken to. Conversation distracts from my work. If I want to hear you, I'll ask. Break the rules, and Angela pays while you watch. Do you understand?"
I didn't respond on purpose.
An alpha decided when to speak and be spoken to.
He'd tried to establish his place. I wouldn't let him.
"I could pull Angela from her cell now, give you a lesson?"
I kept my gaze level with his, staring him down.
I didn't say a word.
"Would you like to know what I did to Peter?"
Angela went crazy. I smelled her rage.
"Where is he?" she roared, slamming her hands against her cage. "What did you do to him? Tell me!"
"This is how things work here," he told me and stood.
He went to the wall and removed what looked like a cattle prod. "Angela, tell our guest you're sorry."
"No, I'm sorry. I'll be good," she cried out. "Don't!"
He unlocked the door to my cage. I peered at the object in his hand.
I tried to stand but my legs wobbled.
I couldn't defend myself.
"This is her fault," he said, swinging the door wide. "Thank her later."
The end of the bar sparked, the electrodes on the tip full of power, and he came at me. The tip caught my arm. The jolt went through my muscles, making them cramp, and caused me to yelp. It wasn't merely an electric current. This felt far worse. He waited a few seconds and tapped the implement against my stomach, leg, and then my head.
I fell, landing face first on the ground.
He didn't say another word.
The doors closed, and he went back to the counter.
As he worked with the blood sample he'd taken, and I fought to breathe, I wondered why so much had changed for me. Had I brought this on myself? Was this my punishment for leaving the pack? If I'd stayed with Noah, would this have happened? Even after the pain vanished, I stayed put. I monitored his movements and time passed. I tried to get a better look at the room.
It was compact and small. I didn't see cameras.
There was only one entrance, which was also the exit.
It seemed like hours had passed when he walked to the bars between us and tossed a hunk of meat to me. "Breakfast," he said and swiped his hands over his shirt. "We'll speak soon." I didn't rush to eat and his eyes met mine. "Remember the rules."
He went to Angela's cage and retrieved two buckets.
I gazed around and saw two buckets inside my cell as well.
Urinating and defecating in plastic tubs. How degrading.
He turned with them in hand and exited the room.
"I'm sorry," Angela whispered.
I picked up the meat and moved toward the bars. I could see her clearly, her cell was not far. Her body looked too thin, her brown hair matted and tangled at her shoulders. I reached through the metal barring my exit, aimed, and threw it at her. The meat landed directly in front of her cage. Her arm came out, she swiped it up, and I heard more disturbing chews and slurps.
"You know Peter?" I asked.
She stopped eating. "He wasn't goading me?"
"Why would he?"
"To put me in my place. He's done it more than once." I heard movement and turned toward the sound. She'd ditched the meat and peered at me through the bars, her brown eyes tormented. "Do you know him? Do you know where he is?"
"I know him."
"Where is he?" She pressed her head against the bars. I saw the desperation in her eyes. "Is he alright?"
"You first," I said, needing answers of my own. "How do you know him?"
"He's my best friend."
Damn. "How did you get here?"
"I'd gone with Peter to a club he liked. Everything had been fine. When we left and went outside to wait for our taxi, someone hit him, and someone else grabbed me. Peter tried to follow, I saw him. But that's all I can remember." Her heavy breathing filled the air. "Did they kill him? Please, tell me. Did they take him?" I didn't answer immediately and she said, "I don't even know what day it is. I don't know how long I've been gone. I've measured everything by people that have come in and out."
"You've killed people?"
I'd experienced the rules firsthand.
If people had come and gone, she'd been the cause.
"No, I'd never do that. Don't read this wrong. That's what he wants. They've come and gone because whatever they were given killed them. I was punished when they spoke up. Not the other way around."
"You were you the first one brought here?"
"No." She sounded hallow. "The other cages were being used. Only one lasted longer than a month."
"So you've been here the longest? In a manner of speaking."
"I think so."
"Where were you when you were taken? As in the location."
"Does it matter?"
"It might."
"A private club outside of Nashville. It doesn't have a name."
"Where is it?"
"What?"
"Where was the club."
"Hideaway Hills."
I took a deep breath and didn't scent a lie. "How long ago?"
"How long ago?" she repeated, voice rising. "I told you I have no concept of time. It feels like I've been here forever."
I didn't know how to tell her, so I simply did. "Peter is dead."
"What?" It sounded like I'd taken away her last semblance of hope. "He is?"
"Yes. I'm sorry."
She broke down, sobbing.
"What is this place?" She didn't respond and I moved to the bars, pressing my face against them. "Answer me. They have my sister-in-law." When she still didn't answer, I snarled, "She's pregnant!"
"It's hell," she answered as she tried to breathe. "I told you."
"What is Dante doing?"
"Experiments." She swiped a hand over her eyes.
"Why are you here? Why would he want to experiment on humans?"
"How should I know? I'm not human. Well, not anymore."
I stopped and studied her, really looked at her.
Our gazes met and held.
Then I observed scents in the air again.
When realization struck, it struck hard.
She'd been changed.
No wonder Dante had kept her alive.
Wolf-men existed, but not women.
The fatality rate was at least ninety-nine percent. Even the ones who survived didn't do so with their minds intact.
"Shit," I sighed. Someone had started experimenting on werewolf genetics. I thought about what Noah had said. Rogue werewolves and vampires were working with the Coalition and Watchers. "How do you know Dante?"
"From the club." It sounded like she'd aged a hundred years.
"Was he human when you met him?"
"I never met him. I saw him there. I have no idea what he was."
"Did anyone else see him there? Was he alone?"
"Maybe. I'm not sure," she answered. "Would that help?"
"I don't know, but I hope so." That was the truth.
I'd talked to Muriel. She knew something was off.
The vampire promised she'd study surveillance footage.
"We have to get out of here," I said, picturing Trisha.
"Good luck. We're buried here."
"What do you mean?"
She sighed and lowered her head, severing eye contact.
"I've been to floor upstairs." She showed me the arm I hadn't seen. Numerous areas had been scarred with silver. Her arm would remain that way, deformed by a madman. "I was sedated, but I remember a few things. There are no windows, only doors."
"Angela?" I said, trying to think.
"Angie," she corrected.
"Angie. We are going to get out of here. Together. If you'll help me."
Time lapsed, but I remained quiet.
"What should we do?"
"Work together." I mulled over what she'd said, and what I knew. Dante needed Angela. He wouldn't kill her. "Think together. How often does he come down here?"
"Not as often as he used to. I've been alone so long, I thought I'd go insane."
"The people he brought here were men?"
"Yeah. You're the first woman I've seen."
"You know why, don't you?"
I scented her fear. "No."
"It's supposed to be impossible to create females werewolves. You are more than rare, you're a miracle."
"Are you, too? Is that why you're here?"
"Not like you," I sighed. "I was born like this, but my mother was human. I inherited the trait from my father." I considered what she'd said and asked, "Did you know any of men he brought here? From the club?"
"No."
"Is he the one that bit you?"
"He didn't bite me. He injected me."
Oh dear God. "An injection?"
"I didn't know what he'd done. But a man that was already in a cage when they put me in one, Brandon, told me what was going on. He'd shifted once, but when the full moon came and we shifted together, he didn't come back. I never saw him again."
Son of a bitch.
"Did Brandon tell you anything about himself?"
"He'd been at Dreams. He'd left right before final call. When he went outside, someone clubbed him over the head. He woke up here. Just like I did. He'd already shifted once, and he'd seen people come and go. He told me what was going on. He warned me what would happen to me."
"Dreams?"
"Yeah. It's right outside of Nashville."
"When you shifted, were there any problems?"
"The first time I thought I was going to die, and I was so scared. I didn't know what was happening. I made it through. Then he gave me injections before the full moon. It hurt the first time, but now it's agony. My sense of smell and taste don't work right, either. My appetite is crazy. I'm never full."
Her mind was clear. That was good.
But the other symptoms were concerning.
"How is your sense of smell and taste different?"
"The meat he gives me smells and tastes like metal."
"That's normal." She didn't understand the changes in her body. "What does he do upstairs?"
"I'm not sure." She indicated the scars on her arms. "I come back with these."              
"Where does the yelling and screaming come from?"
"I don't know."
She didn't have the answers I needed.
"You've tried to run?"
"Once. The first time. I was sedated, but made it out of the room. He's not alone up there. There are guards, I think. Someone shot me." She moved, revealing her leg. The scar looked far worse than the ones on her arm. The tissue had been blown apart. "After that, he stopped taking chances. He uses a collar and foot restraints. You can't run if you can't walk."
I sank down, feeling the cold concrete beneath me.
I had no idea what to do.
"What's your name?" she questioned. I heard her eating again.
"Raven," I answered. "You can call me Ray."




Chapter Eighteen

When Dante entered the lab the next day, I didn't say a word. He tossed another piece of meat to Angela after he'd taken blood. Eventually he came to me. I stayed back, resting on the lumpy mattress I'd been forced to sleep on.
"Breakfast," he said and tossed a thick slice of beef at me.
I pretended to be ravenous, took the food, and moved to the back of the cage. As soon as I was there, I pretended to eat. When he wasn't looking, I stashed the slab of meat under the bed I had to sleep on. I'd give it to Angela later. He'd been drugging the meat. I scented the essence of bane and something else. That's how he kept the wolf at bay.
He came to the bars at my cage and said, "Give me your arm."
I moved toward him, keeping my emotions in check.
It wasn't easy. I wanted to snap at his face.
He tightened a thick rubber tourniquet over my bicep. "I saw you on the news," he said and picked up the needle and vial to take my blood. "You could be the breakthrough we need." I didn't respond as he pierced my skin and blood flowed. "You have no idea how important this is. How life changing."
I wanted to ask questions but didn't.
I remained quiet.
When he looked at me, I knew I had him by the balls. An alpha without true superiority wouldn't shut up. The less I said, the better.
"You're mad, I smell it."
No, he didn't. I could scent the lie.
He pulled the needle from my arm and released the band. "I'll collect your chamber pots. Put them by the door."
I inched back and held his gaze.
I was not staying in this place.
It's only a matter of time.
He moved back, staring at me. "Don't test me."
I kept my lips zipped, gaze leveled.
His anger spiked.
"Do you want to know about your sister-in-law?" he asked, smiling snidely.
I'd tried to train my face to show zero emotion. His nose wasn't that strong, I could tell. But he saw the response in my eyes.
"She's fine, for now. But you could change that."
I immediately took a submissive position, lowering my head.
"Good. You are listening."
He went back to the counter with medical gadgets I knew nothing about. Even then, I could smell the resentment coming from him. He could pretend he didn't care, but he did. It was part of his nature. I wouldn't respond to him on my own, nor did I respect his position and dominance.
That pissed him off.
I only had to buy more time and try to stay alive.
Noah had said Violet was coming to the compound.
She didn't need a scent to find the man who'd brought me here. If she came to the house then maybe, just maybe, she could create a trail and locate me and Trisha. But time, while a blessing, was also an enemy. Trisha would go into labor soon.
Dante collected a notebook and returned to the bars. I grabbed the plastic buckets, put them by the door, and returned to the mattress. As I sat on it, I noted it was remarkably clean. As were the sheets. I assumed it would become dirty and disguising if I didn't take care with them. 
"I'm going to ask questions. I suggest you answer them."
I stayed on the mat and leveled a stare at him.
"How old were you when you shifted the first time?"
I loathed responding but did. "Fifteen."
The answer pleased him. "Did you know you were changing?"
"How do you mean?" It could be dangerous to answer questions with questions, but it would rile him up. That was my plan. To piss him off, until he lost sense of reason.
"Did you feel the changes beforehand?"
"Yes," I said and then immediately followed with, "no."
"Which is it?"
"Both."
He studied me for a moment. "Are you testing me?"
"No." I didn't provide further information.
He wanted input, I wouldn't give it to him.
Not in the way he wanted.
"You mated with a werewolf male. Noah Cameron."
I felt my wolf stir. It had been so long.
The relief I experienced was profound.
He knew Noah's name, meaning Noah could be in danger.
I tried to mask my reaction. "Yes and no."
"Explain."
I couldn't do that with a yes or no answer.
"I can't." That was an honest answer without details.
"Is that possible? To be mated but not?"
How did I know? I thought I did, but did I really? "I think so."
"How?" he asked, scribbling on the paper.
"I don't know."
He looked up and narrowed his eyes. "Do you want me to have Angela thank you for what happens next?"
I considered the question. "I'm not lying to you. Scent the air."
Use your nose, asshole.
He took me at my word. "When did you break connection? How did it happen."
 I didn't know what to say. The connection had never been broken.
"I didn't."
"You were involved with a human." He looked at the paper in his hand, tapping his pen on the board. "Steven McDaniel."
First Noah. Now Steven.
He'd gotten that information from somewhere.
"How do you know that?"
"Answer the question."
I didn't want to answer. I wanted him out of my face. "No."
His eyes flicked up, and he glared at me. He rose, put the items in his hand on the counter, and went for the prod. I felt guilty, knowing Angie would pay for my big mouth. I should have kept my temper in check. But he wouldn't seriously harm her, I was certain. There was a reason she hadn't been killed. Dante needed her, he'd been pretending he didn't.
As he used the same electric prod. I watched closely.
The pain he inflicted was bad but not life-threatening.
Angie cried out, but didn't say a word.
He stopped after a couple of blows.
As he inched back from the cage and collected her bed pans, the loud blare of a doorbell got my attention. It felt surreal, especially in a place like this. I could have been sitting at home in the living room. He moved swiftly, swinging the door to her cage closed with his leg. He took the buckets with him and rushed out of the room. When I looked at the bars keeping her inside the tiny cell, I saw the opening we needed.
"Angie!" I tried to keep my voice low. "Get up. Look at your door."
When she didn't move immediately, I wanted to scream at her.
Then she wobbled toward the bars and pushed them aside.
Holy hell, she looked bad.
Her hair would have to be cut, possibly shaved. There was no way to remove the heavy matting at the back. Her cheekbones looked too large and severe in her small face. I could count each one of her ribs as they jutted from her skin.
She made it to my cage and prodded the lock. "I can't open it."
"Then don't. Look around for a weapon. Doesn't matter what."
She left me and sorted through cabinets. "I don't see anything."
"What about a pen or pencil? He used a pen earlier. Or syringes? He has vials in the cabinets, right? Do you recognize the labels? Can you see what's inside them?"
"I don't recognize anything." She pulled a couple of vials down. "Propranolol and Versed? Let me see what else is here."
"No, stop!" I knew those drugs. Mom had several surgeries, both had been used. Propranolol could sedate someone, but Versed did it quick and caused memory loss. That would explain the injuries Angie didn't remember. "Get a syringe and bring them to me. Hurry!"
She knelt over a bottom drawer, snatched something from it, and rose to look over the counter. The silver cuffs attached to thin chains rattled with each of her movements. She came to me and handed me the items.
"Keep looking," I said and filled the syringe, combining the two drugs.
"How about this?" she asked.
I hesitated. I saw what she offered. I wondered if he'd notice a missing scalpel. "Does he use it?"
"Not that I've seen."
Shit. That didn't reassure me.
"Then we'll keep it. Put these back. Just like you found them." I shoved my arm through the bars and handed her the vials. Then I motioned to paper towels next to a small sink. "Get a handful of those and wad them up. Use it to keep your door from locking. You'll have to pack it tight, or he'll see."
As she did as instructed, I returned to the mattress. I used the scalpel to slice the bottom side and placed the box with the sharp implement and syringe inside it. I put it down, making sure it looked normal, and went back to the bars. I noticed the cup on the counter.
"Angie, I need water."
"Shit. So do I."
She finished padding the latch in the door, got the cup and filled it at the sink, and brought it to me. She didn't wait for me to finish, returning to the faucet to drink straight from the fountain. I wanted another round but didn't want to waste anymore time. I returned the cup to her when she came back.
"Hand me the notes."
Dante knew about Noah and Steven.
I wanted to know why.
Angie handed them to me, and I scanned through the papers. I didn't like what I learned. Dante already knew the answers to the questions he asked. He merely wanted to confirm things. Some of the details could have come from the news, especially after what happened at the bank, but certain things were too detailed. He'd gotten information from someone, and I wasn't sure it would have come from a backstabbing werewolf.  That wasn't saying much. Lately it seemed I didn't know squat about anything.
"Here," I said and handed the notes back. She took them, and I stood to look at the bars keeping us apart. They were too thick to bend or break. 
We both heard footsteps and moved.
Angie tossed the notes on the counter, went back into her tiny space, and closed the door. I hoped like hell it would open again. I went to the mattress and laid down, facing the room. The door opened, and my blood turned cold. The male who'd come to the house and taken me and Trisha appeared. He carried a nude man over his shoulder.
"In there," Dante said, indicating the cell between Angie's and mine. 
 The werewolf did as he'd been told, depositing the man in the cage. Then he affixed cuffs to his wrists, made sure they were secure, and exited. As he closed the door, his head turned. 
He looked at me.
"You should have left me alone," he said. He approached the cage and growled. His dark hair looked clumpy and his clothes were wrinkled. "Look at what it cost you."
"You expect me to believe you brought me here because I chased you around a mall?" I asked him, nearly growling back. "What did you do with my sister-in-law? Where is she?"
"How bad do you want to know?"
"I'm going to kill you." Stupid as it may have been to say it, I did.
"Not a chance."
"You'll see."
"Enough!" Dante ordered. "Come here, Ensel."
Ensel didn't do as he'd been told, staying put.
He smelled wrong, like he was about to shift.
Something he couldn't do as a wolf-man.
"Do it, now." Dante's voice dropped several octaves. "Come here."
It seemed like Ensel got a grasp on himself.
He went to Dante and pulled up his sleeve. I wondered why. Then Dante opened the cabinet. I held my breath, hoping he didn't notice anything out of place. He didn't, filling a syringe. He injected something into Ensel's biceps. The source of the odd lemon balm fragrance came from it. That explained why the scent had been difficult to identify. With his metabolism, the scent would fade. After a few seconds, his body seemed to relax.
"Go upstairs," Dante said. "I'll join you soon."
Ensel departed and Dante looked at me.
"Why do you think you're here?" he asked.
"I have no idea."
"Then I'll tell you. Save us both some time and misery. You think too highly of yourself. That needs to change." He behaved as though I should be grateful. "You put a target on your head at that bank. My research is on the verge of breakthrough. Your genetic code was highly desirable for that reason alone. But you have friends in high places. So we let you be. Then you put your nose where it did not belong." He inched closer and lowered his voice. "You should have left Peter alone. He was right where he was supposed to be. If you'd steered clear of him, he'd still be alive."
Wait. What?
"You wanted him there? You knew where he was the whole time?"
His posture changed, and he became hostile. "Should I finish?"
I didn't say anything. That pleased him.
"I'm aware of the heat I've generated, and I've taken steps to avoid being found." He saw the panic in my face and smiled. "I'm aware of the fairy-thing coming to the compound. She won't find me. I have my own sources, and this place is protected from spells and other such nonsense. I, too, have friends in high places. As for you." His gaze drifted from my face to my feet and back up again. "I know the situation with your pack. They want you out. Your alpha will look for you, but only for so long. Give it a few months, and he'll stop. He will have other things to worry about. Life will return to normal. And during all that time you'll be right where you are: here."
"They'll look for Trisha."
"Why would they do that?" When I frowned he said, "She's not here. She never was. She's right where she's supposed to be. Safe and sound at home." As I absorbed his words, grasping what he'd just told me, he appeared pleased with himself. "That's right. You're getting the picture. Good. Settle down and get comfortable. You're not going anywhere."
◆◆◆
 
After Dante had told me the truth, I'd returned the mattress to contemplate everything. And try not to cry. Obviously, I found comfort in knowing Trisha was safe, but I knew what he'd said was true. I'd scented the sincerity. Even if someone did find him, or trace my trail, it would be because he hadn't believed it was possible.
He truly thought he had it all planned out.
The asshole felt completely secure.
"Ray?" Angie whispered.
"I'm here."
"Are you alright?"
"Yes and no. Plans have changed," I answered and crawled toward the door. "How's the one they brought in?"
"Out," she replied. "He'll be like that for another day. Maybe more. If he comes to at all."
"Then we don't have to worry about what we say. If he wakes up, he could be an implant or something. We have to be careful."
"What did Dante mean? About Peter?"
Hell. She had a right to know. "He was found by some hunters. He'd been changed, too, but he didn't accept the shift. He'd lost all of his memory. We went to talk to him one day, and he'd shifted. Dante had been there, and he made him do it when it wasn't time. That's how I recognized his scent. He'd come to Peter's house and made it happen. Peter snapped and went crazy. Noah..." I felt my throat clogging up. "My husband had to shoot him. I'm sorry."
"Couldn't you wait for him to shift back?"
"Not if I wanted to survive."
"Then why didn't you kill him when you found him? Why did you let him suffer?"
Confusion clouded my head. I had no idea what she was talking about. "What do you mean?"
"I can't remember anything after I shift."
"What? You don't?"
"I only remember the pain during it. That's it."
"Even when the moon is full?"
"Maybe that's it. I haven't been forced to change."
That didn't make sense. "No, you should feel and remember everything. Your mind should be intact. Especially during a full moon." I stood to study her. Her eyes were clear, she was lucid and aware. "It should be just like you are now, only you and the wolf communicate, you merge."
"My wolf? I don't understand. That's not what I do."
"You should sense it. Don't you? You don't feel her?"
"No."
"Not even the first time you shifted?"
"No, not even then."
I didn't understand. That wasn't how it worked.
But then, Angie was unique. A miracle as I'd told her.
"The injections he gives you. What do they do?"
"I shift differently. It hurts more."
Since that didn't help, I changed the conversation. "What do you do for a living?"
"I wait tables during the weekends and answer phones at a car wash during the week. What about you?"
Waiting tables and answering phones didn't help either of us.
We had to be able to fight.
"I worked at a cafe, until I had to come home."
"Why did you have to come home?"
Angie was starved for companionship, and I planned to give it to her, but first things first. "It's a long story. I'll tell you about it after we get out of here."
"You heard him." Even across the distance, I felt her defeat. "Neither of us are leaving this place."
Oh yes we are.
"I have a plan. It's risky, but I'd rather die than be like this. How many people do you think are upstairs?"
"I have no clue."
"When you were shot, how long did it take to heal?" The injury looked to be the result of silver, but I wanted to be certain. "Does it still bother you?"
"It took a couple of weeks to mend. It doesn't hurt, it just looks like hell."
"Do you think you'd be able to handle yourself?" She appeared uncertain, and I told her, "If we try to run. Will you hide in a corner if shit hits the fan? Or will you fight your way out even if it means you'll die? I'm not judging you, but I need to know."
"I wouldn't say no to zapping Dante with that wand of his."
Okay, so it wouldn't be easy. But it could work.
"I could shift," I told her, thinking aloud. "But if I do, you have to work doors, windows, things like that. I can be the muscle, but you have to work the buttons."
"You'll be able to think when you change?"
"Very much so."
"But you'll be a wolf."
"Yes, but I'm still me."
"Dante's so strong. He could hurt you. Don't you feel it when he gets mad?"
"I feel it, but it doesn't affect me. It wouldn't. I'm a lupa."
"What's a lupa?"
I felt ashamed. Talking about escape tactics with a woman who'd been changed to something she knew little to nothing about. "Don't worry, I'll teach you. When we get out of here, I'll help you, Angie. You won't have to be scared or worried. Help me with this, and I swear I'll deliver in spades."
"You're really not afraid to die?"
She was, and it didn't take a good sense of smell to recognize it. "Not if it means I live like this. In a cage. Day in and day out. Waiting for food. Hell, waiting for water."
"I don't want to be afraid. I don't want to live like this."
"But you are, and that's okay." It was her nature. Despite being changed, she was very much human. "I thought I could wait it out, but you heard him. My people aren't going to be looking for me. There won't be any rescue parties or knights on white horses riding in to save the day. If we want to get it done, we have to do it ourselves."
Time lapsed in silence.
We had a syringe full of sedatives and a scalpel, as well as the 'wand' as Angie called it. The question became how to put them to good use? A plan formulated, and I tried to work out variables. I had no idea what I'd find upstairs. I didn't even know how large the house or building we were trapped inside was. I'd have to be cautious but deadly. I couldn't hesitate. Angie could only do so much, and I had to keep her safe as well.
It could be done. Because it had to be done.
I'm not staying here. I will not rot in this place.
I thought about Noah and pictured him at the quarry.
I should have told him I loved him.
I thought he knew.
Still, everyone wanted and needed to hear the words.
Steven would have given me hell for being so relentless. He wanted to be with me, but he'd always insisted it had to be the two of us. Our feelings had to match. That's how he'd loved his wife, and that's how he expected to love someone else. I accepted that I'd failed him in many ways, as I'd believed I felt exactly as he did. But, deep down, I knew I never did.
Everything always came back to Noah.
Although I hadn't realized it enough to accept it.
It was ironic I clung to the notion now, when I was likely to die.
"Ray?" Angie whispered.
She sounded different. Determined.
"Yeah?"
"What do you want to do?"
"Can you still get out?" I hoped like hell she could.
I heard the door to her cell creak.
Yes. A good omen.
I went to the mattress, grabbed the things I'd stashed, and went back. "You'll need these for yourself."
Her hesitation worried me as she took them. "You won't need them?"
"I'm going to shift for this."
"He'll see you." She swept her finger along a cage bar.
"No, he won't."
"How?"
"I'm about to tell you." I reached through the door, grasping her arm. "Are you ready to get out of here?
Her hand shook slightly as she wrapped it around mine. "I am."
"Then this is what we're going to do."




Chapter Nineteen

Ilifted the mattress, turned it, and carried it to the door after we'd talked. The size was just right, hiding me inside the cell I'd been caged in. When I felt sufficiently covered, I went to the back of the space and crouched.
"Get ready," I warned. "Whatever happens, you don't have to be afraid of me. I won't hurt you. I swear."
Then, I called on my wolf.
She'd grown stronger, which relieved me.
I didn't know if I could get out of the shackles on my wrists. There was only been one way to find out. I made sure my knee rested on the chain between the cuffs. I didn't focus on the pain, willing the shift to come fast and hard. My wrists lengthened as my forearms changed, the bones slightly pliable.
I moved immediately, yanking my torso upright.
My hands slid free as they morphed into paws.
Yes. Freedom.
After I'd finished changing, I clawed the floor.
A signal to tell her my plan had worked.
Since we'd had no idea when Dante would come back, we'd made two plans. If he came to my cage first, I'd get his attention while she opened her door and came at him from behind. I'd told her to use the medication we had. It would knock him out in seconds. If he went to hers, I'd use the mattress as a buffer and launch myself at the door keeping me inside. While the metal bars were solid, the bolts holding them to the wall weren't.
If I used all my strength, I could get free.
I considered trying it, anyway, but worried about the noise.
We needed to use surprise to our advantage.
It felt like an eternity passed as I waited at the back of my prison. Resting on the cold floor, scenting the air. In this form, I was able to decipher scents from above. The variations indicated there were at least three men on the floor above us, not including Dante or Ensel.
That meant we had to make it through armed men.
With silver bullets.
The goal was to take Dante down immediately. Then he couldn't force Ensel to shift. I'd be facing adversaries on two legs instead of four. That gave me a slight advantage. I moved faster as a wolf, I would be far stronger, and my teeth were deadlier than fists.
I detected movement. I could hear it before Angie.
I whined, low and soft, and scraped my nails against the floor.
I hoped she got the message.
When I scented the strong aroma of blood, I knew she had.
I'd told her to make a cut so blood flowed. The more the better. Dante needed to believe she was seriously injured. Backing up on my haunches, I prepared to ram the mattress. My nerves were shot. I worried my plan wouldn't work. I wondered if I was about to die.
The door opened, and I heard Dante yell, "Angela!"
He'd gone to her first. She'd been as important as I'd thought. I heard him run to her cell, worry with the lock, and open the door.
The time was now. Do or die.
Help me. I begged the wolf. Be with me.
A surge of energy spiked through my body. I tried to gain as much speed as possible and slammed against the mattress. It hurt, the momentum sending me back. The bolts gave way, just as I hoped they would, with a loud snick. The door didn't come completely free, and I struggled to stand upright. I felt unbalanced on the mattress but moved forward and leapt. I couldn't land gracefully, hindered by cotton and metal, but I made it to my feet in time to see Dante coming out of Angie's cage.
He hadn't believed such a thing was possible. 
The alpha was in shock.
I took advantage, rushing him, and opened my mouth as I went for his throat. As soon as a connection was made, I clenched my teeth together. He gurgled and fell back. I landed on top of him and didn't let go. Instead I braced my front paws on the table and the floor, creating pressure. Then I eased my grip on him, pulled back, and brought my jaws together with a snap.
His neck broke in an instant.
Alpha my ass.
I let him go and stepped back, licking my lips.
Then I saw Angie. She had backed to the wall.
Frozen in fear.
I wagged my tail, exuding strength and confidence.
She snapped out of it. "Ray?"
I kept wagging my tail and went to her.
I was almost tall enough that I didn't have to look up to meet her gaze. 
I cocked my head.
"Oh yeah, okay. Got it."
I felt proud of her as she went to Dante, gave him a kick to the side, and knelt down. She pilfered through his pocket and retrieved a set of keys. I turned from her, watching the door. From now on, I had to be her bulletproof vest. Just as I swore I would be. I waited, ready to protect us, but no one burst through the door. Whoever was upstairs didn't belong to Dante, or the pack connection was weak. They'd should have felt his death immediately and came to him. 
She removed the cuffs from her wrists and went to the cage with the male trapped inside. She unlocked it and came to me, resting her hand on my back.
"Are you sure?"
I wasn't good at conveying emotion in wolf form. Not to a human.
I cocked my head and looked at her, wagging my tail again.
"Slow, easy, and cautious. That's what you said." She let me go and put the scalpel and syringe in her right hand and gasped the zap wand in the left. "I'm going to open the door now."
I'd told her to open the door from behind, letting me take the lead. She'd listened. She grasped the handle, gave it a turn, and pulled it back toward her. As soon as she did, I moved. Not too fast, not too slow. I flared my nostrils, taking in scents, and paused. There were two solid scents nearby. Both male. Both wolf-men. The hallway leading up was narrow and long and opened on both sides. I needed her help, but I had to keep her secure.
I stepped into the small corridor before the stairs and stopped.
There were benches on either side and hooks for coats or clothing.
This was where Dante changed.
I wanted to look through his pockets, but couldn't.
There was no way to ask Angie to.
When she made it to me, I stepped back until my rear bumped her. I turned my head and looked at her. She knew not to speak, I'd warned her not to. When she stopped, I started forward. She followed and I stopped again, backing up. I looked at her again, and she got the message.
Wait.
When I knew she understood, I slowly inched up the stairs.
I kept using my sniffer and ears.
Someone was on the right.
I could hear the sound of texting.
I made it midway up and caught another scent. Also on the right.
I paused, took two more steps, and inhaled.
I didn't detect another person or wolf-man.
I thought there were three.
Two? I can't be that easy.
I had to be certain, carefully gliding up, listening for creaks in the stairs. I had to flex my pads at an awkward angle, as my nails would click on the floor. It wasn't easy and felt wrong. I worried I'd make too much noise. When I reached the level area and could actually see, I realized we weren't trapped in a building.
We were in a house.
Angie had been correct. There were no windows.
Thin wood had been placed over them.
Then another smell hit me, and I took a step back.
The scent of industry. We were in a city.
Dante had been reckless and stupid.
I couldn't tell if we were in a suburb or the slums.
The horrid son of a bitch had put us directly near people.
Humans.
I used my nose again, not wanting to make a mistake.
Only two wolf-men. 
What about the yells and screams?
It didn't make any sense.
I took a moment, wondering if I was walking into a trap.
My heart fluttered, my nerves tense.
I felt a hand caress my haunch.
Angie.
She'd followed me.
The time was now. I had to decide.
I proceeded, going forward, trying not to make any noise.
As soon as I heard wood creak, I knew they'd heard it too.
I charged.
One was on his cell phone. The other had passed out in a chair.
I went for the closest one, barreling toward a desk.
His head jolted up, but not in time.
I took him down, sinking my teeth into his neck, when I heard a soft whoosh. My body shifted, my rear going in the opposite direction of my torso. It felt like someone had doused my right hip in gasoline and set it on fire. I let the man in my grasp go and pivoted toward the sound.
The other male had a gun leveled at me.
He was using a silencer.
I went at him, he aimed, and the same raging fire hit erupted in my right shoulder. I went down, my paws slipping on the floor. I saw movement to my left, I tried to stand.
I couldn't.
The injury had been created by silver, but it felt different.
The injury was deeper, harsher.
Angie appeared and used the wand on the man. She kept constant pressure on his back, and I watched as he jerked and cried out. Another male appeared, coming through the front door. He looked stunned. He went for a gun tucked under his jacket. Angie left the werewolf she'd stunned and ran at the other male. He turned, aiming for her.
No. No.
I'd promised I'd protect her.
And the pack needed me. Noah needed me. The pack needed my wolf. Noah needed my wolf. They needed us. Something shifted. It felt like a bomb detonated inside of me. Everything fell away and suddenly there was no air, earth, or sky.
There was me.
Not a woman. Not a wolf.
Something else.
Both.
I made it to my feet and charged.
He spun at me and fired.
I took him down hard, snapping my teeth around his throat. This time, I feasted on his blood, going for the kill. He gurgled and writhed against me, but I didn't let go. Not until I scented his death and knew it was mine. I released him and turned, seeing and feeling everything in a clarity that felt too powerful.
I went to the male Angie had taken down.
His head lolled toward me and our eyes met.
I finished him off, going for the jugular.
As the blood gushed, I snarled.
"What the fuck?" Angie screamed.
I scented something else.
Something out of place.
Children. Human children.
"Call the police!" Angie shouted. "Stop! Stop it!"
I realized they stood right outside the door. It was evening. I could see shining streetlights. They were filming everything with their phones. I let go of the man in my grasp and tried to part my front legs for balance. I staggered back, trying to breathe. The wolf was stronger than it had ever been, so much a part of me. Still I sagged, realizing my injuries were severe.
I'd wanted to escape, and I would.
But I wasn't sure if I'd do it alive.
I went down, arms splayed, struggling to stay alert.
"No," Angie said. "Stay with me."
I felt her stroke my face, and then my side.
"Call the police! Call an ambulance! What is wrong with you?"
She moved, darting away from me.
I watched as she grasped the wolf-man's phone, shifted her finger on the screen, and punched her finger over it. As she did, she came back, crawling to me. She touched the top of my head and gave one ear a firm rub.
"I need help. Right now," she said. "I don't know where we are. I've been kidnapped. I've been in a cell for months. The woman with me has been shot. No, I don't know where I am. I told you! No, I can't look for an envelope for an address. She's been shot, more than once. Find us, please! She's bleeding to death!"
Light footsteps approached. I couldn't move, couldn't dodge.
Couldn't protect.
I tried to growl, but the noise sounded wrong.
I felt metallic tasting wetness seep into my nostrils.
I knew it was blood. 
"Give it to me." A small arm swept over my head. I heard little boy say, "There's a naked woman and a dog here. What? Oh, they're in an abandoned house. Yes, that's it. 1416 Ridley. Yes, ma'am. Right beside the park. Yeah, just by the old basketball court. The woman? She's okay. I think. But she looks bad. The dog? It's really hurt. I think it was stabbed or shot or something. Yes. Yes. There are men too, but they're dead. I think the dog killed them."
"Ray?" Angie lowered her head. I felt tears on my muzzle. "Ray?"
I couldn't answer even if I wanted to.
Relying on what I had, I tried to move my tail.
"To hell with this," she snapped. "Time for the big red button."
I saw her snatch the phone from the child and closed my eyes.
The big red button.
She didn't have to use it.
She could have made it out and let me die.
It was only in case of emergency.
To keep her safe. Not me.
She was unique and needed to be protected.
"Contact Michael Preston. Immediately. Yes, the werewolf. Stop asking questions and listen to me! Tell him it's Eleonara Carthy. No, I'm not her. What? I don't know if she's from the news. Yes, she's the one that's hurt. Of course we need care for her, are you completely stupid?"
She stroked my head, more to soothe herself than me.
I settled, wanting to calm her.
"Contact Noah Cameron, too. That's her husband. This is an official werewolf matter, and this shit is being recorded. If you don't do it, they'll find out." Her breath caught, and she screamed, "No, I will not hold! Get someone here. Right now! I'm not kidding! There are children watching us." Angie shifted from me and shouted, "They are recording everything on their phones when they should be calling for help! Keep asking questions, and it'll be on the internet before any of you get here."
I felt dizzy and realized I was probably bleeding out.
I closed my eyes and accepted I'd reached the end of the line.
Angie had done good.
Michael would take care of her.
I'd done my job. If I died, it happened on my terms.
"Hurry the hell up!" Angie screamed again. "She's dying."
Her voice faded, as did lights from cellular devices.
I wondered if Heaven existed.
If the good book was right, I'd find peace. My mother had told me as much. She promised she'd watch out for me, and I thought she had. As much as she could. I hoped she'd be waiting for me.
I missed her so much.
Or maybe Steven would guide the way.
He'd be there to greet me.
That would be icing on the cake.
"Ray?" Something shook me, hard. "Wake up."
It sounded like Angie, but I couldn't be sure.
And why did I care? Death wasn't so bad.
I could go to sleep and dream forever.
I heard my father's voice.
I was back in bed, one of my earliest memories.
Before he'd left Mom.
When things had been happy and carefree.
"Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary, over a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore," my father said, stroking my hair. "While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping, as if someone gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door. 'Tis some visitor, I muttered, tapping at my chamber door. Only this and nothing more."
"Raven." Something grasped my head, forcing it to move. "Wake up."
I tried to listen, but the pictures in my head were so much better.
I stayed in my happy place, envisioning life as it used to be.
There was no pain anymore.
Only light.




Chapter Twenty

Raven? Can you hear me?" Something nudged me, and I tried to ignore it. "If you can hear me, say something. Or open those pretty eyes and look at me."
"Steven?" I gasped, reaching for him.
"Not Steven." A hand grasped mine. "Noah."
Noah.
"I'm not dead?"
"No, you're not dead."
"Is it really you?" I wasn't sure I believed him. "Noah?"
"It's me, angel. It's me."
It was him, I could tell him what I should have.
A long time ago.
"I didn't think I'd see you again." Tears came to my eyes, making them burn. "I'm sorry. I should have said so much to you. I love you, Noah. I'm sorry I didn't say so before. I should have."           
I tried to move and cried out.
It felt like I'd been hit by a car. My shoulder and hip pulsed and burned.
I wheezed and warm and thick wetness seeped across my chest. "It hurts."
"I know it does, grá." I heard movement and shifting. "Don't move."
I heard a machine beep. In seconds, the pain faded.
   "Here, take this." He placed a controller in my hand. He moved my fingers until my thumb was over a button. "When the pain is too much, give this a push." His voice was laced with emotion. He was both furious and relieved. "I love you too, angel. You scared the hell out of me. I thought I'd lost you."

"Where's Angie?" I'd promised her safety and protection. "Is she alright?"
"She's fine. She's in the room next door."
Room next door. I inhaled carefully. No humans.
"We're at the compound?" The medical facility had been created for Michael, in the event he needed emergency care and constant security after an attack. 
"Yes. Don't worry." Noah put his hand over mine. "She wants to see you."
"Then let her. Get her."
"She wouldn't let us provide care, so we had to sedate her. "
 "Don't do that. Not to her." Even with medication, it hurt to talk. "She's been through enough."
"She's been changed." Noah sounded awestruck.
"Yes, she has. Against her will."
"How?"
"She didn't tell you?"
"We tried to talk to her and ask questions, but she wouldn't answer any of them. She became confrontational, and said she'll talk to you and only you. Since she wouldn't let us tend to her, and she was getting in the way of the doctor prepping you for surgery, we had no choice."
"She doesn't know what's happening to her. When she wakes up, I need to be there. She'll talk to you then. I know she will." There was also something else. "How's Trisha?" Dante indicated she was fine, but I needed to know. "Is she okay?"
"She's fine, angel." I felt his lips brush my knuckles. "She told us what happened. Everyone knows what you did. We've been looking for you. The entire pack has been worried. We were in Nashville trying to find your trail when we got the call from the police."
Suddenly, fear struck. "The spies you mentioned, werewolf and vampire. I think I know where the information is coming from. There's a mole in the pack, Noah."
"What?"
"Dante Orr sent the male from the mall to get me. Ensel. He's the one who came into our home and took me. He wasn't at the house when I got free. I don't know where he is."
"Who's Dante Orr?"
"The mastermind of this as far as I can tell. He's the one that changed Peter and Angie. He came to the compound and made Peter shift. He's the alpha we scented at the cabin. He had information about me, you, Steven, and the pack. Someone told him things. I think that's how he got into the compound. He's been experimenting on werewolves. He's been changing and killing them." I tried to get comfortable, wanting to ease the ache in my lower back. I whimpered as soon as I did.
"Don't move." Not an order but a plea.
I pressed the button under my thumb.
In moments, I could breathe again.
"What did they shoot me with?" It had to be  silver.
"The bullets were specially made. The silver splintered. It took over an hour to remove the fragments." He inhaled sharply, I thought he might be close to tears until he spoke and I heard his anger. "If the bullet in your shoulder went even the slightest bit to the left, one would have hit your heart."
"I'm here," I told him, wanting to ease his worry. "You said it yourself. I'm not dead. I'm alive."
"You're lucky to be," he confessed, somber. "You lost so much blood. Too much. That alone could have done it."
"Maybe I should shift? I'll heal faster."
"As soon as your stable."
"When did I get out of surgery?" I felt groggy and yucky.
"A few hours ago. Michael had Benjamin see to you. That's why we brought you to the compound. If it had been the normal staff, with the severity of your wounds, we would have been forced to take you to the hospital."
Benjamin Foley: the best werewolf surgeon in the world.
Last I'd heard, he'd moved to Florida. But knowing the good doctor, he'd probably changed his address more than once in the time I'd been gone. While he was technically part of Michael's pack, he had more freedom than most. He moved often to do research, learn new techniques, or teach students.
"Benjamin's here?"
"You're very fortunate. He flew in a couple of days ago to attend a medical conference."
Not only was I fortunate, so was the pack. "You should have him examine the bodies from the house. He might find something we could use."
"He's performing autopsies today," he informed me.
"Have you identified anyone?"
"Not yet. The man we found alive in the basement is still out of it. He's infected and will shift during the full moon. We'll notify his family when he gives us his personal information. We're hoping to question him beforehand, just in case."
Just in case he died, Noah meant.
"You have to look for Ensel. He knows where we live, Noah. He was in our house. The lemon scent? It's from a injection of some kind. I think it keeps the wolf at bay, but I'm not sure."
"The one from the mall?"
"Yes."
"I have a basic description from seeing him. Are there any details you can give me? Anything that might help?"
"Only that Dante must have created him."
He didn't speak for several seconds. I smelled guilt wafting off him.
"We did try to find you. The scent went cold outside the compound. Violet did a tracking spell, but it didn't work. She went to the house to take a look and told us the grounds had an extremely old and powerful masking charm. We think that's why he chose it, even if there were humans nearby. We're searching the history of the place. Which is another thing we have to deal with. Do you remember the children filming you?"
Oh no. Not again. "Yes."
"Then I don't have to tell you how bad this is. If anyone wants to see a werewolf mangle a man, they only have to visit the internet. The police arrived before you lost consciousness and shifted to human form, so they didn't get a shot of your face, but Angie used your name while she was being filmed. You've been all over the news again. That's twice, in less than a month."
Not good. Michael would have to clean up the mess.
He'd already warned me he'd had enough of that.
"What's Michael's plan? How's he dealing with it?"
"He won't punish you for protecting yourself and the female."
"How do you know?"
"He told me."
That provided some reassurance.
"What about the PBI?"
"For now, this is a werewolf issue. Tom doesn't like it, but he doesn't have a say in the matter. The decision came from Michael. His orders take precedence. We're keeping this to ourselves, for as long as we can. Unless we need information only obtainable with PBI resources. We don't need outsiders telling us what to do, or collecting and passing around information."
"Remember what I told you, about the pack. Someone helped Dante change Peter and take me. Michael needs to know." I hesitated at first, but realized if I wanted to keep Angie safe, I had to ask him. "Have you questioned ours, Noah?"
"You think one of them would do something like this?" I heard and sensed his dismay at the notion. "They were with me, remember? Working with Michael."
"Dante said Peter was right where he was supposed to be. He knew we had him. He knew where he was living. I think he'd been to the cabin more than once. We just didn't know about it. How could he accomplish that if he didn't have help? How would he have those specific details about Peter?"
Noah growled. "The fucking town, that's how."
I recalled how people had talked about Peter. At Velma's. A public location. Anyone could have overheard anything. "If it's not our pack, it has to be someone in Michael's." As an alpha, Michael would be offended by my hunch, but I had to say it. "We have to tell them. They need to know what we're dealing with. None of us can trust anyone at the compound. Not until we find out what's going on."
"They're on the way. I'll talk to them."
"What about Bowen?" He'd be in charge of Angie's case.
"He's right outside."
"Can I speak to him?"
He released my hand, and I heard him move.
I pried my eyes open.
I'd been to the medical unit on Michael's compound once. The glass window for observation remained, I could see Lucas and Brianna outside. Michael had to be nearby. I wondered what he'd have to say about everything. When I heard footsteps at the door, I saw Noah and Bowen.
Noah looked awful.
His blond hair was tangled and messy. He hadn't shaved or showered in days. Even his clothing looked worse for the wear. His white T-shirt had stains on the front and a tear at the neck. His jeans had what appeared to be dried mud on them.
Bowen didn't look much better, despite being clean.
He had dark circles under his eyes.
I carefully reached out, looking at Noah, making sure both men knew who I wanted. Noah wrapped his fingers around mine and stopped beside the bed. Bowen stepped in beside him.
"Damn, Ellie," Bowen said. "You really did it this time."
"I want Angie to stay with me," I responded. "I gave her my word I wouldn't leave her. I promised I'd protect her. She won't trust any of you, and she needs to feel safe." I didn't delve deeper, figuring I'd tell Bowen about my theory of a mole at the compound after I'd healed a bit. "You need to move us into the same room."
"I'll talk to Michael." Bowen didn't argue, which was a relief. "If you've made a decision on what you're doing and where you're going. I have to know where she'll be at all times. She has to be carefully monitored. Especially during full moons. Surely you can understand that."
I didn't give him specifics about Angie.
He'd learn about her disconnect with her wolf soon enough.
"Can she stay with us, Noah?" I gave his hand a squeeze.
"Us?"
"I'm not leaving."
He leaned over the bed, blue eyes intense as he gazed at me. "You don't have to decide that right now."
Being in a cage in a musty basement had cleared my head in numerous ways. I thought I'd never see Noah again, and the reality of that devastated me. I didn't want to waste time anymore, or argue. I could work through the issues between us. It wouldn't be immediate, as I still felt like I was betraying Steven, but I knew eventually that would change. Mom's death had taught me time had a way of healing emotional wounds.
"I have decided. I'm staying."
"Make sure it's what you want." There was a hard edge in his tone.
He was contradicting me, because I'd been hurt.
He felt responsible.
"Stop arguing. My mind is set. I'm staying with you. I'm coming home."
"Alright," he acquiesced softly. "If you're sure. Be sure, angel."
"I am," I told him and asked, "Can she stay with us?"
"I'll speak to the pack."
As a guest, she could stay at the house for a limited time. They had to approve her as a member. I hoped they didn't hold my past and present actions against her. She wasn't responsible for the things I'd done. 
"Thank you."
"When was she changed?" Bowen questioned. "I need to know."
"I'm not sure. She probably doesn't, either. She'd been kept in the lab for months. She'd been experimented on and left to rot. She's desperate for companionship." There was something else they needed to know. "She knew Peter. They were best friends. They were attacked on the same night and were probably changed around the same time. She didn't see him or know what happened to him. She was upset when she found out he'd died."
"She's shifted?"
"Yes."
"Successfully?"
"She said she has."
"I'll have to talk to her. I don't object to her staying with you, but I want to be sure it's safe. You'll have a baby in your home soon. It's important."
"Her mind is intact. She's stable mentally. I've talked to her."
"It's my job, Ellie."
No debating that fact. "Okay."
Pain bubbled in my chest. I went for relief again, pressing the button.
"Get some sleep." Bowen touched my forearm. "We can decide how to proceed when you're stronger."
"I want her moved in here." I wouldn't let my guard down until I knew she'd be with me when I woke up. "I'll rest easier and heal faster if we're together."
"Do as she says," Bowen said, voice heavy with concern and anger. "Both of them will likely benefit from the contact."
Noah leaned over, I knew he was going to kiss my forehead.
"Wait," I said, causing him to pause midway.
I lifted my free hand, and he immediately bent closer, realizing I wanted to touch him. When I could slide my fingers around his nape, I applied steady pressure. He realized my intention and brought his lips to mine. The kiss was quick and chaste, but he got the point.
I meant it when I said I was staying.
I wasn't going anywhere.
He pulled back and said, "Rest easy, angel. I'll get her in here."
"Wait." He looked at me and I said, "You too. I want you here when I wake up."
The tension around his mouth and eyes eased. "Whatever you say."
I didn't want to let him go, but I had no other choice.
He left the room, and I rested my head on the pillow.
"Ellie," Bowen spoke so quietly, I barely heard him. I turned to look, and he'd kneeled by the bed, so we were nearly eye level. "Give me your hand."
I offered him the right one, as it was free of the IV. He put a delicate white gold bracelet around my wrist and secured the lobster clasp. The metal wasn't cold, instead if felt warm against my skin.
"What's this?"
"A gift," he said. "From Violet."
Why would she give me a present? "What for?"
He studied me, his brows furrowed. He took a moment and informed me, "She went to the place you were held. She walked through the rooms after I asked to her. She took her time." My puzzlement must have shown, because he added, "She can see events in places if she wants. She saw what transpired there. This is her way of making sure she can find you no matter where you are or who you're with if something happens again."
"Did she tell you everything?" I whispered. "About what happened there?"
"Yes, and a little more. But that's just between us."
"A little more?"
"She picked up traces of other things. She's going to try to help."
That was excellent news.
Still, I wondered. "Why?"
"It's complicated." He stood and tried to smile. "I'll help Noah."
"Bowen. What's wrong?"
He shook his head. "We'll talk soon."
I watched as he walked away.
Bowen never lied to me.
If he didn't answer a question, it meant he couldn't. 
Which made me curious about Violet Silvermist.
There was something going on between them.
Something private.
I hoped it wasn't dangerous.
◆◆◆
 
I woke some time later.
I scented Angie and turned my head in her direction. She was asleep in a bed near the wall, curled in a ball facing my direction. But she wasn't the reason I'd roused.
The pack stood around my bed, their hands interlocked.
Their eyes were closed.
Noah sat on the bed beside me. His palm rested on my bare chest.
My wolf had been aware of what was taking place, but the human portion of me didn't react immediately. Now that I'd come to, I realized I no longer hurt. The pain was gone. Warmth, strength, and a newfound power flowed through me. The electric tingling sensation was pleasant and comforting. The flow of the revitalizing current came directly from the pack.
Magic.
I knew werewolves had natural elements of magic that couldn't be explained. It was how they could shift forms and create bonds with each other. I'd never felt this level of influence from them, but it didn't frighten me. They held me up, took me in, and offered safety and security. We'd come together when I'd been asleep and merged. Their wolves had surrounded mine and managed to fuse them all together.
Like this, my other half felt completely whole.
My wolf felt loved.
I studied Noah.
His eyes were closed, but he must have known I'd woken.
"Sleep, angel." Not a request, a direct command.
There was no argument. He was in complete control.
My eyes slid shut, and I did as he said.




Chapter Twenty-One

When I'd come to again, I could move without pain. The IV in my arm had been removed. I rose carefully, knew immediately something was different, and inspected the injury on my hip. I couldn't believe it. The flesh had already closed. In another day or two, it would be gone. There would be slight scarring, but that was it. I felt somewhat baffled and terrified. The power of the pack was more than I'd imagined. They had done all the work. They'd given an enormous part of themselves to heal me. They didn't have to do it, and I wondered why they'd decided to. Noah had probably told them I'd made a decision and would be returning to them.  
Angie still slept, and I didn't bother her, not that I could. The sedative she'd been given was made to last a long time. It would keep her out for at least another few hours.  
The nurse at the compound had been forced to cut off most of her hair, but she'd attempted to do so carefully, creating a pixie-like style. I studied her face, wondering about her life. She appeared to be young, in her early twenties. We hadn't had time to talk about her family or where she was from. I hoped the changes in her life would be something she'd easily overcome.
A soft knock on the door drew my attention.
Noah.
He looked much better, having showered and changed. Although he'd come to me in casual attire, wearing a Tennessee college football T-shirt and jeans, he'd never looked more alluring. I especially like that he'd left his hair somewhat messy, not bothering to style it as he did for work. He produced a thin smile and walked across the room.
"How do you feel?"
"It's almost like nothing ever happened," I whispered. I was still amazed and frightened at the accelerated rate of healing. "I feel fine."
"Good." He sounded weary.
"Are you okay?"
He sat on the side of the bed. The mattress sank heavily beneath his weight. He took my hand. "We know where the mole is."
That was an odd way to phrase it. Not who but where.
"What do you mean?"
"Michael had a suspicion. He has for a while, actually, but I didn't agree with him. It didn't seem probable. Anyway, he set up a room in the ICU at the hospital under your name. Everything was listed as private. Then he told me to tell Tom you were there, not here. I followed his wishes to the letter." His sigh was a mixture of anger and disbelief. He lowered his head. "Within hours, the Coalition and Watchers were there. The rat isn't in the pack, Ray. It's in the PBI."
Not good.
That was dangerous on numerous levels.
I didn't want to believe it. "Tom?"
"Could be. Or someone he told."
"I don't think it's him." I truly didn't. The way he reacted around Noah was very real. The human considered Noah a friend. "He cares about you."
"Doesn't matter." Noah looked at me, the light radiating from his irises warned me he was more than angry, he was experiencing outrage. "From now on, we work with the PBI carefully. Pack information remains pack information. We only take cases if we're called in directly. Whoever's doing the talking can't know that we know about them. Not if we want to flush them out." He squeezed my hand and said, "We know the identities of the men you killed. All of them had stable, seemingly happy lives, until they fell off the radar completely. We're going to question their families."
"Dante?"
"He lost his medical license a couple of years ago, after a malpractice suit of some kind. Then he went off the grid. He isn't registered to any pack. None were even aware of him. It's the same with the others you took out. All of them have only one connection that we know of. They were members of the Watchers of the Moon."
"But they had been changed." It didn't make sense. Supporting a group that wanted you dead. Who did that? "Why would they?"
"Michael hired people to attend Watchers meetings years ago. They attend all the rallies and report to him directly. Last month, the organizers told everyone they were on the verge of a medical breakthrough. They indicated they knew a way to reverse bites of werewolf victims regardless of time of contamination."
It made sense. "Dante's research. That's why he was doing experiments. He was trying to reverse the trait even after a shift."
"We think so. It fits."
"What about Peter?"
"We're not sure of his involvement. Dante had taken people randomly, or at least that's how it seems. We went back to Burlesque and Muriel's. At night, if you park in certain areas, the cameras can't see everything. It's the same where Floyd went missing. We think Floyd and Peter were victims, but we don't know what part Dante thought they'd play. We have no idea why they were released and not contained."
"What about the house?"
"It was condemned decades ago. The original owner was a witch."
That explained the magic masking the place. "What now?"
"Now, we get you healthy and back on your feet. Michael has already established a rotating guard duty. He's also hired contractors to install lights and cameras around the entire compound, which is something he should have done a long time ago. No one will be coming or going without our knowledge."
 "What about Angie? What did the pack say?"
"They want to meet her. For obvious reasons. They won't make a decision until they know it's the right one." He reached over and touched the bracelet on my wrist. He ran his index finger along the metal. "Bowen told me what this does. I never want you to take it off."
"Then I won't."
A shuffle of feet came from the doorway.
Michael watched us for a moment, amber eyes pensive, then entered. "You're awake. Welcome back." He strode to the bed, stopped beside Noah, and questioned, "Did you ask her?"
"Not yet," Noah replied, clearly agitated. "I was about to."
"Hmm." Michael seemed amused as he peered down at me. "Eleonora, I won't ask the question. It would be rude. So, I'll set up the scenario, and let Noah take over. You've been on the news, which could have been a mess. Thankfully, you saved not one, not two, but three people." My brows furrowed as I concentrated and tried to think, I couldn't remember three human victims. Michael continued, "Angie is listed as human. We're keeping it that way, for now. Then there's the little boy in the mall. His mother and the witnesses from that day have been on the news talking about what you did. She's speaking up for you. People are calling you their werewolf protector." 
Surprising and rewarding, but I didn't understand. "What does that have to do with a question?"
"Noah told you about the PBI?" I nodded slowly and he said, "We have to proceed carefully with them, and werewolves need good PR right now. We can say with certainty that the Watchers kidnapped you and killed others, including humans, for experimentation. Right now, Watchers are the bad guys, not us. That will gain traction, but it won't be enough, and it won't last long. People will talk about it for a few weeks and move on. Things will be good for us until there's another way to vilify werewolves. Then we'll be right back where we started. We need to take advantage of the positive human interest while we can."
"Okay." I wasn't sure where he was taking the conversation. "How?"
"Many are calling you a hero. News stations are aware of this, so they're not being hostile. Humans are viewing you as one of their own. You can speak to them and serve as a link between us. You can establish a connection we've never been able to before."
Dread lined my stomach. "You want me to be a werewolf celebrity?" 
"After a fashion. Humans, as you are well aware, devour love stories. So we give them one. What is more romantic than a young woman reconnecting with her first love?"
"I'm not following."
"Will you marry me, angel?" Noah asked in a deep voice.
 I jerked back, stunned. "Are you serious?"
"You're so romantic," Michael said with humor. "We present your story. Even your departure from the pack after you cared for your mother, which we're saying we allowed because we're understanding like that. You are more human than wolf, that's why you left for a time. But when you saved the child at the bank, and were harmed, you came into contact with the man you'd always loved. That's why you came back to the pack. You're a human that recognizes love, regardless of who or what it's for. You're loyal and faithful, two traits humans idolize."
His big plan sounded insane and ridiculous.
Give me a break.
"People would never buy that." Not in a million years.
Michael pulled a newspaper from under his arm and unfolded it. "Take a look."
There was a picture of me and Noah on the front. Michael had to have provided it, as it was taken before I'd left the compound. We'd attended a picnic. I'd worn a white spring dress Noah loved, and he'd dressed in khakis and a dress shirt. He had his arm around my waist, and I'd leaned against him, tilting my head so it rested on his chest. Both of us were giving the camera radiant smiles. We looked like a giddy and happy couple. The picture next to it was grainy and had been taken from a cell phone. My body was splayed above the lower floor of the mall as I held onto the stroller and railing. Noah stood just below me, his arms lifted to catch the baby.
The headline was easy to read, printed in large, bold letters.
WEREWOLF LOVE STORY REVEALED.
I felt nauseous but read on.
The reporter talked about Mom, her death, and my move to New York. Then it followed events from the bank, all the way to the mall, and then reported what had happened with Angie in the condemned house. Following the write up, the reporter went into details about myself and Noah. She indicated we'd fallen in love at first sight, that we reconnected as soon as we came in contact again, and that we were ridiculously protective of each other. It was an ooey-gooey op-ed, and humans not only bought the story, they ate it up. There were various statements from witnesses at the mall. The people quoted in the article even liked Noah after what he'd done. Many of them couldn't believe we were werewolves. They stated they thought we were human.
We were being glorified as an enamored power couple.
"Oh my god."
"You can be adoring, happy, and say yes, or I can order you to do it," Michael said, a warning evident in his tone. "For Noah's sake, I hope you choose the first option."
"The pack..."
They didn't want me. At least, I didn't think they did.
Then I remembered them around my bed.
The feeling that had come from them wasn't negative.
"They're still hurt and a bit angry," Noah admitted, "but they're willing to move on. I told them you planned to stay. They know you swore you'd never leave again. They sensed the truth in my words. They've accepted you. It'll take effort from all of us, but they want to work things out."
"That's why they came?"
"Yes." He smiled and nodded. "That's exactly why they came."
"So?" Michael prodded, impatient. "What do you say?"
What else could I say? No wasn't an option. "Yes."
"Attagirl," Michael handed Noah a box. "For you, Ark Man."
Noah opened it. Inside was a platinum band with a large round diamond.
He moved back, knelt, and peered up at me. "Will you marry me?"
Despite my earlier hiccup, he wanted to do things right.
"Yes." I felt embarrassed and very aware of myself. "I'll marry you."
He grinned and pulled the ring free. Then he put it on my finger.
"You can kiss your soon-to-be bride." Michael found our interaction amusing.
Noah stood and leaned in for a kiss. This time, he didn't pull away immediately. He simply breezed his mouth across mine, once, then again. I sighed, basking in his nearness, warmth, and scent. Noah could perform miracles with his mouth. I knew that for a fact. He'd shown me more than once.              
"With that settled, I'm going to get to work. We have a wedding to plan. Rest up. I'll have a phone brought to you. You need to create social media accounts. I'll hire a reliable personal assistant who can handle online traffic and field questions for you. Noah will select your guards. Someone will be here to interview you in a few days."
"Social media accounts? An interview?" I pulled away from Noah and yelled at Michael's departing back. "Michael, seriously?"
"You've got a new job and have been promoted." He stopped and looked at me. "Congratulations."
Baffled and unprepared, I asked, "To what?"
"An official werewolf spokesperson," Michael replied and left the room.
I couldn't turn it down. He'd made up his mind.
That was the ultimate alpha I knew. Always getting his way.
Seconds passed. I absorbed the information.
"Are you angry?" Noah sounded uncertain as he took a seat on the bed.
"What?" I shook aside all the questions I wanted to ask. "No. I'm not angry." I looked at the ring on my finger. The diamond was large but tasteful. It wasn't too big. I wasn't sure what to say, so I asked, "Did you pick this one?"
"I didn't have time, but I'm going to get you a ring from me. That's a promise for something better."
"When did you find out you had to propose?"
He gave me a look, his eyes revealing a hint of silver.
I'd insulted him.
"I didn't have to do anything," he reminded me. "I wanted to."
I reworded my question. "When did you talk to Michael about this?"
"When we found out about the PBI and news articles." He paused and drew a deep breath. Something troubled him. I could feel his anxiety. "You said you'd stay and rejoin the pack. That's all I can ask of you. If you don't want a married relationship with me, it can be in name only. We can ham things up for camera interviews if you want."
Ugh. Camera interviews. "Do we have to?"
He frowned. "Marry in name only?"
"Ham it up for cameras."
His dour mood lifted. He relaxed somewhat. "Not if you don't want to."
"I don't want to lie anymore." I felt exhausted by deceit.
"Then what do you want to do?"
I thought about it, considering everything.
I was meant to be with Noah. He knew it, and I knew it.
So did the pack. And Michael.
I missed Steven, and always would, but he was gone.
And I'd agreed to remain right where I was. I'd given my word.
"Start over," I finally answered. "Clean slate."
He took my hand. This thumb rubbed the ring. "I can do that."
"Doesn't it bother you?" He cocked his head in question, and I said, "People knowing about our private lives. Discussing it openly with strangers. Using our relationship as a public relations tool."
"Not if it helps the pack."
A very Noah response. "I don't like it."
He laughed at my expression. "I can tell."
More noise coming from the door made me nervous. I didn't know what to expect next. I experienced relief when I saw the pack standing behind Trisha and Jonathan.
"Can we come in?" Jonathan asked. He didn't look or sound angry.
"Yeah, sure," I said, wondering if I should expect an ambush.
Trisha, Jonathan, Brady, and Mark approached the bed. Jasper, Mari, and Stanley stepped inside and turned around, guarding the room.
From there the conversation flowed smoothly. They asked how I was, hoping I felt better. Trisha and Jonathan thanked me for what I'd done.
I wasn't certain about the future, but I knew one thing.
Starting with a clean slate was the way to go.
They needed me, and I needed them.
We only had to find our way back to each other.




Chapter Twenty-Two

Angela Roxette Billings. That was Angie's full name. She had family, but the relationships with them were toxic. Therefore, there was no one to contact. She'd met Peter in a college art class. They were never romantic, only friends, but they'd done almost everything together. That was why she'd taken the news about his death so hard. I still felt bad about my part in all of that.
They'd needed to run tests on her, which she allowed so long as I went with her. Benjamin had ordered CT scans, an MRI, and numerous blood panels. She was about thirty pounds underweight, but she would gain that quickly with proper meals. Even after everything she'd endured, she appeared to be in good health physically.
Michael had contacted her apartment complex after she'd provided her address. Her items had been put out when she hadn't paid the rent, a common practice. So she'd be starting from scratch. I didn't know if it was a good or bad thing. The primary bonus came from what she was. A made female werewolf. Michael had already given her access to a bank account that would receive monthly deposits. She wouldn't be rich, but she wouldn't suffer. She'd remain under his care.
He wanted to meet her, of course.
She wasn't going anywhere without his express approval.
That was why we were taken from the medical facility on the compound to his home. We'd been flanked by several guards. I'd tried to warn Angie of things, such as being submissive and not bringing too much attention to herself. As well as watching her language. Michael was very old and didn't care for profanity, feeling it made a person look uneducated. Not that I hadn't heard him deliver an F-bomb in the past.
She'd taken to werewolf hierarchy and protocol better than I had, easily sliding into a submissive position in front of him. He'd clearly been pleased at her behavior, and he'd shot me a few looks to remind me this was how I was supposed to behave. Each question he asked was given a full and proper answer. He seemed so amiable and charming, she hadn't asked me to stay when he told me to take a seat on the bench so they could talk privately.
That's how I ended up where I was.
Sitting on the stupid bench. Again.
How I hated it.
"Miss Ellie?" Michael's butler came from a human family that had always served werewolves. He'd aged quite a bit in the years I'd been gone. When he passed away, his grandson would take his place. He'd always been kind to me. "You can go back in."
I gave him a smile and patted his arm. "Thanks, Mannie."
I entered the large room and wanted to growl, even if it was wrong. Angie should be happy and relaxed, especially around our kind. I just didn't think her joy would come from Michael. I took a spot beside her, seated across from my alpha and sometimes tormenter. He knew how I felt, as he knew just about everything at all times, but didn't comment on it.
"We've spoken and come to an agreement. Angela will be staying with you until a home is chosen and properly furnished for her," Michael told me, sitting composed and relaxed on the couch. "I've already sent someone to purchase her personal items. They'll be delivered tomorrow. Her car will arrive next week, along with things you're going to need."
"I don't need anything." I didn't think I did.
"Yes, you do," he corrected me, there was a hidden warning in his tone. "Go over each item, and get used to your new wardrobe."
I wanted to roll onto my back, show him my stomach, and tell him I gave up. "I like the clothes I have."
"That's nice, wear them in your free time. When you're working as a spokesperson, you will look the part."
"You're going to be on television." Angie seemed delighted about the news.
At least someone was.
I knew Noah had arrived before I saw him. I felt his presence.
For some reason, my wolf came online as soon as he got anywhere near me. I wasn't sure why. The invisible thread between us felt natural but strange. Whatever it was hadn't been there before. That was how I knew which direction he was coming from. I met his gaze as soon as he stepped into the room. He'd styled his hair and changed into his formal work clothes. He looked amazing and confident, things I'd always loved about him.
I could smell Angie's reaction. She had a crush on him.
If she'd been anyone else, I'd have put her in her place.
She knew it was wrong, though. I knew she fought what she felt.
I really couldn't blame her. Her body had changed, and so had she. Even if she didn't have a connection with the wolf inside her, they were highly sexual creatures. She was simply doing what the chemicals in her brain told her to.
Besides, Noah was extremely good-looking.
Noah scented her arousal but ignored it like a gentleman.
He strode over to me and sat on the seat beside me, then he pulled me close. I felt his beast rise up and reach for mine. I  knew why. Even if Angie didn't recognize it, her wolf would. He was warning her that he was taken. My wolf responded without my approval, as it had since that night he'd brought the pack to the hospital.
That had to have something to do with my reactions.
When the pack surrounded me, something had happened.
A veil lifted. Only I didn't know what kind.
I could feel them in a way I hadn't before.
"Ah, Noah," Michael said, sounding chipper. I didn't trust him when his mood shifted so quickly. He was up to something. "Is everything taken care of?"
I looked at Noah, who nodded at Michael. Then he leaned into me, placing his mouth by my ear. "We need to go into the office. There's someone that needs to talk to you."
"Now?" I moved away to gawk at him.
I sensed his amusement at my blunt response. "Angela will be safe with Michael."
Noah looked over at Angie, then hiked his chin in Michael's direction.
I studied the two of them for a moment.
Then, it dawned on me.
Noah didn't have to say more. I knew what he meant without words. Angela wasn't merely playing a part. She wasn't being docile and happy because she didn't have a care in the world. Michael had influenced her wolf the minute she walked through the door. He'd claimed her as one of his without question, never mind asking for permission, taking her into his pack.
It figured. With Michael, pack came first.
Like this, she'd never be a danger or threat.
"Who is it?"
"Steven McDaniel's attorney." Michael's happy demeanor vanished. He didn't like the intruder on his territory. Annoyance radiated from him and filled the room. He swept a long strand of dark hair from his face. "When he couldn't get in touch with you, he paid us a visit. Apparently, it's important he speak with you." His amber colored irises homed in on me, making it clear who he was addressing. "As in now."
I knew an order when I heard it. I bowed my head, accepting defeat.
Noah rose and offered me his hand. I took it and looked at Angie.
I knew it was stupid to worry about her. She was solidly trapped in Michael's thrall. From now until eternity, she'd do whatever he told her. It wasn't necessarily a bad thing, as he could control the wolf inside her. I felt bad about it, though. I'd promised I'd protect her. I hoped Michael allowed me to keep my word. He wouldn't hurt her unless he had to, I knew that. Still, I couldn't prevent my concern.
Noah guided me through the enormous expanse of Michael's home. Even having seen it before, I felt overtaken. The furniture consisted of so many antique pieces. I'd loved studying them as a teenager. I'd often imagined where they'd come from, wondering how Michael had found them.
We made it to the office and Noah stopped. "He says he has to speak to you alone." He didn't sound happy as he shared the news. "I'm not going anywhere. I'll be right here."
"Okay," I responded and squeezed his hand.
Even when I let go, the connection between us didn't break.
I had to ask him what he'd done.
It was obvious something had changed.
I went into the office and saw an middle age human male seated at Michael's desk. He was looking over paperwork. As soon as he saw me, he stood and swept his hands over his suit.
"Ms. Carthy?"
"Yes," I answered and asked, "You are?"
"Clifford Montgomery," he said formally, and reached over the desk to shake my hand. By his demeanor and scent, I knew he recognized me. I immediately stepped forward and followed the motions. With the shake completed, he motioned to a chair. "Please, sit."
I did and he looked over the papers again.
"I'm sorry we didn't meet under happier circumstances," he told me, sounding solemn. "Steven was a good man. I'm sorry for your loss."
My heart sank at the reminder. Steven.
I pictured his face. His cheeky grin.
"Thank you."
"There are two signatures I need from you." He pulled papers aside and said, "The first is in regard to his will. That's why I had to come to you immediately. His assets as it pertains to you are liquid. The others will be sorted out soon, and I can't release anything until this has been taken care of."
"This being what, exactly?" Maybe the house? Or his car? "What did he want me to have?"
"He left you a sizable amount of money."
I hadn't expected that. Cautious, I questioned, "He did?"
"Yes, Ms. Carthy." He studied the papers. "A little over two point five million dollars."
My mind felt like it had separated from my body.
That was more money than I knew what to do with.
No, it wasn't possible. I'd misheard.
"Two point five million dollars?" I gasped, struggling to breathe.
"Yes."
"No, he wouldn't do that," I attempted to correct him. Steven had always been logical and precise. I remembered his mother and father. "He'd have left everything to his parents."
"Don't worry about them," he told me, confident as he kept going. "They are very well taken care of. I assure you, he looked out for them as well. They'll be receiving much more than this. They'll live out their lives in absolute comfort and luxury."
Comfort and luxury?
I couldn't comprehend it.
Steven had money. I knew that.
But a millionaire?
He pushed papers toward me and said, "Please, sign here."
I did, feeling dazed, confused, and thinking I was dreaming.
"Very good. Now for the other matter." His voice had changed, taking on a cautious edge. "Mr. McDaniel hired several private contractors. Don't worry, they've been paid, that's not why I'm here. I'm the executor of the will, so I've seen to it. It's the content of what they found I need you to sign for. He wanted this to come directly to you." He lifted his head and said, "Only to you."
I looked at the manila envelopes and asked softly, "What is it?"
"I can't look inside. Only you can. But if I had to wager a guess, I'd say they are in regard to the threats he received after your altercation at the bank. That's when he hired the investigators."
"He hired investigators?" That was something I knew nothing about. "What kind of threats did he receive?"
The attorney stopped looking at the papers and studied me. "He didn't mention any of this to you? Nothing?" When I shook my head he stated, "He'd received numerous death threats after he was connected to you on the news. People came to his business more than once." When he frowned, I knew he thought I might be lying. "You can be honest with me, Ms. Carthy. About anything and everything. I'm bound by attorney-client privilege. Did you know anything about this?"
"No," I said, suddenly numb. "And I'm not a client."
It felt like the world had come down around me.
I'd known the explosion wasn't an accident.
I'd felt it somehow.
Steven had never been stupid.
The accident was no accident.
"Actually, you are," he corrected me. "Money was put aside for that as well. I wouldn't have mentioned anything about his parents otherwise. It's confidential. He stated you were to be consulted and informed without question. I have a sizeable amount set aside for any future matters you need assistance with. Don't concern yourself with that."
"How much money did his parents get?" It sounded stupid to ask, and strange, but I wanted to know.
"Approximately twelve million dollars, before assets."
Oh dear God. Twelve million dollars.
No wonder he'd had the ability to confront Michael.
Unsteady and struggling for breath, I asked, "You're sure?"
"I'm positive." He must have seen how sick I felt, because he asked, "Are you alright?"
"Yes." I gulped, worried I'd never known Steven at all. "I need a moment."
The man I knew lived frugally. He watched his money.
Then, I thought about it. I really considered the man. 
He'd always been meticulous in all things.
He knew stocks and bonds. He invested in extremely smart ways.
His werewolf and vampire clients paid him well.
Then, I remembered what Michael had said.
Steven had caused a lot of problems with his terms and conditions. Otherwise, Michael would have dismissed him without question. Steven had made things very clear. He wouldn't leave me without a fight. He would do whatever he had to in order to remain in my life.
"Who threatened him?" I asked, trying to combat the anger, rage, and confusion inside of me. If Michael was the reason, I'd kill him. "Who came to his shop?"
"I can't answer for certain. He mentioned the Watchers of the Moon."
The information was a small comfort. I didn't have to worry about Michael or werewolves being involved. Another thought formed. Or did I? Dante had been a werewolf. There were others like him. None of them were pack.
I recalled what Ensel had said as he'd threatened Trisha.
I'm like a hydra. Cut off my head, and two will take its place.
"Where do I sign?" I couldn't focus on the attorney. I was going to be sick.
I had a very bad feeling.
"Here." He indicated the area on the papers and pointed.
I signed them quickly, trying to figure out what to do next.
"Would you like the money in a new account? Or would you prefer a deposit or check?"
What? Why is he talking about money?
I came back to reality. "A new account is fine. You can do that?"
"Certainly," he told me with confidence. "I'll have it ready in a few days."
I grabbed the envelopes, worried I might vomit.
"Is that all?" I questioned, trying to keep my mind balanced, needing to leave.
There was something I had to check. Something important.
"Uh, yes," he said, confused by my reaction. I scented his unease. "I will need to contact you about the assets that remain, but otherwise we are done."
We are done.
That's all I needed to hear.
"Thank you," I said and struggled to rise.
When I made it to my feet, I went for the door. Noah was waiting for me. He'd sensed my emotions and was right there, just as I instinctually knew he would be. He caught me as I tripped, keeping me upright. I couldn't feel my legs and struggled to stand. He gained traction, holding me up when I knew I'd fall.
He knew it, too. The connection between us flared.
His wolf surrounded me, trying to reassure me. 
"Angel?" He didn't let go, looking down at me. "What's wrong?"
"Take me home," I told him, clinging to his shoulders. "Now," I ordered, before he could ask questions. "I need to get home. Take us home."
"Angela—"
"Michael can watch her." I cut him sort and peered up at him, making sure he could see the anguish on my face. "Please. Take me home. I'm begging you, Noah. Take me home now."
I let the wolf rise, revealing my turmoil and state of mind. She influenced him, just as I thought she would. His features changed, his face shifting as his wolf reacted immediately, ready to protect me. I felt horrible seeing it. He was riding the edge, just like I was. The wolf and the human part of me raged at the injustice. Now, so did his. I pulled back, not wanting that. I tried to think of other things and focused on our time at the quarry. A moment of peace and reconciliation. He couldn't drive as a wolf.
In seconds or minutes, I wasn't certain, he got hold of himself.
He stopped with the questions and picked me up.
I let him, welcoming the security, sagging in his arms.
I didn't look as he strode through Michael's home, no longer fixated on the objects. Whatever happened to Steven transpired because of me. He'd been killed because of me. With each of Noah's step, I contemplated my part in things.
Noah took me to his truck and didn't ask questions.
Still, I felt his alarm. His confusion.
He'd been soaked in my absolute uncertainty and worry.
The bond between us was stronger than ever.
He knew something was very wrong.
Once I was buckled into my seat, and he took off, I cut on the light in the cabin and tore the envelopes open. Noah glanced at me several times as he studied the road, but I didn't pay attention. The connection between us told me he'd make it home safely. I looked at the papers in my hand. The private investigators had identities and aliases listed. I went through them quickly, and my stomach sank when I found what I hoped I wouldn't.
Dante Orr.
He was listed as a known acquaintance of Hugo Rawlings. A man who'd threatened Steven at the shop. There was no police report. It appeared the information had been gathered after the investigator did a search on Hugo's license plate. It was the first step in many, but eventually led to Dante's name on the list of people who were members of the Watchers of the Moon.
 "Hurry, please," I told Noah, trying to get a grip. "Go faster."
 "What are you reading, Ray?" His unease and discomfort flowed into me. I saw a line of white along his jaw, telling me how hard he was clenching his teeth. When he took control of his beast, he questioned, "What's the matter?"
"It wasn't an accident," I said, horrified at what had happened.
"What wasn't an accident?"
I didn't answer. I couldn't.
Shame, guilt, and revulsion consumed me.
The one pure, true thing, I'd ever known had died because of me. Or had he? Dante's name was there. Listed on paper. He'd known who I was. He'd known about Steven as well.
"Ray." Noah's vocal cords tightened, distorting as he said my name, and I felt his wolf reaching out. "I'm fighting for control here. Talk to me. Tell me something."
My rage found a target.
If he was fighting for control, it was his own fault. He'd done something to me. He'd cemented our bond in stone. I knew he had. It was the only explanation for how I felt. This was different. Natural but unknown to me.
Provoking Noah wasn't smart. I knew that.
Still, I got ready to stand my ground, directing my anger at him, and reeled at the feelings that slammed into me. Raw emotion from the two of us pooled together and spilled over. I tried to put a lid on mine, tamping them down as best I could. I felt him try to do the same. Both of us struggled, I could hear our heavy, combined breathing.
His hand shot out and grasped my arm.
As soon as our skin touched, the human aspect of things were forced aside. Our beasts took over, changing things in a way I hadn't expected. They merged and pulled our human emotions back. Then they did what came naturally to them, feeding off one another. Like this, there was no chaos. I was still upset, the why of it simply wasn't as important. 
"Better?" Noah's voice was deep and gravelly.
I blinked several times, coming back into my skin. "I think so."
"Tell me what's wrong." He released my arm.
"It's not good," I said, recalling why I felt so shaky.
I sagged against the seat, trying to bring my thoughts together.
"What's not good?"
I didn't want to answer any questions. I needed to think.
I waved an envelope in the air. "All of it."
He wasn't pleased with my response, but I didn't say anything else. If my gut was right, I'd have to make Michael pull strings to exhume Steven's grave in order to conduct a formal autopsy. That was the only way to prove the body didn't match Steven's dental or DNA records.
As soon as Noah pulled up to the house, I jumped from the truck.
The night air felt calming, soothing me, but I didn't have time to take it in. I ran across the distance and sprinted to the porch. As soon as the door opened, I dashed inside and rushed up the stairs. I nearly tripped, adrenaline pumping through my veins. I made it to the bedroom and stormed to the nightstand.
The phone took too long to start. I bit my thumb as I waited.
Noah appeared in the doorway but didn't say anything. Neither did I. I'd be telling him something soon enough. When the device had power, I went to voicemail.
I had one message.
I retrieved it and gnawed at my finger while I waited.
The line clicked, and I heard Steven's voice. "Hey, grit. Something's come up, so I won't be able to order the parts you asked for. We have to go with another brand. It's solid and reliable. It's called minotaur. Look it up." I heard voices in the background, men nearby were shouting, and he said, "Minotaur."
The call ended.
I knew what the message meant.
He'd been in danger and reached out.
I sank to the floor and let everything consume me.
Misery, contempt, and regret.
"Angel." Noah came to me and dropped by my side. "Will you tell me now?"
His voice took on a heavy edge, and I felt him tense up against me, muscles drawn tight. He was struggling with his wolf again. The beast wanted to take charge. That odd yet familiar connection between us rose again. His wolf touched mine and, once again, ebbed my flow of emotions. I latched my arms around his torso and rested my face on his chest. I didn't let go, welcoming his nearness as he drew me close. I buried my face in his neck, desperate to find comfort in his scent and powerful presence. It didn't work completely, the realization I'd come to was too profound, too difficult to accept.
If I was right, and he was alive, I'd be the cause of his misery. I would be the one held responsible.
"Heaven help me. I've destroyed him, Noah. He'll never be the same. He'll hate me forever." Knowing that, I whimpered in fear of what was to come. "He'll never forgive me."
"Who won't forgive you?" he questioned, trying to remain composed, barely keeping his wolf in control in the midst of my despair and grief. He shifted his body, getting comfortable as he situated me on his lap, trying to look me in the eye. I didn't dare meet his gaze, afraid of how he might react when I told him. "What are you talking about?"
He could be dead. I didn't know for sure.
He might not have survived the change.
But he had. Deep down, I knew.
"Steven."
Noah went very still. "What about Steven?"
"Dante isn't the only person kidnapping people and experimenting on werewolves. There are others doing the same thing, and I bet they're working together. They targeted Steven just like they targeted me." The words tumbled from my mouth. That would explain why Angie had never seen Peter, and why we were having a hard time connecting cases. Another wave of torment and outrage hit. I wanted to rip Dante apart a second time. Then, wanting to think things weren't so bleak, I bit back my temper and said, "He's not dead, Noah. Steven's not dead. They took him."
"Easy, angel," he felt my torment, I knew that, but he didn't understand it, not completely. I rocked in his arms, and he tried to soothe me by stroking my back. "Breathe."
"'I'm so sorry," I gasped, trying to inhale. "I'm so sorry, Noah."
"Shh, it's alright," he said, "I've got you."
But it wasn't alright. It never would be.
Our wolves came together yet again, and I gave up. I let them bask in their glory and happiness. If anything, they deserved it. Still, my thoughts tumbled over each other. I'd assumed I wouldn't know if Steven passed, because he was human. But I'd guessed wrong. I hadn't followed my instincts. He wasn't gone, because he'd never died.
He'd been changed.
I thought that was why I could sense him.
The bond we'd created when he was human remained.
Steven was alive.
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